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Preface

Erika Pani is professor of History at the Instituto de Investigaciones Dr. José
Maria Luis Mora in Mexico City and has been a visiting scholar at Harvard University.
During 2000 she spent three months at Yale University as a Yale University/Woodrow
Wilson Center scholar, supported by a generous grant from the William and Flora
Hewlett Foundation. During her period of residence, she prepared this working paper on
comparative citizenship in Mexico and the United States, which sheds light on current

debates on citizenship and democracy in both countries.



Mexico’s transition to democratic rule has triggered much debate about the
legacies of the past under which Mexicans must labor. Mexico is seen as emerging from a
monolithic, murky and only rarely interrupted authoritarian past, from the Aztec tlatoanis
to the PRI. Mexican “political culture” is seen as both the underlying principle and the
creature of this historical experience. Some characterize Mexicans as lacking democratic
values, with no electoral culture and with their families structured along patriarchic and
authoritarian lines. Ironically, this approach, which tries to explain the present by
understanding the past, is blatantly unhistorical. It speaks of static, eternal core values, of
an unchanging Meéxico Profundo that has supposedly lurked inside every Mexican
through the ages regardless of class or regional origin. Thus, writes one scholar, “behind
an image of modernity and values, lies hidden the arithmetic relationship of dominion
and subordination.” The trappings of a modern society barely cover one that is deeply
traditional, whose real values and practices are rooted in “the ancient Mesoamerican
civilizations.”

This allegedly historical vision does not fit the diversity of actual experience,
either of the present or the past. Nevertheless, political culture is not a useless category as
long as we recognize its historicity. Although postmodernists might disagree, I would
argue that the political cultures of Mexico today are inscribed in the assumptions and
parameters of the modern nation-state that, in Max Weber’s words, was to “monopolize
all usable political resources,” to govern a society of individuals who are members of the
sovereign nation. Because political ideas and practices are inscribed in this long process
of ruptures and continuities, it is valuable to understand the ways in which men have

thought about political power in the past, the ways in which they have interpreted and



given meaning to its symbols, the tools with which they have mediated their relationship
to it and the discourses that have emerged during these complex processes. This essay
traces the way in which, as the modern nation-state was being constructed, Mexicans
thought about, interpreted and acted upon one of the crucial concepts of modern politics:
citizenship. I have focused on this historical development, not only in Mexico, but also in
the United States, because a comparative analysis of two processes, which are both
similar and distant, helps highlight the pivotal intricacies that too often are overlooked in

the midst of factual reconstructions of the past.

New Citizens for New Nations

The new circumstances under which we are placed call for new words, new phrases, and for the

transfer of old words to new objects [...] Necessity obliges us to neologize."

As the independence revolution swept over the colonial societies of Spanish and
British America, language simultaneously reflected and molded many of the
transformations they underwent. As the complex ideological scaffolding that had
legitimized social hierarchies and underpinned political power began falling apart,
political actors had to use new words, or more often, old words infused with new
meanings, both to construct new realities and to hold up collapsing structures™. Familiar
concepts such as “people”, “sovereignty”, “opinion”, “public”’--“pueblo”, “soberania”,
“opinion”, and “publico”--acquired new breadth and weight as they shifted to occupy

center stage in post-revolutionary political imagination. Among these transformations,

few were as dramatic as that of the “citizen”, a concept that would become crucial to the



political discourses of both the United States and Mexico as they launched into
independent life.

J.G.A. Pocock argues that “citizen” is such a loaded term because it is riddled
with the contradictory tensions of its classical origins, suggesting at the same time the
active, free citizen of the Greek polis, and the subject of imperial Roman law."
Nonetheless, it would seem that, by the eighteenth century, the political discourse of the
British and Hispanic worlds had managed to tame these contradictions. The Royal
English Dictionary published in 1761, defined the citizen simply as “a person who is free
of a city, one who carries on a trade in a city, opposed to a gentleman, or a soldier.”” An
earlier dictionary of Castilian, Sebastian de Covarrubias Orozco’s Tesoro de la lengua
castellana, gives a similar definition grounded on the urban and socially unexceptional
characteristics of the “ciudadano.” He was the “inhabitant of a city [...] [and he held] a
middling status between the gentlemen and hidalgos on one hand, and the skilled
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mechanics on the other.”” The first edition of the Real Academia Esparnola’s dictionary,
published in 1726, made no mention of the citizen’s place in society, describing him only
as “the neighbor of a city, who enjoys its privileges and is bound by its obligations.”
Nevertheless, it said of the related adjective “civil” that “in its correct connotation, it
means sociable, urbane, courteous and with the talents characteristic of the citizen, but it
is not used in this sense, and is only said of he who is contemptible, mean, despicable and
of low condition and behavior™".

Thus, it is not surprising that mid-Eighteenth Century public men in either New

Spain or the thirteen colonies rarely referred to themselves as “citizens” when pressing

their suits before the Crown. When in 1771 the Mexico City Ayuntamiento asked Carlos



III to prefer native-born criollos to European Spaniards for appointment to the high
offices of the Viceroyalty, the regidores spoke as the King’s “very loyal vassals”. They
mentioned “citizens” only once, when speaking of the urban population’s discontent,
instigated by the formation of three infantry companies in 1630. The presence of even
this “weak force” in the city, they argued, “injured the delicacy of our loyalty”Viii. The
flowery language of fealty stressed not only their faithfulness and obedience, but the
mutual obligations between governor and governed that these implied, by reminding the

King that

if it seems that we are asking for too much, we are not, because [what we ask for] is just; and we
ask [...] of one such as Your Majesty who can, wants, and easily accomplishes all that is just, all
that ensures the happiness of your very great dominions, all that means solace to your children,
who will then only partially be able to dry the tears caused by the distance that separates them

from Your Majesty’s presence.™

In the British colonies, in the midst of the fever of indignant pamphlet writing
unleashed by London’s efforts to increase revenue from its American possessions, the
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men who were to inspire “the Revolution [...] in the minds of the people™ seldom spoke

of “citizens”. In defending “the common law [that] is our birthright, and the rights and
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privileges confirmed and secured to us by the British constitution,” the pamphleteers
signed their work as “freemen”, as colonists--a “British American”, a “North-American”,
a “Virginian”--as representatives of certain staid, respectable interests —a “Gentleman”, a

“Farmer in Pennsylvania”, the “Merchants of Boston”--or as more dashing “Sons of

Liberty”. The use of Latin pseudonyms--“Massachusettensis”, “Novangelus”, “Rusticus”-



-might have been meant to suggest the heroic citizenry of Antiquity, but only one
pamphlet among the most representative of the era is signed by “A Citizen™"
Consequently, it is all the more striking that in a second flurry of American
pamphleteering, this time incited by the debates over the Constitution in 1787-1788,
“Citizen”--an “American Citizen”, a “Citizen of America”, “of New York”, “of
Philadelphia”, “Civis”--had become the preferred pen-name of political writers and the
most common designation for the public for which they wrote.*"

When “An American Citizen” addressed the “Citizens of the United States”, he
certainly did not mean to speak only to the inhabitants of cities, and he hopefully was not
thinking of them condescendingly as not gentlemen. The American citizen that appeared
in the 1780s was a new beast, as befitted the member of a novel, revolutionary system of
government, wondrous to some, scary to other: the “Republic”.*" Since the United States
was the first “nation forming its own government, on the original foundations of human
rights, revealed by the study of the laws of nature”, it could hardly organize its polity as
others States had done, “on the inequalities which accident introduced into human
relations, and which force and ambition have more whimsically diversified.”*" Because
“The People” were now sovereign, free and equal, the Americans had to do away with
the complex hierarchical categories of the colonial regime. They replaced them with one

that was equalizing and empowering: that of the “citizen”. As Gordon Wood has noted, it

is perhaps South Carolinian David Ramsay who best describes this transformation:

A citizen of the United States, means a member of this new nation. The principle of
government being radically changed by the revolution, the political character of the

people was also changed from subjects to citizens [...] In the eye of reason and



philosophy, the political condition of citizens is more exalted than that of noblemen.

Dukes and Earls are the creatures of Kings, and may be made by them at pleasure: but
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citizens possess in their own right original sovereignty.

The citizen--his attributions and qualifications yet to be fleshed out--thus became
the main character in the paper republic that the American pamphleteers built. This
transformation, over three decades later, within the political discourses of New Spain was
murkier and more complex, perhaps because it preceded independence and the birth of
republican government. The imperial crisis, the strains and burdens of a ten-year long
war in which every side claimed to fight for “God, the Fatherland and the King,” the
requirements of mobilization and defense and the impact of the 1812 Constitution
reshuffled the mental categories with which Neo-Spanish society organized and
understood its world.™" As the religious accents, the stirring exhortations and the
patriotic hyperbole of the literature of the independence period make vividly clear,”"" the
war was also fought over the hearts and minds of the “public”. Between 1810 and 1821,
clerics, lawyers, Crown officials and insurgent generals became pamphleteers. Armed
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with pens from which they hoped “honey and oil would flow,”™" they sought to persuade
their audiences. They all, from Miguel Hidalgo to Félix Maria Calleja, would find the
title of ciudadano--or of conciudadano, which implied greater solidarity--to be especially
effective. They would rely less frequently on older appellations, such as vasallo, vecino,
or subdito, although they did not abandon them completely. As early as October of 1810,

when the Puebla Ayuntamiento organized a military battalion, it called upon its “decent

and comfortable citizens” to join. The city council considered that the “very faithful



fellow citizens” of Puebla--“Conciudadanos fidelisimos”--should “glory in the epithet”
with which it chose to address them.™

If the title of citizen became an effective weapon in the rhetoric arsenal of the
Independence period, it was obviously because it was no longer associated with the
image of the almost vulgar urban dweller. It is, however, not easy to determine what they
replaced this image with, for even as these publicists chose to rely on the same
expressions to engage their audiences, they were not all saying the same thing. For those
who were trying to uphold the bonds of the Empire, “Citizen”, as a universal label,
seemed especially appropriate at a moment when the very heterogeneous societies of
Spain--Old and New--seemed to be coming apart at the seams. While words such as
criollo and gachupin had become designations of rivalry and separation, “citizen” seemed
to breach distances, to secure a common ground where certain rights and prerogatives
were protected. Thus, Pedro de Monterde, a Crown official, argued that the “security of
the citizen” depended on his belonging to a “robust political body” which could shelter
the innocent from the “shots of evil” and the “attacks of a foreign enemy.” As citizens of

the Empire,

None [...] receives the upper hand, or a privilege such that the others are deprived of their
subsistence. The European and the American Spaniard, the castizo and the mulatto, all enjoy the
just liberty that the caring government allows them. Each and every one of them can become a
large, medium or small property owner. No one is forbidden to go into trade, to labor the land or

to enjoy the fruits of their industry and work.™
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But as the realistas sang the praises of the “marvelous, useful, necessary,
dependent chain” of laws and institutions that bound together the Spaniards of both
hemispheres,™" the insurgent leader Miguel Hidalgo rejected this view of transatlantic
political community. By conciudadanos, he referred only to those born on American soil.
For the ties of law and allegiance, he substituted those of nature--those of geographical
origin--and, perhaps more importantly, those of a common moral mission. Since 1808, he
argued, America had become the last rampart for the defense of family and religion, as
they were being dangerously threatened not only by Napoleon but by the corrupt

European Spaniards themselves, who were “catholic merely for politics’ sake,” since

their only “God was money.”

How could you, my beloved conciudadanos, be persuaded that the gachupines, those perverted
men who have broken the strongest ties of blood [...], who have left their parents, their brothers,
their wives and their own children, could be able to love another person? How could you share
with them a superior bond than that which nature itself has instilled within families? Don’t they
run over it all in their rush to become rich in America? [...] Let us then join together, all those of

us who were born upon this happy ground, let us perceive those who are not American as

foreigners and enemies of our prerogatives.™"

The publicistas of the independence period, armed “with pens and swords, [with
which] evil [would] be destroyed,”™" fought over the meaning of words. That of
“citizen” was especially important because it both defined identity in the context of a
civil war and circumscribed the individuals’ place and role within the political body.
Some writers insisted that the equality and solidarity implied by the new uses of the word

citizen meant little more than equal protection under the law, and that a “citizen’s rights”
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were limited to “obeying legitimate authority, and conspiring, as befits his station, to the
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public goo But it was to little avail that these men tried to pin down and restrict the
content of these “very modern and elegant” words, the “solemn barbarisms” of
tumultuous times--words such as “liberty”, “liberal”, “independence” and, of course,

XXVi

“citizen”--which were turning people’s heads. Paradoxically for some of these

pamphleteers, their efforts to provide citizens with “antidotes of healthful doctrine against
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the stinking venom” being spread by other “despicable writers, to instruct them of
their rights, to convince, entice and excite them, in turn persuaded real citizens of their
worth within the social and political framework whose outlines were being tenuously
drawn. They would construct the “citizen” in their own ideal image.

El Indio Constitucional, for instance, argued that if the word citizen was to erase
the conflictive differences between “criollos” and “gachupines”, it was also to do away

with those that had convinced the Indians of New Spain that they were “born merely to

serve, be silent and obey.”

The time of justice has come, the light of happiness is dawning, the chains that oppressed you
have fallen, and you have become firee citizens. [...] You have been restored in the possession of
your rights, your fortune has changed, you are free: let your countenance lose the melancholy look

of servitude. You no longer have to be ashamed of the color of your skin [...] to enter the temple

XxXviil

of heroism, you need only to embellish yourselves with moral and civic virtues.

Thus, as Michael Ducey has shown for the rural communities of northern
Veracruz, Indians would defend and assert the prerogatives of their new status, even as

patterns of domination and exploitation had not necessarily been swept away by the
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independence crisis. In 1820, the assistant delegate of Yahualica would write
despondently to his superior that the Indians under his authority were no longer willing to

work.

The alcaldes have convinced the Indians that being now citizens, they are free to go to the corn
fields [...] or not, even if they are paid, and to think that liberty is just so that they will not be

made to work or render personal services unless they get paid. ™

Revolutionary language, especially when used in defense of the Constitution of
1812, was thought to shatter the categories and institutional inequalities of corporate
viceregal society, which some now perceived as constraining. In 1820, the Americana
Constitucional went so far as to claim that citizenship could do away with all inequalities,
including those of gender. As “an American on all four sides, [and] a refined patriot,” she
was also “a citizen and very much a citizen,” because she was no one’s ‘“subject or
servant,” and because “the word man also means woman, and [whoever denies this] also
denies that we were all created by God and redeemed by His precious blood.” As a
citizen, she knew that she was entitled to “obey and to command, to declare [her] rights
and those of [her] brothers,” to observe the constitution, and to make sure others did

XXX

t0oo.” We should not read the Americana’s proclamation as an early plea for women’s
political equality, but rather as an assertion, voiced with stereotypically feminine salero,

of the radicalism of the new order. In ten years, the title of ciudadano had gone from

being neutrally descriptive--when it was not derogatory--to becoming a weapon and a

shield.
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In both brand-new nations, the upheavals of the independence revolutions--the
readjustment of metropolitan policies during the last quarter of the eighteenth century, the
breach in the colonial pacts, the turmoil of war, the demands of creating a new
government--were to transform the way men and women thought about political power
and what made it legitimate; about how society was and should be organized, and about
their own place within its structures. The sovereignty of the nation would become one of
the basic premises that would configure political thought and action throughout the
nineteenth century, even as many political actors found the principle incomprehensible or
unpalatable. As members of this new sovereign entity, a motley collection of colonists,
yeomen, freemen, gentlemen and subjects; of vasallos, caciques, americanos, europeos,
gachupines, criollos, mestizos, castas and indios would put on the cloak of the “modern”
citizen, which would fit some better than others. Members of the state would step onto
the public arena as citizens--theoretically equal and sovereign. As such, it could not be

but a contested concept.

Who Isa Citizen? The Rhythms of Suffrage

At the dawn of Independence, both the American and the Mexican political class
had, in different contexts, to solve the same problems. If the nation was considered
sovereign, how was its “Sovereign will” to be transmitted, articulated and executed? How
was the nation to be represented? Who had a right to speak for it? Who should be
considered a citizen? What did being a citizen mean? In the way it defined citizenship

throughout the nineteenth century, neither state fits T.H. Marshall’s classical model of a
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relatively restricted citizenry being gradually expanded until the borders of the political
nation coincided with those of the real one, and all could claim civil, political and social
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rights.”" But if the untidy evolution of citizenship in nineteenth century Mexico and the
United States shatters the illusion of the inevitability of linear political progress, it tells us
much about the interests and ideals, perceptions and misperceptions, goals and anxieties
of the men who had to answer the questions posed by state-building, and about how these
answers were accepted, challenged or manipulated by the citizens they sought to define--
or exclude.

As we have seen, even as the image of the “citizen” that emerged from the
cauldron of independence was disputed and undefined in both New World states, certain
basic premises were assumed: the citizen was a member of the nation, the subject of its
jurisdiction, and the bearer of certain rights and obligations. He was also supposed to be
the bearer of political rights, the mouthpiece of the nation’s sovereign will. The political
elite found this principle especially troublesome. The radical equality implicit in the post-
revolutionary public sphere, where even the King was “a citizen like any other,”™"
implied that the citizen’s weight within it would be completely divorced from his
personal merit, wealth, race, status or idiosyncrasies: one man, one vote, no matter who
or what the voter is. The modern citizen is, by definition, the nameless, faceless, abstract
individual ®*" How, then, were public men in both countries to translate these
assumptions into prescriptions that were to govern real, flesh-and-blood individuals,

many of whom they considered incapable of reasonably exercising rights, of shouldering

obligations, and especially of wielding political power?
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Mexico’s “Organic Citizenship

Throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the men who were
constructing the state in both the United States and Mexico shied away from excessive
abstraction, especially when deciding who should wield the ballot. Mexican law between
the 1812 Cadiz Constitution and that of 1917, established having “an honest way of life”

XXXV

as the only constant qualification for citizenship.”"" The Mexican citizen who could vote,
was thus not a faceless individual, but a “good man” (his gender was implicit) whose
labors were “useful to society.” As Marcello Carmagnani and Alicia Hernandez Chévez
have shown, the figure of the citizen overlapped with the more traditional one of the
vecino, the respectable member of the community, a locally circumscribed “qualitative
condition” which implied “prestige, honorability, and a certain degree of wealth.”"!
Throughout the nineteenth century, constitutional law would further flesh out this
portrait of the citizen as a solid, decent, god-fearing householder. With the exception of
the 1847 Reform Act and the 1865 Imperial Statute, all other fundamental laws
established that although the voting age was 21, it was lowered to 18 if the citizen was
married as the head of the household should have a voice in public affairs. Most
citizenship qualifications echo a concern with the moral fiber of the potential voters
rather than with their economic status or their knowledge and interest in political affairs.
Thus citizenship rights were suspended not only for what could be described as crimes
against society--infamous crimes, fraud, the misappropriation of public monies--but for
not fitting the profile of an hombre de bien. House servants, men whose trade or address

was not commonly known, those with physical or mental disabilities, vagrants,

drunkards, mal entretenidos and professional gamblers were specifically not allowed to
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vote prior to 1857, and the Provisional Statute of 1856 painted an even more colorful
portrait of the social pariah by excluding from the ballot “pirates, slave traders, arsonists,
forgers of money, parricides and users of poison.”

Along similar lines, in 1855, Nicolds Pizarro, a pamphleteer and novelist of
socialist tendencies, even suggested that the man who reached old age without knowing
“the obligations of a father” should also lose “the preeminence of the citizen.” """ Most
of the constitutions prior to that of 1857 established a literacy requirement that was not to
be put into effect until ten or even twenty years later. Educational tests were then never
put into practice. What their inclusion in electoral law reflects remains to be discovered.
It could signal the optimistic hope that under the new order the spread of education would
be such that a great majority of the population would become literate in a very short time,
so that excluding the illiterate would only mean not including those very few who had
been unable or stubbornly unwilling to take advantage of the lights of the century. By
1856, when it had become obvious that this universal enlightenment had not taken place,
it was considered to be the government’s fault, and not that of the people. While the
constitutional project established a literacy requirement, it was swiftly voted down by the
constituent assembly. ™

On the other hand, some early pamphlets seeking to influence the popular vote
stress solid Christian virtues, rather than knowledge, as desirable traits for going into
public life. Nothing could be safer, one of them argues, than elections in small towns, for
voters would know if the candidate had “a good name,” if he was inspired by “Christian
doctrine [and] the Holy fear of God,” if he took communion often, if he were a good

worker and a good family man. Conversely, voters should stay away from those
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“instructed men [...] who talk about natural rights and the absolute liberty of men,” who
had “French manners” and derided “serious piety” as “womanly devotions.” Not only
should Mexicans not vote for these “insects’--vichos--they should try to break off all
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communication and interaction with them. This degree of hostility towards “learned
men” could be exceptional; it nevertheless suggests that book learning, or even the ability
to read, as not considered an essential citizen virtue.

Because the citizen was thought of simply as the good neighbor, Mexican
suffrage was, from the outset, very broad. With the possible exception of the 1812
Constitution, Mexican law never discriminated against voters based on race and only
exceptionally--between 1836 and 1842, and between 1843 and 1847--on account of
wealth.X! Nevertheless, suffrage was, up to 1857, indirect at two or even three levels, and
it remained indirect at one level until 1912. This accurately mirrored the way in which the
overwhelming majority of the Mexican political class thought about the sovereign nation.
By conceiving the political community as a pyramid structured along natural and
beneficial hierarchies as a society of equals in which some were undoubtedly more equal
than others, this “patrician logic” allowed the domestication of elections by placing their
control firmly in the hands of local elites.*" Everyone had a right to vote, but not the right
to decide. Throughout the century, voting constituted the mechanism for the affirmation
of political power, witnessed by the two plebiscites during the Santa Anna dictatorship
(1853-1855) and the municipal pledges of allegiance to Maximilian’s Empire (1864-
1867). But if the people had to be heard, the healthy, natural filters of indirect suffrage

allowed their voice to be made less formidable, less threatening, less dangerous, but

perhaps also less true.
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Very broad, indirect suffrage thus reconciled popular participation with elite
government. It also established an electoral structure that proved to be easily co-opted by
a centralized political machine, as happened under the governments of the Restored
Republic (1867-1876) and the Porfiriato (1876-1910). For this and other reasons, it
proved unsatisfactory to certain groups within the political class who challenged the
electoral system periodically. Many would condemn the tyranny of numbers imposed by
popular suffrage. Shaken by the widespread popular mobilizations of the 1820s, José
Maria Luis Mora, for instance, argued that “misunderstood equality” had proven to be “a

hotbed for mistakes and a very prolific spring of grief.”

Because of equality, we have failed to differentiate between the wise and the ignorant man,
between the judicious and moderate man and one that is restless and boisterous, between the
virtuous and honest citizen and he who is perverse and selfish; because of equality, a multitude of

men with no education and no principles have occupied all public offices [...] because of equality,

all respect for authorities has been lost.*"

Since they did not consider the screen of indirect suffrage to be thorough enough,
men who thought like Mora introduced property qualifications into the Seven Laws of
1836 and into the Bases orgdnicas of 1843. The first established that only those with an
annual income of 100 pesos could vote, while the latter raised the minimum to 200 pesos,
to ensure that a voice be given only to those who had a real stake in public order.

Nonetheless, the exclusion from voting of the poor, the dependent, the desperate
and the ignorant was still seen as insufficient by some. At different moments throughout

the century, certain men considered that the simple adding up of votes, be they those of a
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disheveled multitude or of the more orderly electoral colleges, could not give voice to the
nation. Modern suffrage, with its individual, undifferentiated, secret ballot, its feverish
election days, its corrupt wheeling and dealing around the ballot box, transformed
organized society into a many-headed monster. It “compressed all classes of society,” to
use Mora’s expression.”™ Morality and wisdom were drowned out by the unintelligible
utterances of the mob, while the specific needs of productive economic interests, which
were so important to the nation’s prosperity, could not be articulated, as they were
constantly overwhelmed by the cries of demagogues who claimed to defend the general
interest. These were the anxieties that underlay the efforts to organize political
representation so that the true voice of the nation could be understood.

Thus, in 1821, the electoral law for the first imperial congress included provisions
for the election of representatives from the different classes--clerics, military men,
magistrates, lawyers, farmers, public employees, artisans, merchants, miners and the

nobility--to sit with those elected from the general population.*™

In 1846, general
Mariano Paredes y Arrillaga called on the nation to elect a congress in which each class
would be represented “in the proportion in which it represents the country’s interests and
strength.”™" The Congress would be made up of thirty-eight property owners, twenty
merchants, fourteen miners, fourteen industrialists, fourteen members of the literary
professions, ten magistrates, ten public officials, twenty clerics and twenty members of
the military, who would each be elected by those members of their class who paid enough

.
taxes™ "

. It was in a similar spirit that in 1864 the imperial regime called upon the
merchants, agriculturists, industrialists and miners of each department to elect

representatives to the commission that was to reform Mexico’s fiscal policy.
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These different electoral schemes have yet to be studied closely. They are usually
dismissed as the product of elitist fear of democracy in action, or as the doomed
intentions of a nostalgic few who wanted a return to corporatist society. Although deep
suspicion of popular elements was certainly present, the focus was, with the possible
exception of the 1821 elections, on the vital, dynamic sectors of social and economic life,
rather than on the bodies--guilds, cofradias, councils, religious orders, estates--of the old
regime. This suggests that these men were more intent on solving a very modern
problem--that of fleshing out the nation represented, of making its interests less opaque--
than on turning back the clock. Yet it is true that these efforts to control the delegation
sovereignty and the expression of the nation’s will were short-lived and generally
unsuccessful. In the case of the elections to the 1846 Congress, the contribution standard

xlvii

was so high that the elections were riddled with difficulties,” " and the whole project was
soon swept away by opposition to Paredes’ alleged monarchism and by the war with the
United States.

Yet these proposals were to run against a greater obstacle than their authors’ own
bungles: the relative success of a particular vision of citizenship and electoral
participation. At least during the first half of the nineteenth century, widespread popular
suffrage gave political actors the weight necessary to defend their interests at a local if
not a national level,™" buttressing the authority of local and regional elites and ensuring
a certain degree of stability, with the exception, perhaps, of the turbulent years between

1855 and 1867.™ Nevertheless, the critics of this vision should not be summarily

dismissed: for all their exclusionary impulses and spineless fear of “the people”, they
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were able to discern one of the central flaws of political representation that ensued from

such a system--its lack of efficiency.

“That Priceless Treasure, the Ballot of the American Citizen”

If on one hand Mexican lawmakers relied on the fuzzy image of the honest-living
man to define the citizen, on the other, they did establish what citizenship implied (at
least on paper) in terms of prerogatives and duties. With the exception of the 1822
Provisional Regulations of the Mexican Empire--in which the concepts of citizen and
Mexican overlap--and the 1824 Federal Constitution--which let the states ascribe
citizenship--all fundamental laws determined that the Mexican citizen was the Mexican
who could vote. We find no such clear-cut definition in the 1787 Constitution, or any
other of the United States’ basic documents. Despite the efforts of men like
Pennsylvania’s Gouverneurr Morris, who wanted the constitution to establish uniform
property qualifications for suffrage throughout the nation to protect the Republic from the
threat of “aristocratic” government, spawned from the votes of “mechanics and

. . li
manufacturers which receive bread from employers,”™"

the founding fathers were reluctant
to establish national parameters for suffrage or even general guidelines for citizenship.
Therefore, while Congress was to control naturalization--the procedure through
which a foreigner could become a citizen--the men of 1787 considered that matters of
suffrage and citizenship for the native-born were best left to the states. Because they were
carefully trying to craft a strong federal government--which would hold the important

power of taxation over “We the People” as individuals--that would be acceptable to the

members of the Union, they were not willing to battle with the states over such a tender
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point as suffrage. They argued instead that the states were “the best judges of the

sslil

circumstances and temper of their own people.” Federalists wished to portray the “more
perfect union” as less a government of men than one of states, in order to calm state fears
of federal encroachment. The Maryland Federalist, for instance, would even assert that
“the absurd idea of the federal constitution being a government of individuals seems too
nugatory to merit serious reflection.”™ Introducing such momentous subjects as the
individual’s allegiance, protection and rights into the constitutional debates threatened to
shipwreck the whole project.

I agree with Rogers M. Smith that it was precisely the importance of citizenship
in nineteenth century America that made it so contentious, and complex." In the midst of
broad economic and social transformations, territorial expansion and divisive conflicts
over slavery, states’ rights and federal authority, land policies, and immigration, the lack
of a clear-cut legal definition of citizenship up to 1868, the judicial battles over citizen
rights and obligations, and the bewildering array of state legislation on the matter stem
from both the incapacity to reach a consensus as to who should enjoy the privileges of
community and a pragmatic tendency not to let such issues pull the nation apart. Thus, it
was not until a bloody civil war imposed the preeminence of the Union’s claim for

political allegiance that the constitution was amended to define national citizenship. The

Fourteenth Amendment reads that

All persons born and naturalized in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are
citizens of the United States, and of the state wherein they reside. No state shall make or enforce

any law which shall abridge the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States."
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Nonetheless, voting was not considered to be one of the privileges of American
citizenship. In seeking to integrate former slaves into the political community, the
Fifteenth Amendment, ratified in 1869, ordered that the rights of citizens to vote should
not be curtailed on account of “race, color or previous condition of servitude.” This left
the door open to other types of discrimination--sex, literacy, poll-tax, residency and
constitutional knowledge tests--the best example of which is perhaps the perversely
creative and baroque Jim Crow laws, which kept African-Americans away from the polls
in the southern states after Reconstruction and into the second half of the twentieth
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century. Thus, when in 1874 the Supreme Court ruled against Virginia L. Minor, a
woman who claimed that as a citizen under the Fourteenth Amendment, she was entitled
to vote, Chief Justice Waite argued that although “for convenience” it was necessary to
“give a name” to membership in the nation, the words “subject”, “inhabitant” and
“citizen” were practically interchangeable: they conveyed “the idea of membership of a

2

nation, and nothing more.” The Constitution, and consequently, the status of the

American citizen, did not “confer the right of suffrage upon anyone.”™"

As we have seen, this conception of citizenship flew in the face of that which had
been constructed during the American Revolution, of the citizen as the child of
independence and republicanism, the full-fledged member of the sovereign body equally
entitled to the exercise of sovereignty. When in 1828 Noah Webster edited his American
Dictionary to define the language and institutions that accounted for “the principal

difference between the people of this country and of all others,” he used the same

definition of citizen as Samuel Johnson did, “the native of a city, or an inhabitant who
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enjoys the freedom and privilege of the city.” Nevertheless, Webster added emphatically

that

in the United States, [a citizen is] a person native or naturalized, who has the privilege of

exercising the elective form, or the qualifications which enable him to vote for rulers, and to

purchase and hold real estate.""
Thus, political citizenship was thought to be a proudly American institution. The citizen
who could not vote was a contradiction in terms: he was a mutilated citizen.

It follows that the battles to breach the distance between real and ideal citizenship
would be slippery, contradictory and emotionally charged.lix Politicians perceived the
conflictive nature of American citizenship practically from the beginning. As John

Adams wrote to James Sullivan in 1776

It is certain, in theory, that the only moral foundation of government is the consent of the people.
But to what extent shall we carry out this principle? Shall we say that every individual of the
community, old and young, male and female, as well as rich and poor, must consent, expressly, to

every act of legislation?™

Adams knew that no principle of the new system would prove to be “so fruitful a

source of controversy and altercation.”™

Mexican citizenship laws had, through indirect
suffrage and the figure of the honest-living man, constructed a broad, organic
community, which was acceptable because power was not equally distributed within it. It

was something that American elites would be unwilling or unable to do throughout the

century: state constitutional laws had to painstakingly establish the borders of a
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community of equals, where each “possessed in his own right” a part of the “original
sovereignty.”

Subsequently, even though the American franchise was very broad and political
parties and elections were more popular than anywhere else, the state legislatures sought
to delimit the characteristics of the man who could wield the ballot.*" American suffrage
was thought of as exclusive rather than inclusive: “naked citizenship” would not
guarantee it, as the Minor case demonstrated, and neither did “simple manhood”. State
legislatures tried to flesh out the image of the suitable voter, to give him a certain profile.
They established a series of tests: property, the payment of taxes, race, education,
morality--religion, loyalty oaths, “good moral character”--and gender. The nature of these
qualifications depended on the spirit of the times, on the fears and needs of those in
power, and on the capacity of those excluded to influence the debate from without. It
remains that the history of American suffrage is that of the extension of the franchise. It
traveled, nevertheless, a tortuous and difficult road.

The Revolutionary War was fought over, among other things, representation, and
the failure of the British Parliament to give voice and protection to the American
colonists. Not surprisingly then, it was the break with Great Britain that brought about the
most important expansion of suffrage in all of American history.™" Some form of
property qualifications, which had been the basis of Colonial suffrage, was instituted in
eleven of the thirteen newly independent states, as in the first constitutions of the new
states of Illinois (1787), Louisiana (1804) and Tennessee (1796). The 1830 constitution
of Virginia, Thomas Jefferson’s home state, still tied the right to vote to the ownership of

Ixiv

land--generally a freehold, in property or tenancy, worth $25.™" Psychologically, the
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image of a Republic of freeholders--free, self-sufficient and independent men, invested in
and attached to the soil they owned--remained a powerful one.

It would prove, nevertheless, untenable, not only because, as Rufus King from
Massachusetts would assert during the constitutional debates, there would be a “great
danger in requiring landed property as a qualification, since it would exclude the monied
interest, whose aid may be essential in particular emergencies to public safety,”IXV but
perhaps most importantly because the men who had mobilized and risked their lives and

fortunes in the struggle for independence denied that it was landed property that proved
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the citizens’ “attachment and permanent common interest in society. In the words of

the good people of Northampton, who wrote to the General Court to denounce the

property qualifications contained in the 1780 Massachusetts constitution:

Property owners feel and own the force of the argument for property’s having great weight in the
legislature, because property ever was, and ever will be, the subject of legislation and taxation. But
pray, Gentlemen, shall not the polls, the persons of the State, have some weight also, who will
always be the subjects of legislation and taxation? Are life, members and liberty of no value or
consideration? [...] We are shocked at the thought, that the persons of adult men should like live
stock and dead chattels, be brought to account to augment the capital [of the state and then] be
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wholly sunk and discarded not to say like villains, but absolutely like brute beasts.

Property qualifications were not to be tolerated, because they would exclude
members of the community, turning them into “intruders”, treating them the way “Britain
intended and resolved to treat all the Sons of America”. It was a man’s contribution to the

Republic’s welfare, through taxes, militia duty or participation in public works, and not
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the virtues that landed wealth allegedly inspired, which should determine who was to
have a public voice.

To secure the allegiance of the subjects-turned-patriots who had contributed to
winning a war fought under the banner of “no taxation without representation,” many
states abandoned property qualifications. Between the ratification of the constitution and
the election of Andrew Jackson in 1829, ten states began to require the payment of any
state or county tax instead. In the South, Virginia, Mississippi, North Carolina and
Georgia ended property tests between 1829 and 1850. In the North, Rhode Island, shaken
by Dorr’s War, gave them up in 1842, while New York maintained a property
requirement for African-American voters until 1867.*"" But while property was never
linked to voting again--except for some instances in the nine Jim Crow states--the
revolutionary maxim, turned on its head--no representation without taxation-- was
surprisingly enduring. On the eve of the Great War, twelve states had tax-paying
qualifications for suffrage that had either survived from the early nineteenth century or
had been reinstated in the flurry of electoral reform during the last decades of the century,
while another five required the payment of taxes when voting on issues creating public
indebtedness.

Because of this, those permanently excluded from suffrage--namely African-
Americans and women, who began openly campaigning for the vote in 1848--would
insist on the sacred bond between taxation and representation that the Fathers of ‘76 had
established. The colored men of Ohio even went so far as to ask, in 1851, that the state

legislature establish “a clause providing that every colored man who owned $300 of

taxable property” would be entitled to citizenship. This was not discrimination, but “a
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means of quickly making us into an industrious people. Their argument was not very
effective. But their blood contribution to the Union’s triumph made African-American
suffrage one of the inescapable commitments of the post-war Republican Party. Women
fared relatively better. While women’s suffrage was not guaranteed under the constitution
until 1920, women were allowed to vote in thirteen states during the first two decades of
the century. Of these, it was only women taxpayers who were allowed to vote in
Michigan and Montana. Thus the discourse of respectable African-Americans and
women, who spoke as property owners and as taxpayers, suggests that the functional
qualifications of property--that made you good and needed to be protected--or taxation--
which proved you were interested--continued to mold the image of the ideal voter.
Nevertheless, their limited success indicates that they were not the most consequential
factors. There was something else at stake.

Throughout the first half of the nineteenth century and up to the Civil War,
economic qualifications--property and taxes--for suffrage withered away. Starting with
Kentucky in 1792, and with the exception of Ohio (1802), the new, man-hungry Western
states did not include them in any of their constitutions. Many of the Eastern seaboard

™ These dramatic reforms paint a portrait of Jacksonian America,

states followed suit
dear to textbooks and politicians, as the “cradle of democracy”, the nation shaped by
hard-working, independent, self-starting men, regardless of their humble origins. But,
Americans had very definite ideas of what these heroic individuals should be--and look--
like. Not everyone was allowed in the picture.

As economic qualifications fell into disuse, “race (and gender) supplanted class as

the major line” which separated those afforded the privilege to vote from those who were
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The American citizen could not be thought of as other than a white male, who
sang boisterous political songs and marched jauntily in torchlight parades on the night
before the election.™" As the institution of slavery came increasingly under attack, the
extension of suffrage in the South can be read as an effort to tighten the bonds of

solidarity and interest among white southern males. As a member of the 1845 Louisiana

constitutional convention stated, their mission was to

elevate every freeman in the state to an equal participation in government [...] and make the broad
political difference between him and the slave. [By instituting white manhood suffrage] you will

raise a wall of fire around our state institutions, against the diabolical machinations of

abolitionism. ™

Nevertheless, white manhood suffrage did not just represent a strong bulwark against
those who hoped for slavery’s demise. During this period, states from coast to coast
introduced racial restrictions into the suffrage clauses of their constitutions.™"

Thus, for the better part of the century, democratic values in the “land of the free”
were color-coded. All non-whites--African-Americans and mulattoes, Chinese and
“Indians not taxed”--were denied access to them by state constitutions. These exclusions
endured even after the Fifteenth amendment made them obsolete for African-Americans.
No northern state except for lowa struck out the word “white” from its constitution before
1870; Nevada did not do so until 1880, Kentucky in 1891, Delaware in 1897. Indiana,
Illinois, Iowa, Ohio and Oregon had even instituted “Black Laws” which forbade the

immigration and employment of free African-Americans in the state, and punished

transgressors with fines that would be used “for colonization of such negroes and
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mulattoes and their descendants, as may be in the State at the drafting of the constitution,
and may be willing to emigrate.”™ Only Massachusetts, Montana, New Hampshire,
South Dakota, Vermont, Utah and Wyoming never established racial restrictions on
suffrage.

The exclusion of “Indians not taxed” was justified in that, since the 1830s, they
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were, theoretically, members of “domestic dependent nations, who owed their
primary allegiance to tribal governments and did not support the United States with their
fiscal contributions. As such, almost all states that excluded them from the vote also
established that if they “severed tribal relations,” abandoned “Indian languages” and
acquired “the habits of civilization”--basically, if they stopped being Indian--they would

be enfranchised.™ "

No such argument could be made for free African-Americans. Those
who fought for black suffrage consistently probed the inconsistencies of their exclusion.

As J. Mercer Langston said, as he plead for “impartial suffrage” before the 1866 Missouri

legislature:

Our nationality was created and our political government exists by written law, and inasmuch as
the law does not exclude [...] it follows inevitably that such persons, born in the country, must be
citizens [...] No plea of color or race, urged against the exactions of the Government, would avail
us aught. [...] We are told that allegiance is due the Government, and protection due the subject.
In the application of these sentiments, to the colored Americans as well as to the white, we ask that
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what God, in his wisdom, has joined together, let no man put asunder.

This discrimination was all the more egregious in that free African-Americans who were

hard-working, tax-paying, informed “native Americans” were not allowed to vote, while
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“the German and Irish immigrants who never read the constitution or the laws of the
state” were courted and enticed by all political parties."*™

Those opposed to impartial suffrage inevitably conjured up the specter of
miscegenation. Were those who prayed for votes for their “black brothers [...] disposed
to favor the intermarriage of the races and social equality?”™* African-American
exclusion expressed deep-seated, visceral racism. It represented the dark side of the
radicalism implied in political equality as imagined by Americans. If you went to the
ballot box with a man, you should also be able to bring him into your home. He could
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conceivably marry your daughter.”™ Widespread racial attitudes made this unthinkable.
It took the Civil War, the crushing defeat of the South, the abolition of slavery and the
political exigencies of Reconstruction to finally bring about the African-American man’s
right to vote. It would, in many ways, be a short-lived, partial victory: beginning in 1877,
Jim Crow made the South his. In 1963, almost half the states had laws prohibiting
interracial marriage."™"

The history of citizenship in the United States is that of the struggle to give
meaning to a contested concept, not a fight over inalienable rights. It is true that those
who advocated suffrage for women and African-Americans claimed voting was a
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“natural right” conferred by God, “a right of manhood, intelligence, justice.
when they claimed their right to full citizenship, to inclusion into the political
community, they did so because they had fulfilled their part of the American bargain:
they pledged their allegiance to the nation and to the principles of the Founding Fathers.

They had “contributed to the wealth, honor, liberty, prosperity and independence of this

country.” As such, they were entitled to a voice, and they believed this voice would be

32



taken into account.™*"

Moreover, political citizenship was not only a privilege; it had
redeeming powers. It empowered the weak; it transformed the lazy, the selfish and the

fatuous. It is probably Frederick Douglas’ sexist remark that said it best.

If you want women to forget and forsake frivolity, and the negro to take pride in becoming a

useful and respectable member of society, give them both the ballot."™

Citizenship in America: the Legacy of Two Distinct Traditions?

As both the United States and Mexico launched into independent life, their public
men undertook a similar task: constructing a state with a new set of parameters and
assumptions surrounding power. On both sides of the border, the citizen became a central
cog of the new machines they were trying to build. Nevertheless, they gave different sets
of answers to similar problems. Because that of citizenship is a shared history, and
because of this, the different paths taken raise new questions, shift perspectives and allow
us to probe deeper into the ideals, compromises and fractures that underlie the
construction of the modern state in each country. But does the study of this process,
fascinating in and of itself, tell us something about what is going on today? This is the
historian’s quandary: as we question the past in the context of the doubts and
uncertainties of the present, we consider our work to be pertinent. But have we
reconstructed a usable past?

Fortunately, although admittedly with regret, we have left behind the notion dear
to nineteenth century historians, that history is “a teacher for life,” that knowing the past

will enable us not to trip on the same stones as those who preceded us. If history teaches
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us anything, it is that the complexities of historical experience rarely allow for the past to
repeat itself. But if it provides no recipes, history does invite us to pick apart the causes
and consequences as well as the influences and resistances that underlie the phenomena
that interest us. This is valuable, inasmuch as it makes us think. What, then, does the
history of citizenship in the United States and Mexico tell us about the transformations
the Mexican political system is undergoing? What has it meant to be a citizen in Mexico?
What have been its strengths and limitations?

During the struggles for independence, the birth of the new citizen was both
exciting and empowering. The new status entailed a sense of belonging and the
connotation of personal rights. In Mexico, as the experience of the Indians who stopped
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deferring to colonial officials shows, new citizenship, even in its most limited sense
of equal protection under the law, was liberating. Justicia seca, justice that was not
arbitrary, partial or corrupt, was, in the words of a “Citizen Catechism” published in
1820, one of the “Virtues” of the new order.™ ! It is also one that is notably lacking
today. On the other hand, as both countries embarked on national life, they would
construct divergent notions of citizenship that deeply influenced their subsequent
development. In the United States, being a citizen implied a standing that was sought
after, wished for, and fought over, because it meant inclusion, but also because it granted
power. Conversely, in nineteenth century Mexico, there is no “fight for suffrage” to speak
of. ™ While American citizenship--or more precisely, the American ballot--conferred a
status, Mexican “organic” citizenship merely confirmed it.

This is one of the reasons that, although elections and political representation

were a central and unavoidable fact of political life in the nineteenth century Mexico,

34



they were not the only way of doing politics, and certainly not believed to be the most
effective. Voting visually sealed the social compact of community. Indirect suffrage
allowed for the relatively peaceful negotiation of power between competing elites. ™
But while in the American political system, representation was absolutely central, in
Mexico it could not serve as a clearinghouse for conflicts within society; representation
was unable to channel conflicts and give them political expression. It was the
pronunciamiento and the representacion, both independent from state machinery, both
ritualized, legitimate outlets for the voice of the people, which proved to be the favored
instruments for acting politically: struggles for power and challenges to the basic social
pact are better expressed in the multitude of political planes than in electoral behavior
and parliamentary discussions.™ Nonetheless, the side effects of these fascinating
political texts--chronic instability at a national level, the decisiveness of military
intervention, underlying violence--were not particularly pleasant.

The reliance on devices for parallel political action that were independent of the
state machinery also seems to suggest a particular conception of the public, especially
when compared to the experience of the United States. In the land of no taxation without
representation, full citizenship meant you belonged to the public, but it also implied that
the public, or at least part of it, belonged to you. The taxpaying citizen is theoretically
entitled to demand careful spending and the provision of services. This is absent from the
way Mexican citizenship was construed. Citizenship status was linked to tax payment
only once, in 1846, with remarkably poor results. This both reflected and fed into popular
and elite conceptions of what was public--not what belonged to everyone, but what
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belonged to no one, or, worse, what belonged to the state.™ The chronic incapacity of the
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Mexican state to create the legitimacy, the sense of community, accountability and
mutual responsibility which underpins relatively healthy fiscal policies cannot be
unrelated to the ways citizens think about the State and their own space within the grand
scheme. In a context in which the public is perceived as an entity divorced from society, a
sense of entitlement and procedural convention is displaced by constant negotiations to
bridge the gap, the continuous efforts to reach an arreglo, which by definition will be
unstable.

No one doubts that the citizen will be the central player of Mexico’s transition to
democracy. Since 1988, he has been responsible for most of the changes that have opened
up the system. He should be, because of this, a preferred object of study. In looking for
lessons from the past, though, we have tended to go on archeological digs of the Mexican
psyche, to discover the ancestral flaws--inbred authoritarianism, machismo, the lack of
democratic values--that have kept the Mexican citizen locked in his labyrinth of solitude
and have made transition difficult. The search for the unchanging, overarching essence of
the Mexican not only makes for sloppy research; it seems to condemn Mexico to some
sort of authoritarian rule for centuries to come porque asi son los Mexicanos. This essay
tries to look at the ways in which the institution of citizenship was constructed,
reinterpreted and adapted at different moments in the past, at the ways it did, and did not
work. It certainly does not set an agenda, but hopefully gives clues to what can make

citizenship a valuable, efficient and dynamic instrument for political action.
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