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Introduction

The Persistence of Mutual
Influence: Europe and Latin
America in the 1820s

Matthew Brown University of Bristol, UK

Gabriel Paquette The Johns Hopkins University, USA

Abstract

The independence of Latin America from colonial rule in the first decades of the nine-

teenth century is generally held to have broken the bonds which had linked Europe to

the Americas for three centuries. This article contends that a re-examination of the

decade of the 1820s reveals the persistence, as well as the reconfiguration, of connec-

tions between the Old World and the New after the dissolution of the Iberian Atlantic

monarchies. Some of these multi-faceted connections are introduced and explored,

most notably commercial ties, intellectual and cultural influences, immigration, financial

obligations, the slave trade and its suppression, and diplomatic negotiations. Recognition

and appreciation of these connections has important consequences for our understand-

ings of the history of the Atlantic World, the ‘Age of Revolutions’, and Latin American

Independence itself.
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In the early modern period, the histories of Europe and Latin America were inti-
mately interconnected, or ‘entangled’, as an increasingly influential school of his-
torians have come to argue.1 Colonialism, global trade, and transoceanic
migration, both coerced and free, ensured that the continents’ trajectories were
entwined, their development mutually constitutive, and their interaction unceasing.
Figures as different as Edmund Burke and the Abbé Raynal, Adam Smith and Karl
Marx, all shared this conviction. Contemporary practitioners of Atlantic History
have confirmed these insights, made them more nuanced, and added texture.2
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The dissolution of the Atlantic empires c.1770–1825 is generally held to have atten-
uated the linkages which had multiplied and thickened over the previous three
centuries. If Atlantic History’s central emphasis is on connections across oceans
and imperial boundaries, then that of the ‘Age of Revolutions’ is rupture and
radical discontinuity, in spite of mutual revolutionary influences, as new states
stumbled out of the wreckage of empire.3

In many respects, however, scholars are beginning to perceive that imperial
disaggregation in some cases deepened the connections rather than sundered
them.4 Besides outlays of blood and treasure, independence struggles activated
ever-simmering geopolitical rivalries in the Old World. Franco-Spanish interven-
tion in the American Revolution after 1778 and Britain’s profligate and unsuccess-
ful invasion of Revolutionary Saint-Domingue in 1793–98, in which it lost 15,000
troops,5 are two key examples. European conflicts, too, reverberated ever louder in
the New World. The occupation of the Iberian peninsula by Napoleon’s troops in
1807–8 necessitated the transfer of the Portuguese court from Lisbon to Rio de
Janeiro while the forced abdications of the Bourbon kings at Bayonne triggered a
crisis of sovereignty that finally unravelled the Spanish Atlantic Monarchy.6 In the
subsequent decades, the tail end of Europe’s formal dominion over Latin America,
reciprocal influences abounded.

The 1820s as a Decade of Reconfiguration and Recalibration

The silence of historians on the decade of the 1820s is significant. The neglect of the
continuities of this decade, particularly the latter half of it, has given unjustified
support to a range of theories about European, Latin American and global histor-
ical changes during the nineteenth century. It has been assumed too readily,
for example, that the Age of Revolutions entailed the abrupt cessation of links
between Europe and the Americas, triggering divergent historical evolution.
Undeniably, the bonds that had fastened each to the other did slacken. During
the Axial Age, as Europe extended its formal dominion over great swathes of Asia
and Africa, Latin America largely escaped unscathed.7 Recolonization by Europe
was rarely seriously contemplated. To be sure, there was a great deal of bluster,
such as when Spain’s foreign minister told the British ambassador that Ferdinand
VII would ‘never cease to employ the force of arms against his rebellious subjects’.8

Formal sovereignty was threatened from time to time in the nineteenth century,
including France’s belligerent bullying of Haiti to pay an indemnity (1825), Spain’s
invasion of Mexico (1829), the frequent Franco-British bombardments of Buenos
Aires, and Spain’s gunboat diplomacy in Chile and Peru (early 1860s).
Nevertheless, except for the French-backed installation of Maximilian on the
throne of Mexico (1864–67) and Spain’s reincorporation of Santo Domingo
(1865), these efforts were rarely sustained and even less often successful. Latin
American states had much more to fear from the United States, which seized
Florida (1819), annexed Texas (1845), and stripped Mexico of more than half of
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its claimed national territory (1848), not to mention its relentless filibustering in the
Caribbean and Central America throughout the nineteenth century.9

The absence of formal dominion notwithstanding, the extent of the rupture
ushered in by independence and the end of mutual influence between the Old
World and the New, after 1820, has been exaggerated with distorting effect. The
end of the Iberian empires shifted the terms of the relations between Europe and
Latin America, but it did not attenuate them. Connections continued, though they
often were reconfigured. Contemporaries were aware that links would persist
despite the shifting of the geopolitical plates. In his widely-read tract ‘Rid
Yourselves of Ultramaria’, Jeremy Bentham predicted that ties of language, culture
and kinship would ensure commercial contacts and political involvement after
empire’s demise in Ibero-America.10 Bentham vastly underestimated the situation:
colonial-era laws and institutions paradoxically remained in effect well after inde-
pendence throughout the Americas as nascent states grappled with how they
should be replaced.11 New polities found it nearly impossible to abrogate unfavour-
able trade treaties signed by pre-independence governments, often under duress,
whose long-term effects on economic development were routinely and widely
lamented. Furthermore, European colonialism persisted in small yet strategically
crucial fragments of Latin America. Spain retained Cuba and Puerto Rico while
France, Britain, and the Netherlands clung to sugar-producing islands in the
Caribbean and territorial footholds on the northern coast of South America.
The 1820s, in fact, were the ‘golden age’ of sugar production in the French West
Indies as French imports from the colonies and the number of ships involved in the
colonial trade doubled between 1816 and 1829.12 The British presence was also
strengthened in these years: Britain went on to increase its presence in the Malvinas
(Falkland) Islands in 1833, and also expanded the frontiers of its colony in Guiana
in the 1840s.13

Europeans in the Midst of Change in Latin America

In justifying Britain’s recognition of Latin American independence, through trea-
ties of amity and friendship signed in 1825, Foreign Secretary George Canning
boasted that he had struck a blow for liberty against the arch-monarchical
Congress System. He claimed to have brought ‘the New World into existence to
redress the balance of the Old’.14 This was much more of a boast than a blow. The
hot air of the British House of Commons had generally dissipated into the Atlantic
winds by the time it reached Latin America. Rather than diplomatic bluster, it was
home-grown declarations of sovereignty that presaged the formation of new pol-
ities. Independence was achieved through the efforts of Latin Americans, and the
contribution of European politicians, like Canning, was peripheral at best.
However, of course, these processes involved Latin American reaction to
European events, most notably Napoleon Bonaparte’s invasion and occupation
of the Iberian Peninsula in 1807–8.15 Furthermore, the very achievement of inde-
pendence was aided and abetted by non-state European actors, as recent research
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into the activities of itinerant foreign revolutionaries, adventurers, spies, freeboo-
ters, and merchants in Spanish America has revealed.16 The new Latin American
polities, nominally sovereign, found themselves linked to Europe by foreigners in
their midsts. In some cases, it was Spaniards or Portuguese who remained after
empire’s end, whose presence was sometimes found to be undesirable and triggered,
respectively, anti-Spanish and Lusophobic riots.17 In other cases, such as in Buenos
Aires, British merchant communities burgeoned as trade restrictions fell, whereas
in Brazil the government encouraged the emigration of German farmers and Irish
mercenaries.18

Europe’s presence also was felt in more coercive ways, many of which have been
traditionally lumped together as components of ‘informal empire’.19 Loans taken
from European financiers, generally but not exclusively through the City of
London, enabled Latin American states to remain afloat when they were too
weak to impose direct taxes.20 Many of these loans were in default by the late
1820s and, where they were not, the perils of unsustainable debt-funded state-
building were obvious. By 1830, for example, Brazil had borrowed four times its
annual revenue.21 As the heirs as well as the antagonists of colonial regimes, Latin
American nations retained old connections to the world markets, exporting com-
modities and precious metals while often deepening their dependence on African
slave labour. Reliance on slave labour brought these nascent polities into open
conflict with a British state purportedly committed to the abolition of such
‘odious commerce’ and prepared to send its frigates to patrol South American
waters.22 By the mid-1830s, British exports of cottons to Latin America had
reached an annual value of around £3,206,000, a figure which had serious effects
on local manufacturers across the continent, and one of the first signs that Spain
and Portugal’s former colonies might be entering Britain’s ‘informal empire’.23 The
inconclusive nature of inter-state warfare sometimes precipitated European medi-
ation, including British intervention in the war between the United Provinces of
Argentina and Brazil which resulted in the creation of the independent buffer-state
of Uruguay in 1828.24

Intellectual Ties across the Atlantic

In addition to commerce, finance and immigration, ideas also linked Europe and
Latin America in the 1820s. The composition of constitutions for the new Latin
American states often involved the accommodation of European political thought
to American soil.25 The political thought of the French Restoration, with its
attempt to steer a middle, moderate course between republicanism and absolute
monarchy, exerted a major influence, particularly in Brazil where Benjamin
Constant’s notion of pouvoir neutre was enshrined in the 1824 constitution as the
poder moderador and where François Guizot’s juste milieu would animate the
Regresso movement of the mid-1830s.26 British ideas, too, proved influential,
whether one looks to Rivadavia’s efforts to implement Benthamite ideas or to
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Bolı́var’s enchantment with the British political system.27 But perhaps the greatest
influence, paradoxically, remained the Spanish constitution of 1812. Though
Spanish American liberals had clashed with their Peninsular counterparts at
Cádiz, the 1812 constitution remained widely influential after independence.
While breaking from their Spanish forerunner in the establishment of a strong
executive, rejection of unicameralism, and modification of a broad franchise, the
following Latin American constitutions bore unmistakable traces of the Cádiz
model: Argentina (1826), Chile (1828), Peru (1828), New Granada (1830, 1832),
Uruguay (1830) and Venezuela (1830).28 Furthermore, in the political turmoil fol-
lowing independence, eighteenth-century ‘enlightened reform’, often combined
with a Bonapartism derived from the French-Revolutionary inheritance, retained
its attractiveness.29

It was not only the example of Europe, as conveyed through books, pamphlets
and newspapers, from which ideas were drawn. Direct relationships also played a
key role. The networks, ideas and values of foreigners in Latin America after 1820
have not been studied in much depth, though some historians are now beginning to
view these individuals as mediators between cultures. Cultural interaction and
exchange was fostered by the presence of European scientists and artists, whether
freelance or state-sponsored, in the early years following independence.30

Furthermore, the entire concept of what it meant to be ‘foreign’ in societies of
extreme demographic diversity was interrogated by Latin American elites who
often privileged pragmatic motives over identity politics when determining who
could, or could not, become a member of their new nations.31 The distinction
between a European and, say, a ‘Colombian’ or a ‘Chilean’ was surprisingly
fluid throughout the 1820s.

Thinking about Influence the Other Way Round

The connections and exchanges summarized above may make it seem as though
influence between Latin America and Europe was unidirectional, that political and
cultural influence followed the trade winds that had swept Columbus to the
Americas three centuries earlier. But this was far from the case in the 1820s.
Political and cultural transfer transformed both sides of the Atlantic.32 Latin
American affairs reverberated powerfully in the Old World after formal dominion
ended. The first and most obvious impact was the national introspection it pro-
voked in the former metropoles of Spain and Portugal, even if the economic impact
proved less severe than feared by contemporaries and previously supposed by
latter-day historians.33 Iberian elites were forced to grapple with shrunken revenues
and diminished international stature. For Spain, it entailed rethinking the remnants
of its empire – Cuba, Puerto Rico and the Philippines – a process that proceeded
fitfully, as evidenced by Ferdinand VII’s refusal to countenance recognition of
most of the ex-colonies up until his death in 1833.34 In Portugal, debates raged
concerning Portugal’s economic (and political) viability without colonies and the
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feasibility of establishing the plantation agriculture system lost in Brazil in Angola,
Mozambique and São Tomé.35

Yet the impact went beyond the trauma triggered by colonial dismemberment.
The independence of Latin America was a powerful inspiration for what historian
Maurizio Isabella has christened the ‘Liberal International’ of the post-Napoleonic
period.36 As exiles from the failed revolutions of 1820–23 in Portugal, Naples,
Piedmont and Spain plotted their next steps, they were keenly aware, in
Portuguese poet and politician Almeida Garrett’s phrase, that they had received
the ‘example and impulse of liberty from America’.37 For the Italian exiles, the
establishment of republics in the New World was the indispensable precondition
for the creation of a global federal order.38 Nor were these beleaguered
revolutionaries and exiles alone. Latin American independence coincided with
the rise of European romanticism, with its repudiation of established systems,
enchantment with liberty and individuality against tyranny and constraint, and
cult of adventure.39 Like the contemporary Greek struggle for independence, the
Romantics saw in Latin America the antithesis of the spiritual corruption, venality
and decadence of Europe.40 But if Spanish America was often a beacon or inspi-
ration, its example could also be construed as an albatross: the public dispute
between Constant and the Abbé de Pradt, an acolyte of Napoleon who became
an influential commentator on Latin American affairs, concerning Bolı́var’s
authoritarian drift is emblematic of how closely the European public followed
Latin American political and economic developments. Interest was not always
abstract. Besides the material interests of European lenders, bondholders and mer-
chants, Latin American affairs intersected with the aims of European powers.41

Here the abolition of the slave trade, and Brazilian and Hispano-Cuban resistance
to it, loomed large. Though in smaller numbers than at the close of the nineteenth
century, Europeans flocked to the New World, sometimes with mixed results, and
their misadventures and broken dreams filled newspaper columns and catalysed
armchair fantasies of exotic lands.42

The essays offered in this special issue highlight the persistence of mutual influ-
ence and connections between Europe and Latin America after independence. They
focus almost exclusively on the relations between Latin America and the ex-metro-
poles of Spain and Portugal. They are largely confined to intellectual and political
connections, though a full account would address economic and cultural links that
survived, and even expanded, after the dissolution of the Iberian empires.43 We
start from the premise that transnational history, when confined to a single conti-
nent, cannot adequately account for the global dimension of intellectual develop-
ment and political change. Historians are growing accustomed to locating the
‘imperial’ or ‘extra-European’ aspects of European political thought and to the
tensions between the expansion of liberalism in Europe and the creation of regimes
of ‘exception’ in the colonies.44 Yet the essays in this special issue reveal that intel-
lectual influence often operated outside of the framework of empire and that
it strayed beyond the confines of national as well as continental boundaries.
The project of which this special issue forms a part seeks to unbound imperial
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histories from their national moorings, and in so doing, deepen our understanding
of how modern Latin America coalesced after independence, and of how these
Latin American processes left marks on modern Europe’s development.
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