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I arrived in the city of Santiago on May 14, 2013. Even though I have traveled there before, this trip had a very singular flavor. I was especially exited because I have been waiting for about two years to conduct a study devoted to writing the research design of my dissertation. So, this trip dealt with a long term project that has evolved over time.
Since the beginning of my graduate studies, my interest has been to explore how the processes of social and political change (e.g. urbanization, new labor relations, the incorporation of people in a democratic system) have influenced the transformation of Latin American Law during the 20th century. Within this huge topic, such inquiries have become more definite in the last years. In concrete terms, I am interested in numerous debates carried out by Chilean lawyers and legal scholars about a supposed crisis of law during the 1960s. Many of them referred to a kind of asynchrony between recent social changes and a legal system whose main legislative pieces were enacted during the 19th century. Accordingly, there was almost a consensus within the legal profession asserting that law (e.g. rules on property, legal education, or courts) had become out of touch with contemporary social reality. 
Based on my preliminary readings, it seems to me that there were social pressures for legal transformation. Moreover, some historical sources showed elite lawyers and legal scholars who were involved in such academic debates used to propose venues to overcome the asynchrony between law and society. Hence, many of them actively participated in the politics and processes of legal reform, taking part into different radical projects of change in the contexts of the Cold War in Chile (1964-1994): the social Christian revolution in liberty, the Chilean way to socialism, the military regime, and the transition to democracy. So, such original interest in legal transformation evolved into a more complex political inquiry, which should be my research question for a dissertation: how legal elites interact with politics to frame an interpretation about the unresponsiveness of law due to its shortcomings when facing new social needs, using the rhetoric of legal crisis to advance different political interests in the transformation of the state.
The project engaged with three very controversial theoretical debates in legal politics, dealing with empirical evidence that could enlighten them in the perspective of Latin American legal history. First, the dissertation explores whether legal structures develop resistance to pressures for transformation coming from society. In other words, it faces one of the most contested subjects in socio-legal scholarship, the dynamics of legal change. Second, the project studies the role of lawyers and legal scholars in politics and processes of legal reform. How do they intervene? Are they committed to liberalism or subservient to dominant political actors? Why could lawyers, acting on behalf of four radically different political projects, claim legal legitimacy for processes of state transformation? Third, the dissertation explores the discourses and narratives of political mobilization used by the legal profession. Were such discourses, as the rhetoric of legal crisis, original ideas? Although some of these topics have been widely debated in scholarship in other geographical areas, such as the U.S. and Europe, we do not know so much about them in Latin American legal culture and politics. Therefore, the dissertation provides information for a further comparative reflection.  
At this time, I have been preparing the research design of my dissertation project. Thus, I needed to interview actors, and to read more carefully the primary sources associated with the debates on legal crisis, looking at elements such as identity and networks of the authors, timing of legal scholarship in relation to politics, and how different perceptions on law were related to programs of legal reform. Such review was critical to assess the viability of my research question. 
During my trip to Chile, between mid-May and late July of 2013, I conducted valuable archival research in different libraries (National Congress, Supreme Court, Chilean Bar Association, National Library, National Archive of Administration, Pontifical Catholic University Library, Bellarmino Library of the Society of Jesus) inspecting reports of professional meetings, law reviews, programs to reform legal education, legislative projects, and so on. So, I spent several weeks navigating among dusty books, old records, bookshelves, and microfilms. This time was really useful because many materials were dispersed and not clearly catalogued. It would have been impossible to assess the availability of sources for my dissertation without a very careful study.
In addition, I interviewed some key actors who participated in academics and political debates about the legal crisis. For example, among many others, I interviewed José Antonio Viera-Gallo, who was undersecretary of Justice during Popular Unity’s Government; Guillermo Bruna, who wrote the document used by the Military Junta to overthrow President Allende in 1973; and, Andrés Cuneo Machiavello, who led a movement to renew legal scholarship according to law and development model at the end of the sixties. From my original 15 interviewees, I got many new contacts and information to conduct follow-up work. Such records constitute an instructive map on available sources, which has been critical to refine my research design and to plan a further extended period of study in 2014. At the same time, the collected information has been helpful to improve a paper that I wrote for the American Society of Legal History, which will receive comment in a workshop this next November. 
The preliminary findings of my research point to the viability of the project. Far from being marginal actors, historical evidence indicates legal scholars and lawyers have been key participants in the different processes of state transformation between 1964 and early 1994. They acted in political parties and bureaucracy, not only through the bar or the bench. So, they were very aware of social demands on legal institutions and proposed a diagnosis of the inability of law to respond to a new social context. At the same time, although without the intellectual tools of other social sciences, they were well situated to offer a coordinating idea about different perceptions of dissatisfaction with the legal system, participating in the struggles for transforming the state. Hence, data on legal scholarship show a correlation between different degrees of dissatisfaction regarding the legal system and how radical are the projects of political transformation that authors ascribed. 
Legal scholars and lawyers have had a huge relevance in local politics. However, we do not have systematic research on how they act in the public sphere. I think this work can contribute to our understanding of the relationship between law and politics in Latin America, and, in particular, how the legal profession mobilizes representations of law to process social pressures for legal reform. Today, Chile is alive with deep political debates regarding a possible constituent assembly. In these, local lawyers and legal scholars who take part of a new legal orthodoxy, which support the expansion of social rights and a more active role of the state, are playing a critical role in the political arena. So, the relevance of this academic project acquires a new interest to understand current issues.  

