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Review Essays 
On Political Citizenship in Nineteenth-Century 
Latin America 
HILDA SABATO 


	In the last ten to fifteen years, citizenship has become a crucial term in political and academic debates. Not least in Latin America. While in the turbulent decades of the 1960s and 1970s, that term was absent from the mainstream political and ideological discourses of most Latin American countries, in the 1980s it became a key word in the language of the transition to democracy, and in the 1990s, a major topic of public debate. This classic theoretical concept has expanded and diversified its meaning in controversial ways. The most interesting recent attempts to define (or redefine) citizenship are those that delve into the two great intellectual traditions where the concept originated and flourished, civic republicanism and liberalism, and connect to the old dilemma of how to reconcile "la liberté des anciennes" and "la liberté des modernes."1 
	1

	     The problematic of citizenship has also informed studies of the past and has been particularly productive in the field of political history. In the case of Latin America, scholars are using this new lens to revisit the nineteenth century, when the definition of citizenship and the constitution of a citizenry became key aspects of the nation-building process triggered after independence. Most of the previous historiography had interpreted that process in terms of the transition of the Western world from the ancien régime societies to the modern states, and of the advancements made, and the obstacles encountered, in the linear and progressive path that presumably led from the former to the latter. The new literature has questioned this linear view, and by introducing the problematic of citizenship, it has both enriched and complicated the picture of nineteenth-century political developments.
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	     In what follows, and on the basis of this recent literature, I shall reflect on some of the main issues posed by the history of political citizenship in Latin America. These issues will sound familiar to scholars concerned with other areas of the world that were also deeply transformed by the passage from colonial rule to independent government, the constitution of the nation-states, or the formation of polities based on the principles of modern representation and popular sovereignty. Latin America has, nevertheless, its particular history; moreover, each country within the region followed its own path to political organization. By reviewing the work on specific cases informed by a common perspective—a shared interest in political citizenship—this essay seeks to identify the most salient problems in the political history of nineteenth-century Latin America and to provide an analytical survey useful for establishing comparisons with other regions of the world.
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	During the early years of the nineteenth century, Spain and its American territories entered a period of great and radical transformations. In a very short time, the edifice of the monarchy collapsed, and the subsequent attempts to hold the old empire together on new bases failed. The old regime was dismembered, and colonial America split into multiple parts. Wars and revolutions followed. Thus started the long history of the formation of new polities, the redefinition of sovereignties, the constitution of new political regimes. Attempts at nation building followed different directions, and many a project was tried only to fail. There was no linear or predetermined path that led to the nation-states; they eventually consolidated during the second half of the nineteenth century.2 
	4

	     This complex history notwithstanding, from the River Plate to New Spain, the polities that took shape after independence adopted sooner rather than later the republican form of government based on the principle of popular sovereignty. At a time when most of the Western world, with the conspicuous exception of the United States, endorsed monarchy, Spanish America opted for the republic. Monarchy was discussed almost everywhere, tried in some areas—such as Mexico—and in the end dropped. The republican alternative entailed a radical change in the principles of legitimization of political power and brought about the foundation of new political regimes.
	5

	     Brazil offers a rather different story. Its independence from Portugal in 1822 was a relatively "peaceful and negotiated process," which culminated in the creation of a constitutional monarchy headed by Emperor Pedro I, the son of the Portuguese king. Although many things changed with the establishment of the autonomous empire, the transition from colony to independence was less disruptive than in the former Spanish territories, and Brazil remained a single polity even after becoming a republic in 1889. The imperial constitution of 1824, however, introduced modern forms of representation that changed the nature of the regime.3 
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	     The adoption of the principle of sovereignty of the people entailed a deep transformation of the normative framework for the legitimization of political power. In the revolutionary years and in the first decade of independence, most of the constitutions drafted in Latin America sought to break with the colonial political order, not only by instituting new political regimes based on modern representation but also by introducing the liberal principle of political equality, defining civil and political liberties, and establishing the juridical notion of the individual. In that conflictive early period, the region was a fertile ground for the circulation of different ideologies, social theories, and political doctrines. Among the revolutionary elites, however, ideas and concepts originating in the Iberian and French Enlightenment, Anglo-Saxon liberalism and civic humanism, and French Jacobinism prevailed, and the first constitutions bear witness to those alignments. This orientation did not preclude the inclusion of political motifs that belonged to other intellectual families, but the new norms pointed toward the radical modification of the colonial order and the institution of a modern society and a representative government.
	7

	     This initial liberal drive was soon replaced by a more conservative mood, as the hegemonic groups within the new elites grew increasingly concerned with political instability and the possibility of social unrest. But some of the principles established in the revolutionary years were there to stay, and although throughout the rest of the century power changed hands many times, ideological influences varied, and territorial boundaries were redefined, certain basic political principles remained the same. In the republics of former Spanish America and in the Brazilian monarchy, popular sovereignty and modern representation were always the norm.4 
	8

	     In that context, the definition of political citizenship and the formation of an actual citizenry became important dimensions of the political transformations of nineteenth-century Latin America. The figure of the modern citizen proposed by the liberals—the abstract and universal individual, free and equal to the rest—started to circulate early in the century,5 when it overlapped with more traditional notions of the body politic that evoked the institutions of colonial and even pre-colonial times: the pueblos, the comunidades, the subject, the vecino (neighbor or resident). This overlapping notwithstanding, the concept of citizen gained increasing favor among the ascending revolutionary elites and found its way into the first constitutions. The latter defined, and at the same time presumed, an ideal citizen who was granted political rights and made a member of the national polity. The legal definitions of and limits to citizenship varied from place to place, and they also changed with time, stemming from the different strands of thought and beliefs that informed the legislation of the new polities. At the same time, the actual process of citizenship building had only partly to do with those normative boundaries, as it resulted from the complex combination, negotiation, and confrontation of principles, expectations, and practices of different groups in society, both dominant and subaltern, and from the articulation and rearticulation of new and traditional social relations and hierarchies. The problem of political citizenship opens, therefore, a vast field for investigation into the political history of nineteenth-century Latin America.
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	     This is precisely the terrain being recently trod by scholars. In tune with historians of other areas of the world, they are producing a new literature that is significantly changing our view of the transitions from colonial rule to independence and of the diverse and complex histories of nation building in the region.6 I am referring here not only to the texts that explicitly address the topic of political citizenship but also to a larger corpus of works whose concerns may be broadly included in that problematic.7 
	10

	     In the past, citizenship was not absent from the literature on the nineteenth century. But its history was understood almost exclusively in terms of the development of political rights, particularly the right to vote, and measured against an ideal modernizing course of gradual expansion of the franchise. The model of progressive enfranchisement from a restricted to an enlarged citizenship was widely used to interpret nineteenth-century political modernization in different areas of the world.8 Historical cases that did not fit this model—and most of the Latin American countries did not—were treated as deviations from the rule, anomalous and imperfect in terms of their transition to modernity and democracy. The new historical literature has left behind this restricted and linear approach and defined a wider, multilayered view of political citizenship. Suffrage still has a central place in the recent studies, but it has been reformulated, and there is a vast, innovative body of work on voting, elections, and electoral practices. At the same time, other previously unnoticed or neglected dimensions have acquired increasing visibility. Among them—in consonance with the present concern with the development of civil society—the types and modes of sociability, the formation of public spheres, and the construction of public opinion have become main topics of historical inquiry. Their connection to citizenship is recuperated in the recent literature, and therefore, when reflecting on its history in nineteenth-century Latin America, I am incorporating these dimensions previously absent from the studies on the subject.9 
	11

	     Other aspects of citizenship also merit the attention of scholars. Among them, the figure of the "armed citizen" and the role of the militias in the polity, the relationship between taxation and representation, and the citizen involvement in the jury system are explored in some of the current literature.10 These topics are not new in the historiography of Latin America, but only recently have they been addressed from the point of view of political citizenship. In what follows, however, I shall leave behind these dimensions that, though increasingly present in the historical debates, have received until now less attention than those related to suffrage, the elections, and electoral practices, and to the development of new forms of sociability, the formation of a public sphere(s), and the construction of public opinion in the different areas and periods of nineteenth-century Latin America. It is to these topics that I shall now turn.
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	The constitution of the new polities, that is, the new Latin American nations, after the severance of the colonial bonds was a long, contested, and often contradictory process. The political map changed many times during those decades, as different regional groups claimed their sovereignty and new states were defined and redefined with changing boundaries and jurisdictions. At the same time, competing ideas of the nation nurtured diverse national projects, endorsed by different social and political groups. The model of the modern, unified nation, consisting of equal individuals, potential citizens of the republics to be, circulated early on in the nineteenth century, but it came in many different versions and experienced successive transformations. All the while, other, corporate and plural, notions of the nation coexisted and competed with the liberal projects. When the actual nation-states consolidated in the second half of the nineteenth century, the liberal matrix had prevailed, but traditions and modernities combined in many complex ways.11 
	13

	     Throughout this long and intricate process, political representation played a crucial role. The option for the republic in Spanish America, and for a constitutional monarchy in Brazil, introduced that issue from the start. The traditional, colonial ways of representation were challenged, and eventually displaced, by the new forms championed by the French Revolution, American democracy, and Spanish liberalism. "The people or the nation cannot speak, cannot act but through their representatives": this widely repeated statement formulated in revolutionary France by Abbé Sieyès summarizes the basic principle of modern representative government.12 The election of the representatives was indicated as the main and the ideal form of political action on the part of the people. Modern representatives differed from those of the ancien régime societies. They were not supposed to act as delegates of any group or sector in particular, nor were they to be limited by the traditional imperative mandate. They represented, and at the same time produced, the will of the nation, the abstract community formed by individual citizens. Hence elections became a key aspect of the new system of government and a crucial moment in the relationship with the governed. The right to choose and to be chosen constituted the core of the political rights enjoyed by the citizens.13 
	14

	     Elections had long been practiced in the colonies, but only after 1812 did the old forms of representation start to give way to the new ones. In this respect, the Cádiz Constitution had a pervasive influence in some areas of Latin America during the last years of colonial rule and the initial independent period.14 The countries that successively came to being after that transition also adopted elections as the only formally legitimate access to public office and the prescribed means to exercise political freedom.
	15

	     The study of elections and suffrage has been a longstanding preoccupation of political history, not only in Latin America. In recent years, however, scholars have revised the prevailing approaches to those topics and have formulated new questions and produced original research that have changed our view of nineteenth-century electoral history both in Europe and the Americas. Much of the former literature was informed by the progressive model of expansion of the suffrage, and the actual histories of the right to vote were frequently squeezed into that mold or measured against it. At the same time, since electoral practices did not necessarily respond to the normative parameters defined by the laws, scholars often regarded them, with a condemning eye, as "corrupt." They also dismissed elections as of little consequence in the face of other, presumably more effective means to reach power, such as the use of military force. Today, the historiography understands the electoral and the military side of politics as closely related, and is more concerned with examining the transformation of suffrage and the actual role of elections and electoral practices in different cases than with exposing their vices.15 
	16

	     In Latin America, the first of these dimensions—the history of the right to vote—has attracted increasing attention on the part of scholars. In trying to identify the subject of representation, they have revised the constitutions and laws drafted throughout the period in the different areas, as well as the debates on that issue. As mentioned above, the liberal figure of the citizen overlapped with other notions of the subject of representation, such as the pueblos, the comunidades, and above all, the vecino, a concept that was frequently subsumed with that of citizen. Between 1813 and 1855, for example, all the electoral laws in Mexico stipulated as a main requisite for potential voters that they be "vecinos" of their locality. The word persisted in different contexts and probably referred to changing realities, but its usage always connoted the grounding of the abstract citizen in the particular territorial and social conditions of a concrete community. In other polities, the concept did not show a strong pattern of persistence; it tended to wither away in favor of the more modern term of citizen. That word, in turn, did not always refer strictly to the liberal version of "the abstract and universal individual, free and equal to the rest," as it frequently admitted qualifications that originated in other conceptual frameworks.16 
	17

	     Yet who were these "citizens"? The boundaries of political citizenship were prima facie defined by the breadth of political rights, particularly the right to vote, which proved extremely variable. Immediately after independence, in most of Spanish America, the right to vote was widely extended to the male population. All free, non-dependent, adult males were enfranchised, including those who belonged to the Indian population.17 The normative notion of citizen that prevailed came closer to the postrevolutionary French citoyen than to John Locke's property owner. According to Pierre Rosanvallon, in France the only distinction "allowed by the abstraction of equality was that which pertains to the nature of the actual juridical subjects (age, sex, etc.)." Similarly, in the new polities, the electoral laws established few restrictions to the male franchise, and these were not based mainly on property or literacy barriers. Nor were ethnic distinctions included. The requisites of age, sex (women were not even mentioned; they were "naturally" ruled out), and residence were common to all areas, while in most of them, dependent males (servants, domésticos) were also excluded. Slaves were ruled out everywhere. The hierarchies of the colonial society were thus partially erased, in favor of new political categories.18 
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	     These initial boundaries were modified during the 1820s and 1830s. In most areas of the region, the elites increasingly attributed the difficulties in founding a stable political order to the extended suffrage. The introduction of the French doctrinaire's differentiation between active and passive citizens paved the way for a new definition of the ideal citizen. In several places, there were proposals to introduce property, income, or literacy qualifications to the franchise. These provisions, however, did not always find their way into the legislation, and, from this point onward, the electoral history of each country followed a different and zigzag path not easily included in a general pattern.
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	     The case of Peru illustrates the complexities of the history of suffrage. On the brink of total victory against the Spanish army, the liberal constitution of 1823 granted voting rights to all Peruvian men—Indians included—married or over twenty-five years of age, who could read and write, and were property owners or had a profession or trade or were employed in a "useful industry," and did not belong to the class of servants or journeymen. The application of the literacy requirement was explicitly postponed until 1840 and, later on, abolished for Indians and mestizos, who thus remained potential members of the electorate regardless of their capacity to read or write. This broad definition of voting rights was expanded by the short-lived reforms of 1856, which also introduced direct voting. The Peruvian constitution of 1860 and the subsequent electoral law of 1861 returned to indirect elections and established new conditions for voting. Nonetheless, the requirements were even less constraining than in 1823: voting rights were granted to all Peruvians, married or over twenty-one, who could read and write or owned real property or had a craft industry or paid taxes. Restrictions only came later on in the century, with the electoral law of 1896. Both ideological and political considerations led to the incorporation of direct elections with literacy requisites for voting, which in practice basically meant the exclusion of the Indian population from the electorate, a condition that persisted well into the twentieth century.19 
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	     Chile, in turn, shows a more conventional pattern. The constitution of 1833 limited the suffrage to all literate adult men who met the—rather low—property or income requirements. The electoral law of 1874 introduced a decisive modification, in a sentence that read: "it is presumed that he who knows how to read and write has the income required by the law." Thus literacy remained the actual limitation to suffrage until 1970.20 Across the Andes, Argentina followed a completely different path. As part of the Viceroyalty of the River Plate, which split soon after the revolution of independence into several different polities,21 the territory that eventually formed the Argentine Republic was for several decades a confederation of states, each with its own electoral legislation. In Buenos Aires, the most powerful of the provinces, a law of 1821 established universal male suffrage and direct elections for the House of Representatives. Several attempts to restrict voting rights did not succeed. On the contrary, with the unification of the country and the passing of the national constitution in 1853, universal male suffrage was established in the whole territory, and for good. A combined system of direct and indirect elections was implemented, the former for the national representatives, the latter for the senators (chosen by the state legislature) and for the president (by an electoral college).22 
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	     In countries such as Mexico and imperial Brazil, an extensive franchise came together with an indirect system of representation that required property or literacy qualifications from the national electors in the second and third stages of voting. It was a system with an ample base and a hierarchical structure at the intermediate levels.23 In Brazil, slaves had always been excluded from suffrage, but an important number of freedmen enjoyed that right for many decades. The electoral law of 1881 introduced direct elections, but at the same time, it established literacy qualifications that limited the franchise (see below). In Mexico, the liberal constitution of 1857 replaced the three-tiered system by one that was indirect only in the first degree; that is, citizens voted for electors, who in turn selected the representatives.24 
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	     These few examples suffice to show that the legal definition of the subject of representation, the citizen, did not follow the path of gradual expansion from the privileged few to increasingly broader sectors of the population, as was frequently assumed in much of the literature on political citizenship. The pattern is much more complex and highly variable, but the entire region seems to share a common trait in the nineteenth century: "There is no gradual conquest of suffrage."25 Rather, in some countries, such as Peru or Brazil, the opposite seems to be the case, while in others such as Argentina, there was no significant variation in the legislation throughout the century. In any case, although the constitutions and the laws established the boundaries of political citizenship, in order to study its actual development it is important to turn from the norms to the practices, as the recent literature on this problem has done.
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	Throughout the nineteenth century, in most areas of Latin America, elections to choose local, regional, and national representatives, both direct and indirect, were held regularly and very frequently—in many places, several times a year. They were the prescribed way to public office.26 In most countries, however, the military road of access to power persisted well beyond the years of the revolution of independence, and for a great part of the nineteenth century it coexisted and combined with the electoral one. In others, such as Chile and Argentina after 1862, elections became increasingly the rule, and violence, albeit never completely eradicated, tended to recede as a means to reach government posts. In all cases, however, elections played an important role in the political competition among the elites (and would-be elites) and in the legitimization of power.
	24

	     As in other areas of the world at the time, electoral practices did not necessarily respond to the established norms. They also differed a great deal from our own contemporary practices. For a long time, therefore, the literature on the subject cast a denunciatory eye on nineteenth-century elections and described their manipulative aspects. As mentioned above, this approach has recently lost favor among scholars. In a pioneering work on European and Latin American electoral history, Antonio Annino and Raffaele Romanelli reacted against the tendency to "consider liberalism as the antecedent of a predestined democratic evolution" and referred to the specific nature of the liberal order in matters of representation. They emphasized "the efforts made by a non-egalitarian society . . . to translate an organic and hierarchical order into institutions like the constitutions and the electoral laws, whose rationale is basically individualistic and quantitative." In that context, they see electoral practices not as a way of ignoring or distorting the norms but rather as a means of making them operative in each particular situation.27 
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	     In a similar manner, recent works explore electoral practices in specific settings. Who participated on each occasion? How was the electoral scene constructed? Which were the formal and informal rules of the game? What were the results? There is no single answer to any one of these questions, as the situation varied greatly from place to place and from year to year. There are, however, some common traits that merit our attention.28 
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	     Electoral practices played a key role in the formation of a political sphere that was related in very complex ways to the social sphere but could in no way be subsumed into it. Such practices were a core aspect of the network building that was carried out by new and old elites at the local, regional, and national levels. Powerful caudillos, who had both military power and social influence, seldom failed to operate in that field, while newcomers to the political game found there a fertile ground for their ascension.
	27

	     The key to electoral success was the creation and mobilization of clienteles in networks that had strong vertical components and at the same time articulated horizontally with other similar networks. In that context, actual voters were far removed from the image of the autonomous, individual citizen in full command of his political rights, who attends the polls peacefully to cast his ballot. Rather, in most countries of Latin America, voters belonged to electoral forces, mobilized collectively by factions or parties and by the government in order to participate in generally tumultuous, and often violent, elections. Manipulation, political patronage, and control always played important parts in this story, but so did conflict and negotiation. In some cases, the relationship between the leaders and their followers was rooted in social bonds; in others, it was mainly forged in the political realm. Yet in all cases, the electoral practices contributed to the articulation of political networks that incorporated various groups of people into the electoral game. Men (and occasionally women) from very different social and ethnic backgrounds took part in these networks, which also were the site for the construction of political traditions and leaderships.
	28

	     A wide range of leaders and followers were part of the electoral machines that produced the votes, generating a dense web of exchanges in the process. Examples abound for different periods and areas of nineteenth-century Latin America, each case having its own peculiar traits and trajectory. From the Brazilian patronage system, strongly grounded on social hierarchy, to the Buenos Aires politically based urban machines of the 1860s and 1870s, or the Mexican mobilization of peasant communities embedded in regional webs of power, these networks differed greatly in their origin, scope, membership, organization, and form of action. Also, they showed different levels of cohesion and continuity. Sometimes, they were organized on an ad hoc basis to act in a specific situation to support a particular candidate. At other times, they became part of a more permanent political structure: the party.
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	     This last development contradicted some of the prevailing ideas on political representation. The nation was widely understood as an indivisible whole. Elections, for their part, were considered a means to select the best men of all to represent the whole, rather than to guarantee the representation of the different interests and sectors of society. Therefore, for a good part of the nineteenth century, the concept of "party" was controversial, and actual parties were critically labeled "factions," a word that had negative connotations of divisiveness and partisanship.29 In spite of these misgivings, the parties became key actors in the electoral game, as well as important centers for the action of those who were—or hoped to be—in power, for the convergence of political interests, and for the development of material networks and symbolic webs that defined political traditions.30 
	30

	     In several Latin American countries, a key ideological and political divide separated the liberals from the conservatives. Yet that was not the only line of cleavage to be found among groups that competed for power, and party alignment could respond to other divisions. Class interest, however, did not become a nucleating force until late in the century, and then only in some places. Parties could prove long-lived, as in Uruguay and Colombia, or more ephemeral, as in Argentina or Peru, but throughout the region they were generally loose structures mainly held together by personal ties. The electoral networks associated with the parties, on the other hand, were tighter, hierarchical organizations with leaders operating at different levels. This multilayered leadership recruited the rank-and-file members of these "machines" from a wide range of social sectors, from the urban artisans and professional classes to the peasants and the rural poor. At the same time, these networks were articulated horizontally into political forces at the regional and national level, and formed the broad electoral bases of the parties.
	31

	     How large were these bases? The figures on electoral participation may shed some light on this question. Although there is a wide range of different situations, in most cases a very low proportion of the total population—sometimes even as low as .02 percent, very often around 2 percent, nearly always below 5 percent—usually voted. Even among those qualified to vote, the turnout very seldom reached half of the potential voters. Similar figures are, by the way, found in several European countries throughout the century.31 In Latin America, there were some exceptions to the rule. In the Mexican general elections of 1851, for example, the voters represented around 20 percent of the total population. And imperial Brazil had a turnout of one million in the 1870s, a figure that represented 10 percent of the total population and 50 percent of the enfranchised (including a relevant number of freed slaves). In both countries, however, elections were then held under a three-tiered indirect system. After the passing of the Brazilian electoral law of 1881 (which introduced both direct elections and literacy qualifications to the suffrage), the number of voters dropped drastically to 100,000, a low .8 percent of the total population. These figures did not experience any significant rise with the establishment of a republican government in 1889 or the approval of the 1891 electoral bill. In the following presidential election of 1894, voters represented only 2.2 percent of the population. Legislation was not always so decisive to the turnout. In Argentina, for example, universal male suffrage had been in force since 1853, yet the number of voters was extremely variable, and the proportion of those qualified to vote who actually showed up on polling days very seldom reached 20 percent.32 
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	     In the constitutions and electoral legislation, elections were considered the proper means to produce political representation. The people, however, did not always understand voting to be a desirable or significant way of participating in the polity. The image of a people eager to exercise their voting rights proves anachronistic for many nineteenth-century societies. The political elites frequently complained about "the indifference" or "the lack of civic spirit" among the entitled citizens. Quite often, the mounting of political machines was a means not only to control voting but also to make it happen. They actively recruited potential voters, who thus enjoyed the material and symbolic compensations of belonging to a clientele. Consequently—and somewhat paradoxically—rank-and-file voters were mainly recruited from among the popular classes.
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	     The reasons for the widespread reluctance to exercise the prescribed form of political freedom are probably variable and complex. The concept of modern representation was too abstract to be rapidly accepted by vast sectors of the population, although this probably changed with time. Its incorporation into the political culture of most societies was the result of a long, contradictory, and contested social and cultural process.33 Moreover, the act of voting was often a collective move, which mainly attracted those groups who had been previously mobilized and incorporated into the political networks. It was also frequently quite violent, so that it discouraged free riders.
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	     Among the upper echelons of society, personal influence with and family ties to the politically powerful could make electoral individual participation seem superfluous. In such cases, absence from the polls did not necessarily mean indifference to the political strife or to ballot results. In many cases, elections played a key role in the competition between different elite political groups, but even then, voting was not always considered a necessary personal gesture. Rather, party sympathizers trusted the political operators and leaders whose job was to mobilize the machine and "produce" the vote.
	35

	     In order to win, tight organization and control of a faithful following were more important than sheer numbers. The party leaderships, therefore, were not always interested in recruiting an ever-increasing quantity of voters. And although they displayed a rich rhetoric on participation, citizenship, and the development of the public spirit, in most cases they did little to encourage the mobilization of a vast electorate.
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	     Due to these many different factors, electoral participation was often quite low and variable. At the same time, its relationship to the development of a free and independent citizen is far from obvious. Consequently, there is no single or simple answer to the question of what was the role of elections and electoral networks in the formation of an actual citizenry. We have now learned to dismiss both the optimistic conclusion that all these practices helped to consolidate citizenship as well as the pessimistic version that they basically obstructed its development. We have also learned that the legal right to vote and even the practice of voting do not necessarily turn a person into an autonomous citizen. Furthermore, rather than a means of political representation, and therefore of relating civil society and the state, electoral practices could become instruments internal to the game of politics. But at the same time, these practices generated a field of action that incorporated men from different social and ethnic sectors. The electoral networks constituted new webs of sociability that, albeit based on unequal exchanges among the parts, created spaces of shared political involvement and negotiation. Finally, the rhetoric of representation displayed around the elections also had symbolic and ideological effects that contributed to the circulation and reformulation of republican and democratic ideas on citizenship among the population.34 The role of voting rights, elections, and electoral practices and networks in the formation of a citizenry remains, therefore, a complex and open matter.
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	Together with this revision of the history of suffrage and elections, the recent literature has brought to light a second dimension of the history of political citizenship. In this case, scholars look away from the political realm into civil society to inquire about the types and modes of sociability, the formation of public spheres, and the construction of public opinion.
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	     The use of these concepts is problematic. In the recent Latin American literature, scholars have favored different definitions of civil society. In some North American definitions, it has been employed to refer to the realm of the social that is not within the sphere of the state, nor under the domain of the market. But other more traditional variants have also been used that are closer to the dichotomous conception of Hegelian undertones that includes the market within the orbit of civil society and therefore confronts the latter with the state.35 As for the notion of "sociability," it was initially introduced to historical use by Maurice Agulhon and defined by him in a very general way to refer to the associative ways, both formal and informal, found in different historical and geographical contexts. The term was widely used and criticized in the 1970s and 1980s in European historiography, and has recently found some application in the literature on Latin America.36 The concept of "public sphere," in turn, is applied to more specific social settings, that is, the rise and consolidation of bourgeois societies and modern polities. Jürgen Habermas's formulation, originally drafted in the early 1960s, gained wide circulation in the last decade and gave rise to heated theoretical debates.37 Whether in its original version or in later modified variants, it has informed numerous empirical studies on the history of Latin American polities.
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	     In spite of their controversial nature, these theoretical concepts have rendered visible a new set of questions and problems seldom addressed when studying our past. Historians have frequently made somewhat eclectic use of them, but rather than analyzing the disparate ways in which they have been employed, I will refer to their usefulness in opening new roads to scholarly inquiry.
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	     The now vast literature on modern forms of sociability traces their origin to the European eighteenth century. In Spain, as well as in France, England, and Prussia, the spread of associations of a new type, based on the free will of their individual members, inaugurated a whole new set of communicative practices presumably governed by the laws of reason. It was a transformation that originated in the development of the private realm and of a civil society in the making, and marked the transition from traditional to modern forms of social organization. Whether or not these changes affected the Latin American territories before the first decade of the nineteenth century is a matter of controversy.38 In the revolutionary years after 1808, however, all main cities in the colonies witnessed the creation of certain forms of modern sociability and of a periodical press.39 
	41

	     The long period of wars triggered by the collapse of the Iberian empires was followed by an even longer period of conflicts within their former territories. The initial development of "modern" sociability did not continue in a linear or progressive way. During the first half of the nineteenth century, the expansion of associations and of an independent press—symptoms of the emergence of a relatively autonomous civil society—was a rather limited process, only experienced in some specific periods and places. Tertulias, salons, and literary or scientific circles are mentioned as sites where new forms of reading and conversation nurtured a dialogical exchange among the participants. Other, more traditional, forms of sociability, however, proved quite vigorous, and religious brotherhoods or confraternities, artisan guilds, and different forms of communal institutions were a familiar feature of the Latin American landscape. Ritual and rumor continued to play significant roles in the collective life of the polities, while new forms of public celebrations and displays related to the republican liturgy proliferated. At the same time, a periodical press closely related to the political groups and the government soon developed and became an important instrument in the political struggles for power.40 
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	     In this variegated picture, the clear-cut difference between the traditional and modern patterns of sociability introduced by the theoretical literature is hardly applicable. The institutions and practices of the time show many combinations of both types, as well as forms that do not fit in any of them. But the emphasis on that difference is not just a product of current definitions. It was also a matter of concern at the time, particularly where the enlightened elites gained power or influence in those initial decades after independence.
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	     As I mentioned earlier, the definition of citizenship and the constitution of a citizenry were crucial aspects in the political life of the American territories. From the standpoint of the enlightened elites, the majority of the population was not ready to face the exacting demands imposed by the representative system. Although this did not affect the extension of the franchise at first, in many countries it eventually led to the introduction of restrictions to the right to vote (see above). Yet these were considered as temporary solutions to a deeper problem. The long-term answer to the challenges of modern representation was the "invention" of the citizen.41 It was a matter of teaching the people the principles and values of the Enlightenment. The extent of this "people" was a matter of debate among the elites, who had different views as to the potential incorporation of Indians, blacks, and women. But regardless of their convictions on the degree of inclusiveness, most of the governments that adopted the enlightened creed promoted the creation of educational and cultural institutions and the establishment of civil voluntary associations (clubs, mutual aid societies, etc.), which were considered ideal sites for the breeding of the new citizens. In the first half of the nineteenth century, these efforts were not very successful. Different reasons may help to explain the rather poor results, from the structural social conditions to the inconsistency and incompetence of the reformatory administrations or the reluctance and resistance found both within the elites and among wider sectors of society, who chose other forms of collective action.
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	     This failure did not prevent the governments of the new republics from invoking public opinion as a source of their own legitimacy. Since the second half of the eighteenth century, this concept was used in Europe to discuss the foundations of political power and authority. In early nineteenth-century Latin America, public opinion—as the expression of the unitary will of the people—became a crucial aspect of the modern representative system in formation and of the process of nation building. The concept was subject to many interpretations. For those enlightened elites who managed to control power in some places during the first half of the century, public opinion was the rational expression of the will of the citizens generated in the sites of modern sociability, particularly in the press. Public opinion together with suffrage were considered the only sources of political legitimacy that should substitute for the old ways (violence and tradition). Yet if the actual public did not respond to the enlightened and rational blueprint or an actual newspaper seriously challenged the proclaimed principles or the measures adopted to put them into practice, the same authorities that had encouraged public opinion ended up restricting or simply ignoring the liberties they had initially promoted.42 
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	     This contradiction did not affect those regimes—and there were many—that never pretended to defend such liberties in the first place but grounded their power on other foundations. In those cases, censure of the press, control over the private life of the population, and the elimination of all political opposition were regular and accepted features of government performance. This type of action did not necessarily make the authorities less legitimate in the eyes of the majority of the people, nor did it preclude the political mobilization of wide sectors of the population. The ample success and popularity of some of these governments reveal the weakness of the enlightened values, habits, and institutions throughout the region.43 It should not surprise us, therefore, to find at the same time repeated attempts on the part of an incipient civil society to constitute some sort of modern public sphere as well as official efforts in the same direction on the one hand and, on the other, very poor, ephemeral results that were barely significant from a political perspective.
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	     After mid-century, important changes took place throughout Latin America. Although the situation varied greatly from place to place, most countries experienced a relatively sustained process of centralization and consolidation of state power. Simultaneously, their economies expanded as they developed closer links with the world market, and the social structure of the most dynamic areas became more diversified and complex.
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	     There are also clear symptoms of the increasing strength and autonomy of civil society. There was a remarkable expansion of modern associations of all sorts. In the main cities, Bogota, Buenos Aires, Rosario, Lima, Arequipa, Mexico City, Rio de Janeiro, and Santiago de Chile, a large number of mutual aid societies, social and cultural clubs, cultural and literary circles, learned societies, Masonic lodges, solidarity committees, and festive groupings were organized for specific purposes, but they rapidly became actors in the public sphere. At the same time, a vigorous press developed and found a relatively enlarged readership. The expansion of the reading public beyond the boundaries of the enlightened elites occurred in all the large cities of the region, and in some cases, like that of Buenos Aires, it reached impressive figures: by 1887, there was one newspaper issue available for every four inhabitants in a city where 57 percent of the women and 64 percent of the men (of all ages) were literate.44 
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	     Associative life enjoyed enormous prestige among large sectors of the urban population. Both the press and the associations were considered to be beacons of civilization and the breeding ground, as well as the expression, of a modern, free, and democratic society. This perception was shared by several of the different ideological perspectives then circulating in Latin America along a wide social spectrum.45 
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	     This expansion of the associations and the press has been interpreted as evidence of the strength of the civil society and its relative autonomy vis-à-vis the state. These institutions did not only represent, protect, and look after the interests and opinions of their actual members, they created a thick web of relations and exchanges among the different groups and sectors of society, and played a leading role in the mobilization of the urban public. They promoted and organized most of the civic meetings and demonstrations that were frequently staged in the main cities. Thus their presence has been considered fundamental to the creation of a space of mediation with the state, to the formation of a public sphere.
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	     These developments did not preclude the expansion of other, more informal, mechanisms of sociability, such as cafés, pubs, chicherías, and the like, which played a part in both the civic as well as the political life of the cities. Other, more traditional institutions, the cofradías or brotherhoods, continued to exist in the new context, while the artisan guilds were transformed in tune with the new ideas and realities of the laboring classes. Religious festivals and community celebrations took the people to the streets, and the public spaces were the stage for competing forms of mobilization.
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	     Although, in most works, the accent has been put on civil society, it is important to look at the state and the political realm, which would continue to perform a role in this respect. By mid-century, in most countries of the region, the constellation of ideas and projects that circulated among the elites in power favored, albeit for different reasons, "publicity" and considered the press and the associations to be the incarnation of their cherished "public opinion." Therefore, the administrations often promoted the expansion of associative life, courted the press, and were attentive to the signals stemming from the public sphere. They also proclaimed their respect for the rights that were at the core of civic life, those of free speech and free association. Of course, this romance was frequently interrupted when public actions did not respond to the expectations of those in power, as well as by the recurrent attempts on the part of the latter to influence and shape the public sphere. These short-circuits, however, did not preclude publicity from becoming a crucial aspect in the relationship between the state and civil society.
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	     Scholars refer, therefore, to the existence of a public sphere(s) in several Latin American cities after mid-century.46 This is, however, a very general statement that merits some qualification. Several questions arise in this respect, which have been addressed by the recent literature on citizenship.47 
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	     First, where—in what sector or sectors of the population and defined in what way—did the associations and the press originate? Who convened the people, and who led the action? The generic presence of the Habermasian bourgeoisie is replaced here by a diversity of social actors: enlightened figures, professionals, or artisans, depending on the period and the place, could be the leading and hegemonic actors.
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	     Second, did these initiatives produce a unified field of collective action and identification, a single public sphere? In a city like Buenos Aires in the 1860s and 1870s, for example, the development of a vigorous institutional network of associations and newspapers of many different kinds created a space of shared initiatives and actions that successfully appealed to the mass of the urban population and defined a unified public sphere. Fragmentation was, on the other side, a widespread reality in the public arenas of other Latin American cities, such as Rio de Janeiro in the 1880s and 1890 or Santiago de Chile and Arequipa in the 1850s. Different groups or sectors created their own institutions, displaying competing voices and actions in the public arena. In such cases, scholars choose to speak of public spheres, in plural.
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	     Third, who participated in these forms of public action, and who did not? The creation and expansion of a public realm in certain areas of Latin America implied the incorporation of different sectors of the population to the institutional networks of civil society, well beyond the limited circles of the elites. Social, racial, and gender boundaries were extremely variable. Frequently, professionals of various sorts, men involved in commerce, petty commerce, and the trades, artisans and other relatively qualified workers, teachers, and the like, were actively involved in the institutions of the public sphere(s). Women, together with all other groups defined as "dependent"—slaves, servants—were generally excluded from the core of public life; in fact, women's place was prima facie relegated to the private realm. Nevertheless, their presence is in some cases quite visible, either as marginal figures in the activities led by the men or as active participants in their own associations and newspapers. Free blacks, in turn, depending on their social standing, are frequently mentioned as members of the associative networks. Their urban location was also a decisive condition for inclusion. The opposite seems to be the case for most of the Indians, who were settled in the rural areas and only exceptionally belonged to the cities' networks. As for the very poor in general, their presence was marginal in the institutions but sometimes very visible in the public spaces.
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	     Fourth, was the public sphere a site for the display of conflict or, on the contrary, was it a harmonic space? Sometimes, the initiatives and action originating in civil society were directed at contesting the power of the state or of a particular government; at other times, this antagonistic inflection was absent, and conformity prevailed. Violence was an issue, however. Most of the time, the public spheres were relatively nonviolent arenas of exchange and communication. Nonetheless, and against the aspirations of the enlightened groups that considered public action a rational and "civilized" means of expressing opinion and formulating demands, violent confrontations were far from exceptional.
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	     Finally, what was the degree of autonomy of the institutions of civil society and of the public space itself vis-à-vis the state and the political realm? And what was the relationship of the public sphere(s) to other spaces and forms of collective action, as well as to the private world? Both these questions are addressed by some of the current literature. They are closely related to a third, major query: What was the place of the public sphere(s) in the conformation of each particular polity?
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	     The peculiarities of each case notwithstanding, the public sphere was seen by the important sectors of the elites both as the generator and the material incarnation of public opinion, and therefore as key in the legitimization of political power and the process of nation building. It was also considered to be a formative site for the values that founded a republican polity. Its institutions were schools of citizens. At the same time, the public sphere was the terrain for the exercise of civil liberties, those rights that pertain to civil rather than political citizenship. And it became the stage for political exchanges and debates. For many people, in turn, the public spheres were arenas for participating in politically consequential forms of public action. In fact, in some cases, this involvement seemed to fulfill the political expectations of many of those who could exercise the right to vote but chose not to do so. In others, it became a means of claiming voting rights, of negotiating and disputing boundaries of inclusion and exclusion in the polity. There are, therefore, many sides to the connections between citizenship and the development of civil society and a public sphere(s) that the recent scholarship has brought to light.
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	In these pages, I have argued that the political history of nineteenth-century Latin America has been profoundly renovated by the recent scholarship centered on the problematic of citizenship. In tune with similar approaches in the historiography of other areas of the world, that scholarship has illuminated dimensions of the social and political life of the region that previously went unnoticed. The result is an array of fragmentary and often contradictory images that have both enriched and complicated our view of the process of nation building and an agenda of topics that call for further inquiry.
	60

	     In light of these recent studies, I have reflected on some of the main issues posed by the history of citizenship, by centering on two tightly connected aspects: suffrage, elections, and electoral practices, on the one side, and the development of civil society, public opinion, and the public sphere(s) on the other. Each area of Latin America followed its own, singular path, and it may therefore be misleading to talk about the region as a single whole. But the problems raised by the transition from colonial to independent rule and by the formation of new nation-states were quite similar, and although the answers found in each case were unique, it is possible to display the picture of those problems and draw attention to the variegated historical responses to them.
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	     We have seen that political citizenship was a crucial concept in the definition of the new polities that emerged after the severance of the colonial bond. With the option for the republic in Spanish America and for the constitutional monarchy in Brazil, political power was to find its legitimacy in the principles of the sovereignty of the people and modern representation. This entailed the configuration of a community of equals, a citizenry, formed by those entitled to participate directly or indirectly in the exercise of political power. In most countries, that process had only partially to do with the ideas and projects that provided the initial normative frameworks for change. From the very early years after independence, however, the search for the establishment of a political order on the part of the elites and would-be elites involved a dynamic relationship with larger sectors of the population. To compete for and reach office, whether by violent or peaceful means, as well as to remain in power, the few had to resort to the many. And the institution of citizenship played a key role in that respect. In the words of Sarah Chambers, "Independence initiated negotiations over citizenship—its respective rights and obligations as well as its boundaries of inclusion and exclusion—that have remained at the center of political movements in Latin America, as throughout much of the world, until today."48 
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	     The introduction of modern representation opened the way to debates, conflicts, and negotiations around elections, voting rights, and electoral practices. In most areas of Latin America, the struggle for power among different groups of elites and would-be elites found an arena of relatively peaceful resolution in elections. The electoral game required, however, an appeal to the ones below, as well as the development of political networks to channel the many in the competition among the few. The generation of political alignments and the creation of electoral machines followed different patterns, but across the region and throughout the century, they contributed to the creation of new webs of exchange and spaces of action that included people from very different social and ethnic backgrounds. These networks had strong vertical components, but they did not necessarily reproduce the hierarchies of the social structure. Even where electoral machines were initially grounded in social bonds, the dynamics of the political struggle generated new relations and exchanges among their members.
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	     Elections introduced, therefore, a radical novelty in the political organization of the region. For a great part of the century, although voters comprised a minority of the total population, they came from a wide social spectrum. The existence of norms of inclusion and of actual inclusive mechanisms empowered the many. In the electoral networks, exchanges were unequal and clientelistic bonds prevailed, but their members could (and frequently did) use their place to negotiate and claim, to put their own views and proposals in circulation. Democracy was far off, and political patronage and hierarchies were the rule. But, although these "citizens" were quite different from the ideal defined by the norms and proclaimed by the liberal and republican projects, they constituted an actual political body, an unavoidable presence in the new nations for a good part of the nineteenth century.
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	     The involvement of the many in the political life of the new polities was not limited to elections. A key form of participation was through armed intervention. Although this article has not delved into that question, a few words are in order here. In Latin America, political citizenship was closely associated with participation in the militia. In many countries, inscription in a National Guard was required of voters. Furthermore, the notion of an active citizen implied the right and the obligation to bear arms in defense of the country. This could be interpreted in many different ways, as the exercise of violence was deemed legitimate not only against a foreign enemy but also in local struggles. The latter included both confrontations between factions and rebellions against the current government—a justified act if those in power abused their functions, violated the constitution, and fell into "tyranny." As mentioned above, the armed road to power was a recurrent path followed in Latin America, and military leaders played a key role in politics throughout the nineteenth century. But it was not just a leaders' venture. Vast sectors of the population took part in these armed struggles, and guerrillas, montoneras, and other military groups, both official and non-official, frequently attracted more people than voting. The trope of the citizen in arms, of republican origins, had a strong appeal in the region.49 
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	     Armed rebellions, however, gradually tended to subside, and although violent internal strife remained a constant feature in nineteenth-century political life, its legitimacy was increasingly put into question. The opposite was true of another form of participation that expanded and flourished with increasing vigor. I am referring here to a set of practices that originated in civil society but were relevant to the construction of political citizenship and the legitimization of political power.
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	     During the last decades of Spanish rule, the main cities of the American territories witnessed the development of certain new forms of sociability and the appearance of a periodical press that, albeit weak and limited to the enlightened urban circles, introduced new styles of communication presumably based on freedom, equality, and reason. These scattered experiences found a fertile ground for expansion during the years of the revolution of independence, when they frequently became spaces of political debate and action. Meanwhile, the adoption of representative government introduced a dimension to politics that was not present in colonial times, and that was increasingly referred to as "public opinion." As Keith Baker has suggested for eighteenth-century France, in Latin America "politically . . . the notion of the 'public' came to function as the foundation for a new system of legitimacy."50 For the enlightened political and intellectual groups of the elites, the voice of the public was to be found in the institutions of modern sociability, that is, the associations and the press, which they strove to create and nurture. The rights to free speech and association were promulgated in the first years of the revolutionary period. But this place was subject to dispute, and different groups and voices claimed to represent "the public." In those turbulent times, other new forms of collective action—not necessarily identified as "modern" or "rational"—developed, while more traditional corporate societies continued to occupy an important place in the institutional arena. At the same time, not all governments were willing to listen to "the public," and, during the decades that followed the war of independence, censorship and other restrictions to the basic freedoms were seen in various places. These conditions notwithstanding, different groups and institutions, both old and new, modern or traditional, strove to have a public voice.
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	     In the second half of the century, the network of institutions originating in civil society expanded and diversified, particularly in the urban centers. The interaction with the state and the political realm acquired more definite contours and produced a space of mediation, a "public sphere." Different groups and sectors of the populations voiced their opinion and represented their claims through their organizations and newspapers, and also more directly, by displaying a physical presence in the civic spaces of the cities.
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	     In most cases, the means of action as well as the action itself differed greatly from the Habermasian model of the public sphere. They also varied from place to place. Yet the use of that category—or versions thereof—has allowed scholars to depict and name a set of institutions and practices that originated in civil society but, at the same time, operated in relation to the political realm, to the state. And it has called attention to a concept that was widely used in the political languages of the nineteenth century, "the public." In Latin America, as in many other areas of the modern world, the concrete publics that displayed their claims and actions were quite different from the abstract public invoked by the theories then in vogue and by the different governments. But the fact that the latter became an indispensable piece of political legitimacy gave the former a powerful weapon in their dealings with the state and the political system.
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	     The public spheres were sites for the exercise of and negotiation around rights, and for the constitution of citizens. Claims for equality did not prevent these spaces from generating their own hierarchies and discriminations, but—again, as in the case of electoral networks—they did not usually replicate those of the social structure. On the contrary, in many cases, the development of new webs of sociability and collective action, as well as the creation of new forms of dialogue and communication, contributed to the disruption and the modification of social and cultural traditions. At the same time, they affected the rules of the political game.
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	     By the end of the nineteenth century, many things had changed in the territories that had severed their colonial bonds with Spain and Portugal in the first decades of that century. The political map of Latin America showed the consolidation of the nation-states, most of which remain very much the same today. In the fragmented reality of the old colonies, the formation of those new polities had been a complex and by no means linear process. Latin America had preceded most other areas of the world in the early establishment of republican and representative forms of government, but it did not follow a progressive road to democracy. On the contrary, after many decades of trial and error and different political experiments, the liberal matrix had definitely prevailed in the institutional structure of most nations. But a significant group of those liberal regimes had, by the turn of the century, achieved the political order they had long coveted by centralizing power and restricting political freedoms and competition.51 
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	     There are many dimensions to the history of these political transformations. In recent years, by introducing the problematic of citizenship, the new scholarship has drawn our attention to one of those dimensions. In nineteenth-century Latin America, the institution of citizenship played a key part in the construction, legitimization, and reproduction of political power. The study of power requires, therefore, to go beyond the elites and would-be elites, in order to inquire about the role of the rest of the people in that story. As we have seen, the building of citizenship contributed to the incorporation of relatively large sectors of the population in politically significant forms of organization and action. This incorporation did not lead to the consolidation of political equality, and social and racial gaps between the few and the many remained a persistent reality in the political life of most countries of the region. But it generated forms of participation and spaces of negotiation and struggle that led to the continuous definition and redefinition of the boundaries of inclusion in and exclusion from the polity. Rather than measuring these developments against an ideal path leading toward democratization, the recent literature has underlined their intrinsic relevance in terms of the actual, historical, process of nation building. And in doing this, it has opened a rich, complex, and challenging field of inquiry.
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