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The fundamental concepts which structure our perception of the world are 

basically common sense, to such a degree that they are often invisible to us. These 

conceptual lenses do not even seem to be lenses at all, but simply to correspond to the 

world “as it is”. Independence is without a doubt one of these basic notions, tranparent in 

appearance. Today’s readers believe that they have no difficulty whatsoever in 

understanding this word when every now and then it appears in a text written in English 

or Spanish one, two or three centuries ago. Over the past three hundred years, however, 

it has been invested with very diverse historical experiences, meanings and values. This 

accumulation of experiences has evolved in such a way that new meanings have gradually 

eclipsed old ones. Hence the need for an operation in unveiling and “translation” in order 

to recover old, half-buried meanings which would be absolutely invisible to present-day 

readers were it not for this process of “conceptual excavation”. In this respect, the 

conceptual historian’s task involves a process of distancing himself from common sense 

which may result in the occasional surprise. His work implies a progressive estrangement 

from what initially seemed familiar and evident but is gradually revealed to be strange and 

unusual. In this way, we will soon realize that the meanings acquired by the term 
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independence during the 18th and 19th centuries, with the affirmation of individual 

liberties, the rise of nationalisms or the processes of decolonization, did not at first exist.  

An initial quantitative approach shows that the word independence – along with its 

derivatives and cognates – has steadily increased in use in the modern world, in inverse 

proportion to the decline in use of its opposite, dependence. The growth in the use of the 

word, both substantial and sustained, may be traced in a statistical manner in the lexical 

flow of the main Euro-American languages, in the titles of books listed in the catalogues of 

the principal libraries, and in other similar databases. In fact, one of the many ways of 

describing modernity is to characterize it as that recent period when the notion of 

independence – closely associated to other terms like liberty, equality, sovereignty, 

emancipation or rights – gained ground in political discourse, both at a domestic level and 

on the international stage. Whilst it is true that in contemporary discourse the word 

normally refers to two agents, namely individual and nation – the former above all in a 

moral-economic and the latter in a political sense –, this has not, as we shall see, 

prevented the concept from historically being applied to a wide range of other entities, 

authorities and collectives. It seems clear, in any case, that the historical trajectory of the 

term independence is closely linked to the process of secularization and the progressive 

constitution of the modern subject, be it the liberal or the republican version.  

“From the perspective of Cognitive Semantics”, noted Geeraerts, “linguistic 

categories evolve from prototypic to new meanings as a result of metonymic or 

metaphorical projections along the history of language”. Various studies in this discipline 

maintain, indeed, that our conceptual system has metaphorical origins and that the 

categories we use in social life almost always originate with our most primary experiences 

as human beings, such as our movements in space and the manipulation of objects. 

Beginning with these primary images and basic orientative outlines, by analogy there 

gradually developed semantic changes and more sophisticated notions, which very 

frequently evolved from the concrete to the abstract.  

Thus, there would be a core meaning from which – via metaphorical projection 

from one conceptual dominion to another – differing meanings would gradually develop, 
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ever more distant from the original experience. In the case in which we are interested, it 

appears to be evident – etymological analysis confirms this – that the kernel of the 

concept is a simple spatial image, of the “good is up/bad is down”-type. Consequently, to 

depend on someone originally meant to be attached to or suspended from a person 

situated in a higher position, which is obviously bad, and one imagines that, if they could 

possibly avoid it, nobody would like to depend on – i.e. to be hung from, to be subjected 

to – someone more powerful, as is, par excellence, sovereign power, but would prefer to 

occupy that superior position. Upon this elemental cognitive foundation, the new 

designative needs which accompanied modern times in the Western world progressively 

demanded neologisms in meaning which, in this semantic field, steadily reduced the use 

of the terminology relative to dependence in all its forms, whilst, on the other hand, there 

was a multiplication of the uses of words which lent a growing value to autonomy and 

independence, both in reference to people as individuals and to collective bodies, and 

eventually with regard to nations, peoples and states.  

The first uses in a vaguely political sense of the Castilian word independencia date 

from the early 17th century. An approximate sequence of the formation of the word, by 

derivation, might be as follows: Latin pendo, dependēre > Spanish depender (13th c.) > 

dependiente (13th c.) / dependente (14th c.) > independiente (15th c.) / independente (16th c.) 

> independencia (early 17th c.). The equivalent terms in neighbouring languages – French 

(indépendance), English (independency, later independence), Italian (independenza, later 

indipendenza) – appear to have begun to be employed, with slight variations, at the same 

time. The term first appeared, early in the 17th century, in Church documents and legal 

contexts, and generally referred to the controversial claim for autonomy by certain 

religious orders and other ecclesiastical institutions or communities (during the English 

Civil War too, the adepts of one of the most radical Puritan sects, who advocated the total 

independence of each individual church or congregation, were known as “the 

Independents”). Previously, not only had the word independence not existed, but, for 

centuries, the very concept, applied to human beings, was simply inconceivable. In the 

pre-modern world, the only perfect entities were collective; the individual, an imperfect 
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creature, was unthinkable outside the community. Moreover, the traditional idea of 

order, theological, corporative and jurisdictional, consisted of a system of 

interdependences, in other words, a broad multilevelled network of dependences, 

mediated by law, between a plurality of bodies under the supreme rule of the Almighty.  

In the field of political literature of the early modern times, authors such as 

Machiavelli or Bodin were not yet using the term and limited themselves to advising rulers 

to strive “non dependere più dalle arme e fortuna d’altri” (“not to depend on the forces or 

the fortune of others”) (The Prince, VI and VII) or emphasizing “qu’il n’y a que celuy 

absoluement souverain qui ne tient rien d’autruy” [that “the only ruler who is sovereign in 

an absolute sense is one who holds nothing of any other prince”] (Les six livres de la 

République, I, IX). In the 17th century, the word independence began to appear a few 

times, even, exceptionally, in the title of the odd work. Thus, in 1626, Carrillo Lasso 

published a treaty on the Soberanía e independencia de otro príncipe temporal que gozan 

los ínclitos Reyes de España (Sovereignty and Independence of the Kings of Spain). Some 

years later, Thomas Hobbes wrote that “in all times kings and persons of sovereign 

authority, because of their independency, are in continual jealousies, and in the estate 

and posture of gladiators”, in other words, these powers are in fact “in a condition of war 

one against another” (Leviathan, XIII). Saavedra Fajardo, meanwhile, noted that “cada uno 

quisiera para sí la suprema potestad y pender de sí mismo” [“everyone wishes to enjoy 

supreme power and to depend on themselves”] (Empresas, LIV). At the end of the 17th 

century, archbishop Bossuet, a great apologist of the divine right of kings, did not hesitate 

to defend “l’indépendance des rois dans leur temporel” [“the independence of kings in 

temporal matters”] (Mémoire sur le livre de Roccaberti, III).  

In the 18th century, when applied to individuals, this notion tends to have very 

negative connotations. Independence is compared to, on the one hand, isolation and 

unsociability in a hypothetical precivilized natural condition, and, on the other, radical 

disorder, insubordination and anarchy. And when referring to rulers, neither is it regarded 

with any sympathy whatsoever by most of the enlightened writers. Feijoo claimed that 

total independence is an “essential concept of divinity” which in no way can be attributed 
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to the crown (Teatro crítico universal, 1728-1729 and 1733). Montesquieu recalled that 

“les hommes ont renoncé à leur indépendance naturelle pour vivre sous des lois 

politiques” [“men have surrendered their natural independence in order to live under 

political law”] (Esprit des Lois, V), and Diderot’s Encyclopedia entirely rejects the political 

and moral implications of this illusion, “pierre philosophale de l’orgueil humain” 

[“philosophical keystone of human pride”] hidden within the term “indépendance” 

(Encyclopédie, VIII, 1765).  

From mid-century onwards, in some fields, such as ius gentium (law of nations), we 

detect a certain tendency to ennoble the concept, which began to be applied more and 

more to peoples, states and nations, to the detriment of monarchs. Thus, Spanish jurist 

Olmeda y León, following in Vattel’s footsteps, outlined a hypothetical “right to 

independence” for each state, understood in defensive terms as the “capacity to prevent 

other states from interfering in its own affairs, and to defend itself against insults, 

obstructing anything that might be harmful to its own interests”. Against this background, 

the most significant event was without any doubt the American Revolution, which 

prompted a marked politicization of the concept, closely associated with the notion of 

liberty.  

The uprising of the Thirteen Colonies against the homeland, including the famous 

Declaration of Independence, would have a considerable impact throughout the Atlantic 

world. Although the objective of independence understood as secession from the British 

Crown was assumed by the Founding Fathers much later than is commonly believed, and 

until the very eve of the renowned Declaration, Washington and Jefferson still aspired to 

some kind of autonomy or federal-type relationship with the United Kingdom, the 

American separatist movement lent a new edge to the concept, which changed from 

being essentially defensive to openly offensive. In employing the term independence with 

reference for the first time to a people who, shaking off its prior subordination, was 

unilaterally breaking political bands with the mother country and solemnly announcing its 

intention to take its place “among the powers of the earth”, the American Revolution 
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presented unprecedented opportunities to apply the concept within the context of 

international relations, and in particular the dissolution of the colonial empires.  

The consequences were almost immediate. In one way or another, the impact of 

the new “American freedom” was to be seen everywhere. In the Hispanic world, whilst 

from the presidency of the Coucil of Castille the Count of Aranda addressed his famous 

Exposición sobre la conveniencia de crear reinos independientes en América (Report on the 

convenience of creating independent kingdoms in America) to king Charles III and the 

Count of Fernán Núñez alluded several times in his Vida de Carlos III to “the independence 

of America”, referring to the Anglo-Americans, the Peruvian jesuit Juan Pablo Viscardo 

drew up in 1790 his Proyecto para independizar la América Española (Plan to make 

Spanish America independent) where the words Revolution and Independence went hand 

in hand. The Spanish writer Juan Pablo Forner, meanwhile, proposed a political definition 

of nation as “a civil society independent from empire or foreign domination”, and extolled 

the virtue of those who strove to “remove a nation from political dependence upon other 

nations”. Although definitions of a moral or individualist nature were still very prominent, 

it is clear that in these latter decades of the 18th century, as a result of the American 

Revolution, it was above all the collective and territorial content of the term 

independence which dominated political discourse.  

It is worth noting, in any case, that the “strong meaning” which the Americans had 

given the concept in the field of international relations was by no means the only one. On 

the contrary, well into the 19th century, the term independence continued frequently to be 

employed in a number of contexts in a diluted, relative sense, which in no way implied a 

total separation between the agents referred to. While in the past, in composite 

monarchies, usually the word independence did not referred to the secession of a 

province or kingdom from a former monarchy or empire, but precisely rather to a way of 

integration in with it. (In fact, “independence” was very often at that time understood as 

one of the more common means of achieving unity by joining several “perfect 

communities” in order to constitute a larger polity. So, when applied to political bodies, 

the most common meaning of independence was a relative and gradual one, referring to a 
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certain degree of juridical autonomy of one of these bodies in its relationships to others. 

Later on, in federal countries even the expression “free and independent state” frequently 

referred to a territory which exercised a certain degree of self-government, incorporated 

within another larger polity. That autonomy did not then preclude submission to the 

common sovereignty of a broader empire, federation or state. Such ambiguity would be 

fully exploited by Spanish-American autonomists and separatists at the beginning of the 

crisis of the monarchy in 1808. In fact, in most of the statements, manifestos and 

pamphlets published between 1808 and 1810 in Spanish America and in which that word 

featured – with the exception of a few Venezuelan proclamations and one or two others – 

when there is reference to the relationship between the viceroyalties and the motherland, 

the demand for independence usually expressed the desire for autonomy and, above all, 

equal treatment, which would put the American Spaniards on the same level as the 

European Spaniards from an institutional point of view (especially with regard to the 

representation in Parliament of the New World provinces).  

Alter 1810, when the conflict was radicalized, this rhetoric of equal treatment 

would quickly be replaced by that of total separation (“absolute independence”, in the 

phrase of the time). A similar politico-semantic evolution may be observed in Portuguese 

America, though the process occurred a decade later; in the case of Brazil, the watershed 

between the two dominant meanings of the term independence – as equality and as 

secession – came in 1822.  

Although since the late 18th century various statesmen had expressed their concern 

over the blatant subordination of the Spanish monarchy’s foreign policy to the interests of 

the French Republic (and subsequently those of the French Empire), the real turning point 

vis-à-vis the concept in the Hispanic world would come with the crisis of the spring of 

1808. For the Spanish publicists of the time – the vast majority of whom opposed the 

Napoleonic occupation – Spain had lost what little independence it retained following the 

shameful abdications of the royal family in Bayonne, and it was a question of recovering 

this independence at any cost, with recourse to armed conflict if necessary. From the very 

beginning the patriots repeatedly invoked “national independence” against the usurpation 
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by Bonaparte “and his satellites”. The word immediately acquired an unusual prominence 

in political publications. The first proclamations by the juntas (revolutionary committees) 

called for Spaniards to fight for “the independence of the country and its institutions”. In 

June 1808, “A Representative of the People” in Teruel signed a political pamphlet which 

ended by advocating “a constitution which guarantees the generous Spanish people the 

independence of their Sovereign, their own dignity, their venerable religion, their honour, 

their lives, their sacred rights, which had heretofore been the plaything of despotism”. In 

the early months of the patriotic uprising and the subsequent war, it was not unusual for 

independence and national sovereignty to be confused and almost equated with the 

return of the crown to the “captive king”, that is, to Ferdinand VII, whom the vast majority 

of the country regarded as the sole legitimate monarch.  

Months later, Alberto Lista underlined once again the need to ensure the national 

independence for which the patriots were bravely fighting. In the same text, as was the 

case in the many others published in the peninsula during those months, there was 

reference to a government which would have to achieve “the independence (of) eleven 

million Spaniards”, which indicated that the concept was applicable only to the European 

part of the monarchy. So, although the American councils, juntas and authorities quite 

often declared themselves to be in favour of the Spanish nation’s independence from the 

intrusion of the French Empire, the exclusivist tone of this notion in the motherland would 

lead to an increasingly marked difference between the usages of the concept on either 

side of the ocean.  

In comparison with the patriotic nuances of its “defensive” use against the 

Napoleonic aggression, this concept of independence, projected in a more ambiguous – 

and sometimes clearly disruptive – sense, upon the American viceroyalties and provinces, 

collided head-on with the prized value of the unity of the body politic of the monarchy 

and its metaphors.  

Apart from that, though early in the 19th century the political polarity 

dependence/independence was already well established in a conceptual sense, and its 

almost immediate connection in an infinity of texts with ties, links, bonds, knots, yokes 
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and chains – and the possibility of reinforcing or breaking these, with the associated verbs: 

tie, untie, tighten, loosen, chain together, etc. – proves that in the imaginary of the 

concept its metaphorical origins continued to be very present. This type of metaphor 

often led to embittered reflections upon the despotism, slavery and oppression which the 

Americans had suffered for almost three centuries, and upon the need to transcend such 

an unjust situation via the emancipation of the oppressed peoples.  

The progressive radicalization of the conflict with the monarchy’s powers – from 

loyalty to the longing for autonomy, and from there to the desire for independence – may 

be traced in discourse when one observes the rapid transformation of certain metaphors. 

As the process radicalized and various American cities and provinces entered into a state 

of commotion, the metaphors which emphasized loyalty between the king and his 

subjects, or the union between Spaniards of both hemispheres, gave way to an alternative 

imaginary regarding the harshness of the motherland’s control over its American colonies. 

It was not long before gentle ties turned into insufferable chains.  

The first separatists to unmask themselves were various Venezuelan leaders, who 

at the same time were strongly in favour of some kind of federal government. And it is 

curious to note that for those first Hispanic republicans, the declaration of independence 

appeared to be a prerequisite of federal union. After acknowledging that the question of 

independence “was becoming rather commonplace, the topic of family conversations”, a 

certain Bogota journalist reported in late 1811 on a parliamentary debate in Caracas in 

which various representatives advocated the convenience of declaring Venezuela’s 

independence without further delay. La Bagatela related the arguments of 

representatives Yañez and Paúl, who claimed that “the association of various free states, 

sovereign and independent” in order to join forces so as to maintain their security 

demanded a prior “declaration of independence”, without which no confederation 

whatsoever would be possible. “Let us give the world that watches us”, exclaimed one of 

the representatives, “testimony that we are worthy of the high standing to which we 

aspire”. As was the case in North America several decades earlier, the Hispanic 

independentist elites’ efforts to introduce themselves to the other nations of the world 
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and regularize their position on the international stage seems to have been one of the 

most important incentives when it came to taking such a momentous decision. In fact, the 

debates over this issue, and the actual declarations of independence, confirm beyond any 

possible doubt that the main objective of such utterances was to achieve the status of 

nation-state and thus consolidate their status as legally recognized agents. By solemnly 

speaking in the name of the insurgent peoples, or rather, nation, the revolutionaries 

aimed to strengthen their positions via the perlocutionary force of such declarations, thus 

occupying the place amongst “the Nations of the Globe” which they believed 

corresponded to them. Separated once and for all from the monarchy, they would then 

become subjects in their own right, and, in the context of the war, legitimate belligerent 

forces, thus transforming a civil conflict into a genuinely international war, that is, 

between different nations. Soon afterwards, in March 1812, Bernardo Monteagudo, in the 

columns of a Buenos Aires newspaper, demanded independence as an inalienable right of 

every people.  

Meanwhile, amongst the peninsular liberals – as had occurred during the (North) 

American Revolution –, the notions of independence and liberty appeared from the 

beginning to be inseparable. In its first proclamation to the Spanish nation (26-X-1808), 

the Junta Central (provisional government) solemnly declared that “political 

independence is nothing without happiness and domestic security”. And, upon 

announcing the next summoning of Cortes (Parliament) in a new manifesto presented in 

Seville on October 28, 1809, the same Junta reminded Spaniards that “through a 

combination of events as unusual as it is fortunate, providence has decreed that amidst 

this terrible crisis you may not take a step towards independence without also taking one 

towards freedom”. Though both concepts seem virtually interchangeable in many 

contexts, apparent in these texts is a certain specialization in terms of function: while 

independence is the antidote for foreign despotism (Napoleon), liberty is the antidote for 

domestic tyranny (Godoy). The author of a Catecismo politico (political catechism) 

published in Cadiz, attempted to assess the semantic differences between liberty and 

independence, indicating that the latter “results from one state not being in any manner 
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or form a prey to the subjection or even the influence of another; and that is what we 

mean when we say that in this war we are fighting for our independence”. On the 

evidence of the overwhelming presence of the word in the press of the period – Antonio 

Campany noted that independence, along with liberty, was the “favourite word” of the 

moment –, it is understandable why very soon some began to describe the peninsular 

conflict as a “War of Independence”.  

It is worth considering for a moment the dialectic between the political usages of 

the word independence in mid-crisis on both sides of the Hispanic Atlantic. If some 

manifestos published in 1808 and 1809 “in favour of the liberty and independence of the 

nation” revealed certain fears that upon the establishment of American “independent 

governments” too, as had occurred on the peninsula, that situation could produce some 

kind of secession, we might also add in this respect that the Junta Central declared a sort 

of “independence” from America. In a decree of January 22, 1809, the Junta addressed 

the Americans, announcing that there were no longer colonies and that the inhabitants of 

the New World would henceforth be considered the equals of the peninsular Spaniards in 

every respect: “Your destiny no longer depends on ministers, nor viceroys, nor governors: 

it is in your own hands”. If it “no longer depends” it was because, in a sense, the 

Americans had already become independent. It is hardly surprising, then, that Blanco 

White reported shortly afterwards from London that “the Spanish Junta Central has 

proclaimed the independence of its colonies, declaring that its possessions in Asia and 

America should no longer be regarded as colonies, but as integral elements of the Spanish 

Empire: equal in rights and authority with the European dominions of the Crown of 

Spain”.  

Nonetheless, the same Spanish authorities who encouraged the independence of 

America in this manner – in that they recognized their self-government and equal ranking 

with those on the peninsular – soon began to look with mistrust upon the American 

juntas, which they regarded as suspicious of sedition, whilst they refused to recognize 

peer representation in Parliament of the western hemisphere provinces, whose combined 

population was greater than that on the peninsula. In the meantime, while on the 
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American continent the term independence was enjoying ever increasing use, not in the 

weaker sense of autonomy, but in the stronger one of complete separation from the 

mother country, on the peninsula the “independence of America” was the subject of 

heated debates in the press and in Parliament, especially in the Cortes of 1820-1823.  

At the end of the second decade of the 19th century and beginnings of the third, on 

both sides of the Atlantic a good number of itinerant revolutionaries and conspirators, 

liberal or republican, were moving into action. Political writings, men and merchandise 

circulated constantly from city to city and from coast to coast. The community of ideals 

and shared exile, from London to Rome and Madrid, from Lisbon and La Habana to 

Philadelphia, from Paris to New Orleans and Mexico, from New York to Caracas and 

Guayaquil (not forgetting, of course, to Cadiz, Rio de Janeiro, Buenos Aires and so many 

other cities in both hemispheres), had strengthened ties between numerous activists in 

Europe and the two Americas, establishing a kind of “Liberal International” or transatlantic 

revolutionaries’ fraternity. The national factor was in many cases less important than 

ideology when it came to shaping these “Atlantic identities”. From the early 1820s 

onwards in particular, in the wake of the triumphant new revolutions in Spain and 

Portugal, the Greek uprising in the quest for independence, the constitutional upheavals 

in Italy, and the consolidation of the independentist movements in Ibero-America, the 

concept of independence reached its zenith in discourse. This was a period when, in that 

vast Atlantic political laboratory – in certain regions in particular, such as Mediterranean 

Europe and also that little Atlantic or “American Mediterranean”, the exceptional setting 

for various revolutions, thwarted or otherwise, constituted for a while by the double 

marine basin of the Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean Ocean –, the Spanish expedition 

member Javier Mina proposed that the New World be granted independence from Spain 

in order to ensure the triumph of “European and American liberty”, and, even more 

daringly perhaps, as Vanessa Mongey has shown, a Haitian like Sévère Courtois made no 

pretence of disguising his desire to “establish independence throughout the Universe”.  

In this context of emerging constitutionalist activity in both continents, some 

theorists of the first Liberalism enthusiastically sang the praises of independence, 
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individual and collective. Only then was truly evident the surprising prestige that had been 

acquired by a concept that only a few decades earlier had been the target of such 

derision. A few pages of Benjamin Constant suffice to illustrate this rapid process of 

revaluation and ennoblement. That “burning desire for independence” of which the Swiss 

writer spoke in several of his works seems indeed to have possessed many Europeans and 

Americans during this transitional period.  

The triumph of the principle of independence manifested itself at both a juridico-

political and an economic-moral level. Thus, it comes as no surprise that Constant, when 

debating matters of foreign policy (as in his anti-Napoleonic pamphlet Of the Spirit of 

Conquest and Usurpation), refers essentially to “the independence of peoples” and 

“national independence”, whilst in The Liberty of the Ancients compared with that of the 

Modern, he extols above all “private independence”, in other words, “the peaceful 

enjoyment of individual independence”, which this author equated with modern-day 

liberty. And of course, in this and other texts he praises “intellectual independence”, 

“independence of thought” and the moral independence of the individual, whilst not 

forgetting to underline the importance of the independence of the different branches of 

government as an essential juridical guarantee to ensure modern freedoms. The term 

used to refer at the time to French liberals – also called indépendants in Restoration 

France – contributed to bringing even closer to one another the concepts of 

independence, liberty and liberalism in the political language of the day: “The words 

liberal and independent mean the same thing in modern jargon”, wrote Haller in 1823, for 

example.  

“Independence and national liberty”, wrote Félix Varela from La Habana referring 

to Spain, “are daughters of individual liberty, and consist of a nation being the subject of 

no other nation, being able to establish its own laws, without any interference by a 

foreign power, and consulting its own will in all its actions”. Three years later, in the pages 

of El Habanero (Philadelphia, 1824), Varela himself would begin to apply that very same 

doctrine not to Spain, but to Cuba, which says much about the flexibility of a concept 

which could easily change subject and flag without altering its fundamental meaning.  
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In writings referring to the situation of the former American provinces, the word 

independence is often replaced by the term emancipation. In fact, this juridico-familial 

metaphor, employed by the abbé De Pradt in relation to the moment when a society 

comes of age and frees itself from any kind of tutelage at the hands of a foreign power – 

an image of the paternal role –, was very popular with several American authors, perhaps 

because it enabled them to present people with such a critical and potentially traumatic 

political decision as if it were no more than a common everyday experience. Thus, the 

Mexican Teresa de Mier explained independence as a simple declaration of adulthood, 

totally in tune with “nature, which emancipates children when they have no need of their 

parents”. The euphemistic metaphor of emancipation – which would very soon take root 

and was to circulate widely on both sides of the Atlantic, gradually spreading to different 

collectives – also permitted a parallel to be drawn between the independence of the 

United States and that of Ibero-America. And, above and beyond the independence of the 

colonies, the cult of progress and the diffusion of an incipient socialism would broaden the 

radius of action of this new metaphorical concept so as to embrace various subaltern 

sectors of society: blacks, servants, slaves, proletarians, women. Or – why not – the whole 

of humanity. The author of one popular novel published in Madrid in 1850 described “a 

subjugated humanity breaking its chains” and thus taking “a gigantic step towards its 

glorious emancipation”.  

In the mid-19th century, the triumph of the notion of independence so dominated 

the public space of victorious liberalism that some authors felt the need to place certain 

limits upon the validity of the concept. “Independence is not always a good thing”, noted 

the liberal Alcalá Galiano in one of his classes in the Madrid Ateneo; “it is only good when 

used to express a lack of servility or obedience to pernicious and illegitimate influences”. It 

is all well and good for the voter to be independent when it comes to an election; 

however, “the man who is independent of reason is a fool; he who is independent of 

religion tends to be a monster; he who is independent of his obligations is a villain. Man 

must be independent of what is evil, but not of what is just. No representative may be 

independent of his constituents or of public opinion”. And in a political encyclopedia 
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inspired by French republicanism, the concept of independence is regarded with some 

dislike. Whilst between powers and individuals there should exist “mutual dependence”, 

given that society “is but organized dependence”, not even at an international level does 

“the famous doctrine of non-intervention and the absolute independence of every nation” 

strike the author as so excellent and viable a solution as may at first appear.  

Meanwhile, as far as Spain was concerned, the secession of most of America and 

the consolidation of the new Republics resulted in the adoption of an openly colonial 

policy with regard to the remaining possessions (the islands of Cuba, Puerto Rico and the 

Philippines, basically). A policy which, from the 1837 Constitution onwards, clearly 

separated government of overseas territories from that of those on the peninsula. The 

former no longer formed a part of a common political polity – as had been the case with 

the Constitution of 1812 – but would now be governed via “special laws”. In this new 

context, the use of the term independence with reference to the colonies had lost any 

element of ambiguity, and was now simply a synonym of secession. More acceptable 

might be some kind of autonomy, but when this solution was finally sought, in the case of 

Cuba, it was already too late.  

The European revolutionary movements of 1848 also had a noticeable impact 

upon the notion of independence. The energy behind the diffusion of the so-called 

“principle of nationalities” contributed to the fact that henceforth the “individualist” 

meanings of this term were gradually diluted in the face of the advance of the essentially 

national definition. This seems to be confirmed by official lexicography. The 1852 edition 

of the Dictionary of the Spanish Academy (DRAE) specifies and finally develops a second 

meaning, which is as follows: “Liberty, and especially that of a nation which neither pays 

taxes to nor depends upon another”. As for the lexicographical treatment of the word 

secession, it is interesting to note that, after a long period of absence from the lexicon, 

this word reappeared in the 1899 edition – in other words, the year after the loss of Cuba 

and the Philippines –, where this noun is defined as “the act of part of its territory 

separating from a nation”.  
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Let us recall, finally, that the so-called “principle of self-determination” of peoples, 

which would prove so significant in the wake of the Great War and, subsequently, during 

the processes of decolonization which followed the Second World War, might be regarded 

as a special case of the “principle of nationalities” combined with self-government. By this 

means, the concept of independence – which had suddenly acquired such importance in 

the Atlantic world, particularly in early 19th-century Ibero-America – would see its validity 

prolonged in very different circumstances and contexts many decades later, well into the 

20th century, in the political language of other latitudes, especially in Eastern Europe and in 

Afro-Asian countries.  
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