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Abstract
The objective of this paper is to explain, from a cliometric perspective, the determi-
nants of the growth of Argentina’s exports between 1880 and 1929. To do this, we 
have constructed a gravity model with the principal products exported each year by 
Argentina to its most important trading partners. In this way, we believe that this 
study constitutes a relevant and original contribution to the analysis of economic 
growth from a historical perspective and specifically in explaining the factors deter-
mining the export success of the settler countries during the first wave of globalisa-
tion. Our results show that Argentina’s export-led growth must be explained from 
both the supply and demand sides. We also find that the reduction in trade costs and 
trade liberalisation, especially the latter, boosted exports. We also support the idea 
that Argentina had a successful agro-export sector because it offered a diverse basket 
of products to the different European and American countries that consumed them. 
To sum up, we can conclude that Argentina took advantage of a multilateral and 
open economic system. Within this context, the country generally found a demand 
for its supply, which constitutes the key to explaining the magnitude and speed of 
Argentina’s export growth.
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1 Introduction

The long nineteenth century constitutes a crucial period in economic history as it 
represents the advent of a new era during which modern industry was not only con-
solidated in its British birthplace but was also extended to other countries such as 
those in north-west Europe, the USA and Japan.

However, the populations of some extra-European countries were also able to 
earn high incomes but with low levels of industrialisation. These countries had been 
recently colonised by Europe (Canada, Argentina, Uruguay, Australia and New Zea-
land), and their economic growth was based on the rapid expansion of their exports 
of primary products and on the linkage effects of these exports with other economic 
activities (Smithies 1966; Duncan 1984; Pomfret 1981; Fogarty 1985; Alvarez et al. 
2007; Míguez and Rayes 2014). Almost all of these countries were ranked among 
the world’s top ten economies in terms of per capita income in 1913 (Uruguay was 
the 14th) (Maddison project 2013). The export-led growth models of these coun-
tries were based on the strong integration and complementarity of their economies 
with European countries that were at a more advanced stage in their industrialisation 
process, especially the UK. These settler countries exported primary products to the 
most developed European nations, drawing from their abundant natural resources 
(particularly land). In return, they imported scarce factors of production (labour and 
capital) and manufactured goods (Schedvin 1990; Denoon 1983).

Other countries, mainly in tropical areas, including the majority of Latin Ameri-
can countries, also tried to stimulate growth through the expansion of their exports. 
However, the results were more modest than those of the settler countries, due to the 
much slower pace of their export growth and the weak linkages of their exports with 
the rest of the economy, two essential elements of the model (Cortés Conde and 
Hunt 1985). Bulmer-Thomas (1994) has already shown that cases with relatively 
diversified baskets, such as Peru or Mexico, had a higher concentration than Argen-
tina in terms of the value exported to their main destinations. Recently, in a com-
parison of the export performance of Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, 
Mexico and Peru, Kuntz-Ficker (2017: 316) characterised the former as an outlier 
since, with a 4% average growth rate for exports between 1870 and 1929, Argentina 
reached a maximum level of 865 million dollars, while Mexico, with a remarkable 
average export growth rate of 6% per year, reached a top export value of 227 million 
dollars (both at constant 1913 prices).

The increasing international integration that took place from the first half of the 
nineteenth century, known as the First Globalisation, therefore constitutes the frame-
work within which these export-led growth experiences were developed. It is well 
known that until the First World War, trade grew at a fast pace (3.9% between 1817 
and 1865 and 3.1% between 1865 and 1913) and faster than production (Federico 
and Tena-Junguito 2016). This growth in trade was driven by a series of factors such 
as the industrialisation process itself which shifted the demand and supply curves to 
the right, due to the technical changes, the fall in transport costs and the trade lib-
eralisation process experienced by the Atlantic economies (Jacks 2006; Jacks et al. 
2011). The trade of agricultural and food products also increased strongly until the 
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outbreak of the First World War due to the same causes (Aparicio et al. 2009, 2018; 
Pinilla and Ayuda 2010).

Within this context, some countries that specialised in the production and export 
of primary products, with a high demand from north-west Europe due both to the 
fast population growth arising from the demographic transition and to the increase 
in the per capita income of its population, were able to achieve rapid economic 
growth. This was the case of Argentina during these years.

According to the recent estimates of world trade published by Federico and Tena-
Junguito (2016), Argentine exports, which represented around 0.8% of world trade 
during the early 1850s, reached levels of almost 4% in the 1920s (Fig. 1). According 
to the data provided by these authors, of the countries that represented more than 1% 
of world trade between 1875 and 1929, only Canada and Japan increased their share 
at a faster rate than Argentina. Cardenas et al. (2003) show that in 1860 Argentine 
exports accounted for only 4.5% of the total value exported by Latin America. How-
ever, this percentage increased to 29.3% in 1911–1913 and before the Great Depres-
sion it reached 32.7%. These trends coincide with the League of Nations (1942) and 
Bulmer-Thomas (1994) data. Although there are no estimates with respect to the 
weight that Argentine exports had of the world trade of primary products, Pinilla 
and Aparicio (2015) have calculated that, between 1900 and 1938, the whole of 
South America represented between 10 and 15%. Argentina’s participation could be 
estimated as being around half of the total for the region. Therefore, during the so-
called First Globalisation, Argentine exports grew extremely fast, as did its GDP, 
and the country became a paradigmatic case of export-led growth (both, exports and 
GDP, had growth rates 5.2%, according to Bértola and Ocampo (2013: 125). In fact, 
exports represented about a fifth of its GDP between 1900 and 1929 (Winograd and 
Véganzonès (1997: 1997). Therefore, Argentina is a highly important case study due 

Fig. 1  Ratio of Argentine exports over world exports (% at current prices) and world exports (millions 
1913 $). Source Federico and Tena-Junguito (2016)
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to its rapid export growth and is a good reflection of what happened in other settler 
economies.

For many years, the export-led growth model of settler countries has attracted 
the interest of researchers. It could be said that the study of this model has given 
rise to one of the theoretical contributions made by economic history to economics: 
the staple theory (Watkins 1963). Furthermore, considerable empirical research in 
economic history has focused on these growth experiences, both from a comparative 
perspective and through case studies. This has generated a rich body of the litera-
ture that provides an insight into how the colonisation process was developed, how 
the new lands were exploited (after being taken from the native populations), how 
the production destined for export expanded, how the capital or labour from Europe 
arrived and how all of these factors affected economic development (Lloyd et  al. 
2013; Findlay and Lundahl 2017).

However, there are very few studies that use a cliometric perspective in order to 
identify the determinants of such an accelerated growth in exports, which is a neces-
sary condition for the export-led model to work. Obviously, the above-mentioned lit-
erature has quantified and studied the volumes of the exported goods, their destina-
tions, the domestic conditions for expanding production, the contribution of factors 
of production from abroad or the external demand conditions. Nevertheless, from 
our point of view, a relevant contribution may be made from a cliometric perspec-
tive by integrating different relevant variables into a model so as to clarify and spec-
ify the principal causes of the export growth.

Within this context, the objective of this article is to provide a cliometric con-
tribution to this field of study, constructing a gravity model to explain the deter-
minants of the growth of Argentina’s exports between 1880 and 1929. It should be 
pointed out that this study does not stop in 1913, as is generally the case in histori-
ography. This is because although the international rules of trade started changing 
after the Great War, the export-led growth model in Argentina continued until the 
Great Depression, when the exports were significantly affected, both in volume and 
in value (O´Connell 1984; Bulmer-Thomas 1994; Gerchunoff and Llach 2007).

To do this, we have constructed a gravity model with the principal products 
exported each year by Argentina to its most important trading partners. Over the 
last three decades, these models have become the most commonly used methodol-
ogy to analyse the determinants of international trade. We have applied the model to 
data that have been drawn from a meticulous review of the Argentine foreign trade 
statistics (see Appendix 1 in the Supplementary material). In contrast with the vast 
majority of the quantitative analyses of this subject, we have studied the annual path 
of the principal export products, that is, the destinations of each individual product. 
The main differences with the official statistics are that we have corrected the offi-
cial values, when they did not represent the market prices, and we have assigned the 
exports “for orders”, which affected mostly the forest and agricultural products, sent 
to European possessions without recording their final destination (for more detail, 
see Rayes 2013b).

In this way, we believe that we have made a relevant and original contribution 
to the analysis of economic growth from a historical perspective and specifically in 
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order to explain the factors determining the export success of certain countries dur-
ing the First Wave of Globalisation.

Our results reveal that both the expansion of external demand and the develop-
ment of the Argentine economy were key factors for the extremely rapid growth of 
exports. The fall in transport costs and the reductions in tariffs were also important 
contributing factors.

These overall results are better understood when analysed by the types of prod-
uct. This also constitutes an original contribution since the literature has generally 
not differentiated between different export goods. In this case, significant peculiari-
ties may be observed. The development of the Argentine economy constituted an 
obstacle for the growth of its exports of livestock products (unprocessed), as agricul-
ture competed for the land on which this activity was developed. Furthermore, the 
emergence of a meat-processing industry gave rise to a preference for the export of 
frozen and chilled meats as opposed to live animals. The opposite was the case for 
raw agricultural and processed agrifood products that experienced an improvement 
in exports as a result of the country’s economic growth.

This article has been divided into five parts. It begins by analysing the trends 
of Argentina’s export growth. It then goes on to present the theoretical framework 
and econometric model. The third section offers the results for Argentine exports 
as a whole. Subsequently, the results of the econometric models for different types 
of products are analysed and the conclusions are drawn. Finally, the paper has an 
appendix, which explains the sources on which the data are based.

2  The trends of Argentine export growth

It is well known that during the First Globalisation Argentine exports experienced 
long-term growth. But the details of this growth, in terms of both value and volume, 
have been studied with less precision. Furthermore, in order to better understand a 
process spanning almost six decades, it is not enough to have data for specific years. 
Using more reliable statistics than the official data, this paper examines how and 
when growth took place. The following chart summarises Argentine exports in cur-
rent and constant values (calculated with the prices of 1913) (Fig. 2).

As we can see, Argentina’s integration into international markets was successful 
after the 1870s. But, according to Cortés Conde and Hunt (1985: 342), it was not 
until the last decade of the nineteenth century that exports contributed to paying for 
debt services and to financing imports, which was necessary not only to transform 
the productive structure but also to cover the consumption needs of the domestic 
market. But, how did this come about?

The chart above indicates that both volume and value increased together until the 
First World War. Nonetheless, this rise was stronger in volume than in value, even 
when commodity prices fell abruptly between the mid-1880s and mid-1890s. The 
literature has attributed this growth to several causes.

Before looking at internal causes, it is important to point out that almost all the 
literature has focused on demand to explain the success of Argentina as an agricul-
tural exporter. The country benefited from the existence of a multilateral system, 
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liberal trade policies and the gold standard (Cortés Conde 1974; Gerchunoff and 
Llach 2007; Míguez 2008; Rocchi 2011; Francis 2017). Furthermore, it was able to 
cover the European, and especially the British need for commodities and raw materi-
als (Ferrer 2008: 143–146, 195–211; Platt 1972: 251–273).

In general, it has been claimed that the export growth was partially due to fall-
ing costs in transatlantic and internal transportation—with respect to the latter, rail-
road expansion had a relevant role (Bértola and Ocampo 2013: 103). Otherwise, low 
unit value products, such as grains, would not have been able to access the distant 
European markets and compete with North American and Eastern European har-
vests. The transportation revolution benefited those countries with “heavy” baskets, 
such as Argentina (Gerchunoff and Llach 2008). So, a window of opportunity was 
opened for agricultural and food products (Cortés Conde et al. 1965: 41–43; Bul-
mer-Thomas 1994: 81–98; Rayes 2014a), especially those produced in areas near 
to ports or areas that received investments in railroads because, as Fajgelbaum and 
Redding (2014) proved, the reduction in transport costs did not have the same effects 
across the whole country.

During the last quarter of the nineteenth century, most of the exports were 
derived from cattle rearing. In fact, only two of the top ten exports were agricultural 
products. Continuing the trend of the previous few decades, the exports of raw wool 
and the different types of hides dominated the scene. This was due in part to the pro-
duction structure of the Pampas, characterised by a relative abundance of land and 
a relative scarcity of capital and labour (Cortés Conde 1974: 161).This started to 
change in the final decades of the nineteenth century, with the arrival of immigrants 
and foreign capital. Subsequently, the supply of labour available for farming and 

Fig. 2  Argentine exports, in current and constant values (1913 prices), in millions of pounds, 1875–
1929. Source own elaboration according to official Argentine statistics (1875–1929) and Cortés Conde 
et al. (1965)
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harvesting the fields increased. Capital was invested, for example, in public works, 
such as the construction and the improvement in ports, and the laying of rail lines 
(Ford 1966: 146; Vázquez Presedo 1979: 143–175). Table 1 presents data on popu-
lation and production that we consider relevant to show a part of the expansion of 
the Argentine economy.

Additionally, the Argentine state extended its control. Through conflicts with 
native inhabitants, it redefined international borders with neighbouring countries, 
and as a result new lands were integrated into the export sector (Di Tella and Zymel-
man 1967: 38–76; Míguez 2008: 241–260; Vitelli 2012: 131–132). In fact, this 
case has been used to illustrate the competitive advantage theory of commerce. The 
exports based on land-intensive products coincided with the low opportunity cost of 
this factor of production (Díaz Alejandro 2002: 24–32).

Land was considered as one of the main factors explaining export growth. In fact, 
some literature argues that in the pre-war years, growth slowed down because the 
border could not be extended any further. However, recent research has found that 
the growth was not based solely on the aggregation of land but on the changes of 
land uses and the human and technical capital invested in it (Cortés Conde 2003: 
361).

Once Argentina had successfully penetrated international markets, agriculture 
became an important export sector. In fact, although the number of livestock items 
was greater between the beginning of the twentieth century and the Great Depres-
sion, three agricultural goods (wheat, corn and linseed) accounted for almost half of 
the total export value from the beginning of the twentieth century. But we must not 
forget the role of frozen and chilled beef, which strengthened their position in the 
export basket after the decline in live cattle shipments due to animal health issues at 
the end of the nineteenth century (Rayes 2015).

As shown in Fig. 2, the First World War constituted a turning point. The drop in 
the volume of exports clearly demonstrates the Argentine dependency on foreign 
trade and the rules that governed it. The conflict did not affect growth in terms of 
prices. On the contrary, Argentina benefited from the adversaries’ need for certain 
raw materials (such as wool and salted cattle hides) and food (such as frozen beef, 

Table 1  Population and production in Argentina, 1880, 1913 and 1929. Source Own elaboration based 
on Ferreres (2010)

For the year 1880, the data for cultivated areas were taken in 1872. The existence of cattle was consid-
ered in 1881, 1914 and 1930

Indicators 1880 1913 1929

Population 2,559,839 7,614,761 11,616,970
Length of railway lines (in km) 2516 32,494 37,551
Cultivated area of wheat (in ha) 73,100 6,918,000 9,219,000
Cultivated area of corn (in ha) 13,040 3,830,000 4,788,000
Cultivated area of linseed (in ha) 34 1,900,000 2,809,900
Existence of bovine cattle (in units) 19,854,000 25,867,000 32,212,000
Existence of ovine cattle (in units) 67,701,000 43,225,000 44,413,000
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wheat, corn and canned meat). However, the war paralysed export growth in terms 
of volume due to the shortage of ships and the consequent increase in transport costs 
(Fodor and O´Connell 1973; Gravil 1985; Albert 1988; Rayes 2014b: 39–40). Rather 
than a single trend, the post-war years were characterised by peaks and troughs. In 
fact, before the Great Depression, Argentine exports experienced a sharp contraction 
between 1920 and 1921. But, during the second half of the 1920s, the exports grew, 
partially due to the retraction of competitors such as the USA or the countries of the 
Balkans basin (Gerchunoff and Aguirre 2006).

According to our corrected data, the average annual amount increased more than 
sixfold in the period 1900–1929 in comparison with the period 1875–1899. This 
growth is partially explained by the diversification of the export basket. To illustrate 
this, we have drawn up a table constructed with new empirical evidence.1

During the early decades of the twentieth century, processed agrifood exports 
achieved greater prominence. In Table  2, the statistical data show the diversifica-
tion of the meat produced for cold storage, the growth of wheat flour and quebracho 
extract exports. Together these products constituted a sizeable share as they repre-
sented more than a fifth of the total export value from the beginning of the twentieth 
century. This study highlights their participation because the previous literature has 
broadly described Argentina as an exporter of only primary goods, ignoring the role 
that individual items had in backward and forward linkages.

Another interesting finding from the data corresponding to the period 1900–1929 
is the assortment of the traded goods that were purchased for different uses. For 
example, meat, wheat and wheat flour were served as food; corn, linseed and oats 
were used for fodder; linseed hides, wool and quebracho extract were sold as sup-
plies for different segments of the textile industry (clothing, saddlery, leather dyeing, 
carpet manufacturing, among others). We believe that this situation probably pre-
vented overall exports from suffering due to crises occurring in any one particular 
sector.

We have already emphasised the clear upward trend both in the value and in the 
volume of the traditional exports, such as raw wool, dried cattle hides and salted cat-
tle hides, and in the value of raw sheep skins after the 1900s. This finding indicates 
that the previous literature has underestimated the role of these kinds of exports. 
Even though a few researchers (Cortés Conde et  al. 1965; Bulmer-Thomas 1994; 
Díaz Alejandro 2002) have alluded to the coexistence of new exported goods with 
traditional ones, it has not been studied systematically. In contrast, the historiogra-
phy has placed special emphasis on the goods that experienced export growth after 
the late nineteenth century. Of course, their performance was spectacular. During 
the early decades of the twentieth century, wheat, corn and linseed multiplied their 
volume by several times and this affected their contribution in terms of value. The 
same was the case for frozen beef and mutton, but these grew to a lesser extent than 
in the previous period.

1 We have followed the subdivision considered by Kuntz-Ficker and Rayes (2017: 43) as an alternative 
to dividing by decades or the Maddison phases.
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So, this study does not deny the overwhelming export success of the new prod-
ucts; however, it warns that focusing exclusively on these products leads to wrong 
conclusions about the period. In fact, the results reveal that, beyond the fluctuations 
already indicated, the survival of the old exports contributed to averting major crises 
until the Great Depression. In other words, under normal circumstances, problems 
could arise in certain sectors or in certain countries, but not all at once. A histori-
cal example can help to explain this idea. In 1900, Argentine wool exports fell due 
to the crisis suffered by their main buyers. The volume sent to France declined to 
one-third, while exports to Germany and Belgium halved. Since its peak, this was 
the first year that wool was not the number-one export product, representing 18.1% 
of total exported value, half of its share of the previous year. Nonetheless, the total 
amount of exports was higher than the average for the previous five-year period, 
when there was already a growth trend. This was because the trade partners, includ-
ing those who had suffered the wool crisis, bought other products from Argentina.

To analyse export growth, we have separated the products into three groups: (1) 
traditional livestock exports, which include wool, salted and dried cattle hides, raw 
sheep skins, bovines, jerked meat and tallow; (2) crop exports that consider wheat, 
corn and linseed and (3) processed agrifood exports, which are composed of chilled 
and frozen beef, frozen mutton, wheat flour, quebracho logs and quebracho extract. 
As we can see, although the first group also grew, if we ignore the fluctuations and 
focus on a long-term perspective, the second and the third groups grew more and at 
a faster pace (Fig. 3).

Finally, to complete our research on Argentina’s exports, it is fundamental to 
study their geographical distribution. The analysis of Argentine export performance 
has mostly focused on the composition of trade rather than its geographical distri-
bution, with few exceptions such as Vázquez Presedo (1971) or Tena-Junguito and 
Willebald (2013). Indeed, the literature has not always combined both aspects in its 
analysis. This is probably due to the idea, which can be seen in research conducted 

Fig. 3  Breakdown of Argentine exports at constant prices of 1913 (thousands of pounds). Source own 
elaboration based on official Argentine statistics (1875–1929) and Rayes (2015)
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from different theoretical perspectives, that the main trade partners of Argentina 
were European economies, particularly Great Britain.

However, it is not only necessary to identify the trade partners but also to deter-
mine how they participated in total trade. The existing literature recognises the criti-
cal role played by the concentration of markets. In the Argentine case, one of the 
main obstacles to studying this aspect is the lack of reliable long-term evidence. 
As already pointed out, the historiography has worked with official statistics that 
have not been reviewed. One of the most serious attempts to obtain a reliable series, 
performed by Cortés Conde et  al. (1965), did not consider export destinations. In 
contrast, as previously explained, the data on which this paper is based have been 
reconstructed. So, as given in Table 3, this study presents the share of each of the 
principal destinations, which accounted for more than 90% of the total value of 
exports.

In the period 1875–1899, the main trade partner was France, followed by Bel-
gium. These two countries had been the major destinations since Argentina began 
its rise in the international market from the second half of the nineteenth century. 
Together, they accounted for a little over 40% of total exports. This changed in the 
early decades of the twentieth century (1900–1929), when their share fell to just 
below 20% of total exports. However, a distinction should be made between relative 
and absolute performance. During the early decades of the twentieth century, France 
and Belgium almost trebled their annual amount. This calls us to reflect on the other 
partners.

The UK ranked third until the 1890s, after which it became Argentina’s main 
destination. While accounting for a similar share to France in the last decade 
of the nineteenth century, from the beginning of the twentieth century, the 
British market was greater than any other destination in the period studied. In 

Table 3  Geographical distribution of Argentine exports, market share (%) and total value (in millions 
of pounds), 1875–1929. Source Own elaboration based on official Argentine statistics (1875–1929) and 
Cortés Conde et al. (1965)

Years Germany Belgium Brazil Chile Spain USA France

1875–1889 7.2 22.1 3.5 2.6 2.2 7.5 26.5
1890–1899 13.7 12.4 8.9 1.7 1.5 5.2 20.8
1900–1913 16.9 10.7 4.4 0.5 0.6 4.9 11.9
1914–1918 1.9 1.3 5.2 0.6 1.9 20.8 11.7
1919–1929 10.1 9.6 5.0 0.5 1.2 11.7 8.2

Years Italy The Nether-
lands

UK Uruguay Other desti-
nations

Total value 
(in millions of 
pounds)

1875–1889 3.5 0.1 12.2 3.5 9.1 13.6
1890–1899 3.2 1.0 22.1 3.5 6.0 23.1
1900–1913 2.6 4.3 34.1 1.4 7.7 64.9
1914–1918 6.0 2.7 37.6 1.6 8.7 111.1
1919–1929 5.5 7.1 30.0 0.8 10.3 162.7



 V. Pinilla, A. Rayes 

1 3

fact, it concentrated a third of the total value of Argentina’s exports, a trend 
that increased slightly during critical years such as the First World War. But it 
is important to note that the UK made a difference from the early years of the 
twentieth century and not before. Several studies that highlight the “special rela-
tions” between Argentina and UK have not explained the changes over the whole 
period.2 Moreover, the study of this connection has overshadowed the analysis 
of other relationships. But what about the remaining two-thirds of total exports?

It was not only the UK that improved its position as an export destination in 
the early decades of the twentieth century with respect to its development in 
the final years of the previous century. Germany became the second destination. 
Although the percentage was almost the same, its monetary contribution grew 
by seven times. Its growth as a trade partner partially justifies Argentina’s neu-
trality during the Great War (Weinmann 1994; Rayes 2014b).

The USA progressed both in relative and in absolute terms. It increased its pur-
chase value by more than nine times and became particularly prominent during war 
and post-war years. Its performance should be highlighted because this trade partner 
has traditionally been perceived as a competitor (Peterson 1964; Rocchi 2011).

Another successful case was the Netherlands, which began to be listed in offi-
cial statistics from the end of the 1880s although it accounted for no more than 
1%. Its share increased sharply during the twentieth century, particularly in the 
post-war period. Other minor partners were located both in Europe and in South 
America. Spain and Italy were destinations of some exports, but the latter was 
more important. This market grew markedly after the First World War. In con-
trast, the Spanish market hardly absorbed 2% of the total value.

In Latin America, only Argentina’s neighbours played a relatively significant 
role in the geographical distribution of its exports. The shares of Chile and Uru-
guay which were established during colonial times progressively lost impor-
tance. On the contrary, Brazil significantly increased its participation as a trade 
partner, not only with other countries of the region but also with European coun-
tries. According to our data, intra-regional trade—which included, of course, 
more countries than the three presented in Table  3—fluctuated, depending on 
the years considered. It represented no less than 10% and peaked at 20% of total 
exported value. These results seem to be consistent with other studies that focus 
on South American intra-regional trade during the First Globalisation to com-
pensate for the attention being exclusively aimed at the economic relations with 
Europe and the USA (for example, Carreras-Marín et al. 2013).

In contrast with the composition of trade, the geographical distribution became 
more concentrated between 1900 and 1929 since the largest partner, the UK, repre-
sented a third of the total value in comparison with France, which accounted for a 
quarter during the period 1875–1899. Nevertheless, the second and the third largest 
partners had lower shares in the early decades of the twentieth century than before.

Going beyond the different shares, almost all of the partners improved in absolute 
terms. This obviously benefited Argentina’s performance. The same was the case 

2 For a critical vision, see Míguez and Rayes (2014).
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for most of the products, almost all of which improved in absolute terms. However, 
how could this be so? This study will explore the determinants of Argentina’s export 
growth by applying an econometric model. But before we do this, we must explain 
the empirical evidence, the sources and the methodologies that we have used.

3  Theoretical framework, econometric model and data

In order to explain the growth of Argentine exports within the context of the First 
Globalisation, we should take into account the changes occurring with respect 
to Argentina’s supply of exportable products, the international demand for these 
products and the commodity market integration. In other words, we should con-
sider which Argentine exports grew as a consequence of the rightward shift of the 
country’s export supply curve, the demand curve of its trading partners and those 
of the factors that stimulated the First Globalisation. These factors include pri-
marily the reduction in transaction costs, particularly transport (inland and trans-
atlantic) and the liberalisation of trade which, since the mid-nineteenth century, 
reduced the previously high tariffs that prevailed. In general, in the different stud-
ies that analyse the evolution of Argentina’s export sector, it is assumed that all of 
these variables could have been relevant, although there is no empirical study that 
measures the effect of each of them and their significance. On the whole, greater 
emphasis is placed on the existence of a strong external demand, mainly from the 
UK, to which the Argentine economy responded by placing the corresponding 
products on the market.

Our objective is, therefore, to propose a model that is able to verify the impor-
tance of each of the aforementioned variables when explaining the determinants of 
Argentina’s export growth. Furthermore, as explained in the previous section, break-
ing away from the mainstream explanation for this success, we will focus our analy-
sis in two directions: first we will consider that the export success was based on the 
capacity of the country to vary its export basket, from livestock products with a very 
low level of processing to agricultural products and finally agro-industrial products. 
All of this required the Argentine economy to play an active role which means that 
we must focus on supply more than is usually the case. Second, we seek to highlight 
that Argentina’s export destinations were less concentrated on the British market 
than is commonly believed and included a much wider number of countries. There-
fore, it is important that we do not focus solely on this market but analyse all of the 
others that were relevant for Argentine exports.

In order to achieve these objectives, we believe that a gravity model with panel 
data is able to provide more robust results. This methodology has been widely 
employed to investigate the principal determinants of trade. Its main advantages 
are its explanatory power with regard to bilateral trade flows and the stability of 
the results obtained. As we are working with bilateral flows, we are able to take 
into account the characteristics of the principal trading partners of Argentina with 
annual data and over a very broad period of time between 1880 and 1929. Fur-
thermore, and given that different types of products were successively incorpo-
rated into the export basket, we believe that in addition to considering a general 
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model for all of the country’s exports it is important to also consider a model for 
each of the three groups of goods into which we can divide the country’s exports: 
livestock products, agricultural products and processed agro-industrial products. 
In this way, we will be able to determine whether or not the determinants of the 
growth in trade were the same for the three types of products.

We will now describe the specification of the gravity equation used. The empiri-
cal approach is based on Feenstra et  al. (1998), Bergstrand (1985, 1989) and 
Anderson and van Wincoop (2003). The success of this methodological approach 
in explaining international trade patterns has led to the formal development of its 
theoretical foundations. The empirical validations of the gravity equation (Helpman 
(1987), Hummels and Levinsohn (1995), and Evenett and Keller (2002)) conclude 
that the equation can be derived from different theoretical models. This is an eclec-
tic vision of the determinants of trade which includes, complementarily, the Heck-
sher–Ohlin models with specialisation (Anderson 1979; Deardorff 1984; Anderson 
and van Wincoop 2003) and the models of the New International Trade Theory with 
increasing returns and monopolistic competition (Helpman and Krugman 1985). 
The functional specification of the models used here largely follows the work of 
Anderson, Bergstrand and Anderson, and van Wincoop, and the “multilateral resist-
ance” phenomenon is also taken into account.

We have used a standard constant elasticity of substitution model:

Applying logarithms to model (1), this becomes:

where Xijt represents export flows, by volume, from Argentina (i) to country j in 
year t; Yit, Yjt are the real gross domestic products (GDP) of both Argentina (the 
exporting country) and the importing country, in year t;  FRjt is the ocean freight cost 
between Buenos Aires and the capitals of the countries of the destinations; and  Tjt is 
the degree of tariff protection of the importing countries.

�∗
1
= ln � and the additive error term, �t , is assumed to be identically and inde-

pendently distributed.
The base of the gravity equation is initially represented by Xij, which denotes 

the volume of the trade flow between a pair of countries, in our case exports from 
Argentina to its trade partners. We have constructed this series based on Argenti-
na’s foreign trade statistics (see Appendix 1 in the Supplementary material). For the 
period 1880–1929, a total of 550 observations have been made in all of the models 
except in the model for agricultural products in which there are 400.

The model includes the 16 most important Argentine export products during the 
period.3 These products represented between 85 and 90% of the value of Argentine 
exports. The model includes the eleven principal trade partners of Argentina for the 
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3 The products included in the model are: wool, salted and dried cattle hides, raw sheep skins, bovines, 
jerked meat, tallow, wheat, corn, linseed, chilled and frozen beef, frozen mutton, wheat flour, quebracho 
logs and quebracho extract.
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products with which we are working.4 These eleven countries represented between 
85 and 97% of the value of the exports of these products from Argentina during the 
period under study. Therefore, we are satisfied with our database as, taking the prod-
ucts and countries included into account, its coverage varies between 72 and 87%. 
As a result, the conclusions obtained from our model are sufficiently representative 
of Argentine exports as a whole.

In Eq. (2), Yi represents the size of the Argentine market, estimated in terms of 
GDP. Yj represents the size of the trade partners’ markets, also approximated by their 
GDP (Maddison project 2013). The separate interpretation of these variables ena-
bles us to observe Argentina’s capacity to offer (export) products depending on its 
size measured by GDP, while potential foreign demand for the products will depend 
on the size of the importing country’s market (GDP). This model assumes that bilat-
eral trade flows depend positively on the economic size of countries and negatively 
on the trade costs between them. In gravity models, the distance between two coun-
tries is usually used to approximate the transport costs between them, which are very 
difficult to measure for each pair of countries. In our case, we have included the vari-
able  FRijt which is an estimate of the evolution of the real transport costs between 
Argentina and its trade partners. To do this, we have drawn the annual transport 
costs series per tonne/mile of wheat between the port of Buenos Aires and Liverpool 
from Federico and Tena-Junguito (2016). We have multiplied this cost by the dis-
tance between Argentina and its different trade partners.5 This implies the assump-
tion that transport costs per tonne/mile were similar for all products and destinations.

In order to observe the effect of the variation in the level of tariff protection of 
each partner, we have introduced the variable Tjt. As there are no series available 
with respect to how the tariffs of Argentina’s trade partners varied for the different 
goods that it exported, we have used the estimate proposed by Clemens and Wil-
liamson (2004) for the degree of tariff protection after 1870 for a large number of 
countries. For those countries for which these authors do not provide data, we have 
used the estimates of Rubio (2011) and have estimated the remaining gaps. We real-
ise that the tariff protection structure of a country is not necessarily representative of 
the products exported by Argentina, of which non-agricultural manufactured goods 
formed an insignificant part. Therefore, we assume the imperfection of this variable 
to examine the trade liberalisation of the products exported by Argentina.

We have also included year fixed effects in order to be consistent with the stand-
ard in the field. We have added a dummy variable for each trade partner so as to take 
the multilateral trade resistance into account. Anderson and van Wincoop (2003) 
observed a bias generated by omitting relevant variables such as the terms measur-
ing the so-called multilateral resistance, which assume that trade decisions are made 
by contemplating relative and not absolute prices. Similarly, when working with 

4 The trade partners of Argentina included in the model are: Germany, Belgium, Brazil, Chile, Spain, 
United States, France, Italy, The Netherlands, United Kingdom and Uruguay.
5 Alternatively, instead of the cost of transport we have used distance to approximate transport costs 
(CEPII). Logically, in this case, this variable does not change from year to year. The results obtained are 
very similar to those produced from our estimate of the real transport cost. They are available on request.
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panel data, “unobservable bilateral heterogeneity” must be controlled for. In this 
way, in our specific case, the inclusion of a variable with a different value for each 
pair which is constant over time would control for both “multilateral resistance” and 
“unobservable heterogeneity”. We have also considered it interesting to add for each 
type of products and for all of Argentine exports, a second model in which the set of 
time-invariant country fixed effects has been replaced with non-overlapping period 
fixed effects (for every ten years). In addition, constituting an exercise to test robust-
ness, these decadal interactions allow for variation in the unobservable heterogene-
ity throughout the period.

Finally, Santos Silva and Tenreyro (2006, 2010) explain the existence of serious 
econometric problems, such as heteroscedasticity and a very high number of zero 
values in the dependent variable. In our case particularly, the existence of these val-
ues is common when in certain years there is no trade of some products with some 
of the partners, especially in the models that take into account each group of prod-
ucts. If an OLS estimate were conducted, it may be biased. Consequently, we have 
used a nonlinear Poisson estimator to estimate the gravity equation which takes into 
account the presence of the zeros. This is known as the Poisson pseudo maximum 
likelihood (PPML) estimator.

4  General results

Our first model is a basic gravity equation which, in addition to the GDPs of Argen-
tina and its trade partners, contemplates the transport costs and the tariff protection 
of the partners. The results reveal how both the GDP of the exporter (Argentina) and 

Table 4  Results of the gravity 
equation for Argentine exports, 
1880–1929

Standard errors in parentheses
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1

Variables (1) (2)

l_GDPi 0.523*** 1.562***
(0.198) (0.501)

l_GDPj 1.002*** 1.633***
(0.192) (0.422)

l_Freight − 0.070 − 0.564***
(0.098) (0.084)

l_Tariff 0.190** − 0.319***
(0.079) (0.094)

Year fixed effects Yes Yes
Time-invariant importer fixed effects Yes No
Importer decade fixed effects No Yes
Constant − 3.305 − 20.54**

(2.015) (9.225)
Observations 550 550
R squared 0.879 0.952
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that of the importers are significant with a positive sign to explain the strong growth 
of Argentine exports (Table 4). 

In the first case, we can say that the increase in Argentina’s GDP was important 
to explain the export growth. Therefore, we support the idea that supply is a relevant 
variable to explain this growth. The increase in goods, in terms of both variety and 
volume, was due to changes in the production structure, as pointed out in the first 
section. On the one hand, new lands were successfully incorporated into the produc-
tive system. In fact, even though some authors have indicated that the expansion of 
the frontier reached its peak in around 1908 (for example, Bunge 1928 or Di Tella 
and Zymelman 1967), others (such as Cortés Conde 1997) explain that the uses of 
the lands changed, increasing their productivity or that the productivity grew as a 
consequence of more technology being applied in the agricultural sector during the 
1920s (Gerchunoff 2016).

On the other hand, labour and capital, traditionally scarce factors, were supplied 
from abroad. The influx of immigrants contributed to the development of activi-
ties that required more labour than cattle farming, such as agriculture. There was an 
immigration which became permanent and altered the rates of population growth, 
but there was also seasonal immigration (Cortés Conde 1979: 192–194; Míguez 
2001).

The entrance of foreign capital, basically from European countries, facilitated the 
construction or modernisation of infrastructures and the improvement in the produc-
tion structure. The capital was mostly invested in railroads, ports, financial systems, 
urban services and cold storage plants (Regalsky 1986: 8 and 51).

As the production structure changed, the agriculture surpassed cattle activities 
in terms of exports. In fact, according to our calculations, during the whole period 
(1875–1929) the former accounted for 49% of the total export value, while the latter 
represented 45.5%. The coexistence of them both strengthened the volume exported 
because the goods offered in international markets were varied. Indeed, the annual 
growth rate of the quantum was 4.6% between 1880 and 1929.

The changes in the production structure not only encouraged exports but also 
played an important role in expanding the domestic market since the internal offer 
was more diversified than before and the internal demand increased as a conse-
quence of the population growth. In fact, the GDP rose several times between 1875 
and 1929 (Cortés Conde and Harriague 1994: 17) and a recent research demon-
strated that the export sector had contributed to the Argentine economy in several 
aspects beyond its participation in the GDP (Kuntz-Ficker and Rayes 2017).

However, obviously without a strong demand for the type of goods in which the 
country successively specialised, the export business would not have developed suf-
ficiently. Therefore, the demand for food and raw materials, particularly from the 
most developed European countries, was essential (Aparicio et al. 2018). The Euro-
pean population grew at a very fast pace during the First Globalisation as a result of 
the demographic transition that was taking place. Furthermore, the increase in per 
capita income due to the industrialisation process and the growing specialisation in 
manufacturing in these countries boosted their demand for these types of primary 
goods and food (O’Rourke and Williamson 2000).
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Although the reduction in overseas shipping costs has the expected negative sign 
in both models, it is only significant in the second, showing that thanks to these 
lower costs, the European countries that were the main importers of food and agri-
cultural products were able to obtain them at competitive prices (Estevadeordal et al. 
2003; Jacks et al. 2008).

Finally, the tariff liberalisation process is significant in both models, but with 
opposite signs. We believe that the results of this variable in the models for each 
type of products can explain this contradiction, but we should not rule out that the 
variable tariffs cannot be a good estimate of the real protection faced by the products 
exported by Argentina.

5  Results by types of products

We believe that a more in-depth understanding of the determinants of Argentina’s 
export success may be gained if we disaggregate the country’s total foreign sales 
by type of product. This is one of our main contributions since the existing litera-
ture tends to study overall exports or to observe the trajectory of the main products 
individually. On the contrary, we have tried to group them by taking in account their 
nature (whether they were derived from agriculture, livestock activities or if they 
were processed).

To do this, we have classified them into three groups: livestock products, crop 
products and processed agrifood products. As previously mentioned, the share that 
each of these products had of total exports changed over time. From the independ-
ence of the Río de La Plata region until the 1880s, exports were almost exclusively 
composed of livestock products.

These constituted the best option when Spain’s Empire in America came to an 
end and the trade networks were split. With the Independence process, Buenos 
Aires lost the silver that exported and which came from Alto Peru (Halperin Donghi 
1982). The Pampean provinces specialised in cattle goods (Salvatore and Newland 
2003). Initially, the choice was the native bovine cattle and the subsequent produc-
tion of tallow (used, for instance, to make candles), bovine and ovine hides (used 
mainly in the saddlery and footwear industry) and jerked meat (sent especially as 
food for slaves) (Giberti 1956; Montoya 1956; Amaral 1998; Rosal and Schmit 
1999; Brown 2002). By the 1840s, wool began to become more prominent. The low 
cost of the initial investments, the immigration of farmers with knowledge about 
sheep breeding (for example, Irish people), the import of pedigree animals and the 
international demand by the textile industries in European countries and the USA 
were some of the reasons why Argentina became one of the major competitors in the 
wool market during the second half of the nineteenth century (Sabato 1989: 33–35). 
In fact, the boom took place in the 1860s.

It can be observed that the Rio de la Plata region offered the raw materials that 
were increasingly demanded by those countries that were immersed in an industri-
alisation process. The goods offered in international markets depended naturally on 
the production possibilities of the region, related to the abundance or scarcity of the 
factors of production (Platt 1980).
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From the last decade of the nineteenth century, the importance of crop products 
grew significantly. As we have already indicated, these goods accounted for more 
than half of the total export value from the beginning of the twentieth century. Of 
the products in the export basket, wheat, corn and linseed particularly stood out. 
The area sown with these three grains grew by more than 55 times between 1872 
and 1916 (Barsky and Gelman 2001: 161). This was possible thanks to the internal 
migration and immigration, the improvements in trading systems and the technical 
advances in production and transport.

Finally, processed products appeared with growing intensity from the begin-
ning of the twentieth century. Of these goods, the most significant were frozen and 
chilled beef, frozen mutton, wheat flour and quebracho extract. They are all cases of 
forward linkages since they appeared in the export basket as a consequence of the 
development of primary activities (Geller 1975). They have also been considered 
as proof of a certain level of industrialisation in Argentina (Villanueva 1972; Gallo 
1987) since they can be regarded as cases of light industry.

Table 5, corresponding to the basic gravity models for livestock products, reveals 
that the growth of external demand (GDP of trade partners) was decisive for export 
growth. Therefore, as the expansion of the industrialisation process in some Euro-
pean countries or in the USA increased, the demand for raw materials oriented 
to industries such as textile, footwear, furniture, and saddlery also increased. So, 
Argentine took advantage of the international needs. 

In the same way, the fall in transport costs also favoured the growth of exports. 
Of course, the international and internal improvement in transports influenced the 
expansion of supply. For example, the sheep hides produced in the Patagonian 
region from the end of the nineteenth century were able to penetrate international 

Table 5  Results of the gravity 
equation for Argentine livestock 
exports, 1880–1929

Standard errors in parentheses
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1

Variables (1) (2)

l_GDPi − 0.528*** − 0.516**
(0.148) (0.235)

l_GDPj 1.560*** 1.685***
(0.190) (0.310)

l_Freight − 1.594*** − 2.156***
(0.169) (0.417)

l_Tariff − 0.017 − 0.405***
(0.130) (0.111)

Year fixed effects Yes Yes
Time-invariant importer fixed effects Yes No
Importer decade fixed effects No Yes
Constant − 0.529 − 1.246

(1.421) (1.554)
Observations 550 540
R squared 0.741 0.893
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markets due to the changes in transport (Bandieri 2011). Tariffs are only significant 
in the second model with a negative sign.

A highly interesting result is the negative sign and statistically significant effect 
of Argentina’s GDP. This means that the increase in this country’s GDP negatively 
affected the export of these types of products. This result is coherent with our previ-
ous knowledge regarding Argentina’s economic development. As we have already 
pointed out, initially, it was based on the use of the prairies of the Pampa region for 
livestock grazing and exported the products derived from it, such as wool, hides, tal-
low or live animals. This type of activity required a large amount of land, which was 
the country’s most abundant factor of production. There was a shortage of labour, 
and the capital investments were very low, primarily concentrated in forming the 
initial herds, as no significant land transformations were necessary. However, the 
subsequent expansion of the Argentine economy gave rise to a shift towards more 
intensive activities such as agricultural crops, principally wheat, corn or linseed. 
Logically, the growth of these activities represented competition for the land and 
other factors of production used for the livestock sector. From a long-term perspec-
tive, cattle activities grew less than agricultural activities (Cortés Conde and Har-
riague 1994: 18).

Table 6 shows the results for the crop products. In this case, in addition to exter-
nal demand (GDP of trade partners) the growth of Argentina’s economy (GDP of 
Argentina) is also significant to explain the increase in the exports of agricultural 
products. The colonisation of the new lands, the arrival of capital, the immigrants 
from abroad, the domestic population flows or the construction of infrastructures 
such as railways were key factors to enable the growth of these types of exports. 
If the railroads had not been developed, connecting the main ports (Buenos Aires, 

Table 6  Results of the gravity 
equation for Argentine crop 
exports, 1880–1929

Standard errors in parentheses
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1

Variables (1) (2)

1_GDPi 2.262*** 2.027***
(0.291) (0.522)

1_GDPj 1.732*** 2.954***
(0.276) (0.554)

l_Freight 0.000 − 0.419***
(0.123) (0.089)

l_Tariff − 0.384*** − 0.226*
(0.083) (0.137)

Year fixed effects Yes Yes
Time-invariant importer fixed effects Yes No
Importer decade fixed effects No Yes
Constant − 34.60*** − 48.48***

(3.903) (5.328)
Observations 400 389
R squared 0.870 0.906
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Rosario or Bahia Blanca) with the hinterland, the “heavy” products would not have 
been able to compete efficiently with the prices of Eastern Europe (Cortés Conde 
1974).

In the same way as in the other cases, the fall in transport costs favoured export 
growth, which is shown by the significance of the variable and its negative sign 
in the second model. In fact, the agricultural products could reach distant markets 
because of the changes in transport costs.

In this case, the tariffs are significant in both models with a negative sign. This 
means that the reduction in tariffs favoured export growth. More importantly, the 
protectionist turnaround at the end of the nineteenth century, as a result of the agri-
cultural depression caused by the competition of overseas grains with those from 
Europe, negatively affected the possibilities for the growth of Argentine agricultural 
exports (O’Rourke 1997). We know that this protectionist turnaround particularly 
affected wheat tariffs, diminishing Argentina’s possibilities to export to the countries 
that implemented this increase in tariffs such as Germany, France, Italy or Spain. 
However, those markets that were still open, such as Denmark or Great Britain, ena-
bled the export of Argentine grains to continue growing. The prohibition by coun-
tries such as Great Britain of the import of live animals boosted the export of Argen-
tine corn to feed the domestic herds and contributed to stimulating the meat-packing 
industry.

In the case of processed agricultural products, we should point out that the most 
important were frozen beef and mutton or chilled beef, although goods such as wheat 

Table 7  Results of the gravity equation for Argentine processed agrifood exports, 1880–1929

Standard errors in parentheses
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1

Variables (1) (2) (3)

l_GDPi 3.999*** 3.665*** 1.805*
(0.411) (0.950) (1.062)

l_GDPj − 2.034*** − 1.785** 0.126
(0.474) (0.907) (0.973)

l_Freight 1.024*** 2.976*** 0.805
(0.225) (1.055) (1.070)

l_Tariff − 0.420*** − 0.302* − 0.276
(0.119) (0.156) (0.191)
(0.196) (0.300) (0.183)

WWI years included Yes Yes No
Year fixed effects Yes Yes Yes
Time-invariant importer fixed effects Yes No No
Importer decade fixed effects No Yes Yes
Constant − 14.66*** − 7.814* − 11.20**

(4.702) (4.350) (4.365)
Observations 450 410 360
R squared 0.984 0.988 0.991
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flour or quebracho products were also significant. In this group, the decisive role of 
Argentina’s economic growth constitutes a principal factor to explain the increase in 
exports, as shown by Argentina’s GDP, which is significant and has a positive sign 
(Table 7). In the case of meat, the technological change explains the export growth. 
New technology used for chilling or freezing meat enabled a very rapid growth in 
the exports of these types of products. It required more capital—some meat-packing 
plants were established with foreign capital and other with local funding—and the 
improvement in the animals slaughtered, which was achieved thanks to the cross-
breeding with British species. The process started with sheep because their bodies 
were easier to freeze and continued with cows (Sesto 2005). The ovine industry was 
moved from the Buenos Aires Province to the Patagonian region where the process 
of capital accumulation depended on bovine farming which was complementary to 
agriculture production (Sabato 1989).

Two other industries which were more modest than the meat-packing process 
but which also depended on the expansion of the production structure were wheat 
milling and the extraction of quebracho (useful for dying leather and hides) (Rayes 
2013a and Martirén and Rayes 2016).

The GDP of trade partners and the transport costs are significant, but both have 
the opposite sign to that expected, since it is negative for external demand and posi-
tive for transport costs. These apparently surprising results can be explained by the 
particular dynamics of the exports of these products during the First World War, 
when they experienced a great increase, just when the GDP of the main trading 
partners of Argentina experienced a severe reduction and maritime freight rates 
increased sharply. Thus, between 1914 and 1918, frozen beef was the main export 
product of Argentina, accounting for a much higher proportion of sales in this 
country than in the preceding or following years. These products, particularly fro-
zen beef, were in high demand during the First World War because they were used 
for the troops’ rations (Rayes 2014b). Therefore, the inclusion of the years between 
1914 and 1918 in the model generates results that are difficult to explain. Thus, in 
model 3 we can observe that when the years of the War are excluded, both the GDP 
of the importers and the maritime freights cease to be significant.

But the War not only affected exports of processed agricultural products. They 
had a distorting effect on Argentine exports, depending on their destination. To 
evaluate its impact, we have proposed an expanded gravity model in which we have 
included two additional dummy variables. The first takes the value of 1 for the Euro-
pean countries during the years of the First World War, and the second also takes 
the value of 1 during the same years but for the countries of the American continent. 
The objective is to attempt to capture the disruptions caused to trade with Europe 
due to the conflict and the possible incentives, given this exceptional situation, for 
trade with Latin American countries (Badía-Miró and Carreras-Marín 2012; Carre-
ras-Marín et al. 2013) and the USA. These variables that measure the effects of the 
war are significant and have the expected signs (see Appendix 2 in the Supplemen-
tary material): negative for Europe and positive for the Americas. In other words, 
the military activity in Europe, submarine warfare and the blockade of the allies 
against the German and Austro-Hungarian empires seriously affected the Argentine 
exports sent to this continent. This result is highly consistent with previous studies 
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that have addressed this subject (Albert 1988: 56–61; Offer 1989; Aparicio et  al. 
2009: 69–70; Pinilla and Aparicio 2015: 233–234). On the other hand, the war 
favoured the increase in exports to the American continent, particularly to the USA, 
which acted as an intermediary between the Allies. We believe that the main expla-
nation for this is the increase in regional trade between the Latin American countries 
(Badía-Miró et al. 2018). The only exception to this general behaviour is the case of 
exports of processed agrifood products that show a positive sign and is significant 
when their destination is Europe. This confirms the strategic role of exports of fro-
zen beef for rations for soldiers.

6  Concluding remarks

As the Argentine case has been widely studied, we must define the main contribu-
tions that we wish to make. First, new empirical evidence is presented and analysed. 
Second, an econometric model to analyse Argentine exports between 1880 and 1929 
is tested, which, as far as we know, has never been done for this topic. Third, we 
have not only drawn conclusions about the export experience in general, but we have 
also done so for the different groups of products. In fact, the paper confirms our 
main hypothesis. We defend that Argentina’s export-led growth must be explained 
from both the supply and demand sides. We also support the idea that Argentina 
had a successful agro-export sector because it offered a diverse basket of products to 
the different European and American countries that consumed them. In other words, 
grains and meat, which became stronger after the final decade of the nineteenth cen-
tury, joined the livestock products that Argentina traditionally exported. Therefore, 
Argentina did not depend on one market or on one product, which, according to 
the previous literature, was the case of other Latin American countries. This paper 
suggests that only an observation from both the demand and supply sides and from 
a dynamic perspective can explain the sustained export growth between the 1880s 
and the Great Depression. We have also found that the reduction in transport costs 
boosted exports. It is important to clarify that we have placed emphasis on trans-
port cost given that we have quantified and included them in the econometric model. 
Nevertheless, we believe that what favoured the Argentine integration into the inter-
national markets was not only the decline in transport costs but also the dramatic 
decrease in trade costs since the insurance rates and handling costs in ports fell even 
more significantly than maritime freight rates, which were already low by the 1850s. 
Tariffs also had a significant effect on most of the exports of Argentina. The pro-
cess of trade liberalisation that took place during the first wave of globalisation was 
therefore key to explaining the rapid increase in Argentine exports. According to our 
model, the First World War greatly inhibited exports to Europe but intensified those 
sold to the American continent, with the exception of frozen beef whose exports to 
Europe grew substantially during the war. To sum up, we can conclude that Argen-
tina took advantage of a multilateral and open economic system. Within this context, 
the country generally found a demand for its supply, which constitutes the key to 
explaining the magnitude and speed of Argentina’s export growth.
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