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Map 1. Chile and the Spanish southern border, 1800.





Introduction

In early 1814 a woman named Dolores Reyes publicly challenged Chile’s military and political authorities. While residents of Concepción, Chile’s second-largest urban center, were used to the presence of armed forces—the city was located on the border between the Spanish empire and the sovereign Mapuche people who lived south of the Biobio River—this time the troops occupying the city were fighting a different enemy (see map 1). Since 1813 this sparsely populated Spanish colony on South America’s Pacific coast had been torn apart by a bitter civil war pitting the forces of Chile’s autonomous government (called insurgents or revolutionaries) against supporters of imperial or viceregal authority (called royalists). The conflict had affected in one way or another the lives of the nearly five hundred thousand people estimated to have been living in Chile at the time. The majority of these were poor women and men of mixed ancestry, followed by a significant minority of Natives and enslaved Africans and African-descended people.

Dolores Reyes came from a prominent family in Concepción—that is, she belonged to the comparatively small group of elites from Spain or of Spanish descent who occupied most positions of power in the colony. She and her relatives had been deeply involved in the imperial civil war. When the insurgent army took control of Concepción in mid-1813, military authorities jailed Reyes and her mother, Josefa Salcedo, in a spiritual retreat house that had been turned into a women’s prison. Salcedo stood accused of exchanging letters with her husband, Martín Reyes, who had left Concepción and collaborated with the royalist army. Dolores was charged with having fired a pistol in March of 1813 to celebrate the arrival of the royalist army to the city.1 On January 14, 1814, while Dolores and her mother were still in prison, the commander of the revolutionary army hanged Dolores’s uncle, José María Reyes, for the crime of treason.2

A few days later a new insurgent leader named Bernardo O’Higgins reached Concepción. Seeking local support, O’Higgins freed Dolores Reyes and Josefa Salcedo, along with other alleged royalists. It was at this moment that Reyes—after months of imprisonment and the public execution of her uncle—decided to visibly question the legitimacy of Chile’s new authorities. Shortly after her release, she paid a visit to Isabel Riquelme, Bernardo O’Higgins’s mother, while wearing on her chest a miniature portrait of the Spanish king, Fernando VII (see fig. 3.2 for an example of such portraits). This was an obvious provocation. Together with his father, Carlos IV, Fernando had abdicated the crown in 1808 to Napoleon Bonaparte, who kept him prisoner in France until March 1814. The royal abdications precipitated a war in the Iberian Peninsula against the French and their supporters and created a political vacuum in the wider Spanish empire. While most revolutionaries in Chile before 1814 claimed they were loyal to King Fernando, royalists doubted their sincerity and considered them rebels against the crown. By wearing a portrait of the captive king, Dolores Reyes was thus openly showing her support for the royalist army in the presence of relatives of Chile’s revolutionary commander. Her action, though performed inside a private residence, was remarkable enough to reach the ears of at least one other insurgent official, who heard of it from O’Higgins’s sister, Rosa Rodríguez.3

Reyes certainly knew her public display of loyalty to Fernando VII would shock the revolutionaries. Hers was an antagonistic manifestation of allegiance to the monarch: it was as much an assertion of her own convictions as it was an indictment of those of her rivals. She used an emblem of unity—the monarch whom most actors professed to support—to make visible her dissenting opinion and to insist on the division of the political community. With her action, Reyes also assumed the right to express her own views about political legitimacy. Her public challenge to the insurgent authorities was all the more striking considering that, because of her gender, she was also excluded from formal political participation. Through her public performance, then, Reyes wielded the power of visible communication to intervene in the political arena.

But Reyes’s action had even greater political significance. While she voiced her disapproval of Chile’s regime change, she inadvertently helped widen the gulf that separated Chile’s revolutionary present from its colonial past. As this book shows, the antagonistic manner in which Dolores Reyes asserted her own agency contributed to the emergence of a political landscape openly and irremediably marked by dissent. Based on an examination of Chile’s conflicted history between the first known local anticolonial conspiracy in 1780 and the installation of an authoritarian postcolonial constitution in 1833, The Age of Dissent contends that the most revolutionary dimension of this period in Chile was the opening of politics to radical political dissension. Political contestation and experimentation—regardless of whether it derived from monarchists such as Dolores Reyes or from republicans, from liberals or conservatives, from elites or marginalized groups—directly questioned the principles of unity and transcendence that ruled colonial politics and created a new profane and pluralistic political world.

This process implied more than the simple adoption of new institutions, concepts, or practices: it was a revolution in what politics meant and what could be achieved through politics. If politics concerns “the many and the world that arises between them,” as Hannah Arendt argues, then this revolution impacted the very nature and shape of that world between people.4 To bring this dimension of the revolution to light, I focus on the power of communication. By this I do not mean that this dramatic change in politics was the result of the dissemination of radical ideas or information but that it involved finding new ways of conceiving and using the power of communication. This is precisely what Dolores Reyes did when she decided to wear the portrait of the king to challenge Chile’s revolutionary leaders: she turned the realm of visible communication into an antagonistic and profane political arena. By reshaping and disputing the power of communication, Reyes and others like her reimagined the very nature of politics.

As I show in this book, notions of communication were essential to how men and women in Chile described and discussed politics. The Age of Dissent centers on two such conceptualizations: visibility and propagation (I return to them later in this introduction). In official colonial discourse, the purpose of these two forms of communication was to manifest unity and to protect and secure society’s sacred foundations. In other words, their role was supposed to be limited to reinforcing existing social and political structures. Starting around 1780, however, clashing political agents began using visibility and propagation to advance their antagonistic views and to combat those of their rivals. Following the activities of a varied set of actors, including elite women and men, the urban poor, and African descendants, I show how people in Chile turned the realm of communication into a site for the manifestation of disunity and an arena for competing social and political programs. Through their dissenting actions, ordinary and elite individuals changed the function and scope of visibility and propagation, adapting them to a new, fractured reality. No longer limited by an indisputable source of authority nor reserved for the expression of unity and concord, communication became both the engine and the scene of a revolutionary experience in political plurality.


Dissent and the Opening of the World of Politics

Since 1780 the Spanish empire—Chile included—experienced multiple social and political disturbances, including popular uprisings, civil wars, and eventually the disaggregation of most of its possessions in the Americas. But whether these developments represented a radical break with the past remains controversial.5 The most sophisticated arguments that favor conceptualizing this process as a revolution have come from historians of politics and political culture such as François-Xavier Guerra and Hilda Sábato. In their view, while the Spanish imperial crisis did not witness the takeover of the state by revolutionary factions or the replacement of the ruling classes, it nevertheless involved a political revolution in both Spain and Spanish America. Although they disagree over the exact causes, characteristics, and chronological extent of this transformation, these historians concur that it consisted in the relatively sudden replacement of traditional, monarchical political frameworks by new and modern ones.6 Chile’s political evolution would apparently conform to this interpretation: after the royal abdications of 1808 prompted a series of civil wars in the colony, by 1825 Chile, though still dominated by the same landowning elite, emerged as an independent republic based on ideas of popular sovereignty and equality before the law.

Scholars have criticized this political approach to the Hispanic revolutions for dismissing previous radical experiences in the region, privileging the ideas and activities of white elites, and downplaying the importance of alternative political projects and experiences. Recent literature has focused instead on how—between the second half of the eighteenth century and the early decades of the nineteenth—marginalized actors such as Native and African-descended people negotiated power relations, promoted their interests, and advanced their own radical ideals.7 The picture of the age of revolutions in Spanish America that emerges from these works is that of an era of multiple and open-ended struggles over the social and political order.

Yet this again raises the question about what—if anything—was revolutionary about the age of revolutions in the Spanish monarchy. As François-Xavier Guerra pointed out as early as 1992, the revolutionary nature of this period cannot be attributed simply to the pace and magnitude of social and political contestation. Guerra argued that neither the institutional transformations, nor the social and economic upheavals, nor the spread and implementation of revolutionary ideals that could be observed during the crisis of the Spanish empire constituted breaks with the past.8 One could similarly appraise more recent scholarship, as neither the emergence of radical political imaginations, nor the negotiation and open contestation of royal sovereignty, nor the active shaping of power relations and political structures by marginalized actors were unique to this period.9

Based on the case of Chile, in this book I argue that what was radically new about the age of revolutions in Spanish America was the emergence of a profaned and pluralistic political landscape. This represented an absolute departure from colonial politics, which was organized around the principles of transcendence and unity. As I show in the following chapters, the Spanish monarchy grounded its social and political order on a transcendent source of authority, God. According to this political philosophy, the world had an intrinsic, God-given order that served as the reference point for human societies. The fundamental norms of society derived therefore from an instance that was external to society itself. This instance was sacred in that it was supposed to be indisputable and beyond human reach. Subjects could challenge norms and their application, but they could not question their ultimate foundation. The primary mediator between society and this external dimension was the monarch, who had privileged access to this truth. Politics thus had a sacred core, as the act of grounding social and political order was ultimately tied to a source of authority that lay beyond the reach of ordinary subjects.10 Associated with this idea was the principle of unity. This consisted in the assumption that society’s proper and desirable state, as dictated by its transcendent point of reference, was union in hierarchy. In this view, society, as could be observed in everyday life, did not correspond to its true, perfect form, and it was the role of politics to adjust it to this normative vision of itself.

This hegemonic vision of politics did not concern merely the relationship between society on the one hand and the government or the state on the other. In colonial and revolutionary Chile, authority was institutionally distributed among multiple actors, including government officials, leaders of religious and secular corporate bodies, magistrates, hacienda owners, and household heads. In the official discourse, the power of these figures flowed directly from the same indisputable source as the king’s and constituted a reflection of society’s transcendent order and hierarchy. This political philosophy therefore had an enormous social relevance. Irrespective of their status, gender, and race, actors in both colonial and revolutionary Chile encountered this philosophy not only when they openly negotiated or contested power, such as when litigating in court, but also when they engaged in more mundane activities, such as walking in the streets or hearing a sermon during Mass.

These conventions were not simply imposed from above. In everyday life, royal authority—and the notions of transcendence and unity that sustained it—was the product of permanent negotiation and accommodation between different parties across the empire.11 This vision of politics was not monolithic either, generating instead a series of pressing problems and questions. For example, the very idea of transcendence invited discussions over the identity of the primary mediator between society and its sacred source of order. Early modern Spanish jurists such as Francisco Suárez argued that the people were the original mediators between the monarchy and God and that they had permanently delegated their sovereignty to the king (a position revolutionary elites in Spanish America adopted to justify autonomous rule after 1808).12 Actors similarly clashed over the ultimate will of the sovereign, society’s proper hierarchical structure, and the nature of the fundamental laws according to which the sovereign was to rule.13 Yet, despite its flexibility, this official approach to politics constrained legitimate political action by sacralizing society’s source of order and hailing unity as its ultimate goal.

Between 1780 and 1833, ordinary women and men such as Dolores Reyes called these official norms into question, profaning the realm of politics and forcing it to embrace open expressions of division. Through their dissenting actions, they canceled the distance between themselves and society’s exterior point of reference. This resulted not in a secularized political arena, but a profaned one. Actors continued to ground the social order on outside instances such as God or nature, but in doing so, they desecrated the position of mediator between society and its transcendent source of order. They thus rendered society’s ultimate foundation a matter of dispute and assigned to politics the power to transform (rather than reflect) the social order. Because it lacked an indisputable source of authority, this profaned political landscape was also pluralistic in that it had to embrace division and antagonism as ineradicable and even legitimate components of political life. The revolution studied in this book, then, consisted not so much in a regime change, the lifting of barriers to political participation, or how social groups used politics as an instrument to advance their own goals and objectives. Rather, it was a disclosure of the political dimension; that is, a process by which actors simultaneously created and became aware of new forms of articulating their shared world.14

Although philosophers and legal theorists have long argued that the end of conventional sacralized mediators between society and its transcendent source of authority represented a major political development in the Western world, only recently have historians begun extending this interpretation to the Spanish American revolutions.15 Often assuming or mentioning this process in passing, this literature has mainly focused on its effects on institutional politics and ideological disputes. The Age of Dissent is the first detailed exploration of how ordinary actors in revolutionary Spanish America both produced and reacted to an antagonistic and profaned political landscape.

To study this “opening of the world of politics”—to borrow Michael P. Costeloe’s phrase—I follow the proliferation of radical political dissent between 1780 and 1833.16 By radical political dissent I mean open discord over what actors considered essential elements of social and political order. These dissenting activities rendered core aspects of society a matter of contention, asserting explicitly or implicitly that they could be changed through concerted human action. As Dolores Reyes’s performance in 1814 exemplifies, these actions often involved framing the community in antagonistic terms and highlighting the contingent nature of its social and political structures. Dissent, then, was both the symptom and the cause of the desacralization of social and political authority and of the transgression of the normative ideal of unity.

Dissent is a particularly flexible category of analysis: it has no predetermined or preferred shape. It is not a property inherent to actions or ideas but a measure of differentiation or dissimilarity. As a concept, dissent interprets politics from the point of view of its intrinsic negativity, focusing on how society’s political dimension is structured by exclusion and antagonism.17 This book, then, offers what philosopher Nicole Loraux once described as a political anthropology of negativity: it seeks to understand how actors produced and processed division and disagreement and how they experienced political plurality.18 For this reason, radical dissent should not be identified solely or even mainly with anticolonial aspirations or ideas of independence. From the point of view of the hegemonic political discourse, any challenge to authority was political in that it explicitly or implicitly concerned the proper order of the world. Dissent could be everywhere.



Communication, Publicness, and Fields of Political Action

Politics is as much about grounding the social order as it is about composing and disputing worlds in common.19 To examine how dissension transformed politics in revolutionary Chile, I thus turn to communication. Communication features prominently in histories of the age of revolutions: scholars often invoke it to discuss the dissemination of the revolutionary gospel across frontiers, the empowerment of subjects and citizens through public deliberation, and the multimedia landscape that shaped revolutionary political cultures.20 Recent scholarship has dramatically improved our knowledge of the information networks Indigenous and African-descended peoples constructed in the Atlantic world, and how they used communication and media to pursue their own objectives.21 Taken together, these studies show that communication was essential to how actors during the revolutionary era framed their political agency and goals.

Yet to fully consider the relationship between communication and politics, it is necessary to challenge the assumption that communication naturally consists in the exchange of information or ideas. Notions of communication vary dramatically across time and place. As John Durham Peters has shown, in the West alone communication has referred to radically different experiences, from the transmission of data to the communion between lovers.22 The meaning of communication is never settled: people constantly discuss and negotiate what communication is and how it affects others.23 In this book, I propose to study communication as a site of contention, an arena in which past actors elaborated and discussed the worlds they shared as well as the kinds of interactions that took place within them.

In colonial and postcolonial Chile, politics and communication overlapped, not because communication put in circulation politically sensitive information but because both politics and communication concerned how people acted on each other. This connection was made explicit in the realm of activities contemporaries labeled as public. What was public were simultaneously the actions that affected others and the matters that were of concern to the community. This was a fundamentally political category: as François-Xavier Guerra and Annick Lempérière have observed, the notion of public during this period “always refers to politics.”24 But “public” was also always about communication, as notions of communication were essential to determining the social impact of people’s actions. In the concept of public, then, politics and communication were fundamentally intertwined.

Studies of the category of “public” in Spanish America during the age of revolutions have only partly acknowledged this relationship. While rich and sophisticated, this literature—which includes scholarship on the modern public sphere, civic life, and definitions of “public” and “private” in law and everyday life—has not yet fully considered the multiple parameters actors used to construct and evaluate the public impact of any given action.25 This in turn results in a partial rendering of the intersection between publicness and politics. By expanding our understanding of what constituted communication during this period, The Age of Dissent uncovers the broader range of coordinates that women and men in Chile used to determine what was public and sheds new light on the political dimension of publicness.

People in revolutionary Chile, I show, relied primarily on two modes of communication to establish what was public: visibility and propagation. In the official discourse, actions performed in crowded areas were presumed to be of common knowledge because they had been witnessed by many. What was visible was public and thus concerned society as a whole. Propagation, on the other hand, described the potential of an action or behavior to disseminate across society and affect others. This form of communication operated mainly via two mechanisms: imitation and contagion. Spreading through these means, people’s words, behaviors, and actions also gained public import.

Visibility and propagation structured fields of political action. Take the example of imitation. From the perspective of the official discourse, society was an arena in which different models of behavior coexisted and competed. Children imitated their parents, subordinates their superiors, ordinary people their neighbors. To intervene in this field of mimetic exchanges, authorities promoted what they considered good examples and combated negative ones. Thus, for instance, colonial officials hailed religious laywomen as providing the population positive examples that served to counteract the bad ones set by unruly women. Rival groups similarly saw in imitation a political battleground. While some intellectuals and political figures in postcolonial Chile hailed secular theatrical performances as providing audiences examples of morality and good behavior, members of the church rejected them for promoting dishonesty and irreligiosity. To neutralize these vectors of irreligious contamination, church figures considered it necessary to reinforce the social power of nuns and regular clergy, counting on their positive influence to check the impact of the secular theater. From the point of view of mimetic relations, then, religious laywomen, stage productions, prostitutes, nuns, and priests, although of different natures and occupying highly dissimilar social locations, participated in the same field of interactions, one held together by the force of imitation.26

According to the official colonial political philosophy, visibility and propagation needed to be channeled and controlled in accordance with the principles of transcendence and unity. What was visible had to correspond to the transcendent order of society, which visibility also helped actualize and render manifest. Thus, clothes and other visible distinctions were expected to reflect the hierarchies that emanated from society’s exterior source of authority. People’s public, visible actions similarly had to manifest veneration and obedience toward the monarch, as he was the mediator between society and the transcendent truth that dictated this order. On the other hand, authorities relied on propagation to foster what they considered proper respect toward the sacred source of their power as well as to frame conflict and division as unwanted anomalies. Mimesis and contagion provided colonial politics with a much-needed explanation for dissension, a description of its power to negatively impact society, and the instruments to fight it.

Starting around 1780, social actors in Chile began engaging with visibility and propagation in new and original ways, sometimes to combat the proliferation of dissent, sometimes to adapt to it, and sometimes to produce it. Ordinary men and women increasingly turned both fields into arenas for the pursuit of antagonistic visions of social and political order, in which formerly sacred principles of authority were profaned, and dissension and division reigned. By appropriating the powers of visibility and propagation, people in Chile reimagined their political agency and imposed plurality as politics’ inescapable horizon. As a result, by 1833, official concerns with safeguarding unity and authority coexisted in practice with a new experience of the public arena, one marked by the profanation of sources of order and the ineluctability of dissent.

This book explores these changes in a thematic rather than chronological manner. Chapter 1 introduces visibility as a field of political action. Based mostly on evidence from Santiago, Chile’s capital, it analyzes the relationship between visibility and urban spaces and shows how actors used visibility to assign political power and relevance to social phenomena. Chapter 2 studies the relation between visibility and the transcendent social order. It shows how, after Chile’s first independent junta or revolutionary committee was installed in 1810, different political factions and groups began using clothes and accessories to question as well as to create inequality. By emancipating visible publicness from the task of simply representing society’s transcendent order, these actors turned visibility into an instrument of social and political engineering. Chapter 3 focuses on how women and men in Chile transformed the relationship between visibility and the principle of unity. After 1808, people from different social backgrounds used objects such as portraits, flags, and rosettes to make their political affiliations visible and identify those of others. Through these actions, they turned visibility into an antagonistic field in which division and difference were on permanent display. Chapter 4 analyzes the destruction of secular signs of power in urban Chile between the collapse of the Spanish empire in 1808 and the consolidation of independence around 1825. Through their actions, a wide range of iconoclasts—from elite women to free African-descended artisans—transformed visibility into an instrument of profanation, rendering disputable and questionable the figures and principles colonial and postcolonial regimes tried to promote as sacred.

Chapter 5 turns to propagation, examining the relationship between political plurality and the power of imitation. It shows how, after 1808, partisan groups and political figures sought to use imitation as a political instrument, channeling its power to both produce and combat dissension. Through the example of self-proclaimed royalist hero María Ana Pérez de Arza, the chapter examines how the power of imitation became essential for how individuals understood their political agency in an era marked by antagonism and division. Chapter 6 analyzes how political agents relied on contagion (as a concept and as a set of related practices and institutions) to understand, combat, and create dissent—and thus political plurality. It focuses particularly on how people used the notion of contagion to position themselves as actors in a world of proliferating disagreement and division, as well as to explain and tolerate radical dissension.

Chapter 7 further examines the connection between political plurality and the field of propagation. It analyzes the institutions and practices authorities used to prevent the propagation of dissension and insubordination after 1780. The chapter focuses on the enormous impact these institutions and practices had on the lives of women and subaltern men, as well as on how these groups challenged them. The eighth and final chapter studies the emergence of a neutral notion of communication in revolutionary and postcolonial Chile, one not characterized by the powers of visibility or propagation. It shows how ordinary individuals and lawyers questioned the relationship between visibility, propagation, and publicness to allow for different expressions of political dissension to be considered legitimate—or at least not seditious. These views, rather than reflecting coherent doctrines of liberalism, pluralism, or the modern public sphere, were practical responses to a profaned and pluralistic experience of politics, to which they also contributed. Dissension and political plurality, then, invited actors to reconsider both the power of communication and the nature of the public sphere to make space therein for irreducible division and conflict.

Taken together, these chapters show how the fields of visibility and propagation were instrumental to the “opening” of politics in revolutionary Chile. Women and men wore accessories such as portraits and rosettes to display their antagonistic, partisan views; they chose specific clothes to make visible their position regarding social inequalities; they carried and spread incendiary documents and information they hoped would help bring down the government; they accused rivals of contaminating others with their contagious ideas and behavior. Their engagement with these fields had powerful consequences for them—from Romualdo Antonio Esponda, a modest merchant brutally flogged in Santiago’s central square for weaving a royal flag in 1814, to Mercedes Arias, a woman imprisoned in a detention house in the city of Concepción in 1817 for allegedly setting a bad political example for others. Through their efforts to, by turn, create and combat antagonism and division, people like Esponda, Arias, Dolores Reyes, and countless others shaped new ways of grounding the social order and composing the political space between them.



Chile between 1780 and 1833: A Brief Overview

In this final section, I offer a brief description of the social, military, and political developments that took place in Chile between 1780 and 1833. I also discuss the book’s chronological framework and introduce the period’s key figures, events, and factional and military struggles.

While I begin with the year 1780, dissent was hardly unknown in Chile or the broader Spanish monarchy before that date. The eighteenth century began with an inter-imperial and civil war, the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–1713), and episodes of dissension were common across the empire afterward (one scholar has calculated that, in the Andean zone of South America alone, there were ninety-five revolts between 1750 and 1781).27 Chile was no exception: a Native Mapuche insurrection erupted on the island of Chiloé in 1712, tax riots rocked Santiago and surrounding areas in 1766 and 1776, and there was widespread opposition to the royal decision to expel the Jesuit order from the Spanish empire in 1767. Additionally, during the second half of the eighteenth century, many poor, Indigenous, and African-descended individuals directly or indirectly challenged the colony’s hierarchical order by asserting their honor and bodily dignity, fighting enslavement, and challenging the payment of the Indigenous tribute. Taken together, these activities demonstrate, as I show throughout this book, that local actors were willing to “profane” royal decisions and render the social and political order a matter of dispute.

But something distinctive occurred in late 1780: a group of men in Santiago conspired to overthrow the government and make Chile an independent republic. The main conspirators were two Frenchmen, Antonio Vergne and Antonio Gramusset, joined by a lawyer named Mariano Pérez de Saravia from the neighboring Spanish colony of Río de la Plata. People in Chile were at the time discussing both the Indigenous revolution led by José Gabriel Condorcanqui (Tupac Amaru II) and Micaela Bastidas in Peru and the American (US) revolution. There were also rumors of an imminent British attack against the colony. The Santiago conspirators likely believed this hemispheric uncertainty, combined with earlier expressions of social discontent, set the stage for a revolution in Chile. To garner popular support, Vergne, Gramusset, and Pérez de Saravia developed a political program that included the abolition of slavery, of the death penalty, and of social hierarchies. They also contemplated the equal distribution of land and protecting the Catholic Church against government intervention. This project responded as much to European radical ideologies as to what the conspirators perceived were the goals of disparate groups in Chile—African and African-descended people, be they enslaved or free, the urban and rural poor, and Indigenous peoples. But the plotters never got the chance to make their plan public. In late 1780, when only a handful of individuals knew about the conspiracy (and it is difficult to establish whether they participated in it), Pérez de Saravia denounced Vergne and Gramusset to the colony’s highest court, the royal Audiencia. In early 1781, the tribunal imprisoned and deported the two Frenchmen to Lima, ignoring the other alleged conspirators.

I have chosen to begin this study in 1780 because, although ineffective, the conspiracy of Vergne, Gramusset, and Pérez de Saravia symbolizes a change in the status of dissension within the colony. The plot brought together the aspirations of different actors and processed them for the first time into a revolutionary political program—which implicitly meant framing politics as a mechanism with the capacity to transform the existing order. The plan made patent that social hierarchies were a matter of contention and that royal authority was not beyond dispute. The year 1780 also serves as a marker because of the global circumstances that encouraged the conspirators. The conspirators likely saw the Tupac Amaru and American revolutions as indicators of imperial weakness and the emergence of alternative forms of rule. While part of their project was ideologically linked to the European republican tradition, these men also considered the need to invite the independent Mapuche groups who lived east of the Andes and south of the Biobio River to appoint their own representatives to the government—a gesture toward Indigenous sovereignty that echoed the issues raised by the Tupac Amaru revolution. The year 1780, then, exemplifies the experimental and open-ended nature both of the Atlantic revolutions and of Chile’s revolutionary experience in particular. While manifest expressions of radical dissent were rare in Chile for years after 1781, colonists were aware of the monarchy’s mounting political, financial, and military difficulties as well as of the challenges posed to the existing order in other regions of the Atlantic world. Efforts to reinforce the sacrality of social and political structures now took place against a local and global background marked by the existence—avowed or disavowed—of radical social and political alternatives.28

Although 1780 marked the onset of an era of rising challenges to the official colonial discourse in Chile, the final opening of politics came only decades later, as the imperial crisis of the 1790s and 1800s culminated in the collapse of the Spanish monarchy in 1808. I divide this period into two phases: a “revolutionary” one, between 1808 and the insurgent victories of 1817, and a “postrevolutionary” one, between 1817 and 1833. The first corresponds mainly to the downfall of the monarchy and the imperial civil wars in the colony, while the second is primarily identified with the organization of Chile as an independent country. These two labels serve solely as chronological signposts: for contemporaries, both the nature of the revolution and its outcome remained uncertain at least until the late 1820s. How dissension transformed politics during these years is explored in the following chapters. Here I will limit myself to listing the most relevant social and political developments.

When news arrived in Chile of the royal abdications of 1808 and the war against the French, two main factions formed among local elites. Some supported the establishment of an autonomous collegiate government—a junta—while others rejected the need for any institutional innovations. For the sake of simplicity, I will call the former insurgents or revolutionaries and the latter royalists. While the colony’s highest-ranking official, the governor, sided with royalists, members of several other institutions joined the ranks of insurgents. This division also extended to the Catholic Church, whose members split into antagonistic political factions for the entire revolutionary period. In Chile as in the rest of the Spanish empire, the ideological bases of monarchical order became the subject of much contention, and
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