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REPORT ON CONFERENCE, ‘DOS SIGLOS DE REVOLUCIONES EN MÉXICO’, 17-20TH SEPTEMBER 2008
This conference took place in historic Morelia, Michoacán, birthplace of independence hero, José María Morelos. It was intended to follow on from the Mexican independence celebrations on the night of the fifteenth of September. Despite the horrific grenade attacks in the town’s main square on the night of the festivities, the organisers, at the history department of the UNAM, decided to proceed with the conference.
The conference was planned as one of a number of events to mark the bicentenary of the start of the struggle for Mexican independence and the upcoming centenary of the start of the Mexican Revolution. It therefore brought together specialists from around the world on both independence and the Revolution, although there was not much direct comparison of the two epochs during the conference. 
The first keynote speaker was eminent Mexican historian, Enrique Florescano. He opened the conference with a paper on the historiography of Mexican independence, discussing how scholars from different eras and countries have approached the subject. 
The conference panels were grouped by subject and centred mainly on the historical and political aspects of independence and the Revolution, with a lesser emphasis on literature and the arts and their representations of these events. However, this is what I had chosen to give my paper on, and my presentation was entitled ‘Desperately seeking Pancho Villa: Three Contrasting Literary Representations’. I examined and compared the depiction of Mexican bandit turned revolutionary, Pancho Villa, in works by three Mexican authors. These were: Apuntes sobre la vida militar de Francisco Villa (1940) by Nellie Campobello, which is an overridingly positive representation; Los de abajo (1915) by Mariano Azuela which casts a cynical eye over Villa; and Manos Impunes (1995), a recent play by Enrique Mijares, which looks at the way Villa’s image has been manipulated by the media and politicians since his death. The paper elicited lots of questions, particularly about Villa’s conflicting hero/villain status, his refusal of political power and the manner in which Villismo, or Villa’s political creed, was presented in the three works in question. This paper provided a contrast with another presentation on Pancho Villa at the conference, which compared the Mexican revolutionary with the French revolutionary, Marat, and looked at the media construction of hero cults in Mexico and France. Another paper that also touched on Villa, approached the subject through an analysis of post-revolutionary Mexican cinema. The speaker explained how in the immediate aftermath of the Revolution, discussion of Villa, considered to be a political enemy, was not encouraged by those in power. However, filmmakers began to approach the subject in the 1930s, some to praise Villa as the ultimate Mexican military macho, and others to critique his aggressive and unpredictable nature. The speaker, Ángel Miquel, showed a clip from the end of the film,Vámonos con Pancho Villa (1936), directed by Fernando de Fuentes. This ending was originally censored because of its savage depiction of Villa killing the family of one of his former soldiers, who refuses to re-join Villa in battle. Such a cruel depiction of Villa opposed popular sentiment about the bandit, which imagined him as a revolutionary hero and valiant leader of men.
Each evening the conference closed with a keynote speech on a relevant subject. For me, the most insightful and provocative of these was John Tutino’s paper, ‘Una independencia revolucionaria y una revolución menos revolucionaria’. This posited that independence had proved more far-reaching in effecting social change than the Revolution itself. The elevation of the Revolution as the main event in the creation of the modern Mexican nation, has, according to Tutino, been encouraged by successive post-revolutionary governments, keen to associate themselves with its transformative image. Tutino emphasised the word ‘independencias’ in his paper, referring to the varied struggles for independence in different regions of Mexico. According to this paper, independence had very wide-ranging connotations for different groups all over the country. Meanwhile, ‘the Revolution’ has been presented as an event which unified Mexico and Mexicans, but which has in fact been co-opted by the State for its own benefit, rather then for the masses. Tutino discussed this view with other keynote speakers and attendees at the conference the following evening. His was the only paper to really unite the two events around which the conference was based, namely independence and the Revolution, and was a talking point throughout.
The final keynote speech by Mexican historian, Carlos Herejón Peredo, returned to the theme of ‘independencias’. It focused on the conflicting accounts of the exact words spoken by Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla during his ‘Grito de Independencia’  on the morning of the sixteenth of September, 1810. There are so many versions of what Hidalgo is supposed to have said that it is impossible to clarify what he actually did say. Most versions have Hidalgo proclaiming ‘muere el mal gobierno’, but others emphasise his anti-Spanish sentiment in asking for ‘la guerra eterna contra los gachupines’. Alternative versions however emphasise his support for the Spanish king reigning at the time, Fernando Séptimo, and his dislike of other rogue influences upon Mexico, such as that from France. What this paper sought to highlight was that historical fact is sometimes less important than myth, which is what has built up around Hidalgo, as the ’padre de la patria’ and the instigator of the independence movement. Mexico’s obsessive search for origins necessitates a clear reading of Hidalgo calling for independence from Spain and denouncing the colonialists. The definitive version of the grito therefore has him proclaiming ‘viva la independencia, viva México, muera el mal gobierno’. However, historical records do not necessarily support this version, and Herejón Peredo suggested that independence may well not have been Hidalgo’s objective for Mexico in 1810, but a goal that he came to believe in over a period of time.
The interweaving of myth and history made for a stimulating and fitting end to the conference. The organisers sought to show that exposing and questioning myths does not invalidate them, and this was an event which aimed to celebrate Mexico’s past in all its conflicting versions. Against the backdrop of  suspected drugs related violence which preceded the conference, this history is needed more than ever to inspire Mexicans present and future. 
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