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Introduction 
Liberty and Liberalism in Mexico
byJoséAntonioAguilarRivera1

AftertheirindependencefromSpainintheearlynine-
teenthcentury,allofthenewnationsofSpanishAmerica(exceptfor
thebriefandill-fatedMexicanEmpire)adoptedthesamemodelofpo-
liticalorganization:theliberalrepublic.Atthebeginningofthetwenty-
first centuryallof these countries remain republics.Yet, at the same
time,theLatinAmericandictatorbecameahallmarkofdespotismand
brutalityduringthepastcentury.Thiscontradictionbetweenidealand
realhasproducedavastbodyofliterature.Historians,politicalscien-
tists,andsociologistshavetriedtoexplainthepervasiveauthoritarian-
ismofSpanishAmerica.
 OnekeypeculiarityofLatinAmericaamongdevelopingandformer
colonialregionsisitsliberalexperience,the“ideasandinstitutionsthat
becameestablishedinthisoutpostofAtlanticcivilization.”2Yet,thefail-
ureofwrittenconstitutionstobringabouttheruleoflawinthatpart
oftheworldiswelldocumented.Thisskepticismhasalonghistory.In-
deed,onDecember6,1813,ThomasJeffersonwrotetohisfriendBaron
AlexandervonHumboldt:

Ithinkitmostfortunatethatyourtravelsinthosecountrieswere
sotimedastomakethemknowntotheworldinthemomentthey
wereabouttobecomeactorsonitsstage.Thattheywillthrowoff
theirEuropeandependenceIhavenodoubt;butinwhatkindof
governmenttheirrevolutionwillendIamnotsocertain.History,
Ibelieve,furnishesnoexampleofapriest-riddenpeoplemaintain-

 1.TheauthorwishestothankFabiolaRamírezandRobertoMostajofortheirassis-
tancewithsuggestionsforresearch.
 2.CharlesA.Hale,“TheReconstructionofNineteenth-CenturyPoliticsinSpanish
America:ACasefortheHistoryofIdeas,”Latin American Research Review8(summer
1973):53–73.
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ingafreecivilgovernment.Thismarksthelowestgradeofigno-
rance,ofwhichtheircivilaswellasreligiousleaderswillalways
availthemselvesfortheirownpurposes.ThevicinityofNewSpain
totheUnitedStates,andtheirconsequentintercourse,mayfurnish
schoolsforthehigher,andexampleforthelowerclassesoftheir
citizens.AndMexico,wherewelearnfromyouthatmenofscience
arenotwanting,mayrevolutionizeitselfunderbetterauspicesthan
theSouthernprovinces.3Theselast,Ifear,mustendinmilitary
despotisms.Thedifferentcastsoftheirinhabitants,theirmutual
hatredsandjealousies,theirprofoundignoranceandbigotry,willbe
playedoffbycunningleaders,andeachbemadetheinstrumentof
enslavingothers.4

 Likewise,anelderlyJohnAdamswrotetoJamesLloydin1815:

ThepeopleofSouthAmericaarethemostignorant,themostbig-
oted,themostsuperstitiousofalltheRomanCatholicsinChris-
tendom....NoCatholicsonearthweresoabjectlydevotedtotheir
priests,asblindlysuperstitiousasthemselves,andthesepriests
hadthepowersandapparatusoftheInquisitiontoseizeeverysus-
pectedpersonandsuppresseveryrisingmotion.Wasitprobable,
wasitpossible,thatsuchaplanas[Francisco]Miranda’s,ofafree
government,andaconfederationoffreegovernments,shouldbe
introducedandestablishedamongsuchapeople,overthatvastcon-
tinent,oranypartofit?Itappearedtomemoreextravagantthan
theschemesofCondorcetandBrissottoestablishademocracyin
France,schemeswhichhadalwaysappearedtomeasabsurdassimi-
larplanswouldbetoestablishdemocraciesamongthebirds,beasts,
andfishes.5

 3.AlexandervonHumboldttraveledinSouthandNorthAmericaatthebeginning
ofthenineteenthcenturyandwroteimportantbooksonthegeographyandsocietyof
thenationshevisited.JeffersonrefersinthislettertohispoliticalessayonNewSpain.
SeeAlexandervonHumboldt,Political Essay on the Kingdom of New Spain(Norman:Uni-
versityofOklahomaPress,1988).
 4.ThomasJeffersontoAlexandervonHumboldt,inThomasJefferson,Writings,ed.
MerrillD.Peterson(NewYork:LibraryofAmerica,1984),p.1311.
 5.LettertoJamesLloyd,March27,1815,inJohnAdams,The Works of John Adams, 
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 TheindependenceofSpanishAmericadidnotmakeJeffersonmore
optimisticregardingthefutureofthosenations.OnMay14,1817,he
wrotetothemarquisdeLafayette:

IwishIcouldgivebetterhopesofoursouthernbrethren.The
achievementoftheirindependenceofSpainisnolongeraques-
tion.Butitisaveryseriousone,whatwillthenbecomeofthem?
Ignoranceandbigotry,likeotherinsanities,areincapableofself-
government.Theywillfallundermilitarydespotism,andbecome
themurderoustoolsoftheambitionoftheirrespectiveBonapartes;
andwhetherthiswillbefortheirgreaterhappiness,theruleofone
onlyhastaughtyoutojudge.Noone,Ihope,candoubtmywishto
seethemandallmankindexercisingself-government,andcapable
ofexercisingit.Butthequestionisnotwhatwewish,butwhatis
practicable?Astheirsincerefriendandbrotherthen,Idobelieve
thebestthingforthem,wouldbeforthemselvestocometoanac-
cordwithSpain,undertheguaranteeofFrance,Russia,Holland,
andtheUnitedStates,allowingtoSpainanominalsupremacy,with
authorityonlytokeepthepeaceamongthem,leavingthemother-
wiseallthepowersofself-government,untiltheirexperiencein
them,theiremancipationfromtheirpriests,andadvancementinin-
formation,shallpreparethemforcompleteindependence.6

SpaniShameriCaandtheliberaltradition
TheimportationofliberalconstitutionalismintoSpanishAmericahas
beentheobjectofmuchpoliticalandscholarlydebate.Muchofthedis-
cussionhasfocusedontheperformanceofinstitutions.AsCharlesHale
asserts:

Second President of the United States, comp. Charles Francis Adams, 10 vols. (Boston:
Little,Brown,1856),vol.10,pp.143–45.ThekeyreasonforAdams’sskepticismregard-
ingthepossibilitiesofdemocracyinSouthAmericawasthedeleteriousconsequencesof
religiousintolerance.“They[thepeopleofSouthAmerica]believesalvationtobecon-
finedtothemselvesandtheSpaniardsinEurope.Theycanscarcelyallowittothepope
andhisItalians,certainlynottotheFrench;andastoEngland,EnglishAmerica,and
allotherProtestantnations,nothingcouldbeexpectedorhopedforanyofthem,buta
fearfullookingforofeternalandunquenchableflamesoffireandbrimstone.”Ibid.
 6.ThomasJeffersontothemarquisdeLafayette,inJefferson,Writings,pp.1408–9.
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Muchoftheskepticismabouttheliberalexperiencehasfocusedon
constitutionalism—theefforttoguaranteeindividuallibertyand
limitcentralauthoritybythelegalpreceptsofawrittencode.The
strivingsofliberallegislatorstoestablishseparationofpowers,fed-
eralism,municipalautonomy,andevenattimesparliamentarysu-
premacyorapluralexecutivetypifythedivergencebetweenideals
andrealityandbetweenliberalinstitutionalformsandpolitical
practicethatisthehallmarkofLatinAmericanpolitics.7

 As a result, Latin America was excluded from the liberal experi-
encebymanyscholars.Liberalism,theycontend,wasonlyadisguise
fortraditionalpractices.Oneofthesupportersofthisviewarguesthat
“eighteenth-centurypoliticalliberalismwasalmostuniformlyandover-
whelminglyrejectedbySpanishAmerica’sfirststatesmen.”8Theseau-
thorsassertthatliberalismwasapoliticaltraditionalientotheSpan-
ishAmericannations.TheBritishscholarCecilJaneidentifiedseveral
contradictionswithinSpanishculture.Spaniardswereidealisticextrem-
istswhosoughtbothorderandindividuallibertyinsuchperfectforms
thatpoliticswentfromoneextreme(despotism)totheother(anarchy)
ratherthan“findingstabilityinconstitutionalcompromisebetweenthe
twocontendingprinciples.”9Conservativesinpowercarriedthe“pur-
suitoforder” to suchanextremeas toprovokeaviolent reaction in
behalf of liberty. Likewise, when liberals enacted “standard western
liberalprotectionsof the individual,”SpanishAmericansdidnotuse
theselibertieswiththeresponsibilityexpectedbythe“Englishmenwho
haddevelopedtheseliberties,butrathercarriedthemtotheextremeof
anarchy.”10
 RichardMorsefindsthekeytounderstandingSpanishAmericain

 7.Hale,“TheReconstruction,”p.55.
 8.GlenDealy,“ProlegomenaontheSpanishAmericanPoliticalTradition,”Hispanic 
American Review48(February1968):43.
 9.LionelCecilJane,Liberty and Despotism in Spanish America(Oxford:Clarendon
Press,1929).IfollowthecriticalreviewofculturalapproachesofSafford.SeeFrank
Safford, “Politics, Ideology, and Society in Post-Independence Spanish America,” in
LeslieBethell,ed.,The Cambridge History of Latin America(Cambridge:CambridgeUni-
versityPress,1995),vol.3,pp.414–17.
 10.Ibid.
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theSpanishpatrimonial state.11The statewasembodied in thepatri-
monialpoweroftheking,whowasthesourceofallpatronageandthe
ultimatearbiterofalldisputes.Withoutthepresenceofthekingthe
system collapsed. According to Morse, Spanish American leaders in
thenineteenthcenturywereconstantlytryingtoreconstructthepatri-
monialauthorityoftheSpanishcrown.Onefactorobstructingthere-
constructionofauthorityalongtraditionalSpanishlines,Morseargues,
wasthemeddlingofWesternconstitutionalideas.Anglo-Frenchliberal
constitutionalism—withitsemphasisontheruleoflaw,theseparation
ofpowers,constitutionalchecksonauthority,andtheefficacyofelec-
tions—stoodasacontradictiontothosetraditionalattitudesandmodes
of behavior that lived in the marrow of Spanish Americans. Because
liberalconstitutionalismwasilladaptedtotraditionalSpanishAmeri-
canculture,“attemptstoerectandmaintainstatesaccordingtoliberal
principlesinvariablyfailed.”Theauthorityofimportedliberalconstitu-
tionalideas,whileinsufficienttoprovideaviablealternativetothetradi-
tionalpoliticalmodel,wasoftensufficienttounderminethelegitimacy
ofgovernmentsoperatingaccordingtothetraditionalmodel.
 Theseinterpretationsarewantinginseveralrespects.Foronething,
theytreatcultureinanexcessivelystaticmanner;andwhileitistrue
that liberalconstitutional ideasinSpanishAmericafailedtogainthe
hegemonythattheyenjoyedinotherpartsoftheworld,theydidhavea
significanteffectonmodesofpoliticalthoughtandbecameatleastpar-
tiallyincorporatedintothepoliticalrules.12
 Never before were liberal constitutional procedures applied in so
manyplaces at the same timeas in thefirst thirtyyearsof thenine-
teenthcentury.Toassumethatthisfactsaysnothingaboutliberalcon-
stitutionalismismyopicatbest.Untilveryrecently,scholarshadrefused
todrawanylessonsfromtheLatinAmericanliberalexperiment.While
itistruethatmanyliberalprinciplesflewinthefaceofSpanishpoliti-

 11.SeeRichardMorse,“TowardaTheoryofSpanishAmericanGovernment,”Jour-
nal of the History of Ideas15(1954):71–93;Morse,“TheHeritageofLatinAmerica,”in
LouisHartz,ed.,The Founding of New Societies: Studies in the History of the United States, 
Latin America, South Africa, Canada, and Australia(NewYork:Harcourt,Brace&World,
1964);andMorse,Soundings of the New World: Culture and Ideology in the Americas(Balti-
more:JohnsHopkinsUniversityPress,1989).
 12.Safford,“Politics,Ideology,andSociety,”pp.416–17.



xiv : joSéantonioaGuilarrivera

caltraditionsandtherealitiesofSpanishAmericaatthetime,historians
havenotseizedtheopportunitytoseeSpanishAmericaasthelabora-
torywhereliberaltheorieswereputtothetest.Untilthen,liberalshad
littleempirical evidence to support theirclaimsofuniversal applica-
bility;thehistoricalrecordwasinconclusiveatbest.13Whywastheevi-
dencefromSpanishAmericadisregardedbyliberalpundits?Embedded
inthecentralpropositionsofliberalism,JoyceApplebycontends,“was
thestoryofitsowntriumph,butitwasapeculiarlyahistoricalone.”14
Theideaofprogresshelpstoexplainwhy,intheeyesofpastandpresent
liberals,thefailureofliberalisminSpanishAmericawasdismissedso
easily.“Shiningthroughthedarknessthatwasthepast,”Applebyasserts,
“wereliberaltriumphstoberecorded,examined,andcelebrated.The
restofknownhistorywasuselesstoanenlightenedpresent, itsexis-
tenceareproachtothehumanspiritsolongenshroudedinignorance.”15
SinceLatinAmericacouldnotbecelebratedasaliberaltriumphitwas
repudiatedfromtheliberalpantheon.
 Yet,SpanishAmericaconstitutesthegreatpostrevolutionaryliberal
constitutionalexperiment.Afterindependencealloftherevolutionary
leadersmovedquicklytowriteconstitutions.AsFrankSaffordasserts,
almostalloftheseconstitutions“proclaimedtheexistenceofinalien-
ablenaturalrights(liberty,legalequality,security,property);manypro-
vided for freedom of the press and some attempted to establish jury
trials.Almostallsoughttoprotecttheserightsthroughtheseparation
ofpowersandbymakingtheexecutivebranchrelativelyweakerthan
thelegislature.”16Withinthefirstfiveyearsofthemovementforinde-
pendenceinnorthernSouthAmericaapproximatelytwentyconstitu-
tionsweredrawnupintheprovincesandcapitalsoftheoldviceroyalty
of New Granada (present-day Ecuador, Colombia, Venezuela, and
Panama).BythetimeAdamsvoicedhisskepticismaboutthepeopleof
SouthAmerica,SpanishAmericahadalreadybeguntoexperimentwith

 13.Eventheoretically,thegeneralapplicabilityoftheliberalconstitutionalmodel
wasproblematic,asMontesquieu’ssmall-republictheoryevidenced.
 14. JoyceAppleby,Liberalism and Republicanism in the Historical Imagination (Cam-
bridge:HarvardUniversityPress,1992),p.8.
 15.Ibid.
 16.Safford,“Politics,Ideology,andSociety,”p.358.
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theinstitutionsofrepresentativegovernment,andhighlycompetitive
electionshadtakenplaceinNewSpainin1812.Recenthistoricalstudies
oncomparativeelectionsintheearlynineteenthcenturyshowthatone
of the peculiarities of Spanish America was the precocious adoption
of modern forms of representation and universal suffrage when vot-
ingrestrictionswerepredominantinEurope.Studiessuchasthoseof
RichardWarrenonpopularparticipationinearlyelectionsinMexico
showthat the selectionof representativesbyuniversal suffrageoften
hadan impactonpopularparticipation thatchallenges theusualde-
pictionofelectionsasanexclusiveandeliteaffair.Indeed,asbothJosé
MaríaLuisMoraandLucasAlamánargueinthisbook,oneoftheirkey
politicalproposalsinthe1830swastolimitbroadpopularparticipation
inelectionsbyrestrictingthevotetopropertyholders.Moreover,even
incountrieswhereformalrestrictionsforvotingapplied,electionsstill
hadasignificanteffectontheprocessofdemocratization.17
 The“liberalconstitutionalmoment”denotesthemoment,andthe
manner,inwhichliberalconstitutionalismmadeitsappearanceinthe
Hispanicworldatthedawnofthenineteenthcentury.18InSpainitcan
betracedbackto1808.InRiodelaPlata,NewGranada,andVenezuela
themomentfellbetween1810and1827;inBoliviaitwasconcentratedin
the1820s;andinMexicoandGuatemalaitspeakoccurredbetween1820
and1830.19AsFrankSaffordstates,this“reformistburst”wasfollowed
almosteverywherebyaperiodofpessimismandconservatism.
 OneofthemainweaknessesoftheintellectualhistoryoftheIberian
worldhasbeenitsisolationism.HistoriansofSpanishAmerica,Anthony
Pagden asserts, “generally study Spanish America as if neither New
FrancenortheThirteenColonieshadeverexisted.”Afterall,America
beganasEuropetransplanted:“Theintellectualhistoryofitsearlyde-

 17.See,particularly,RichardWarren,“ElectionsandPopularPoliticalParticipation
inMexico,1808–1836,”inVincentC.PelosoandBarbaraA.Tenenbaum,eds.,Liberals, 
Politics, and Power(Athens:UniversityofGeorgiaPress,1996),pp.30–59.
 18.OntherootsofSpanishliberalism,seeRobertoBreña,El primer liberalismo hispá-
nico y los procesos de emancipación de América 1808–1824(Mexico:ElColegiodeMéxico,
2006).
 19.ThisperiodizationcorrespondstoSafford’sphaseof initialreforminSpanish
America.SeeSafford,“Politics,Ideology,andSociety,”p.353.
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velopmentisahistoryoftransmission,andreinterpretation,ahistoryof
howtraditionalEuropeanargumentsfromclassictextswereadaptedto
meetthechallengesofnewandunforeseencircumstances.”20
 Oneofthepeculiaritiesoftheliberalconstitutionalmomentinthe
Hispanicworldisthattheswayofliberalideaswas,forthemostpart,
uncontested.21Absolutismwasmoreapracticethananideology.More-
over, theBourbonabsolutismthatprecededthe liberalrevolutions in
Spainanditscolonieswasanenlighteneddespotism.Therewasaconti-
nuitybetweenabsolutistreformandliberalrevolution:aconfidencein
thepowerofreasontoordersociety.Moreover,liberalismfoundinSpain
nativesupportinthetheoreticalwritingsofGasparMelchordeJovella-
nosandofschoolmanFranciscoSuárez.22ForSpanishliberals,however,
the“enlightened”characterof themonarchyceasedwhenCharles IV

 20.AnthonyPagden,The Uncertainties of Empire: Essays in Iberian and Ibero- American 
Intellectual History(GreatYarmouth:Variorum,1994),p.x.
 21.AccordingtoGuerra,inMexicotheliberalvictorywascomplete.François-Xavier
Guerra,Mexico: Del antiguo régimen a la revolución(Mexico:FondodeCulturaEconó-
mica,1991),vol.1,p.184.
 22. Jovellanoswas the“major intellectualfigure” inSpainfrom1780 to1810.See
GasparMelchordeJovellanos,Obras,2vols.(Madrid:Atlas,1951–52).OnJovellanos’sar-
gumentsregardingtheancientconstitutionofSpain,propertyrights,andeducation,see
CharlesA.Hale,El liberalismo mexicano en la época de Mora, 1821–1853(Mexico:SigloXXI,
1972),pp.66–73.SeealsoJohnR.Polt,Jovellanos and His English Sources(Philadelphia:
AmericanPhilosophicalSociety,1964).Intheseventeenthcentury,theJesuitFrancisco
Suárezwasoftheopinionthatamonarchy—orrule“byonehead”—affordedthebest
formofpoliticalgovernment.Yet,thesourceoftheking’spowerwasanactoftransfer
onthepartofthecommunityasawhole,expressiveofits“ownconsent.”Intransferring
itspowertoamonarch,acommunitydidnotdeliveritselfinto“despoticservitude.”The
transferwasmade“underobligation,theconditionunderwhichthefirstkingreceived
thekingdomfromthecommunity.”Themonarchshouldrule“politically.”Onewho
ruledotherwiseruledtyrannically.Inextremecircumstancessucharulermightlaw-
fullybedeposed.SeeFranciscoSuárez,Tractatus de Legibus ac Deo Legislatore(Madrid:
ConsejoSuperiordeInvestigacionesCientíficas,1971–81).BesideshisTractatus de Legi-
bus(1610),Suárez’sotherinfluentialworksincludeDefensio Fidei Catholicae et Apostolicae 
Adversus Anglicanae Sectae Errores(1613)andOpus de Triplici Virtute Theologico: Fide, Spe, 
et Charitate(1621).SeealsoJ.H.Burns,ed.,The Cambridge History of Political Thought, 
1450–1700(Cambridge:CambridgeUniversityPress,1991),pp.292–97.
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andhisfavoriteminister,Godoy,showedclearsignsofpoliticalincom-
petence.23
 Severaldevelopmentspreparedthegroundfortheuncontestedpre-
dominanceof liberalism in theearlynineteenth century.First, there
wasnoclassicalrepublicantraditiontodisputethefield;Spainhadno
equivalent of James Harrington. As the fifteenth-century debate be-
tween Leonardo Bruni and Alonso de Cartagena over the merits of
Bruni’s translation of the Ethics showed, the Italians saw Aristotle as
anauthorwhosetextshadsomeliteraryandphilosophicalmerit,while
theSpaniardsregardedhimmerelyas“anexponentofnaturalvirtue.”24
AlthoughtheimpactofhumanistAristotelianismwasfeltinSpainat
aboutthesametimeasitwasinItaly,bytheendofthesixteenthcentury
Spainhadreachedthebrink“ofthatdesperateobscurantismsocharac-
teristicoftheseventeenthandeighteenthcenturies.”25WhenFlorentine
politicalthoughtwasflourishinginItaly,theSchoolofSalamancawas
insteaddevotedtonewscholasticismandspeculativethought.
 The other historical development that proved crucial for Spanish
liberalismwastheFrenchRevolution.Hispanicrevolutionarieswould
havetoperformtwodifferenttasksatthesametime:ontheonehand,
tomake therevolution,on theother, to avoid following the stepsof
France.26Theterms“liberalism”and“liberal”werecoinedbytheSpan-
ishCortesGenerales27inCádizwhiledraftingthe1812Constitution.28

 23.François-XavierGuerra,Modernidad e independencias: Ensayos sobre las revoluciones 
hispánicas(Mexico:FondodeCulturaEconómica/mapfre,1992),pp.26–27.
 24.AnthonyPagden,“TheDiffusionofAristotle’sMoralPhilosophyinSpain,ca.
1400–ca.1600,”inUncertainties of Empire,p.305.SeealsoAnthonyPagden,Spanish Im-
peralism and the Political Imagination: Studies in European and Spanish- American Social and 
Political Theory 1513–1830(NewHaven:YaleUniversityPress,1990).
 25.Pagden,Uncertainties of Empire,p.312.
 26.Guerra,Modernidad e independencias,p.251.
 27.ThecorteswerethelegislaturesinSpain.
 28.FortheSpanishoriginoftheterm“liberal,”seeVicenteLlorens,“Sobrelaapari-
cióndeliberal,”inLiteratura, Historia, Política(Madrid:n.p.,1967).“Liberal,”asapoliti-
callabel,J.G.Merquiorasserts,“wasbornintheSpanishCortesof1810,aparliament
thatwasrebellingagainstabsolutism.”J.G.Merquior,Liberalism Old and New(Boston:
Twayne,1991),p.2.ClaudioVélizasserts:“Itisfairtoaddthatits[theterm“liberal”]
internationalcareerwasactually launchedbythepoetRobertSouthey,whoin1816,
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TorecasttheSpanishAmericanrevolutionsasconstitutiveelementsof
theliberalexperienceitisnecessarytoassesstheeffectivenessofthein-
stitutionalstrategiesdesignedtolimitthepowerofabsolutesovereigns
inlargestatesthatarefoundatthecoreofthemodernliberalrepublic.29
 BeforetheAmericanRevolutiontherewasnohistoricalprecedentto
predictwheretheapplicationoftheideasoftheEnlightenmentwould
lead.AbstractthinkingwasmuchmoreimportantintheAmericanand
French cases than in the Iberian world. Furthermore, the impact of
theFrenchRevolutiononSpanisheliteswasmainlynegative.Spanish
Americanrevolutionariesknew,fromtheFrenchexperience,wherethe
revolutionarylogiccouldlead.30Thesefearswerenotwithoutfounda-
tion:alargepopulationofthesecountriesconsistedofoppressedIndi-
ans.TheslaverevoltofSantoDomingoremindedthemofthedangers
ofasocialrevolution.Thus,thereactionaryatmosphereofEurope“both
reinforcedthesefearsandalsosubjectedSpanishAmericanleadersto
moreconservativeideologicalinfluencesthantheyhadknownbefore
1815.”31
 ThemostsingulartraitoftheSpanishAmericanrevolutionsisthe
absenceofbothmodernpopularmobilizationandJacobinism.32This
assertion runs counter to a long-established tradition that considers
theSpanishAmericanrevolutionsastheideologicalheirsofthe1789
revolution.33The“decisive”influenceofRousseauoverSpanishAmeri-

usedtheSpanishformasascornfulepithetaddressedtotheBritishWhigswhomhe
describedas‘Britishliberales’inanobviousreferencetotheSpanishpoliticalfactionre-
sponsibleforthedisorderlyandultimatelyunsuccessfulreformsinitiatedbythecortes
ofCádizin1812.”ClaudioVéliz,The New World of the Gothic Fox: Culture and Economy in 
English and Spanish America(Berkeley:UniversityofCaliforniaPress,1994),p.130.
 29.AsBiancamariaFontanaasserts,theaccentoftheliberalrepublicwasnotsomuch
onhereditarygovernmentason“thelimited,moderatecharacterofthepowerthatany
governmentshouldbeallowedtoexercise.”BiancamariaFontana,“Introduction:The
InventionoftheModernRepublic,”inBiancamariaFontana,ed.,The Invention of the 
Modern Republic(Cambridge:CambridgeUniversityPress,1994),pp.1–5.
 30.Guerra,Modernidad e independencias,p.35.
 31.Safford,“Politics,Ideology,andSociety,”p.359.
 32.Terrorwouldprecludeterrorfromhappeningintheensuingrevolutions.Guerra,
Modernidad e independencias,p.36.
 33.SeeJoséMiranda,Las ideas y las instituciones políticas mexicanas(MexicoCity:Uni-
versidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 1952); Solange Alberro, Alicia Hernández,
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cansis,formanyhistorians,anuncontestedfact.Yet,this interpreta-
tionmissesoneofthemostdistinctivefeaturesoftheSpanishAmerican
revolutions.ParaphrasingJ.G.A.Pocock,theSpanishAmericanrevolu-
tionscanbeseenlessasthelastpoliticalactofJacobinradicalismthanas
thefirstpoliticalactofmodernliberalism.NotRousseaubutBenjamin
ConstantwouldprovetobethemostrelevantinfluenceforSpaniards
andSpanishAmericansintheearlynineteenthcentury.Theuniversal
influenceofConstantinthe1820sand1830s,Saffordstates,“isonlyone
indicationofthehegemonyofmoderateEuropeanconstitutionalideas
among Spanish American intellectuals.”34 The influence of Constant
isimportantbecausemodernliberalismowesmuchtohim.35Manyof
Constant’sideas,particularlythosedevelopedinresponsetotheTerror
anditsThermidorianaftermath(suchasthelimitednatureofpopular
sovereignty,thefreedomofthepress,theinviolabilityofproperty,and
therestrictionsuponthemilitary),becameincorporatedintothelib-
eraltheorythatstillinformsmanyoftheconstitutionsofdemocratic
countriestoday.
 ConstantprovidedSpanishAmericanswithapracticalguidetocon-

andElíasTrabulse,eds.,La revolucíon francesa en México(MexicoCity:ElColegiode
México, 1992);Leopoldo Zea, ed.,América Latina ante la revolución francesa (Mexico
City:UniversidadNacionalAutónomadeMéxico,1993);andJacquelineCovo,“Laidea
delarevoluciónfrancesaenelcongresoconstituyentede1856–1857,”Historia Mexicana
38(July–September1988),69–79.
 34.“[T]hethreeauthorsmostfrequentlyencounteredwereMontesquieu,Constant,
andBentham.Rousseau,ofgreathelpinjustifyingtheestablishmentofrevolutionary
governmentsbetween1810and1815,wasdecreasingly relevant toSpanishAmerican
concernsafter1820.”Safford,“Politics,Ideology,andSociety,”p.367.SeealsoRicardo
Levene,El mundo de las ideas y la revolución hispanoaméricana de 1810(Santiago:Editorial
JurídicadeChile,1956),pp.179–218.
 35.OnConstant,seeBenjaminConstant,Political Writings(Cambridge:Cambridge
UniversityPress,1988);Constant,Principles of Politics Applicable to All Governments,trans.
DennisO’Keeffe,ed.EtienneHofmann(Indianapolis:LibertyFund,2003);GuyH.
Dodge,Benjamin Constant’s Philosophy of Liberalism: A Study in Politics and Religion(Chapel
Hill:UniversityofNorthCarolinaPress,1980);StephenHolmes,Benjamin Constant and 
the Making of Modern Liberalism(NewHaven:YaleUniversityPress,1984);EtienneHof-
mann,Les “Principes de politique” de Benjamin Constant,2vols.(Geneva:Droz,1980);and
MarcelGauchet,ed.,Benjamin Constant: De la liberté chez les modernes(Paris:LeLivrede
Poche,1980).
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stitutionmaking.36Thepoliticalelitewasinterested,aboveall,inworks
devotedtothepracticalartsofgovernmentratherthanin“abstracttheo-
reticaltreatisesonthefoundationofsovereignty”;thus,SpanishAmeri-
cansturnedtoConstant’sCurso de políticaforitsusefulnessinconsti-
tution writing.37 Constant was also popular among Spanish readers,
Haleasserts,becausetheyfoundthemselvesinasimilarcircumstance:
JoséMaríaLuisMoraandotherliberalsfacedrevolutionandarbitrary
power,justasConstantdidin1815.Thereforetheysharedthelatter’s
urgencyforestablishingsafeguardsforindividual liberty,anurgency
that“wasnotfeltintheAnglo-Saxonworld.”38
 Despite the decades of factional struggle and cyclical outbursts of
dictatorshipthatfollowedindependenceinmanyLatinAmericancoun-
tries,thesearchforaconstitutionandthereformoftheoldorderwere
themainmotivationsbehindthedifferentgroupsindispute.Lateron,
asmostcountriesenteredaphaseofincreasingpoliticalstabilitybythe
mid-nineteenth century, the observance of constitutional norms and
liberalvalueswasalsoessentialtounderstandcrucialconflictsamong
thepoliticalelite.

libertyandliberaliSminmexiCo
Aspoliticalpractice strayedfromideal,Mexicanhistoriansandpoli-
ticians sought toreaffirmthecountry’s liberalpast.Manybooksand
articleshaveattemptedtoshowthatliberalismwasatthecoreofthe
foundingof the republic in spiteof authoritarian practices.39Liberal
theorieshadtocontendwithtraditionalideasandpractices,suchasthe
commonnegotiationamongactorsovertheenforcementoflaws,aswell
aslong-establishedpatron-clientrelations.Foryears,historiansdebated

 36.TranslationsofConstantwerereadilyavailabletoSpanish-speakingreaders.The
standardtranslationwasBenjaminConstant,Curso de política constitucional,trans.Mar-
cialAntonioLópez(Madrid:ImprentadelaCompañía,1820).Inhistranslation,López
suppressedthepartofthebookdevotedtoreligioustolerance.Heclaimedthattoler-
ancewasirrelevanttoSpanishAmericansbecausetheonlyreligionpracticedtherewas
RomanCatholicism.
 37.Safford,“Politics,Ideology,andSociety,”p.367.
 38.Hale,Liberalismo mexicano,p.72.
 39.This scholarship isepitomizedbyJesúsReyesHeroles,El liberalismo mexicano,
3vols.(Mexico:FondodeCulturaEconómica,1988).




