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Abstract
This article examines the literature on popular liberalism in nineteenth-century Mexico and
the shortcomings of two interpretations: popular liberalism as an alternative to elite liberal-
ism, and popular liberalism as a strategy to ultimately pursue non-liberal ends. It argues that
both interpretations tend to overstate the distance between the liberal elite and its popular
supporters because of an unexamined, dichotomous conception of liberalism and the people
(generally Indigenous and non-Indigenous peasants) as opposites. It draws its examples
from studies of local politics and sides with the interpretation of ‘liberalism tout court’ as
the best available option to avoid reifications of liberalism and the popular.
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In the last three decades the historiography of nineteenth-century Mexico moved
from studying a confrontation between peasants and Indigenous peoples, on the
one hand, and liberal state-building, on the other, to analysing the negotiation
between them.1 When a new literature on ‘popular liberalism’ emerged in the
1990s, it looked as if the idea that liberalism necessarily excluded Indigenous
peoples and peasants could be put to rest.2 Or could it? To address this question,
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1Terry Rugeley, ‘Indians Meet the State, Regions Meet the Center: Nineteenth-Century Mexico
Revisited’, Latin American Research Review, 37: 1 (2002), pp. 245–58; Timo Schaefer, Liberalism as
Utopia: The Rise and Fall of Legal Rule in Post-Colonial Mexico, 1820–1920 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2017), pp. 1–19, 129–35; Alan Knight, Bandits and Liberals, Rebels and Saints: Latin
America since Independence (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 2022), pp. 71–85.

2For early uses of the term ‘popular liberalism’, see Alan Knight, ‘El liberalismo mexicano desde la
Reforma hasta la Revolución (Una interpretación)’, Historia Mexicana, 5: 1 (1985), pp. 63, 66–84; Guy
P. C. Thomson, ‘Bulwarks of Patriotic Liberalism: The National Guard, Philharmonic Corps, and
Patriotic Juntas in Mexico, 1847–1888’, Journal of Latin American Studies, 22: 1 (1990), pp. 31–68;
‘Popular Aspects of Liberalism in Mexico, 1848–1888’, Bulletin of Latin American Research, 10: 3
(1991), pp. 265–92. Some key monographs are: Florencia Mallon, Peasant and Nation: The Making of
Postcolonial Mexico and Peru (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1995); Guy P. C. Thomson
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I make explicit historians’ assumptions about ‘liberalism’ and the ‘popular’. I argue
that the study of popular liberalism from the 1990s onwards brought an empirical
and a conceptual challenge to the historiography and that we have only partially
risen to them. Empirically, it maintained that the gulf between elites and the people
had not been as wide as historians had thought before.3 Conceptually, it questioned
common preconceptions about peasant and Indigenous politics and rejected idea-
lised models of liberalism. This article focuses on the conceptual challenge as a
starting point for a broader empirical and conceptual debate.

Historians of popular liberalism argued that previous accounts of confrontation
had overstated the rural population’s autonomy from elite politics. The crux of their
argument rested in an empirical demonstration of greater convergence between
elite and popular practices than had been hitherto acknowledged, at least for
some regions. I call their interpretation ‘liberalism tout court’ and consider that
it has mostly, and rightly, stayed away from fixed and normative assumptions of
liberalism and the popular.4 I also argue that this perspective is compatible with
the new intellectual and political history of liberalism in Hispanic America (of
which more below).

As research on popular liberalism expanded, its premises and conclusions var-
ied. I identify two further interpretations: ‘popular liberalism as an alternative’
and ‘popular liberalism as a strategy’. The former considers popular liberalism
was an ‘alternative’ to elite liberalism. It has an optimistic view of the strength of
popular agency and its capacity to appropriate and transform elite liberalism into
a different practice, which should nonetheless be called liberal. By contrast, the
interpretation of ‘strategic liberalism’ emphasises the superficiality of popular liber-
alism, concluding that it ultimately pursued very different objectives to the elites’,
and they were not liberal. While we need to account for cases in which liberal pol-
icies were effectively rejected, resisted, paid lip service or surreptitiously subverted,
I contend that the interpretations of alternative and strategic liberalism do not
always offer a convincing case. They are often hampered by a problematic concep-
tual premise: the unacknowledged reification of liberalism and popular politics.
By reification I mean a process whereby specific characteristics and social relations

and David LaFrance, Patriotism, Politics and Popular Liberalism in Nineteenth-Century Mexico: Juan
Francisco Lucas and the Puebla Sierra (Wilmington, DE: Scholarly Resources, 1999); Peter Guardino,
Peasant, Politics and the Formation of Mexico’s National State, Guerrero 1800–1857 (Stanford, CA:
Stanford University Press, 1996) and The Time of Liberty: Popular Political Culture in Oaxaca, 1750–
1850 (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2005); Karen Caplan, Indigenous Citizens: Local Liberalism
in Early National Oaxaca and Yucatán (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2010); Schaefer,
Liberalism as Utopia.

3Guy P. C. Thomson, ‘Pueblos de Indios and Pueblos de Ciudadanos: Constitutional Bilingualism in 19th
Century Mexico’, Bulletin of Latin American Research, 8: 1 (1998), p. 93.

4I include Guy Thomson, Peter Guardino, Karen Caplan, Daniela Marino, Timo Schaefer, Antonio
Annino and Alan Knight in this group. I incorporate Michael Ducey’s work too; however, in some of
his case studies, it is not clear whether he sees strategic liberalism as the predominant response in the
long term, e.g. Michael Ducey, ‘El reto del orden liberal. Ciudadanos indígenas y prácticas políticas en
el México independiente: La política cotidiana en el cantón de Misantla, Veracruz’, in Antonio Escobar,
José Marco Medina and Zulema Trejo (eds.), Los efectos del liberalismo en México: Siglo XIX (Sonora:
Colegio de Sonora, 2015), p. 236.
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at a certain time and place are taken as if they were ‘inherent and invariant’.5

Additionally, these assumptions are part of a dichotomous frame of mind (the lib-
eral, modern, Western, or elite versus the popular), where ‘liberalism’ and the
‘popular’ are understood as fixed and mutually exclusive ‘ideal types’.6

My distinction between ‘alternative’ and ‘strategic’ liberalism, and my use of
‘liberalism tout court’ as a desirable option in some specific cases, is informed by
two methodological discussions in Latin American history and Mexican
Indigenous studies, which can help us prevent the reification of liberalism and
the popular. The first discussion has taken place in the recent intellectual and pol-
itical history of liberalism in Latin America, which has joined the linguistic turn
and criticism of the ‘history of ideas’ to contribute to an Ibero-American concep-
tual history, and to what Elías J. Palti has called a ‘history of political languages’.7

These perspectives argue that we cannot define even a minimal core of liberalism
that will stay true to itself across time and space. They seek to avoid normative
assessments of whether liberalism has been rightly or sufficiently applied.8 A simi-
lar methodological position emerged in Mexico in the 2010s for the history and
anthropology of Indigenous peoples.9 It argues that there is no minimum set of
characteristics that define indigeneity, but a complex history of varying criteria
for the attribution of indigeneity by actors who self-describe, or describe others,
as Indigenous.10 Recognition of the variability of definitions of the ‘Indigenous’
may be applied to definitions of ‘peasants’ and the ‘people’, or the ‘popular’, for
the purposes of this article. The point is to renounce fixed definitions of liberalism
and the popular so that actors who supported politics which were considered liberal
at the time are taken seriously. Only then may popular liberalism stop being inter-
preted as a paradox, to become a possibility amongst others.

To discuss popular liberalism, I use examples of the introduction of popular sov-
ereignty and representative government including a wide male franchise, with a

5Gillian Rose, The Melancholy Science: An Introduction to the Thought of Adorno (London: Verso, 2014),
p. 62.

6For criticism of liberalism as ‘ideal type’, see Elías J. Palti, ‘The Problem of “Misplaced Ideas” Revisited:
Beyond the History of Ideas in Latin America’, Journal of the History of Ideas, 67: 1 (2006), p. 167; El tiempo
de la política: El siglo XIX reconsiderado (Buenos Aires: Siglo XXI Editores, 2007), pp. 38, 51–6, 251–3.

7These perspectives are in dialogue with the Cambridge School, Reinhart Koselleck’s conceptual history
and Pierre Rosanvallon’s intellectual history. Elías J. Palti, ‘The “Theoretical Revolution” in Intellectual
History: From the History of Political Ideas to the History of Political Languages’, History and Theory,
53: 3 (2014), pp. 387–405. For Ibero-American conceptual history, see notes 24–6.

8Duncan Bell, ‘What is Liberalism?’, Political Theory, 42: 6 (2014), pp. 682–715.
9Gustavo Marín and Gabriela Torres-Mazuera (eds.), Antropología e historia en México: Las fronteras

construidas de un territorio compartido (Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México
(UNAM) and Centro de Investigaciones y Estudios Superiores en Antropología (CIESAS), 2013);
Daniela Gleizer and Paula López Caballero (eds.), Nación y alteridad: Mestizos, indígenas y extranjeros
en el proceso de formación nacional (Mexico City: Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana (UAM), 2015);
Paula López Caballero, Indígenas de la nación. Etnografía histórica de la alteridad en México: Milpa Alta
siglos XVII – XXI (Mexico City: Fondo de Cultura Económica (FCE), 2017).

10For a theoretical statement of this view, see Paula López Caballero, ‘Inhabiting Identities: On the
Elusive Quality of Indigenous Identity in Mexico’, Journal of Latin American and Caribbean
Anthropology, 26: 1 (2021), pp. 124–46. For case studies with this perspective, see Paula López Caballero
and Ariadna Acevedo-Rodrigo (eds.), Beyond Alterity: Destabilizing the Indigenous Other in Mexico
(Tucson, AZ: University of Arizona Press, 2018).
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focus on the history of liberal municipal government in the form of ayuntamientos
(town councils). Attention to local politics is appropriate because it is local culture
that is often considered the most different, resistant or opposed to national liberal
policies. While I do not include economic liberalism in my discussion, my argu-
ments are compatible with Emilio Kourí’s analysis of land disentailment in that
we both contend that some of the individualising logics of liberal policies were
accepted and reproduced more frequently than has been acknowledged.11

In the next section I summarise the broader historiographical debate on liberalism
developing from the early twentieth century. The following three sections examine a
selection of arguments representative of the interpretations of liberalism tout court,
alternative liberalism and strategic liberalism developing from the 1990s onwards. In
the last section, I propose shifting our questions from asking whether popular actors
were liberal to how inclusive the practices and effects of everyday governance were.

Official, Revisionist and Post-Revisionist Interpretations
Interpretations of nineteenth-century Mexican liberalism started with an official
version first penned by its protagonists and from 1917 onwards by authors close
to post-revolutionary governments. It was an upbeat, linear account of the progres-
sive advance of liberalism, including popular participation. With elite leaders as
protagonists, and no empirical research on popular actors, they produced a simpli-
fied view of a single pueblo identified with its leaders.12 In a Mexican version of the
Whig theory of history, liberal ideas and popular sovereignty produced a ‘social lib-
eralism’, which resulted in an ongoing democratisation from the Independence
War in the 1810s through the Liberal Reform (starting in 1855) to the 1910
Mexican Revolution.13 As is well known, this teleological narrative benefitted the
post-revolutionary party in power and was discredited after 1968 when the govern-
ment’s legitimacy deteriorated. There followed a revisionist interpretation of the
1910 Revolution with a less optimistic account of nineteenth-century liberalism.14

An unfortunate result of post-1968 revisionism was that together with the dirty
bathwater of teleology and official history, the baby of nineteenth and twentieth-
century popular participation and unreified liberalism was thrown away too.
Where Jesús Reyes Heroles saw Mexico’s ‘social liberalism’ as encompassing popu-
lar interests, and appropriate for the country, his critics saw the opposite: a self-
interested elite in the form of strongmen (caudillos and caciques) had betrayed
their mass following.15 This revisionism dovetailed with a positivist and nationalist

11Emilio Kourí, ‘Sobre la propiedad comunal de los pueblos: De la Reforma a la Revolución’, Historia
Mexicana, 66: 4 (2017), pp. 1923–60 and ‘The Practices of Communal Landholding: Indian Pueblo
Property Relations in Colonial Mexico’, in López and Acevedo-Rodrigo (eds.), Beyond Alterity, pp. 31–60.

12Justo Sierra, La evolución política del pueblo mexicano (Mexico City: La Casa de España en México,
1940 [1900–2]); Jesús Reyes Heroles, El liberalismo mexicano, vol. 1: Los orígenes (Mexico City: FCE,
1974 [UNAM, 1957]), p. xv.

13Reyes Heroles, El liberalismo mexicano, vol. 1, pp. xiii, 255–75, 286.
14For the shortcomings of revisionism, see Alan Knight, ‘The Mexican Revolution: Bourgeois?

Nationalist? Or Just a “Great Rebellion”?’, Bulletin of Latin American Research, 4: 2 (1985), pp. 9–13.
15On Reyes Heroles, see Thomson, ‘Popular Aspects of Liberalism in Mexico’, p. 271; Elías J. Palti, La

invención de una legitimidad: Razón y retórica en el pensamiento mexicano del siglo XIX (Mexico City:
FCE, 2005), pp. 30–2; Knight, Bandits and Liberals, p. 62.
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interpretation of liberalism in Mexico (and the Hispanic world) as a failed attempt
to impose foreign ideas on a culture that was not ready for them. In this view,
liberal reforms sought to dissolve peasant and Indigenous communities, and
promoted individualism while the masses clung doggedly to corporativism and
communitarianism. Popular support for liberalism was therefore unthinkable
unless it was conceived as exception. Historians saw liberal disentailment of land
as the principal attack on former colonial Indian pueblos ( pueblos de indios),
who invariably resisted.16 Liberals and popular actors were antagonists.

From the 1980s, post-revisionist studies of the 1910 Revolution argued for the
impact of popular actors in nation-state building.17 In the 1990s, a similar perspec-
tive emerged in monographs on the nineteenth century, broadening the scope of
popular actions studied to include local government, and regional and national
political alliances. Varying definitions of political liberalism have been used in
this context; for the purposes of this article, I use ‘liberalism’ in two senses,
which pertain to different analytical levels. One is a broad meaning which associ-
ates liberalism with popular sovereignty and representative government, and
conflates it with ‘Western’ and ‘modern’ politics.18 Once a ‘liberal’ form of govern-
ment is taken for granted, a second meaning of liberalism refers to specific policies
considered liberal at the time; here the core distinction in Mexico was between the
Liberal and the Conservative parties. Studies have accounted for popular liberalism,
understood in both senses, for various regions and periods. These include the 1808
crisis of the Spanish empire that led to the 1812 Cádiz Constitution (in turn leading
to the first use of ‘liberal’ in its modern political sense); the Independence wars and
the following decades of experiments in liberal federalist and conservative centralist
governments (1812–50); the mid-century Liberal Party struggles against con-
servatives and foreign intervention (1850–67), as well as the restoration of the
Republic (1867–76); and, finally, the period during Porfirio Díaz’s presidency
and influence, known as the Porfiriato (1876–1911). Research on the ‘first liberal-
ism’ (circa 1812–55) has documented popular appropriation of electoral rule and
egalitarian legal guarantees.19 Amongst the most solid cases for popular liberalism
was the radical, martial version of the Puebla Sierra. During the 1850–80 period its
population participated in the National Guard battalions fighting the mid-century
wars on the Liberal Party’s side, supported representative government and liberal
taxation, and enjoyed a significant measure of local autonomy as well as an effective
defence of civil and political rights.20

16Leticia Reina (ed.), Las rebeliones campesinas de México, 1819–1906 (Mexico City: Editorial Siglo XXI,
1984).

17Alan Knight, The Mexican Revolution, vol. 1: Porfirians, Liberals and Peasants and vol. 2:
Counter-Revolution and Reconstruction (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1985 and 1986);
Gilbert Joseph and Daniel Nugent, ‘Popular Culture and State Formation’, in Gilbert Joseph and Daniel
Nugent (eds.), Everyday Forms of State Formation: Revolution and the Negotiation of Rule in Modern
Mexico (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1994), pp. 5–12.

18Bell, ‘What is Liberalism?’, p. 683.
19Juan Ortiz Escamilla and José Antonio Serrano (eds.), Ayuntamientos y liberalismo gaditano en México

(Zamora: Colegio de Michoacán, 2007); Antonio Annino, Silencios y disputas en la historia de
Hispanoamérica (Bogotá: Taurus and Universidad Externado de Colombia, 2014). See also notes 2 and 4.

20The northern sierra of Oaxaca was a similar case: Patrick McNamara, Sons of the Sierra: Juárez, Díaz,
and the People of Ixtlán, Oaxaca, 1855–1920 (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2007);
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Historians agree that after 1880, the revolutionary spirit of popular sovereignty
and citizens in arms gave way to a more authoritarian regime inspired by the posi-
tivist motto of ‘order and progress’. National government shifted its policies from a
more radical liberalism, sensitive towards municipal autonomy and in greater tune
with the people (whose support had been crucial in times of war), to a ‘develop-
mental liberalism’ ready to sacrifice local autonomy, as well as civil and political
rights, to political centralisation and economic growth.21 Popular pressure to
defend previously enjoyed autonomy and rights, including the right to vote, per-
sisted in some cases, and the gap between the elite and the people widened.
What is significant here is that such distance was the result of popular support
for liberal guarantees and policies, rather than lack thereof, together with the gov-
ernment elite’s renunciation of some of those liberal principles.

Liberalism Tout Court: The Old Adapts to the New
I have described liberalism tout court as the interpretation which best avoids the
reification of liberalism and the popular.22 I consider its advantages through two
strategies. Firstly, in this section, I show how the history of liberalism ‘from
below’ may be compatible with the underlying premises of the intellectual and pol-
itical history which has questioned longstanding interpretations of Hispanic and
Latin American liberalism as failure, an idea ‘out of place’, or too ‘advanced’ for
‘backward’ societies.23 When these two corpora of literature take historical actors’
self-definition as liberals seriously, they allow for a recognition of the breadth
and depth of nineteenth-century political transformations, arguing that even if
old practices persisted, they had to adapt to the new. Secondly, in the sections
on alternative and strategic liberalism, I will use examples from liberalism tout
court as contrasting explanations.

In recent intellectual and political history of the Hispanic or Ibero-Atlantic
world, liberalism is no longer reduced to an authentic, original or ideal type, as
it had previously been following a British, US or French model. Hispanic liberalism
is now seen as one of the Atlantic liberalisms.24 Given that all liberalisms ‘select –
deliberately or unconsciously – certain items from an accumulated and crowded
liberal repertoire and leave others out’, there is room for those that are not com-
pletely individualistic.25 Hence, there is no reason to consider defective, alternative

Tatiana Pérez Ramírez, ‘Municipios de la Sierra Juárez: Configuración espacial, participación armada y
organización política, 1855–1939’, unpubl. PhD diss., Colegio de México, 2017. For Puebla, see
Thomson’s publications referred to throughout this article.

21Knight, Bandits and Liberals, pp. 57–9.
22See notes 2–4.
23Palti, ‘The Problem of “Misplaced Ideas” Revisited’; El tiempo de la política; Eduardo Posada-Carbó

and Iván Jaksic, ‘Shipwrecks and Survivals: Liberalism in Nineteenth-Century Latin America’,
Intellectual History Review, 23: 4 (2013), pp. 479–98.

24Michael Freeden and Javier Fernández-Sebastián, ‘Introduction. European Liberal Discourses:
Conceptual Affinities and Disparities’, in Michael Freeden, Javier Fernández-Sebastián and Jöhn
Leonhard (eds.), In Search of European Liberalisms: Concepts, Languages, Ideologies (New York:
Berghahn, 2019), pp. 1–35; Gabriel Paquette, ‘Introduction: Liberalism in the Early Nineteenth-Century
Iberian World’, History of European Ideas, 41: 2 (2015), pp. 153–65.

25Michael Freeden, Liberalism: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), p. 2.
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or hybrid a liberalism like that of the Cádiz Constitution (1812), which retained
Catholicism, built on a legal culture used to ‘acting in corporative and jurisdictional
terms rather than on an individualist basis’, and put ‘more emphasis on the nation
than on individuals, whose rights are confirmed precisely as a result of being mem-
bers of the national community’.26 This is no more contradictory, hybrid or
inauthentic than the varieties of Anglo-liberalisms which supported both ‘the
imperial civilising mission and its passionate denunciation’.27 In London or
Mexico, elite or popular, liberalism on the ground was messy.

In this framework, the persistence of corporativism amongst the elite or the
people is not necessarily a sign of alternative, instrumental or fake liberalism.
The question is, what kind of corporativism are we talking about? Antonio
Annino has asserted that during its installation, early nineteenth-century ayunta-
mientos appropriated popular sovereignty and liberal citizenship, resulting in a
shift of power from the cities to the rural world. For him, the ayuntamientos’ auton-
omy increased and it was not a mere preservation of colonial corporativism but
rather the result of the deep rupture brought about by the French invasion of
Spain, the ensuing crisis of the Spanish monarchy in 1808, and the 1812 Cádiz
Constitution’s recognition of popular sovereignty and representative government.
In this new context, some colonial corporative practices persisted, but they were
no longer supported by the same old system. Instead, they had to adapt to the
new, so that for Annino they are better described as neocorporativism.28

In this respect, Annino’s view is compatible with Palti’s argument that there was
a fundamental level at which the effects of certain changes, such as the introduction
of popular sovereignty, could not be avoided. Palti sees this transformation as part
of a new political language, which he differentiates from ideology in that it does not
refer to ideas or specific content but to something taking place at a deeper level: the
modes of production and articulation of ideas, and the conditions of possibility of
performative discourses. The transition from 1808 onwards transformed the play-
ing field and changed the rules. Anything that happened afterwards, including a
wide array of uses of the old vocabulary, rituals, hierarchies and practices, would
never be the same; ‘even very old ideas gained a completely different meaning’ as
they were articulated under new logics.29

Annino’s assertion that ayuntamientos appropriated liberal citizenship, resulting
in a deep rupture with the old political order, has been challenged by subsequent
studies. However, if we agree with Palti, objections to Annino’s thesis may be
seen in a new light. Annino’s argument that local autonomy was gained after
Cádiz and that this was a radical rupture has been qualified.30 Available evidence

26Javier Fernández-Sebastián, ‘Friends of Freedom: First Liberalisms in Spain and Beyond’, in Freeden
et al. (eds.), In Search of European Liberalisms, p. 118.

27Bell, ‘What is Liberalism?’, p. 683.
28Annino, Silencios y disputas, pp. 26–31, 259–62, 273–6, 319–27; Palti, El tiempo de la política, pp. 76–90.
29Elías J. Palti, ‘Beyond the “History of Ideas”: The Issue of the “Ideological Origins of the Revolutions of

Independence” Revisited’, Journal of the History of Ideas, 79: 1 (2018), p. 130; Gabriel Entin, ‘Catholic
Republicanism: The Creation of the Spanish American Republics during Revolution’, Journal of the
History of Ideas, 79: 1 (2018), pp. 120–1.

30One objection is that municipalities were administrative units subordinated to central government
rather than sovereign bodies. Alfredo Ávila, En nombre de la nación: La formación del gobierno
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suggests that Annino’s model applies better in some regions than others.31 Still,
acknowledging the existence of limits to municipal autonomy and regional varia-
tions should not stop us from considering the effect of the wars, Cádiz and subse-
quent constitutions at a deeper level.

The replacement of the king’s sovereignty with the principle of popular sover-
eignty changed the underlying logic of government at all levels. The new, radical
practice of national elections was introduced. Even if some corporative forms of
representation persisted (for instance, in the Insurgents’ 1813 elections to the
Chilpancingo Congress where corporations had the right to vote), these practices
were put to the service of new provincial and national political networks,
‘to build the government from the bottom up’, as Michael Ducey has recently
argued.32 In the following decades, at the local level, popular sovereignty bolstered
the power of commoners against the nobility by giving it a legal and institutional
basis, upsetting some of the hierarchies of age and status, even in districts with
no strong regional or national war or party alliances, as shown by Peter
Guardino.33 It could also stop commoners from trying to obtain hereditary privi-
leges, attempts that had taken place in the late-colonial period.34 The new logic set
the rules for the creation of a more level playing field by denying anyone any
privilege.

When historians question Annino’s thesis of a deep rupture to instead empha-
sise continuities,35 they perhaps lose sight of the broader picture, thus underesti-
mating the effects of the introduction of national elections, the expansion of the
electorate, or the significance of everyday defence of civil and political rights
throughout the century.36 Details are many and the jury is still out on the character
and degree of local autonomy, but there is no denying that new paths were opening
up to fight for a more inclusive and egalitarian regime. Hierarchies did not dis-
appear but were reconfigured under new patterns.37 Key to this interpretation is
the fact that it avoids explaining inequality exclusively as a result of the persistence

representativo en México, 1808–1824 (Mexico City: Centro de Investigación y Docencia Económicas
(CIDE), 2002), pp. 114–17.

31Caplan, Indigenous Citizens, pp. 60–2; Carlos Sánchez Silva, ‘No todo empezó en Cádiz: Simbiosis
política en Oaxaca entre Colonia y República’, Signos Históricos, 10: 19 (2008), pp. 8–35.

32Michael Ducey, ‘Gobierno, legitimidad y movilización: Aspectos de la vida electoral en tiempos insur-
gentes’, Historia Mexicana, 68: 4 (2019), p. 1607.

33Guardino, The Time of Liberty, pp. 224, 231–45.
34Luis Alberto Arrioja, Pueblos de indios y tierras comunales: Villa Alta, Oaxaca: 1742–1856 (Zamora:

Colegio de Michoacán, 2011), pp. 157–66.
35For instance, Sánchez Silva, ‘No todo empezó en Cádiz’.
36For examples of the latter in Guanajuato, San Luis Potosí, Oaxaca and Querétaro (1820–50 and 1880–

1910): Schaefer, Liberalism as Utopia; for Puebla (1855–80): Thomson and LaFrance, Patriotism, Politics
and Popular Liberalism, pp. 41–240.

37Amongst the topics there is no space to examine, the election of Indigenous peoples as municipal
authorities in former Indian pueblos is believed to have decreased in central Mexico. Daniela Marino,
‘Indios, pueblos y la construcción de la nación: La modernización del espacio rural en el centro de
México, 1812–1900’, in Erika Pani (ed.), Nación, Constitución y Reforma, 1821–1908 (Mexico City:
CIDE, 2010); Huixquilucan: Ley y justicia en la modernización del espacio rural mexiquense, 1856–1910
(Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas, 2016).
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of pre-1812 practices. Instead, it allows for an analysis of new forms of inequality
spurred by the introduction of liberal policies and their contradictions.38

As will be seen in the next two sections, the interpretation of liberalism tout
court has been challenged by those of popular liberalism as an alternative and as
a strategy. In the Spanish-language historiography, strategic liberalism is probably
the most frequent interpretation of the three, so I will address it in greater length.
Alternative liberalism, while less common in either English- or Spanish-language
historiography, has been influential, so it also has its own shorter section below.

Popular Liberalism as an Alternative
The interpretation of popular liberalism as an alternative was originally and boldly
argued by Florencia Mallon’s 1995 book Peasant and Nation: The Making of
Postcolonial Mexico and Peru (University of California Press). Analysing peasant
contributions to nation-state building in the second half of the nineteenth century,
Mallon persuasively criticised peasant and subaltern studies for attributing an exag-
gerated autonomy to their subjects, making it ‘theoretically impossible for subal-
terns to do more than negate state power’.39 Her work also opposed Eric Van
Young’s view that popular participation in the Independence War was motivated
exclusively by local concerns (religious preoccupations and class- and ethnic-based
enmities), and not by any of the national projects.40 Thus Mallon brought ‘peasant’
and ‘nation’ much closer together. Taking a ‘new cultural history’ perspective and
encouraging broad theoretical dialogues, her analysis of how Mexico achieved a
more inclusive hegemony than Peru still stands as a crucial contribution to the
study of Latin American popular politics. The prominence of Mallon’s argument
in the wider political history debates is probably one key reason why popular lib-
eralism is often understood by those researching national reforms as an alternative
form of liberalism.41 By contrast, histories ‘from below’ written after Mallon’s book
have generally considered her depiction of a strong popular agency too optimistic.
Indeed, her assertion that popular liberalism was a counter-hegemonic alternative
to elite liberalism has not been taken up by subsequent studies of Mexico. I argue
that some of Mallon’s assumptions were flawed, leading her to overstate popular
autonomy.

38Hilda Sabato, Republics of the New World: The Revolutionary Political Experiment in
Nineteenth-Century Latin America (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2018), p. 181; Schaefer,
Liberalism as Utopia, p. 205.

39Florencia Mallon, ‘Introducción a la edición en español’, in Campesino y nación: La construcción de
México y Perú poscoloniales (Mexico City: CIESAS, 2003), pp. 51–76; ‘Subalterns and the Nation’,
Dispositio, 25: 52 (2005), p. 165 (quote); and Peasant and Nation, p. 64.

40Eric Van Young, The Other Rebellion: Popular Violence and Ideology in Mexico, 1810–1816 (Stanford,
CA: Stanford University Press, 2001). For criticism of Van Young’s interpretation, see Alan Knight, ‘Eric
Van Young, The Other Rebellion y la historiografía mexicana’, Historia Mexicana, 54: 2 (2004),
pp. 445–515; Peter Guardino, ‘Connected Communities: Villagers and Wider Social Systems in the Late
Colonial and Early National Periods’, in López and Acevedo-Rodrigo (eds.), Beyond Alterity, pp. 61–83.

41Sabato, Republics of the New World, pp. 183–4; Alfredo Ávila, ‘El radicalismo republicano en
Hispanoamérica: Un balance historiográfico’, Estudios de Historia Moderna y Contemporánea de México,
41 (Jan.– June 2011), p. 48 and ‘Liberalismos decimonónicos: De la historia de las ideas a la historia cultural
e intelectual’, in Guillermo Palacios (ed.), Ensayos sobre la nueva historia política de América Latina, Siglo
XIX (Mexico City: Colegio de México, 2007), pp. 121–2.
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Examining the mid-century wars in Morelos and Puebla, Mallon paid close
attention to peasants as petitioners, soldiers, taxpayers and land tenants and owners
who supported the Liberal Party. She understood popular liberalism as a ‘counter-
hegemonic’ alternative to elite liberalism and conflated the popular with the ‘com-
munal’ or ‘communitarian’. She argued that ‘communal’ life provided the basis for
an ‘alternative liberalism’, a more ‘democratic’ and inclusive vision of the nation,
which she defined as ‘communitarian liberalism’ or ‘popular liberalism’.42 She
focused on collective forms of decision-making that she called communal politics;
as well as collective control of land privatisation defined as an alternative discourse
on land property. Her argument rested on a clear differentiation between elite and
communitarian/popular liberalism.

Mallon described the interaction between customary politics (which she called
‘communal politics’), municipal politics and the National Guard battalions orga-
nised by the Liberal Party. I contrast her interpretation with Guy
P. C. Thomson’s, which serves as an example of ‘liberalism tout court’. By fore-
grounding the mediation between local communities and national Liberal Party lea-
ders, Thomson’s account allows me to show how Mallon overestimated the force of
‘communal politics’.

In her book, Mallon replaced the term ‘community’ with ‘communal hegemony’
to abandon idealised views of continuity and consensus in peasant communities
and engage with change and conflict, as well as inequalities within.43 Yet she
stopped short of a full dismantling of assumptions about community. Her commu-
nal politics (also referred to as communal political culture, communal democracy
and democratic patriarchy) were comprised of three elements: civil-religious hier-
archies or cargo systems (the informal juxtaposition or intermingling of legally
recognised municipal posts and customary posts that served civil administration
and religious ritual, and were arranged hierarchically); councils of pasados (elders
holding the highest authority in local customary organisation); and ‘communal
assemblies’.44

Mallon described communal assemblies as ‘arenas of communal discourse in
which interest groups, factions, or individuals sought collective approval for their
projects or status’,45 and argued that National Guard battalions (of which more
below) held them ‘to consult village leaders and to legitimize their decisions to
enter combat’.46 Her discussion was based on archival sources and twentieth-
century ethnography. Those of us who have consulted minutes of meetings in
Puebla Sierra archives have found that they sometimes listed some male partici-
pants other than those with municipal posts, such as pasados; occasionally other
male residents of voting age (vecinos) were present too.47 Difficult decisions such

42Mallon, Peasant and Nation, p. 97.
43Ibid., pp. 73–5, 83–4.
44Democratic patriarchy referred to the politics of 1855–67, with National Guards and pasados as pro-

tagonists. Ibid., pp. 74–84, 88.
45Ibid., p. 71.
46Ibid., p. 63.
47I have not found the term ‘communal assembly’ in documentation of this period (Mallon possibly bor-

rowed it from twentieth-century anthropology); meeting minutes were called ‘Actas’ and one may find
‘Actas de sesiones’, ‘de reuniones’, ‘de junta popular’, etc. The first referred to regular (generally weekly)
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as supporting a war probably involved them, but without details of village politics,
we cannot know what percentage of the population participated, nor their age, gen-
der or status. There is no archival evidence to state, as Mallon does, that ‘women
and younger men’ sometimes participated as a ‘communal chorus’ expressing
approval or disapproval. Indeed, Mallon based her description of this and other
practices on ethnography carried out in Hidalgo in the 1980s.48 Using ethnograph-
ies of different time periods, and sometimes of different regions too, to give fuller
accounts than the available historical sources allow for a given case, is called ethno-
graphic upstreaming, and it became the distinctive method in ethnohistory. As I
will further argue in the section on ‘popular liberalism as a strategy’, this method’s
temporal premise is no longer sustainable. That Mallon used it is contradictory. If
we reject the idea that communities were static, why retain a methodology of ethno-
graphic upstreaming based on the assumption of continuity across decades and
regions?49 Moreover, the late twentieth-century evidence she grafts on to the mid-
nineteenth century suggests greater inclusion than her archival evidence shows.50

Mallon found documents mentioning pasados and their negotiations with civil
and National Guard authorities, but further archival evidence of an actual council
formed by pasados, or of a stable hierarchy of religious and civil posts is lacking for
the Puebla Sierra. Yet she asserts that ‘by the mid-nineteenth century’ cargo
systems, such as the ones observed by anthropologists in the twentieth century,
had been formed and exercised ‘communal supervision’ over municipal politics.51

On the basis of ethnographic upstreaming, she could have assumed that there was a
more continuous, systematic and self-contained cargo system than actually
existed.52 Clearly separating customary and municipal politics allowed for her def-
inition of the communal as relatively autonomous from the legally recognised

meetings of municipal authorities; the latter two were more likely to include participants other than the
legally sanctioned authorities. ‘Acta levantada en la Junta Popular’, San Miguel Tzinacapan (Cuetzalan),
11 April 1875, Archivo de la Junta Auxiliar de San Miguel Tzinacapan, box 16, Presidencia, ‘Exp. no. 36
bis’; ‘Borrador de Oficios 1876’, Huehuetla, entry for 15 June 1876 and ‘Libro de sesiones de la Junta
Municipal’, Huehuetla, entries for 6 Aug. and 16 Oct. 1878, Archivo Municipal de Huehuetla, box 2;
and ‘Acta del Barrio de la Cañada’, 4 March 1894, Archivo Municipal de Tetela, box 161 bis, Gobierno,
‘Exp. suscrición voluntaria’.

48Mallon, Peasant and Nation, p. 71; María Teresa Sierra Camacho, El ejercicio discursivo de la autoridad
en asambleas comunales: Metodología y análisis del discurso oral (Mexico City: CIESAS, 1987).

49Mallon’s discussion of her sources for describing patrilocality is more cautious: she acknowledges in
her endnotes that she is using ethnographies with descriptions given by people who were young in the
early twentieth century, and assuming the situation was probably similar in the second half of the nine-
teenth century. Mallon, Peasant and Nation, p. 368.

50For criticism of ethnographic upstreaming, see John K. Chance, ‘Mesoamerica’s Ethnographic Past’,
Ethnohistory, 43: 3 (1996), pp. 380, 382, 391–5; Alejandro Araujo, ‘La etnohistoria en México: Un intento
por normar las relaciones entre la historia y la antropología’, in Marín and Torres-Mazuera (eds.),
Antropología e historia en México, pp. 97–8, 105–6, 112, 115, 120.

51Mallon, Peasant and Nation, p. 66.
52The concept of cargo system itself emerged from the 1930s to the 1960s and needs fundamental

revision. José Luis Escalona, ‘Etnoargumento y sustancialismo en el pensamiento antropológico: Hacia
una perspectiva relacional’, Interdisciplina, 4: 9 (2016), pp. 81–6 and ‘Encapsulated History: Evon Vogt
and the Anthropological Making of the Maya’, in López and Acevedo-Rodrigo (eds.), Beyond Alterity,
pp. 247–50, 255–6.
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municipal politics, but on the ground the distinction between them might not have
been as clear-cut as she suggested.

Pasados had representation and government roles and some negotiations
involved more people than the legally sanctioned authorities. However, it is not
clear that the participation of elders (selected for their life-long service but fre-
quently also because of their wealth and status), or cargo systems as a whole, if
they had already taken shape as such, made communities more politically egalitar-
ian. In fact, Mallon’s strongest evidence of increased inclusion was the ‘loosening of
ethnic and age hierarchies’, which came from the empowerment of young soldiers
who spoke Indigenous languages and formed the National Guard battalions, thus
gaining voice vis-à-vis pasados and commercial elites.53 So, in fact, it was at least
partly against one element of communal politics (the pasados), and by joining
the National Guard organised by the regional Liberal Party, that inclusion of
young Indigenous men took place and they became nationally important. It is
then necessary to pay attention to such regional and national Liberal Party links.

The National Guard was created as an auxiliary force during the 1847–8 inva-
sion by the United States; it was later reactivated by the Liberal Party and became
crucial for defeating the conservatives and foreign powers during the War of the
Reform (1858–61) and the European Intervention (1862–7). As argued by
Thomson, the National Guard’s decentralised organisation was key to attracting
the population of the Puebla Sierra to its ranks. It differed from the traditional
army in that it was administered by state governments from 1855, adult men
could choose to pay a tax instead of serving in a battalion, and soldiers voted to
elect their commanders; they never fought too far from their hometowns and
were sometimes rewarded with land and musical instruments for their service.
The Liberal Party’s recruitment strategy succeeded because it ‘involved a clearly
defined contractual relationship with the state, replacing the arbitrariness which
had hitherto characterised military administration’.54

Mallon saw the National Guard’s pueblo-friendly conditions as the result of
communitarian pressure. Indeed, local communities were forces to be reckoned
with, but their power lay more in the elite’s need for military support than the com-
munity’s initiative per se. Additionally, mediation between communities and
national leaders was crucial. Yet Mallon moved her focus away from mediators
such as the Nahua leader of the regional Liberal Party, Juan Francisco Lucas, and
subsumed the National Guard into communal politics. She thereby found the ‘rela-
tively autonomous’ communities she was looking for, but at the cost of underesti-
mating the connections with regional and national elites that empowered them.55

Mallon’s interpretation at many points was nuanced yet her bottom line rested
on two complementary preconceptions: that elite liberalism was necessarily exclu-
sionary, and that popular or communitarian practice was inherently more inclusive,

53Mallon, Peasant and Nation, p. 84.
54Thomson, ‘Bulwarks of Patriotic Liberalism’, p. 38 (quote); ‘Agrarian Conflict in the Municipality of

Cuetzalan (Sierra de Puebla): The Rise and Fall of “Pala” Agustín Dieguillo, 1861–1894’, Hispanic American
Historical Review, 71: 2 (1991), pp. 205–58; ‘¿Convivencia o conflicto?’ Guerra, etnia y nación en el México
del siglo XIX’, in Pani (ed.), Nación, Constitución y Reforma, pp. 205–37.

55She also applies this type of argument to land disentailment. Mallon, Peasant and Nation, pp. 5, 221, 315.
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egalitarian and democratic. One could argue that there were also moments when
elite liberalism could be inclusive and the popular exclusionary or hierarchical.56

Popular Liberalism as a Strategy
In the previous section I showed how Mallon considered popular liberalism as an
alternative to elite liberalism, even if she had initially argued against exaggerating
subaltern autonomy. I also introduced some of Thomson’s arguments as an
example of the interpretation of ‘liberalism tout court’, which showed a relatively
close relationship between elite and popular liberals. Mallon, by contrast, depicted
a more distant relationship. Yet, for a growing number of historians, the differences
of interpretation between Mallon and Thomson are less important than the fact
that both over-emphasised the depth and spread of liberalism. Those sceptical of
popular liberalism perceive it as a strategy rather than an end in itself.

Strategic or instrumental popular liberalism considers that people used liberal
policies only as a means to pursue local interests or local autonomy, which are con-
strued as non-liberal ends. It includes the cases when historians suggest that popu-
lar support took place ‘more out of necessity than conviction’.57 This interpretation
has been frequent, whether as a casual comment, a description of a specific case or a
general conclusion. It is used to express doubts about the significance of popular
support for different liberal policies in different regions. Compliance could be
grudging rather than enthusiastic, of course, but I would argue that this did not
necessarily preclude politically effective support.58

Many studies of popular politics are dense microhistories covering short periods,
with conclusions often limited to a region, or a single municipality or village. Thus
sub-national historiography has been enriched, but it remains disconnected from
wider debates on elite liberalism and national reforms.59 In this fragmented field,
I picked some of the few analyses that connect their findings with those of other
regions and periods. I focus on two discussions which are representative of
common assumptions about popular politics, and keep further examples in the
footnotes. Firstly, I show how 1990s research by Mallon and Thomson on
mid-century popular liberalism was criticised by historians working on different
topics or periods but interested in peasant politics. Secondly, I examine representative

56For a similar criticism of the equation between Indigenous community, corporativism and egalitarian-
ism as it pertains to land tenure, see Emilio Kourí, ‘Interpreting the Expropriation of Indian Pueblo Lands
in Porfirian Mexico: The Unexamined Legacies of Andrés Molina Enríquez’, Hispanic American Historical
Review, 82: 1 (2002), pp. 69–117.

57Romana Falcón, ‘Indígenas y justicia durante la era juarista: El costo social de la “contribución de san-
gre” en el Estado de México’, in Antonio Escobar (ed.), Los pueblos indios en los tiempos de Benito Juárez,
1847–1872 (Mexico City: UAM, 2007), p. 125 (quote). Antonio Escobar, José Marco Medina and Zulema
Trejo, ‘Introducción. ¿Para qué dialogar sobre el liberalismo?’, in Escobar et al. (eds.), Los efectos del liberal-
ismo en México, pp. 12–3.

58For eventual effective support for liberal ayuntamientos, see Juan Ortiz Escamilla and José Antonio
Serrano, ‘Introducción’, in Escamilla and Serrano (eds.), Ayuntamientos, p. 14.

59These problems are often remarked upon but remain unaddressed: Roberto Breña, ‘The Cádiz Liberal
Revolution and Spanish American Independence’, in John Tutino (ed.), New Countries: Capitalism,
Revolution and Nations in the Americas, 1750–1870 (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2016),
pp. 94–5; Knight, Bandits and Liberals, pp. 4–5.
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politics at the municipal level by focusing on Leticia Reina’s recent history of elec-
tions (1876–1910), which, while studying a later period, is in instructive dialogue
with the work by Guardino for Oaxaca (1750–1850) and Annino for the impact
of the Cádiz Constitution up to the 1820s. I show how Reina’s ethnicised history
tends to emphasise instrumental liberalism and I question some of her assumptions.

Peasants: Practice vs Ideology
The application of James C. Scott’s perspective on peasants has given us a fine trad-
ition of social history taking popular agency seriously and providing nuanced
accounts of social mobilisation. Scott’s understanding of moral economy and resist-
ance usefully rejected assumptions of false consciousness and apolitical actors.60

Yet one unfortunate tendency in some of the uses of Scott’s work has been to sep-
arate ‘ideology’ and ‘practice’. Such distinction often underlies interpretations of
strategic liberalism. This was John Tutino’s comment on Mallon’s book:

[Peasant leaders] in Morelos used liberal discourse when they allied with the
liberals, and a deeply traditional discourse when they addressed Emperor
Maximilian. I suspect that, ultimately, they were not ‘communitarian liberals’,
nor cultural traditionalists, but they simply pursued local interests and devel-
oped their own culture in interaction with local elites and peasant families […]
Were they ever really ‘liberal’ or ‘nationalist’, did they even have any specific
peasant or popular ideology? I doubt it.61

A similar view was espoused by Keith Brewster, who studied Gabriel Barrios, the
military commander and cacique of the Puebla Sierra in the 1920s. Brewster
objected to Mallon’s and Thomson’s interpretations:

While I agree that participation in widespread conflicts indicated community
engagement in crucial political issues, I believe that the underlying motives
were more pragmatic than ideological. In this respect, I question whether evi-
dence of ‘popular liberalism’ should more accurately be viewed as the deploy-
ment of what James C. Scott refers to as ‘weapons of the weak’. Mobilization in
favour of the liberal cause, whether popular or not, may have indicated noth-
ing more than a community’s realization that such a posture represented the
best hope of achieving their aims.62

60Knight, The Mexican Revolution, vol. 1, pp. 150–70; ‘Weapons and Arches in the Mexican
Revolutionary Landscape’, in Joseph and Nugent (eds.), Everyday Forms of State Formation, pp. 33–54;
John Tutino, From Insurrection to Revolution in Mexico: Social Bases of Agrarian Violence, 1750–1940
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1986); Romana Falcón (ed.), Culturas de pobreza y resistencia:
Estudios de marginados, proscritos y descontentos, México 1804–1910 (Mexico City: Colegio de México,
2005); Marino, Huixquilucan; James C. Scott, The Moral Economy of the Peasant: Rebellion and
Subsistence in Southeast Asia (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1976); Weapons of the Weak:
Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1985).

61John Tutino, ‘La negociación de los estados nacionales, el debate de las culturas nacionales: Peasant
and Nation en la América Latina del siglo XIX’, Historia Mexicana, 46: 3 (1996), p. 557, my translation.

62Keith Brewster,Militarism, Ethnicity and Politics in the Sierra Norte de Puebla (Tucson, AZ: University
of Arizona Press, 2003), p. 15.
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For Tutino, peasants had their own ‘interests’ and ‘culture’, but no ‘ideology’;
similarly, Brewster opposed pragmatic to ideological motives and saw liberalism
as a ‘weapon of the weak’: an instrument rather than an end. They shared an under-
standing of ideology in which a sharp line was drawn between discourse and prac-
tice.63 Additionally, they suggested that peasant actions cannot be taken at face
value. While in some cases there might have been a ‘hidden transcript’ that was
opposed to what was said in public, assuming that this was generally the case denies
the possibility of a real interest in at least some aspects of liberalism, and the
practical consequences of adhering to a discourse and a political faction, even
when the result was the defeat of conservatives and foreign intervention, and the
development of a number of liberal institutions.64

Strategic liberalism is defined against an ideological or authentic attachment.65 It
presupposes that only a strong belief and commitment counts, while strategic
adherence is lesser or even deceptive: a façade. The idea of liberalism as a mask
to hide non-liberal objectives is a frequent trope in Mexican historiography, as
when historians propose to strip away ‘political rhetoric and postures’ to unveil
the real objective: ‘local autonomy’.66 It is often emphasised that it was not ordinary
people but savvy mediators who properly understood the liberal programme, and it
was they or their secretaries who penned liberal declarations and petitions, implying
that only they were true supporters.67 This is an idealist view of politics and ideolo-
gies, focusing on deep knowledge or conviction to the detriment of more pragmatic
considerations. Historians are quicker to question the masses’ attachment to party
politics and ideology than the leaders’, and leave no room for the possibility that
superficial or accidental attachments might have eventually become effective or
long-lasting.68 They ultimately follow a dichotomous framework where the people
are actors in materialist interpretations, and only elites can be properly ideological.
We can leave this double standard behind by discarding axiomatic oppositions
between idealist and materialist frameworks, and between the elite and the people.

A frequent argument is that ‘regardless of the deployment of cosmopolitan
political discourse, the village remained the focus of peasant priorities’.69 Here the

63For similar assumptions, see Leticia Reina, Historia del Istmo de Tehuantepec: Dinámica del cambio
sociocultural, siglo XIX (Mexico City: Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia (INAH), 2013),
p. 31; Cultura política y formas de representación indígena en México, siglo XIX (Mexico City: INAH,
2015), p. 132.

64Brewster, Militarism, pp. 15, 23, 34, 68. James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden
Transcripts (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1990).

65See, for instance, Erika Pani, ‘Introducción’, in Pani (ed.), Nación, Constitución y Reforma, p. 17.
66Brewster, Militarism, pp. 34–5.
67Ibid., p. 33; Jesús Hernández Jaimes, ‘Actores indios y estado nacional: Las rebeliones indígenas en el

sur de México, 1842–1846’, Estudios de Historia Moderna y Contemporánea de México, 26 (July−Dec.
2003), pp. 31–6. By contrast, see evidence of ordinary supporters’ knowledge of the small print of proclama-
tions in court hearings and awareness of political programmes: Guardino, The Time of Liberty, pp. 73–80;
‘Connected Communities’, pp. 74–6; Michael Ducey, ‘Indigenous Communities, Political Transformations,
and Mexico’s War of Independence in the Gulf Coast Region’, in López and Acevedo-Rodrigo (eds.),
Beyond Alterity, pp. 99–100.

68For arguments in favour of the efficacy of popular adherence to political ideologies, see Thomson,
‘¿Convivencia o conflicto?’, pp. 216–7; Knight, ‘Weapons and Arches’, p. 29.

69Brewster, Militarism, p. 33.

Journal of Latin American Studies 151

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022216X24000051 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022216X24000051


local is opposed to the national or global in a zero-sum game. Historians who speak
of popular federalism and liberalism as a mere strategy consider that the properly
peasant or Indian demands referred to ‘protection from unrestrained external inter-
ference, whether this be forced conscription, crippling taxes, or threats to local
autonomy’.70 While we have abundant evidence that such protection was sought,
it is not clear that these local demands always diverged from the national form
of liberalism. In the Puebla Sierra, it was precisely the Liberal Party’s negotiation
of a locally acceptable implementation of national projects− such as the National
Guard, the end of compulsory payments and services to the Church, and the col-
lection of universal, direct taxes (replacing former ‘crippling taxes’)− that success-
fully bridged the gap between people and elite, local and national, for the 1855–80
period and, to a lesser extent, between 1880 and 1910.71

Indians: Binary Logics and Temporal Alterity
After historians’ initial enthusiasm for the impact of the Cádiz Constitution, the
Spanish-language historiography has grown increasingly unconvinced by the idea
that there was a meaningful popular liberalism in the long nineteenth century.
The strongest form of scepticism has highlighted the prevalence of colonial con-
tinuities and/or non-liberal practices in the last instance, even for the second half
of the century. To explore this view, I focus on Reina’s book on municipal elections,
including liberal elections prescribed by law and customary elections (‘sistemas de
usos y costumbres’). This is a crucial topic because one of the ways in which local
autonomy has been considered incompatible with national liberalism pertains to
the persistence of local, customary forms of representation and government.
Reina studies the states of Oaxaca, Puebla, Veracruz, Estado de México and
Michoacán, all of which had the highest number of electoral conflicts in the country
between 1876 and 1910. Reina’s systematisation of abundant documentary sources
from different states is a key step to understand political representation at the local
level. However, I differ from her interpretation. I argue that her strategic liberalism
rests on a contradiction rendered legitimate by binary logics and temporal assump-
tions which come from ethnohistory and anthropology, and have been persuasively
criticised within those disciplines.

The study of nineteenth-century elections has been developing since the 1990s.
For the 1820–70 period Annino and Hilda Sabato argued that the instability
brought about by electoral conflict was not due to the weakness of republicanism
or liberalism in Latin America, but the opposite: it was the result of extensive sup-
port for popular sovereignty and the difficulty of building stable institutions to
channel it peacefully.72 Regarding Mexico after 1870, Reina’s study finds

70Ibid., p. 34 (quote); Tutino, ‘La negociación’, pp. 555–8. For similar arguments for other regions, see
Hernández, ‘Actores indios’, pp. 22–9; Escobar et al., ‘Introducción’, p. 13.

71Thomson and LaFrance, Patriotism, Politics and Popular Liberalism; Ariadna Acevedo-Rodrigo,
‘Paying for Progress: School Taxes, Municipal Government, and Liberal State Building, Cuetzalan and
Huehuetla, Mexico, 1876–1930’, Hispanic American Historical Review, 99: 4 (2019), pp. 649–80.

72Antonio Annino, ‘Cádiz y la revolución territorial de los pueblos mexicanos 1812–1821’, in Antonio
Annino (ed.), Historia de las elecciones en Iberoamérica, siglo XIX: De la formación del espacio político
nacional (Buenos Aires: FCE, 1995), pp. 177–226; ‘Ciudadanía versus gobernabilidad republicana en
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widespread and deep engagement with municipal elections, which may be read as
an extension of Annino’s and Sabato’s argument to a later period.73 Ordinary peo-
ple continued to participate in liberal politics, even if their chances of being heard
were decreasing.74 On the other hand, studying customary elections has at least two
effects leading Reina to conclusions different to those of Annino and Sabato. Firstly,
it curbs the potential overestimation of the legitimacy of liberal municipal elections.
Secondly, Reina argues that wherever ‘Indigenous’ electoral practice existed, the lib-
eral, secret vote was ‘used à la carte’, suggesting a conditional and contingent adher-
ence.75 Would Reina then conclude that this was an instance of instrumental
liberalism?

Customary elections derived from the practices of colonial Indian pueblos. Once
liberal elections were introduced, the old forms of local elections lost legal backing
in some states, but they did not disappear and, in others, they were officially allowed
to co-exist with liberal elections. In the old forms the decision-makers were
Indigenous notables or elders ( pasados, principales or consejo de ancianos), or
assemblies that reached a consensus, sometimes rotating different members from
each of the barrios (hamlets).76 Reina states that the persistence of colonial
forms did not bring about a political syncretism, as argued by Annino for the
first decades of the century, because in her view colonial corporative logics and lib-
eral individualist logics did not mix.77 Neither does she see an ‘encounter between
local custom and liberal law in which Indigenous communities were fundamentally
changed’, thus departing from Guardino’s conclusions for Oaxaca up to 1850.
Reina argues that the two forms of election co-existed. Former Indian pueblos rein-
forced ‘traditional and consensual forms of election’, at the same time that they
increasingly adopted liberal elections and, under certain circumstances, defended
them fiercely.78

Were customary and liberal elections completely separate histories? The idea of
co-existence neatly separates them and, although Reina considers interaction at
some points,79 her final resolution is to emphasise the particularity of the
Indigenous as expressed in customary elections. This is done following two opera-
tions. One is to keep a binary narrative opposing ‘liberal’ and ‘Indigenous’ through-
out, leading to the conclusion that Indigenous liberalism was necessarily
instrumental and used, as Tutino had suggested, for non-liberal ends. A second
operation discards the idea of homogeneous, static and exclusively traditional com-
munities by emphasising their capacity for change yet leaves some of its underlying
temporal conceptions unchanged.

México: Los orígenes de un dilema’, in Hilda Sabato (ed.), Ciudadanía política y formación de las naciones:
Perspectivas históricas de América Latina (Mexico City: FCE, 1999), pp. 62–93; Sabato, Republics of the New
World, pp. 50–88.

73Reina, Cultura política, pp. 201–31, 244–64, 272.
74Thomson and LaFrance, Patriotism, Politics and Popular Liberalism, pp. 241–78; Schaefer, Liberalism

as Utopia, pp. 161–203.
75Reina, Cultura política, p. 36.
76Ibid., pp. 47–61.
77Annino, ‘Cádiz’, pp. 178–9; ‘Ciudadanía’, pp. 62–6, 86–93.
78Reina, Cultura política, pp. 44, 57.
79Ibid., p. 161.
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Let us examine the binary oppositions in Reina’s argument. For her, communi-
ties switched between customary and liberal elections, and even if the two logics
changed in time, they remained separate. She emphasises that liberal elections
were not hegemonic but with her own evidence neither is it possible to conclude
that customary forms predominated. It is clear that customary elections were not
used systematically but ad hoc, even in states like Estado de México or Oaxaca,
where they were officially recognised until 1870 and 1900 respectively.80 She states
that further research is needed but puts forward the hypothesis that customary elec-
tions were preferred ‘when there was a relative harmony’ or ‘agreement’ amongst
political forces; in other words, when traditional forms of election were deemed
legitimate.81 By contrast, in crisis, they resorted to municipal elections as prescribed
by law (for example, in cases where customary authorities were no longer believed
to represent community interests fairly, or in conflicts between a locality and a jefe
político or other higher authorities seeking to impose a municipal president of their
choice).82 Reina concludes that ‘ethnic groups’ adopted liberal elections and thereby
articulated themselves with the national system, at the same time that they ‘refor-
mulated their internal social organisation without losing their own particular cul-
ture, different to the national’, in order to ‘perpetuate themselves as a group’.83

She sees the electoral practices of liberal municipal cities as an ‘alien institution’
for Indigenous pueblos and considers their ‘appropriation’ as a strategy for ethnic
group survival, an ‘adoption’ that included the ‘refunctionalisation’ of liberal prac-
tices to fit their needs.84 Thereby Reina aligns with strategic liberalism as a means to
an end that was not sought by liberal policy: ‘ethnic group survival’. The underlying
incompatibility between Indigenous populations and liberalism, which 1990s
research had appeared to upend, is reinstated at a certain level: liberalism is not
anathema anymore; it was used but only instrumentally and was kept separate
from the ‘Indigenous’.

And yet both customary and liberal elections were used ad hoc. Based on Reina’s
description, we may fairly conclude that the legitimacy of customary elections was
as conditional and contingent as that of the official elections. Whatever colonial ele-
ments persisted, what Reina’s vital findings suggest (even if she does not state as
much) is that customary forms in the post-1812 world lacked what we normally
understand as custom-based or traditional legitimacy: following a certain practice
simply because this is the way it has always been done. Instead, given that there
was now the option of the individual ballot, custom became subject to performance:
when there was agreement on the method and the elected authorities, they were fol-
lowed; when there was not, the liberal ballot was used and its results were defended
by legal and sometimes extra-legal means. Neither was the secret, individual ballot
hegemonic. Yet if customary elections were subjected to the logic and legitimacy of
performance, then they existed under very different rules to the times in which they
were the only norm. And this took place in an era of popular sovereignty; dispute

80Ibid., pp. 57–9, 89, 95.
81Ibid., pp. 28, 60–1, 101, 269.
82Ibid., pp. 57–61.
83Ibid., pp. 27, 122, 129, 268–70.
84Ibid., pp. 27–8, 42.
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over the meaning of the latter, and how to operationalise it, does not suggest rejec-
tion but rather engagement. Further research could explore what forms of popular
sovereignty took place on the ground and how inclusive existing practices were. Did
customary agreements rest on the choices of pasados/principales or on assembly
discussions by a minority or a majority? What constituted a majority for them?
Had the logic of adding a certain number of individual male voters, as in the com-
putations of liberal elections, seeped into customary assemblies making decisions?
Is it really possible to completely separate ‘customary’ from ‘liberal’ logics in polit-
ical practice?

Let us now consider the temporal assumptions in Reina’s argument. She asserts
that the colonial electoral practices that ‘persisted’ were also ‘reformulated’ under
the new circumstances, including the fact that liberal legislation enabled the con-
testation of authorities’ hereditary privileges. However, neither this key transform-
ation, nor others, become a central concern. Instead, she moves from examining
electoral practice to describing cargo systems by combining archival sources refer-
ring to customary elections during the period of study with twentieth-century eth-
nographies.85 In a topic for which it is difficult to find any traces, Reina expertly
compiled a wealth of primary sources. It is then unfortunate that she does not
stick exclusively to them and, like Mallon before, her description of cargo systems
relies partly on ethnographic upstreaming.

Mallon and Reina refer to two 1980s articles on cargo systems which rejected
ethnographic upstreaming. These articles used only documents produced during
their periods of study and found that cargo systems had not developed in the
pre-Hispanic or early colonial period but later, from the late eighteenth century
in Villa Alta and the Valley of Oaxaca, from 1770 to 1850 in Jalisco, and in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries for Zinacantán and Chamula in
Chiapas.86 Yet neither Mallon nor Reina followed the methodology in the afore-
mentioned articles by restricting their sources to evidence produced at the time
in their specific regions. Instead, Mallon assumed that the dating of cargo systems
in one of these articles would apply to her region of study, and both used twentieth-
century ethnographies to flesh out their descriptions, thereby assuming continuity
for about 100 years.87

In Reina’s narrative, as in Mallon’s before, Indigenous peoples’ ability for change
is constantly emphasised but a shift to seeing them as fully participating in the nov-
elties of their time is truncated by reliance on a methodology based on the temporal
alterity of its subject of research. The problem rests in the origins of anthropology
and ethnohistory, which defined their object of study as ‘primitive’, ‘traditional’ or
‘underdeveloped’ peoples, thereby assuming that they belonged to another time.88

Moreover, the anachronism of ethnographic upstreaming was enshrined as the

85Ibid., pp. 27, 106–34.
86John K. Chance and William B. Taylor, ‘Cofradías and Cargos: An Historical Perspective on the

Mesoamerican Civil-Religious Hierarchy’, American Ethnologist, 12: 1 (1985), p. 2; Jan Rus and Mark
Wasserstrom, ‘Civil-Religious Hierarchies in Central Chiapas: A Critical Perspective’, American
Ethnologist, 7: 3 (1980), pp. 466–78.

87Reina, Cultura política, p. 111; Mallon, Peasant and Nation, pp. 65–6, 367–8.
88Johannes Fabian, Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes Its Object (New York: Columbia

University Press, 2014), Chapter 2.
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specific methodology for ethnohistory, freezing its subjects in time. As Alejandro
Araujo has demonstrated, the temporal assumptions embedded in the origins of
ethnohistory, while persistent, are no longer pertinent.89 In the revised model,
Indigenous people are no longer stuck in time; indeed, they are adeptly changing
but not so much as to become confused with the non-Indigenous, or with liberal
practice. Why? In the past, the objective was to not lose the specificity of the
national in the ideology of mestizaje; today it is perhaps the highly valued diversity
of multicultural nationalism that wants to be preserved, just like Mallon did not
want to give up the promise of the popular as one of greater inclusion and egalitar-
ianism. Additionally, the criteria to define who and what is Indigenous or popular
remain firmly in the hands of the historian, anthropologist or ethnohistorian and
their assumptions, particularly the equation between Indigenous peoples and an
overly consistent image of customary politics, both in opposition to liberalism.

Finally, there is a significant number of studies showing a weaker scepticism and
inconclusive results. They cover earlier periods and have appropriated to a greater
extent the new intellectual history premise of not taking for granted a specific
model of liberalism, such as an Anglo-American individualist version. They
emphasise that there are many liberalisms and analyse a variety of responses in
municipalities nationwide. However, they stop short of classifying them, and
when a conclusion is due, perhaps overwhelmed by diversity and detail, they clutch
onto an ethnic or culturalist explanation as a last resort. For example, they state that
liberal principles were ‘adapted’ to the needs of the pueblos and they used liberal
‘language as a strategy to defend their rights to communal property and to demand
justice and respect for their “usos y costumbres”’.90 The problem with such conclu-
sions is that they reinstate the reification of liberalism and the popular that their
own acknowledgement of the existence of diverse liberalisms was supposed to
supersede. They also flatten out the complexity of their own findings by reducing
them to changes and adaptations that are ultimately there to defend non-liberal
or illiberal local or traditional practices; thereby underestimating the breadth and
depth of change. A similar procedure has been questioned in anthropological
research. José Luis Escalona demonstrates how a great variety of interactions, con-
flict and tensions are reduced to a ‘linear ethno-narrative’.91 As Paula López
Caballero compellingly shows, anthropologists have sorted out intricately inter-
woven practices and produced many simplified, binary taxonomies, such as
Indigenous versus non-Indigenous/Mestizo.92 In the historiography ultimately sub-
scribing to alternative or strategic liberalism, the underlying binary is Indigenous,
peasant or popular versus liberal. This assumption has biased historians against
recognising the cases in which popular liberalism is not necessarily alternative,
nor merely strategic.

89Araujo, ‘La etnohistoria’, p. 98.
90Escobar, Medina and Trejo, ‘Introducción’, in Escobar et al. (eds.), Los efectos del liberalismo en

México, pp. 12–3.
91Escalona, ‘Etnoargumento’, p. 84.
92Paula López Caballero, ‘Domesticating Social Taxonomies: Local and National Identifications as Seen

through Susan Drucker’s Anthropological Fieldwork in Jamiltepec, Oaxaca, Mexico, 1957–1963’, Hispanic
American Historical Review, 100: 2 (2020), pp. 285–321; ‘Inhabiting Identities’, pp. 6–7.
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Coda
Examining local governance, Karen Caplan argues that it is not always possible to
distinguish pristine customary practices isolated from liberal logics. For instance, in
1848 the barrios of El Mixteco and El Zapoteco in Santa Anna Zegache, Ejutla,
Oaxaca, supported different forms of municipal representation. The first wanted
to retain the colonial practice of electing one alcalde per barrio; the second,
which was numerically bigger, favoured a liberal vote, which made their preferred
candidate win since the population of El Zapoteco was greater. Was El Zapoteco’s
choice self-interested rather than ‘liberal’? Perhaps, but what effects did it have? The
Ejutla authorities, concerned with keeping the existing ‘liberal order’, noted that lib-
eral elections in the past had resulted in conflict, riots and even homicides, while
allowing one alcalde per barrio mostly kept the peace. El Mixteco probably did
not present their case in Tocquevellian language (and nor does Caplan) but, in
effect, allowing one alcalde per barrio contained the potential tyranny of El
Zapoteco’s numeric majority, thus suggesting de facto a dialogue and mutual influ-
ence between a territorial (perhaps also ‘ethnic’ in this particular case) form of
representation and the numerical argument in favour of a majority vote. Another
case identified by Caplan in Oaxaca further suggests the imbrication of the custom-
ary and the liberal. In Cacahuatepec in 1849 there existed an ‘Indigenous regidor’
which effectively retained the functions of colonial Indigenous alcaldes, and was
backed by the ‘Indigenous class’. The latter, however, also defended their constitu-
tional right not to be obliged to pay money or give personal services to the parish
priest. These were hardly staunch defenders of a monolithic old regime. Whatever
combinations of ethnic, civil and religious rule occurred, they were taking place in a
context where obligations previously imposed by the Church were becoming volun-
tary; the old regime was no more.

Caplan rightly presents these cases as empirical problems on the ground, argu-
ing that ‘for Oaxacan officials disentangling the liberal from the customary was a
daunting and probably impossible task’.93 My point is that they are also conceptual
problems and correspond to Palti’s argument that what we call ‘the traditional and
the modern would imbricate in each other’ to the point of becoming ‘indistinguish-
able’ in many cases.94 In the confrontation and mutual influence of so-called old and
new, the dilemmas in both came up. Strictly, none of the involved supported ‘trad-
ition’ per se, not wholesale, instead they all made a political choice to respond to con-
tingent situations with the tools at hand. Practices like these are often considered as
examples of the co-existence or hybridity of Indian and liberal, old and new. I propose
that instead of focusing on the ambiguity of co-existence or hybridity, which tends to
reinforce binary oppositions, we concentrate on questions such as the dilemmas inher-
ent in the problems of representation, legitimacy and order, and the available options
to manage them. Both the old and the new had paradoxes to face, but at a basic level
certain new logics ultimately had the upper hand.95 If we describe them with greater
precision, we may find paths out of our current impasse.

93Caplan, Indigenous Citizens, pp. 154–5.
94Palti, El tiempo de la política, p. 123. A similar point was made by James Lockhart regarding the

Hispanic and the Indian, and was revisited by Guardino, ‘Connected Communities’, p. 76.
95Palti, El tiempo de la política, p. 125.
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The terms ‘co-existence’ or ‘hybridity’ often gloss over important questions.
Sometimes hybridity is understood as ostensibly modern principles embedded in
old power dynamics; indeed, it could be read as one more instance of instrumental
liberalism, positing a prevalence of ‘tradition’ which allegedly explains the ultimate
failure of liberalism.96 Other uses of juxtaposition and hybridity are ambivalent
about which of the components, if any, predominated, and about the extent to
which there was a clear rupture with the past or not.97 Annino has been criticised
mostly for an overemphasis on rupture, but his uses of ‘cultural mestizaje’, ‘syncre-
tism’ and the more recent ‘assimilation’ sometimes remain ambiguous as to
whether the old or the new had greater weight.98 Other historians, while mostly
ambivalent, imply in their conclusions that the ‘inertia of the past’ was the strongest
trend.99 In fact, liberalisms everywhere produced hybrids, the difference is whether
they are acknowledged or not. Latin American hybrids have been either lamented
or proudly paraded as our distinguished contribution to world diversity, while the
contradictions and hybridities of the Global North for a long time rested
unacknowledged as if to preserve the region’s status as the original locus of liber-
alism.100 I suggest that hybridity is ultimately a red herring.

Together with our balance of the weight of the past, and the force of the
nineteenth-century revolutions, there remains the question of when and where
can we speak of a convergence of elite and the people. I believe that the empirical
case for greater convergence than generally admitted has already been persuasively
argued by the literature of liberalism tout court cited throughout this article. It
recognises popular defence of local autonomy but contends that such defence
was not always divorced from the liberalism espoused by national and regional
elites and mediators. Perhaps Annino’s strong hypothesis of ‘municipal sovereignty’
spurred by the Cádiz Constitution was a stretch. But it is clear that ‘the new con-
stitutional precepts’ were intertwined with a ‘certain bedrock of consensus to
accommodate the pueblos’.101 Additionally, a growing number of studies have
shown how those ‘who fought for a federalist system of government did so not
because they were parochial or hostile to a liberal political culture but because
[…] only local, popular governments were able to guarantee the rights and
freedoms that independence had promised’.102 Late in the century, when the
balance tipped to centralisation and economic development, ‘national liberalism

96Ibid., pp. 18–20, 44–56, 95, 123–7, 254–8.
97See, for instance, Ducey, ‘El reto’, pp. 233–65; also note that Guardino seems to give equal weight to old

and new practices when discussing Villa Alta’s government but in his conclusions argues that the weight of
change was more significant. Guardino, The Time of Liberty, contrast pp. 272–4 with 275–6, 286–91.

98Contrast pp. 63, 86–91 with pp. 65, 92 in Annino, ‘Ciudadanía’. Annino argued for ‘assimilation’ to
replace ‘syncretism’ because in this new term the practices blending together are no longer seen as oppo-
sites. Yet it is not clear which practice predominates, or whether a new logic develops. Annino, Silencios y
disputas, pp. 27, 31, 319. Palti also notes Annino’s ambivalence: El tiempo, pp. 87–8.

99Romana Falcón, ‘Itinerarios de la negociación: Jefes políticos y campesinos comuneros ante las
políticas agrarias liberales’, in Escobar et al. (eds), Los efectos del liberalismo en México, p. 142.

100See note 8.
101Ducey, ‘Indigenous Communities’, p. 101.
102Schaefer, Liberalism as Utopia, p. 61.
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was incapable, in the end, of reflecting all the things that liberalism had come to
mean locally’.103

I have sought to make explicit the underlying logics in our discussions of popu-
lar liberalism. All three existing interpretations ask how ‘liberal’ popular actors
were, thereby running the risk of leaving us trapped in a competition for liberal
authenticity. Perhaps a way out of this cul-de-sac is to focus instead on how inclu-
sion and exclusion took place in everyday governance.104 My hope is that we can
find broader interpretations which are free of reifications, binary logics and
assumptions of temporal alterity. The promise of the popular does not lie in an
egalitarian or Indigenous essence but in the open question of how inclusive our
politics are.
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La promesa y el peligro de lo popular: Interpretaciones del liberalismo popular del
siglo XIX en México

Este artículo examina la literatura sobre el liberalismo popular en el siglo XIX en México y
las deficiencias de dos interpretaciones: el liberalismo popular como una alternativa al li-
beralismo de élite, y el liberalismo popular como una estrategia para perseguir fines no
liberales en última instancia. Aquí se argumenta que ambas interpretaciones tienden a
exagerar la distancia entre la élite liberal y sus seguidores populares debido a una
concepción no analizada y dicotómica del liberalismo y el pueblo (generalmente campe-
sinos indígenas y no indígenas) como opuestos. El artículo toma sus ejemplos de estudios
de política local y se alinea con la interpretación de un ‘liberalismo tout court’ como la
mejor opción disponible para evitar reificaciones del liberalismo y lo popular.

Palabras clave: popular; liberalismo; campesinos; pueblos indígenas; gobierno; México

A promessa e o perigo do popular: Interpretações do liberalismo popular do século
XIX no México

Este artigo examina a literatura sobre o liberalismo popular no México do século XIX e as
deficiências de duas interpretações: o liberalismo popular como alternativa ao liberalismo
de elite, e o liberalismo popular como estratégia para, em última instância, perseguir fins
não liberais. Aqui se argumenta que ambas as interpretações tendem a exagerar a distância
entre a elite liberal e os seus apoiantes populares devido a uma concepção não examinada
e dicotómica do liberalismo e do povo (geralmente camponeses indígenas e não
indígenas) como opostos. O artigo retira seus exemplos de estudos sobre política local e

103Caplan, Indigenous Citizens, p. 220.
104Ariadna Acevedo-Rodrigo, ‘Happy Together? “Indians”, Liberalism, and Schools in the Oaxaca and

Puebla Sierras’, in López and Acevedo-Rodrigo (eds.), Beyond Alterity, pp. 107–29.
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apoia a interpretação do ‘liberalismo tout court’ como a melhor opção disponível para evi-
tar reificações do liberalismo e do popular.

Palavras-chave: popular; liberalismo; camponeses; povos indígenas; governo; México
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