Conference Report
Beyond Modernity. How are we writing the political history of the Spanish world in the Middle Period, ca. 1750-1850?

7 March 2009, at the University of Warwick. 

The conference took place at the Institute of Advanced Study at the University of Warwick on 7 March 2009, co-organised by Andrea Cadelo Buitrago and Frank A. Eissa Barroso (both History, Warwick). The schedule included three round table sessions in each of which three renowned historians of the Hispanic world presented short papers followed by open discussion between the speakers and delegates. The conference attracted 23 delegates from the United Kingdom, Europe and the United States. 

The conference was fully supported by substantial grants from Warwick University’s American Studies and Student Exchange Committee (£3000), the Society for Latin American Studies (£975) and Warwick’s History Department (£100). Thanks to this generous support we were able to fully cover the travel expenses of six outstanding speakers from Europe and the United States to meet with British scholars and a significant number of graduate students working on the history of the Spanish world at British universities. We were also able to waive the registration fee for all students, early career scholars and speakers, and to offer a welcoming and friendly environment for all delegates.

The aims of the conference were mainly three. To organise a forum in which graduate students and early career scholars could hear from some leading figures in the field what they thought were the main directions in which the political historiography of the Spanish world is moving and the key challenges awaiting a new generation of scholars. To bring together representative figures of what we see as clearly differentiated, if not entirely divergent academic traditions, associated respectively with the UK, Europe and Latin America, and the US. And to create an opportunity for UK based graduate students working on these topics to get together and get to know each other, since our numbers are not too high and we are often scattered all around the country. 
The first two aims were largely attained through the three round table sessions which constituted the central part of the event. The first session discussed the challenges and possibilities of studying the whole of the Spanish world as a single unit, highlighting in particular the methodological and historiographical issues involved. The session was chaired by Dr. Guy Thomson (Warwick, UK) and included papers by Prof. Brian Hamnett (Essex, UK), Prof. Tamar Herzog (Stanford, US) and Prof. José María Portillo (UPV/USC, Spain). The general consensus arising from this session was that not only is it desirable, but almost indispensable, to think of the Spanish world as a whole and bare in mind the history of peninsular Spain when writing that of any of its overseas territories, and vice versa. Not only are the histories of both regions entwined by the lives of individual actors whose carriers developed on both sides of the Atlantic, but also by a number of processes and events which affected the region as a whole, even after the independence of Spanish America. 

The second session dealt with the risks and possibilities of doing comparative history, both within the Hispanic nations, and with other areas of the world.  The session was chaired by Prof. Anthony McFarlane (Warwick, UK) and included papers by Prof. Scarlett O’Phelan (Cambridge, UK/PUCP, Peru), Dr. James Sanders (Utah St., US) and Prof. Mónica Quijada (CSIC, Spain). The outcomes of the session included discussion of a several topics which are key to our understanding of Spanish American history and which demand a serious comparative analysis within the region; examples of different ways in which theories and methodologies developed for other regions of the world could be applied to, or at least used for thinking about, research in the Spanish world; and series of caveats regarding potential pitfalls emanating from overenthusiastic comparative approaches. 

The third session discussed the use and pertinence of the concept of modernity, as developed by François-Xavier Guerra in his influential book Modernidad e Independencias: Ensayos sobre las revoluciones hispánicas (1992), to approach the continuities and ruptures between late colonial, and post-independence Hispanic political culture. The panel was chaired by Dr. Helen Cowie (Warwick, UK) and included an acute critique of the concept of modernity by Prof. David Brading (Cambridge, UK), a in-depth analysis of Guerra’s book by Dr. Clément Thibaud (Nantes, France) and an exploration of the uses and implications of this concept, and surrounding theory, for the study of Spanish and Spanish American political culture by Prof. Javier Fernández Sebastián (UPV, Spain).
The third aim of the conference was achieved thanks to the participation of 9 graduate students and the opportunity provided by the conference itself, particularly during breaks and other social opportunities, where we were able to talk about each other’s research projects and academic plans. We have also circulated an e-mail list through which information about conferences and events elsewhere in the UK is already starting to flow.  
Organising the conference proved both a very interesting and time consuming experience. On the one hand, given the logic of the event itself, it was quite a challenge to secure the participation of nine speakers who were already well established academics with highly complex agendas. It would have been a lot easier to organise an event with one or two key note speakers and an open call for papers. For this same reason we decided to cover the complete travel expenses of our speakers, which in some cases, might not have been entirely necessary, and could have allowed us to do more with our resources. Nonetheless, the whole exercise was thoroughly enjoyable and rewarding. Plus, being the first conference either of us organised, it was certainly an invaluable experience to be added to our CVs. 
Finally, we have been contacted by a publisher interested in producing an edited volume from the conference proceedings. The majority of our speakers have expressed their willingness to participate in such a project and we are currently in the process of preparing a proposal for a volume edited and with an introduction by us, and with a conclusion by the sessions’ chairs. 
PAGE  
1

