IB 02-1



Nations and nation-building
in the Americas, 1787-1867

The revolutionary era in the Americas had ended by the second decade
of the 19th century but peace was short-lived. The new nations had
hastily redrawn the map of the Americas which created new tensions
igniting three decades of border conflict from Canada to Argentina.
Internally, the newborn nations were challenged to establish peace,
order and prosperity. The revolutions brought sovereignty but not
stability. The critical issue was adopting and implementing a system of
government that promised both political stability and the promotion of
revolutionary ideals. Three forms of government would emerge:
democratic republicanism, constitutional monarchy, and dictatorship.
Canada had a parliamentary confederation responsible to Great Britain.
The United States adopted a republican form of federal government.
Brazil had a constitutional monarchy. Mexico went from dictatorship to
constitutional monarchy to republican government. While there were
many variations throughout the Americas, an important point was the
division of powers between the states or provinces.

Due to the huge geographical expanse and topography, as well as the
variety of European colonial powers and local populations, the situation
in Latin America and the Caribbean was far more complex than that of
Canada and of the United States. The colonial Spanish viceroyalties and
captaincies-general were gone, replaced by new nations or groups of
nations, with new borders. The Portuguese colony of Brazil became a
monarchy. The French colonies remained, with the exception of Haiti
and its violent slave rebellion and independence revolution. Some
Spanish colonies seized by the British and the Dutch in the Caribbean
remained colonies until well into the 20th century, and some, even to
this day. Elaborating a form of government suitable to each nation was
a long, arduous process. Much the same as in the northern part of the
Americas, people debated on who would hold power and how this
power would be distributed, as well as which groups would be excluded
from power (like slaves, Native Americans, 7estizos, immigrants,
women, the poor, the illiterate). A few ideologues debated what role
revolutionary ideals would play in creating new nations and what
influence traditional colonial values and beliefs, notably race, religion
and sodial class would exert in this process.

The tug-of-war in Latin America and the Caribbean between liberals and
conservatives would be decisive and in many ways different from the
same conflict in the northern part of the Americas. Liberals in Latin
America and the Caribbean were influenced by the Enlightenment and
the US Revolution and espoused a free-trade economy, a republican
form of government, rule of law, hierarchical and limited civil rights and
a reduction in the power and influence of the Roman Catholic Church.
Conservatives wanted to keep the link between church and state and
implement reforms slowly, ensuring traditional colonial institutions and
structures that benefited the advantaged position of the élites in the
particular nations. The conflict was not easily resolved and the search for
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The 13 colonies in British North America started the independence
movement and ousted the British after a bitter struggle by 1783. The
challenge was to create a constitutionally based system of
government that enshrined the revolutionary ideals of life, liberty
and the pursuit of happiness. The first attempt, the Articles of
Confederation, lasted only five years. The issue was determining an
acceptable division of power between the federal government and
the 13 states. Two camps emerged in the debate: The Federalists
wanted a strong central government, reduced power of the states
and opposed a Bill of Rights..Tﬁé"Anti.-cheralists opposed a strong
federal government, believed the states must hold the balance of

power and promoted a Bill of Rights. At times the debate was
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competing factions and ideologies was elusive, even for the élites. In
'addition. the destruction caused during the wars of independence,
especially in Venezuela, Uruguay and Mexico, was a huge setback f.or
these countries. In Mexico, Uruguay, Argentina and Brazil regionalist
disputes escalated to internecine battles between factions grappling
for national power. All over the Americas, two powerful ideological
groups wrestled for control of the new nations—liberals and
conservatives. Liberals championed the revolutionary ideals of

enlightenment—liberty, fraternity and equality—in theory, but rarely
In practice. They believed in republican forms of government, fre
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