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The Ideology of Creole Revolution

The American and Latin American independence movements emerged
from distinctive settings and produced divergent results, but they were
animated by similar ideas. Patriotic political theorists throughout the
Americas offered analogous critiques of imperial rule, designed com-
parable constitutions, and expressed common ambitions for their new
nations’ future relations with one another and the rest of the world.
This book adopts a hemispheric perspective on the revolutions that
liberated the United States and Spanish America, offering a new inter-
pretation of their most important political ideas. Joshua Simon argues
that the many points of agreement among various revolutionary polit-
ical theorists across the Americas can be attributed to the problems
they encountered in common as Creoles - that is, as the descendants
of European settlers born in the Americas. He illustrates this by com-
paring the political thought of three Creole revolutionaries: Alexander
Hamilton of the United States, Simén Bolivar of Venezuela, and Lucas
Alaman of Mexico.

Joshua Simon is Assistant Professor of Political Science at Columbia
University, New York.
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Introduction: The Ideas of American Independence
in Comparative Perspective

In the fifty years surrounding the turn of the nineteenth century, dissident
inhabitants of colonial cities from Boston to Buenos Aires condemned,
fought, and finally overthrew the European empires that had ruled the
New World for more than three centuries, creating new, sovereign states
in their stead. These American independence movements emerged from
distinctive settings and produced divergent results, but they were ani-
mated by strikingly similar ideas. Patriotic political theorists throughout
the Americas offered analogous critiques of imperial rule in the years
leading up to their rebellions, designed comparable constitutions imme-
diately after independence had been won, and expressed common ambi-
tions for their new nations’ future relations with one another and the rest
of the world. This book adopts a comparative perspective on the revolu-
tions that liberated the United States and Spanish America, offering a
unified interpretation of their most important political ideas. It argues
that the many points of agreement it describes amongst revolutionary
political theorists in different parts of the Americas can be attributed
to the problems they encountered in common as Creoles, that is, as the
descendants of European settlers born in the Americas.

The institutions of European imperialism in the Americas placed
Creoles in a difficult position. As the European inhabitants of American
colonies, Creoles enjoyed many privileges, benefitting in particular from
the economic exploitation and political exclusion of the large Indigenous,
African, and mixed-race populations that lived in or near their colonies.
However, as the American subjects of European empires, Creoles were
socially marginalized, denied equal representation in metropolitan coun-
cils and parliaments, and subjected to commercial policies designed to



2 Introduction

advance imperial interests at the colonies’ expense. Independence offered
Creoles an escape from the vagaries of imperial domination, but posed
a serious threat to the internal hierarchy of the colonies, so the political
thinkers that organized and defended rebellions across the hemisphere
were forced to confront a dilemma: How could they end European rule
of the Americas without undermining Creole rule in the Americas? The
ideology of Creole Revolution — the political ideas that I shall claim were
common to all of the American independence movements — arose as
patriotic Creole intellectuals sought to address this dilemma.

Scholars of North American and Latin American political thought
have long sought, almost always in isolation from one another, to
understand the contradictory qualities of the ideas they study. How can
Americans invoke ideals of liberty and equality so passionately while
passing over the oppression and exclusion that their societies impose on
Indigenous, African, and other non-white populations? What ends are
served by the odd mixtures of democratic and undemocratic institutions
framed by the Americas’ innovative and influential constitutions? Why
are Americans so jealous of their own nations’ autonomy, yet so eager to
influence events elsewhere in the world? In the pages that follow, I argue
that each of these contradictory ideological tendencies first emerged as
revolutionary Creoles grappled with the problems posed by their inde-
pendence movements. Seeking a way out from under imperial rule that
would not require them to relinquish the privileges that imperialism had
allowed, Creole political thinkers throughout the Americas embraced a
contradictory ideology that incorporated both anti-imperialist and impe-
rialist positions at the same time.

Anti-imperial imperialism took on distinct forms as the Creole
Revolutions progressed, appearing first in defenses of revolution, then
in constitutional designs, and finally in foreign policies. Creole patriots
justified their rebellions by reference to arguments carefully tailored to
impugn some, but not all of the inequalities that characterized their soci-
eties, claiming that their own right to rule themselves originated in their
forefathers’ conquest of the New World. Creole constitutional designers
created political systems that conformed in some respects to revolution-
ary ideals of popular sovereignty, but aiso centralized authority and sepa-
rated powers in order to limit the political influence that the Americas’
heterogeneous populations could exert. Creole statesmen embarked on
projects of external conquest and internal colonization, arguing that
they could only assure the Americas’ independence by expanding their
new states’ frontiers and consolidating their control over often resistant
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populations. In the following text, by comparing the political ideas of
three carefully chosen Creole revolutionaries, I demonstrate that the insti-
tutional context within which the American independence movements
unfolded exerted a decisive influence on the ideologies that the move-
ments” intellectual leaders expounded, producing convergence around
anti-imperial imperialism in these three forms, even amongst Creole
thinkers who were influenced by very different intellectual traditions.

By showing that the American independence movements were simi-
lar in their institutional origins and political ideas, this book challenges
established accounts not only of North American and Latin American
political thought, but also of the Americas’ comparative political and
economic development, and the history of inter-American relations. It
reconstructs a critical period in the Americas’ history: a period of insti-
tutional change and evolving hemispheric affairs in which it was not yet
inevitable that the United States would become the world’s largest econ-
omy and foremost military superpower, or that Latin America would
experience persistent political instability and economic underdevelop-
ment; a period in which all Americans were struggling to resolve similar
problems. Recognizing and understanding the many points of ideological
convergence across the Creole Revolutions prompts us to reconsider the
causes of the United States and Latin America’s subsequent political and
economic divergence, raising a broad set of questions about the long-
term legacies of the Americas’ transition to independence.

I.I COMPARING REVOLUTIONS

Despite their geographic and historical proximity, comparative studies
of the American independence movements have not been common.
Scholars have usually approached the revolutions that liberated the
United States and Latin America using different interpretive frameworks,
with the result being that when they are compared at all, the American
independence movements have been compared to different sets of non-
American rebellions and revolts, rather than to each other. The concept
of the “Creole Revolution” that I develop here offers a new, unified inter-
pretive framework capable of explaining features of the ideology of the
American independence movements that more established alternatives
have ignored or misunderstood.

A tendency to separate and distinguish the North American and Latin
American independence movements emerged early. In a series of letters
written after his retirement, the Massachusetts patriot, political theorist,
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and US President John Adams reflected on the extraordinary period of
global history that he had observed during his career in politics. Even as
he was “plunged head and ears in the American revolution from 1761 to
1798 (for it had been all revolution during the whole period),” Adams
wrote, he had been “eye-witness to two revolutions in Holland” and “ear-
witness to some of the first whispers of a revolution in France.” Taken
together, he wrote, the “last twenty-five years of the last century, and the
first fifteen years of this, may be called the age of revolutions.”*

Adams pointedly declined to list the colonial rebellions that had
already shaken off Spanish rule in the Southern Cone, which would soon
demolish the entire mainland edifice of the Spanish American empire, as
defining events of the age of revolutions. The problem, for Adams, was
that the “people of South America are the most ignorant, the most big-
oted, the most superstitious of all the Roman Catholics in Christendom.”
The idea that “a free government, and a confederation of free govern-
ments, should be introduced and established among such a people, over
that vast continent, or any part of it” appeared to Adams “as absurd as
similar plans would be to establish democracies among the birds, beasts,
and fishes.”* Adams’s eminently English aversion to Catholicism made it
impossible for him to conceive of Spanish Americans’ struggle for inde-
pendence as of a piece with the broader age of revolutions that he cred-
ited himself and his fellow British North Americans with initiating.

Though the prejudices underpinning it would evolve, Adams’s “age of
revolutions” proved to be a durable analytical apparatus. His European
contemporaries, including figures like Edmund Burke and Alexis de
Tocqueville, wrote about England’s Glorious Revolution, the indepen-
dence movement of the United States, and the French Revolution as
passages, more or less tortured, to the modern world.’ Later, scholars
retained the same basic set of comparisons even as they refined the cat-
egories they used it to illustrate, describing the Glorious Revolution, the
North American independence movement, and the French Revolution as
paradigmatic “bourgeois” or “democratic” revolutions,* and tracing the
intellectual lineage of “republican” political ideas from ancient Greece,
through Renaissance Italy and seventeenth-century England, to the rebel-
lious colonies of British North America.s

Even authors who have insisted on the United States’ exceptionalism
have done so almost exclusively with reference to Europe, arguing that
the “absence of feudalism” in North American history made the con-
stellation of political forces that arose in the independence movement
and shaped the early republic’s institutions utterly unlike any European



