Introduction

it

The cssays in this volume—the carliest dating back about thirty ycars,
the most recent with the ink barcly dry—are both artifacts of change
in the discipline over those three decades, and signposts [ have left along
the road of my own individual development as a historian.! The route,
however, has not been an entirely random one. My scholarly encrgies have
been occupied since 2000 in rescarching and writing a biography of the
carly nincteenth-century Mexican statesman, entreprencur, and historian
Lucas Alaman (on whom morc in a moment). On onc level the logic of
how this inquiry grew out of my previous rescarch is fairly clear. At the
suggestion of the eminent Mexican historian Enrique Florescano, my in-
terest in Mexican rural history came to be focused on the colonial Guada-
lajara region for doctoral study. Where the interest itsclf had originated,
[ confess, is a mystery to me. While working on that project, my archival
cncounter with prolonged insurgent activity during 18to—1821 in the
Lake Chapala basin, to the south of Guadalajara, especially among Indian
villages, led me to a study of popular groups in the Mexican independence
movement more generally. Finally, my reading of Alaman’s multivelume,
magisterial, and deeply opinionated work on independence opened to an
intcrest in the author and the way his political carcer was entwined with

1. This introductory essay is a somewhat more developed but heavily overlapping ver-
sion of my introduction to Eric Van Young, Economia, politica y cultura en la bistoria de
México: Ensavos historiogrdficos, metodolcgicos y tecricos de tres décadas (San Luis Potos:
Colegio de San Luis PotosiiColegio de la Frontera Norte/Colegio de Michoacdn, zo1o).
I would like to acknowledge highly useful comments on several aspects of the collection
from Margarer Chowning and Gil Joseph, who read the manuscript for Stanford Universicy
Press; Norris Pope at the Press for entertaining the notion that such a volume might be of
value; and a generous subvention to aid in publication authorized by Arthur Ellis, vice-
chancellor for Rescarch, University of California, San Diego, and help in obtaining it from
John Marino, my colleague and sometime chair in the Department of History at UC San
Diego. Acknowledgment of permission from various journals and presses for republication
of the articles and chapters appears at the beginning of cach essay.
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the new nation whose movement for separation from the metropolis I had
just studicd and he had chronicled. There is another level in the logic of
this progression no less clear to me, if perhaps less obvious to readers
of my work, which follows a trajectory from cconomic history, to social
and cultural history, to biography. This tracks a growing intcrest in what
I would call “interiority™; that is, in people’s interior lives, especially their
cmotional and experiential processes, whether in groups or as individuals.
This virtual obscssion (for such it has become) was not on my horizon
when I opted to study the Guadalajara region and the logic of regionality
morc generally, but emerged more and more clearly as I puzzled over how
to interpret the actions and symbolic understandings of popular insur-
gents in my rescarch on Mexican independence. I had moved, therefore,
from the relatively impersonal, large-scale processes of cconomic history
to the more intimate, often hidden dimension of culture and the dynamics
of social groups in the context of collective political violence, albeit also
on a large scale. Any rcader familiar with my book on the popular scctors
in the independence movement, The Other Rebellion: Popular Violence,
ldeology and the Struggle for Mexican Independence, 18r0—1821 (Stan-
ford, zoo1), will notice the attention I devote there to forms of internal
mental life, psychopathology, collective manias, and even psychoanalytic
approaches to history. From this cluster of intcrests I was drawn to a his-
tory of Mexican psychiatry from the late colonial period to 1930 orso, a
study for which I began rescarch but in which I never advanced beyond
the publication of a single cssay on the theme.? Although biography as a
form of writing history still remains quite refro in North American aca-
demia, it scemed to offer another route to the same sort of interiority 1
had hoped to explore in charting the delusional worlds of the mentally ill,
but within the framework of political culture rather than psychopathol-
ogy and the social intervention of state institutions in the lives of the mad.
While the first two stages of this evolution arc represented by the essays
in this volume, the third is only hinted at and awaits the completion of
my project on Lucas Alamdn to be fully realized. My readers will perhaps
indulge me, then, as [ begin with a few thoughts on Alamadn.

LETTERS AND LIVES

The age of clectronic media and the personal computer has for most of
us cclipsed the art, habit, and pleasurc of writing letters on paper. The
widespread practice in the Western world of corresponding in written

2. Van Young (2001 b); republished in an expanded version as Van Young (2c05).



Introduction 3

form depended upon the advent of incxpensive paper and writing im-
plements, the spread of literacy, the establishment of relatively reliable
stﬂtc-sponsorcd post;ll systcms, and the dcvclopmcnt of intcrnational
commeree and banking arrangements requiring detailed, timely, and con-
fidential correspondence. During the last several centuries, the transmis-
sion of information in letters has served a varicty of purposes. Especially
for common people of some cducation, letters have facilitated the pursuit
of love, the nourishing of friendship, the acquisition of wealth, and the
cxchange of scientific ideas and information. For states and powerful po-
litical actors the sending and receiving of letters have also underwritten
the intcgration of politics, the administration of justice, the collection of
taxcs, and the advance of political, military, and colonial projects.

For biographers and historians letters of all sorts (and, since at least
the cightccnth century, newspapers) have provcd to be onc of the pri-
mary sourccs for reconstructing the past, and for the stud}' of historical
actors both humble and famous. Particularly within a cultural tradition
deeply and intenscly literate but little given to the publication of mem-
oirs or autobiographics, such as that of the Spanish-spcaking world, the
survival of letters on paper is for the historian an essential point of entry
into the private lives of public people.® T have been especially struck with
this in recent years as [ have advanced through the archival phasc of
a biography of Lucas Alaman—polymath, political thinker, statesman,
avatar of import substitution industrialization in Mexico, Panamericanist,
codificr of Mexican conscrvatism, émincnce gris behind the last dictator-
ship of Antonio Lépez de Santa Anna, and arguably the greatest histo-
rian of ninctcenth-century Mexico. Alamdn himself obscrved in the carly
1830s the lack of an autobiographical/memoirist tradition in the Spanish-
speaking world more generally (his specific comparison was to France,
but one may assume he had in mind Europe more widely), and lamented
it as necessarily reducing the access of historians to the lives of past his-
torical actors:

The historical memoirs that form such an important branch of French literature
have not up to now occupied writers in our Castilian language. Nonetheless,
[such writings] not only provide important historical materials, but also at times
[iluminate] history itself with the knowledge of events and the secret sources
that produce them. . . . A wit said that memoirs present us with heroes en robe
de chambre; that is, how they are inside their houses, while history [writing)]
offers them to us wearing armor or a blonde wig. And it is not rare to find that

3. For a more developed discussion of the weakness of an autobiographicalfmemoirist
tradition in the Hispanophone world, see Van Young (2o02), and in the same number of the
journal Secuencia the wide-ranging essay of Pablo Piccato (zoo2).
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someone who appears grand in a ceremony is reduced to nothing when we see
him naked.*

Were it not for Alaman’s prolific letter writing (although relatively little of
his personal, intimate correspondence scems to have survived), it would
be almost impossible to reconstruct his thinking, his internal world,
and his motives during a long public life.” Apart from the mountains
of correspondence he generated during his periods as a high official in
the national government, there are clusters of quite rcvczlling letters that
tcll us much about the man and the mind behind the rather aloof and
certainly conservative public persona, even if they fall short of intimate
sclf-revelation. Among these arc his exchanges in the carly 18305 with
his friend the political general Manuel Mier vy Teran, in the years before
Teran’s suicide; his bricf exchange of letters with the American historian
William H. Prescott in the 1840s; and his three-decade correspondence
(stretching from the mid-1820s virtually up to the day of Alaman’s death
in 1853) with the Duque de Terranova y Montelcone, the Neapolitan
nobleman and heir to Fernando Cortés’s great entailed estate, the Mar-
quesado del Valle, for whom Alaman scrved as political informant, busi-
ness agent, adviscr, and general factotum in Mexico. Also revealing were
his occasional notes to and from Carlos Maria de Bustamante; the letters
he exchanged with informants who provided information for him as he
wrotc his great history of Mexican independence in the late 1840s and
carly 1850s; and cven his half-dozen or so surviving letters to and from
Antonio Lépez de Santa Anna, especially if one reads between the lines.®

While he was a great writer of letters, apart from scattered notes and a
few fragmentary outlines Alaman scems to have kept no diaries or working
notcbooks about cither his political activitics, his business enterpriscs, or
his historical writing, or at least nonc that have survived or come to light.

4. Centro de Estudios de Historia de México Condumex (hereinafter Condumex), Fondo
DCLXXIV, “Memorias de Don Lucas Alaman,™ French and italics in the original. Transla-
tions from Spanish here and elsewhere are mine.

5. The exception to this, apart from a rather formal and remarkably unrevelatory auto-
biographical sketch from the 18405 and the necrological essays published after his death in
1853, is the extremely interesting unfinished autobiographical fragment cited above, written
during the 18305 and 1840s, that survives unpublished. There are, of course, biographical
treatments of Alamdn, and partial accounts of his life, thought, and public activities in many
works. The last (and best) full-scale biography is that of Valadés {(1938); and for a uscful
biographical summary, including a time line of Alaman’s life, see Mordn Leyva (2o02).

6. Most of this correspondence is to be found in Condumex and the Archivo General de
la Macién (Mexico), Ramo Hospital de Jesis. One would hardly be aware of the magisterial
status of Alaman’s grear Historia de México from reading Enrique Florescano's very acces-
sible and often acute National Narratives in Mexico: A History (2006), in which Alamdn’s
work merits scarcely three sentences of discussion (pp. 31o—11).
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His admirer and friendly correspondent, the contemporary American his-
torian William H. Prescott, for example, did keep such notcbooks, which
have been published and malke for mildly interesting reading, especially
where the composition of his great historical works is concerned.” Alaman’s
working methods as a historian in gathering information arc illustrated in
his correspondence with informants, but his larger ideas about historical
processes or anything approaching what we might think of as a philosophy
of history do not show up in his letters. His increasingly Olympian and
rather pessimistic view of Mexico’s history (and, by cxtension, of historical
processes more generally) comes through most explicitly in some passages
of his great Historia de México and must be extracted from that work.
His view of how history writing was to be realized as @ craft, on the other
hand, is addressed in the autobiographical fragment of the 1830s that ap-
parently formed the sced of the later published Historia.® By contrast, a
number of modern historians, especially in the Francophone and Anglo-
phone traditions, have left not only ample collections of published cor-
respondence, but also autobiographics.” The more formal, sclf-conscious
concern with producing treatiscs on how to write history sccms by and
l'ugc to be a modern tcndcncy, mostl} of the twenticth contury, w hen his-
tory as a distinct academic dlsc1p11nc scpar rated itself more clcarly from a
belle-lettristic tradition, although there are some notable carlicr execeptions.

To continuc with the Alaman theme for a moment, the strong influcnce
of public circumstances—the political instability in Mexico during the de-
cades following independence, and the war with the United States, for
cxample—and the disappointments of his own lifc (the failure of several
business enterpriscs, his long semicxile from the center of national political
life, and the death of scveral of his children, common enough though such
personal losses were at the time) seem to have tempered his carlier posi-
tive views about the significance of human agency in history. Thesc ideas
could never at best have been characterized as “optimistic,” and what he
may well have thought of as failures in many arcas of his lifc and that of
his country led him to the cool, rather melancholic pronounccements at
the closc of his Historia de México toward the end of his life. Take, for
cxample, his view of the historian’s task at the beginning of his autobio-
graphical fragment, apparently written in the carly 1830s. Here he began

7. For Prescott’s memoranda to himself, mixed with diary entries, see Prescott (1961); a
selection of Prescott’s letters is to be found in Prescott (197a/1925).

8. Marc Bloch, The Historian's Craft (1992).

9. Some recent well-known examples from the Anglophone world are Schlesinger (2000)
and Hobsbawm (2002); on historians’ autobiographics in general, see Popkin (zoo5).
Closer to home for readers of Mexican history is the revealing autobiographical essay of
Brading (z007).
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to approach the writing of political history, which occupied his attention
throughout his lifc as a writcr, almost from the point of view of a social
historian, allowing much room in the course of history itsclf for chance,
and cven the plﬂy of ludic clements. Near the passagc quotcd above he
penned some thoughts on the historian’s craft that arc worth quoting at

somc length, 1 think:

Frequently the greatest events depend upon [such] small, even ridiculous causes
that the gravity of history would be offended by presenting them in all their
derails; nonetheless, it is through these details that we come to know men. . . .
And although history should make us know them in all their aspects, there are
still in almost all great actions small circumstances, perhaps unfavorable to the
person who hgures [in those events], that the historian and the writer of tragedies
try to dress with the majestic clothing with which they dress their heroes, while
the memoirist and the comic poet strive to present them in the nude, and even
sometimes with malignicy.!”

Alaman took up his pen again in the carly 18405 to advance the mem-
oir, a decade or so after he had begun it, but by then the work itsclf
had mutated from a more personal account to a larger-scale, more sclf-
consciously historical onc (tellingly, from “Una memoria de mi vida” to
“Una memoria de mis tiempos™) and had become a sort of predraft of
what somc years later would come to be the Historia de México."! The
carlicr, almost lighthearted tone of the lines just quoted had given way to
a much darker, more fatalistic vision reflected in the later sections of the
“Memoria,” in which Alaman wrote of

.. . the great revolutions that hawve lifted from nothing those nations that have
come to be lords of a great part of the world, and which give origin with their
destruction to other nations that in the impenetrable order of providence have
played a part in their time, suffering [in their turn] the same vicissitudes. But there
is the force of circumstance, and such conjunctures of these that compel the will.
... There are [many] examples of these verities dermonstrated on every page of
history. . .. And so it is that the form of the world changes ceaselessly, empires
and nations succeeding each other, with no human power sufficient to impede ic.'*

1o, “Memorias de D. Lucas Alamdan.”

11. The titles of the two works bear a striking similarity: that of the carly 1830s and
carly 1840s, given to the work in 1843, is *Memorias de D Lucas Alamin, Ministro de
Relaciones exteriores ¢ interiores de la Repiblica Megicana en diversas épocas. En las que
sc contiene la verdadera historia de esta Repablica desde el afio de 1808 en que comenzaron
la inquictudes que condujeron a su independencia hasta el afio de 1843. Escritas por ¢l
mismo™; whereas the complete title of the great published work we know by its abbreviated
title of the Historia de México is Historia de México desde los primeros movimientos que
produjeron su independenia en & ano de 1808, hasta la presente época.

12, “Memorias de D. Lucas Alaman.”
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And by the time Alaman came to write the concluding passages of the
Historia a decade later still, he famously voiced the doubt as to whether a
nation called Mexico had ever existed at all, whether there were any Mex-
icans, and by implication whether Mexico could come to exist in future.
The focus had narrowed here from the history of nations and revolutions
in general to that of Mexico in particular, but the vision is no less dark.

THE ESSAYS

My rescarch in recent years on the life of Lucas Alamdn has stimulated
me to think not only about the nature of historical sources, but also about
my own carcer as a historian as refracted through my studics of Alaman’s
historical methods and writings. The modern world would not be poorer
for the destruction of my particular correspondence (most of which, in
any casc, has for some time taken the form of clectronic mail and there-
fore has a short half-lifc), or the lack of any autobiography that hubris
might tempt me to write. It would have been of enormous value to our
understanding of Alaman’s life, the history of Mexican letters, and cven
to the profile of carly nincteenth-century political thought in the Atlantic
world, on the other hand, had he (or somconc) preserved his personal
correspondenec in a systematic way, and even more so had he finished his
autobiography.'? The publication of the present volume of essays, how-
cver, provides me with an occasion both welcome and sobering to con-
sider my own cvolution as a historian whosc life expericnce—not casily
scparable from my writing of history—was shaped by the late twenticth
century, and by personal circumstance, no less than Lucas Alaman’s was
by the carly nincteenth century and the cvents of his life. It is a welcome
occasion because one does not often have the opportunity to commit to
paper thoughts on onc’s relationship to one’s own work in a relatively
tormal way that may be rcad by other people, however few. And it is
a sobering occasion for much the same reason, since in the process of
remembering and organizing such recollections, onc may not only invent
things, but also realize how many gaps there arc in one’s own account of
oncsclf, not to mention that cven putting such thoughts into print consti-
tutcs an embarrassing act of narcissism. In framing this collection of ¢s-
says it might be uscful for me to offer some obscrvations on the historian’s
craft, at least as I have practiced it, in addition to placing the cssays in the
context of my own historical rescarch on Mexico and of how the ficld of

13. Some of Alaman’s political, business, and even personal correspondence is published
in Aguayo Spencer (1945, vols. toand 12).
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Mexican history has evolved over the last three decades or so. With the
patient indulgence of my readers, I take the opportunity to do so now, al-
though the emphasis is more on contextualizing the cssays published here
and cxplaining why they were written when they were, than on offering
any lectures about the discipline, or offering up personal confessionals.™

A good place to begin such reflections, perhaps, is with an carlicr vol-
ume of My cssays that appcarcd In 1992 under the title La crisis del orden
colonial: Estructura agraria y rebeliones populares de la Nueva Espaiia,
1750—1821, all but onc of them published previously.' With a couple of
cxceptions those were all substantive rather than historiographical essays;
that is, they dealt with aspects of history itsclf rather than the ways in
which history is written by professional historians, with conceptual tools
that historians employ, or with the statc of historical rescarch on Mexico.
Five of the essays looked back to work 1 had done on the agrarian his-
tory of the Guadalajara arca (sce Chapter 1 in this volume), while four
of them looked ahead to a book I was then writing on popular groups
in the Mexican independence struggle, and came to be integrated more
or less into that work, published in 2001, considerably later than T had
optimistically predicted in 1992.'% In the introduction to the 1992 col-
lection [ basically discussed the theme of the materialist interpretation of
history versus a culturalist approach, and more specifically which of thesc
might offer the most apt conceptual tools for looking at the participation
of common people, mostly indigenous peasant villagers, in the struggle
for Mexican independence. This foreshadowed a major concern of mine
in the intervening years that forms a major thematic axis in the present
volume—the promisc and limits of cultural history, and the relationship
of cultural to cconomic history. The basic question for me then, as cven
now, was whether subaltern participation in the decade-long insurgency
that sundered New Spain from the metropolis is most convincingly de-
scribed as a massive agrarian rcbellion, or as a movement to asscrt local-
ist and cthnic identitics, and to preserve the cultural practices associated
with them. According to the first scenario, agrarian rebellion would have
ariscn from material deprivation duc to cconomic conditions in the Mexi-

14. I have made some bricf autobiographical notes that address my personal back-
ground, and to some degree my development as a historian, in Van Young (2oo7h).

15. Van Young (1992c). Of the cleven essays in that volume, only one is reproduced here
(Chapter 53 chap. 3 in the original version). All the other essays in this volume were pub-
lished after 2000, except Chapter 6, “The Cuautla Lazarus® (1993) and Chapter 7, “The
New Cultural History Comes to Old Mexico™ (1999).

16. The Other Rebellion: Popular Violence, 1deology, and the Mexican Struggle for
Independence, 1810—1821 (Van Young 2oo1c); the Spanish edition appeared in Mexico as
La otra vebelion: La lucha por la independencia de México, 18101821 [Van Young 2006¢).
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can countryside: demographic pressures, land scarcity among peasants,
the spread of commercialized agriculture, and falling real incomes for
rural pcople. According to the sccond, an explanatory scheme in a more
cultural register would take into account popular, especially indigenous,
impulscs to vindicate some sort of political rights, asscrt cthnic identity in
the face of late colonial pressures toward homogenization, and defend vil-
lage communitics. These diminutive politics were bounded by Indianness,
a distinct ritual cycle, lifestyle, and a diminished subjecthood significd
under the colonial regime by cthnic prejudice, differential tax obligations,
legal disabilitics, and so forth.

Looking back now on the introduction to my 1992 volume of cssays,
it sccms to me that my answer to the question [ had posed was ambiva-
lent. The ambivalence arose from a growing realization that there ex-
ists a salutary but irresolvable tension between materialist and culturalist
cxplanatory frameworks, and between structure and agency in human
history. Chapter 7 in this volume, “The New Cultural History Comes
to Old Mexico” (originally published in 1999), decpened that discus-
sion in cxploring the limits and achicvements of cultural history, and the
dynamics of its ascendancy during the decades of the 1980s and 19905
in historical writing on colonial Mexico. A number of my collcagucs and
other readers found the essay to be highly tentative in its assertion of
the claims of cultural history, and agnostic about its accomplishments
and potential. This opinion surprised me, since I had thought at the time
(and still do) that 1 was merely offering a number of sensible reserva-
tions about the writing of cultural history rather than expressing tepidity
about its value, or voicing skepticism about whether it can be done at
all. In reading this essay my rcaders may want to revisit the 1999 issuc of
the Hispanic American Historical Review (HAHR) in which the article
first appeared along with several other contributions by accomplished
historians of modern Mexico addressing the same issues.!” Ambivalence
is not necessarily symmetrical, however, and my ambivalence some years
carlicr, in the I992 introductory cssay, leaned somewhat toward the ma-
terialist end of the spectrum, as suggested by my citation of an ancedote
putatively involving the English philosopher Bertrand Russell, an elderly
woman in onec of his lecture audiences, and a turtle, while the 1999 cssay
lcans in the opposite dircction.” The final point I was trying to make in

17. Specifically with relation to my book on Mexican Independence, some of the issues
about cultural history as exemplificd in that work are addressed in my extended exchange
with Alan Knight, originally published in Historia Mexicana and republished in booklet
form as En torso a La otra rebelion by El Colegio de México in the series “Miradas a la
historia”™ (Van Young and Knight 2007).

18. Since that ancedote may not be familiar to my present readers, let me quote integrally
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invoking that story at the close of my 1992 introductory cssay is that
however many layers of idcology, culturc, mentality, or language onc
pccls back, there must :LlW:L}TS beca laycr of mﬂtcriality underncath them,
basically an cconomically determined framework of class relations. Cer-
tainly this is truc in a commonsense way, since we apprchend our sur-
roundings through our scnscs, which constﬂntly remind us at the most
basic level of the world’s materiality. Thus our own expericnce demon-
strates to us the barricr that materiality interposcs to our understanding
of history through the basic fact that people arc distinct physical beings
whosc intcrnal mental processes, as mediated to the world by language
and act, arc at best only imperfectly accessible to their fellow beings. It
is a major part of the historian’s job, however, to try to transcend this
scparatcncss and make scnsc of the dispﬂrﬂtc narratives, and the points of
view they represent, which form the basis of historical accounts. Thisis a
rather conscrvative position these days—that there is an actual object (an
cvent, a person) to be apprchended at the center of historical narratives,
or where a number of narratives converge—although most practicing his-
torians sccm to hold this view, or at least write history as though they do.
In my 1992 introductory essay [ invoked the term “culture” just threc
times, twicc as a noun, once as an adjective, and wrote about “collective
bchavior™ rather than culturc; that is, about action rather than belicf.
By the time the introductory chapter of my book on independence,
The Other Rebellion, was written in the late 1990s, my ideas about the
relationship of culture and the forces of material life to collective political
violence had changed considerably, tending ever more in the direction of
culturc and away from traditional models emphasizing relative depriva-
tion and class relations as the wellsprings of action. When exactly the
change in my thinking occurred cludes me now. While this rcorientation
in my approach to writing history was of coursc in part impelled by the
intellectual currents around me in the 1990s (the general subject of Chap-
ters 3, 6, and 7 in this volume), it also grew out of an encounter with the
archives. This recapitulated my cxpericnee of some two decades carlier,
in the carly 1970s, when I was beginning the rescarch for what eventually
became my first boolk, on the agrarian history of the Guadalajara region

here the paragraph in which it appears: “A well-known scientist (some say it was Bertrand
Russell) onee gave a public lecture on astronomy. He described how the earth orbits around
the sun and how the sun, in turn, orbits around the center of a vast collection of stars called
our galaxy. At the end of the lecture, a little old lady at the back of the room got up and
said: *What you have told us is rubbish. The world is really a flat plate supported on the
back of a giant tortoise.” The scientist gave a superior smile, replying, “What is the tortoise
standing on?” “You're very clever young man, very clever,’ said the old lady. *But it’s turtles
all the way down!" (Hawking 1988, 1).
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in the late colonial period (Chapter 1 of this volume is now the introduc-
tion to the sccond cdition of that book). On that occasion, however, my
shift had been in the opposite direction, away from social history and its
larger penumbra, and toward cconomic history. Influenced by my reading
in European rural history (especially the French historians Marc Bloch,
Emmanuel Le Roy Laduric, and Picrre Goubert, but also English scholars
such as Joan Thirsk, R. H. Tawncy, and others), my original ambition
had been to write a social history of a regionally delimited rural society,
but I found that the archives did not readily yield the sort of data I felt
was rcquircd; or at least I did not have the conccptuﬂl tools to SQUCCEC
the sources in order to extract social history from them. So in a sensc
I fcll back on cconomic history; Chapter 1 in this volume is in part an
updated survey of the background to that shift, and Chapter 2 is onc of
its scquelac. As I gravitated toward cconomic history, morcover, [ also
became morc awarc of the debates of the time regarding dependency
theory, a body of empirical studics that I have never scen as very theo-
retical, but simply as instantiating obvious statements about cconomic
asymmetrics between socictics, and about modes of extraction of surplus
value. My book about the haciendas of the Guadalajara arca in the late
colonial period, thercfore, with its emphasis on coherence and change in
rcgional systems of production, consumption, and cxchange became a
sort of antidependency casc study. My writing on Mexican regions and
the naturc of n:gionality morc gcncrﬂlly, rcprcscntcd here by Chaptcr 5
grew out of this.!”

My methodological, conceptual, and interpretive rcoricntation of the
1990s, as | have suggested, moved in the opposite dircction, away from
cconomic history, toward social and cultural history. The original plan
for my book The Other Rebellion, in fact, had been to cxamine the popu-
lar insurgency of 1810-1821 using three regional case studics of cco-
nomic change in the late colonial period—the Guadalajara, Cucrnavaca,
and Huastcca regions. I anticipated that such a study would support the
hypothesis that the intersection of rural population growth, agricultural
commercialization by large cstates in responsc to increasing urban de-
mand, growing land shortages in the peasant scctor, falling living stan-
dards for common pecople, and increascd taxation spurred by the Bourbon
Reforms had combined to produce a situation of material deprivation in
the Mexican countryside. These changes occurred within a structure of
marked class and cthnic differentiation that pushed humble people into
rebellious alliance with the Creole directorate of the independence move-
ment under the covering idcology of protonationalism, a providentialist

19. Van Young (1992c), and my introductory essay in that volume, pp. 1—36.
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narrative (the banner of the Virgin of Guadalupe), and a virulent anti-
gachupin sentiment shared by commoners and members of the clite alike.
This approach would have produced a study similar in many respects
to thosc of John Tutino, Brian Hamnett, or more recently the Mexican
scholar Carlos Herrero Bervera, among others.® While there is much to
be said for this scheme, and while a substantial residuc of it remains in
The Other Rebellion (especially in Chapter 3), I found it wholly inad-
cquate to cxplain what [ was encountering in the archives. In other words,
onc might say that while the deprivation model of subaltern political ac-
tion, and morc generally a materialist interpretation of the independence
movcment wcre truc, thcy WCre ccrtainly not only truc, pcrhﬂps not cven
primarily true, and definitely not interestingly truc (to me, at least). It
would have been extremely difficult if not impossible, for example, to
account with reference to material conditions alone for clements of mes-
sianic thinking among popular rebels. Similarly, the political chorcogra-
phy of village riot during the insurgency, the forms of spatial mobility
and boundarics in the participation of indigenous villagers, the nature of
violenee and its objects, and the very different responscs to the insurgency
of rural pcoplc who shared the same material conditions were not cas-
ily explained without according culturc a more central role in collective
political action. To marginalize such apparently anomalous speech acts
and bchaviors (anomalous only if onc trics to extrude them through a
rigid materialist grid) as forms of “falsc consciousness™ or hegemonic
cooptation would have been to discount decply the historical actors’ own
versions of their reality, and thus foreclose the possibility of a much more
nuanced and interesting account of Mexican independence. It would be
possible, I suppose, to dismiss the belicf of the Lazarus of Cuautla (sce
Chapter 6 in this volume) that he could be raised from the dead by Father
Morclos and his miraculous child as a sort of inconvenicnt excrescence
of his relationship to the means of production; but it would relegate to
the dustbin of history his own view of how otherworldly and mundanc
forces were related to cach other, substituting our version for his, and in
the process impoverishing our understanding of the ways common people
understood their world. Then, too, I found there to be little evidence that
ordinary people had material conditions in mind when they took up arms,
little indication that they consistently attacked their masters as cconomic
oppressors, and little sign of a program to remedy agrarian gricvances
or redress imbalances of wealth. All this turncd me in the dircction of a

20. Tutino (1986), Hamnett (1985), and Herrero Bervera (zoot); and see Chapter 4 in
this volume for a survey of Independence historiography and the way it has changed over
the last several decades.
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cultural interpretation of popular rebellion, especially among rural indig-
cnous people, and I even went so far as to place cultural factors—issucs of
identity, community, cthnicity, and religious sensibility—ahcad of mate-
rial ones, thus reversing the normally presumed direction of causal arrows
from the material to the cultural, depicting them instcad as moving from
the cultural to the material.™

The change in my own thinking about the wellsprings of collective
action would not be especially interesting were it not for the fact that it
cxemplifics larger shifts in the practice of history during the last thirty
years or so, at least among Anglophonc historians. Many of the cssays
republished here constitute an exploration of this theme, of the shift from
more materialist to more culturalist approaches, within a historiographic
framework. The arc of this trend in the way Mexican and Latin American
history more gencrally has been approached in the United States (and
to some cxtent in Mexico, although less robustly even now) can be fol-
lowed beginning with my cssay of 1979, “Recent Anglophone History”
(not included in this volumec), in which I suggested that the older forms
of political and institutional history that dominated the middle decades
of the twenticth century had given way to cconomic and social history, a
shift I traced in the changing vocabulary of historical work. Where once
the titles of monographs and of articles in the Hispanic American His-
torical Review, for cxﬂmplc., spokc of boundaries, treaties, parties, wars,
and so forth, by the late 19605 thcy WCIc likcly to featurc such terms as
socioeconomic, stratification, and elites. The atrophying of cconomic his-
tory among Anglophone scholars, with a few cxceptions—although it is
much stronger, indeed cven thriving in Mexico today—was accompanicd
through the I990s ]:ay the consolidation of cultural history, dcvclopmcnts
traced in Chapters 3, 6, and 7 in this volume.

Having temporarily abandoned cconomic history (1 think of mysclf as
a recovering cconomic historian), by the way, for the seductions of social
and cultural history, and now returned to cconomic history with my worl
on cconomic thinker and entreprencur Lucas Alamdn, I have come to sce
as unfortunate the decline of cconomic history among Anglophone his-
torians of Latin America, and especially of Mexico. I nonctheless issucd
an cvangelistic call for the colonization of cconomic by cultural history
in Chapter 7. I give two main reasons for this intellectual move. In the
first place, I make the casc that human beings spend so much time getting
and spending that cconomic activitics must be the sites of meaning pro-
duction and expressive practices that arc the major arcnas of interest for

21. For some examples of this approach, in addition to my book on Mexican indepen-
dence, see Van Young (1995h, 2009a).
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cultural historians. In the sccond place, even with the interesting shift in
intcrest among some cconomic historians to the institutional frameworks
suggested by the work of Douglass North, I think it uscful to explore
the notion that institutions do not arisc from a vacuum, but reflect the
cultural substrate of a given socicty—religious ideas, normative valucs,
systems of gender practice, and so on. I have since climbed down off this
soap box with a partial and implicit mea culpa, however, in cssays not in-
cluded in this collection and in the form of private rescrvations about the
hegemony cultural history has come to excrcisc over the ficld.* My own
fecling these days is that cultural history in the absence of cconomic con-
text is just as likely to render a distorted view of its object as is cconomic
history (or political history, for that matter) extracted from its cultural
context. There arc of course practical limits to what the individual scholar
can do—limits of time, documentation, theoretical preparation, personal
intcrest, the dynamics of academic carcers—that make this ccumenism
a counscl of perfection. Some of my readers may find in all this navel-
gazing and shilly-shallying evidence of a failure of intellectual nerve, while
I prefer to think of my reservations as the product of a healthy skepticism
and of a lifclong tendency to be eclectic rather than doctrinaire.

Let me return to the theme of culture. Now, it is truc that not cveryonc
mcans the same thing when they tall about “cultural history”™ as both an
object of inquiry and an approach. My own dcfinition would focus on
what we might call the cconomy of symbolic cxchangc, the arcnas of col-
lective representation and discourse, and such matters as religious belicf,
individual and collective identity, gender relations, the forms in which be-
longing to a community is cxpressed, and other ways in which people or-
ganize their relationship to the material and human worlds around them,
and endow thosc objccts and relationships with meaning. It scems to me
that “mecaning” is the central category of cultural history—it is the honey
in the hive, the nut in the shell, the emotional resonance of the song, the
memory or analogy evoked by a smcll, a touch, a sound, an image. Since
mecaning is therefore a relational property—it valorizes onc thing by ref-
crence to another—and there may be a number of distinct meanings at-
tached to a behavior a belicf, or a symbol, cultural history can get pretty
complicated and messy in adding an entircly unscen but inferred layer of
conncctions to any historical scene. This is cven more obviously the case
when a number of historical actors arc involved. Take, for example, the
land suit, onc of the classic sorts of behavior that colonial historians usc
to rcconstruct past realitics. From a purcly materialist point of view what

22. In addition to my essay “De razones y regiones” cited above, interested readers may
consult Van Young (2o03c).
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is at issuc when a peasant village is pitted in litigation against a private
landowner or a neighboring village is encapsulated in the need for peas-
ants to accumulate funds for subsistcncc, cercmonial ritcs, and rcproduc-
tion (sced to plant the next crop); to pay their rents and taxes; and to pass
on property to the next generation, however little it may be. Symboli-
cally, however, the picee of land being fought over may “mean”™ morc
than its cconomic valuc now or in the futurc. The geographical location
of the land—a modest milpa (cornficld), let us say—may have significance
because of where it is in relation to a cave, a stream, an ancient trec, or
some sacral site. Apart from its productive capacity, access to land itself
may signify belonging to a community, a lincage, or some other social
grouping. Control over a picce of property may cntail strongly gendered
aspects, such as the right to marry and establish an indcpcndcnt house-
hold, the passagc from youth to adulthood, or the support for patriﬂrchﬂl
dominance over women, other family members, or non-kin dependents.
And thosc “meanings” arc only projected by onc party in the cquation,
and may be reflected, mirrorlike, in the unspoken or even unconscious
mental realm of the contending party to the litigation.

It will be noticed that this very broad (critics might cven say flaccid)
definition is by no means class-specific; that is, it docs not suggest that the
study of cultural history need be limited to those social groups that leave
written records, or arc the produccrs and consumers of the litcr:Lry artifacts
of a given socicty. The way I mysclf have practiced it, the boundarics of
cultural history clearly embrace social groups not inscribed in the historical
record, which embraces most of the population in most socictics during
most of history, although onc always faces the issuc of limited or ambigu-
ous sources in dealing with subaltern groups. Nor should cultural history,
in my view, be limited explicitly to expressive realms of human activity
such as cclebratory life, religion, or ritual, but should map a huge geogra-
phy including everyday life and activitics not perhaps universally regarded
as the territory of the “cultural.” By the same token, cultural history is
strongly linked to local knowledges in the sensc propounded so powerfully
(and sometimes opaquely) by cultural anthropologists such as the late Clif-
ford Geertz. Nor does cultural history in any way exelude cconomic life
cxcept by convention, a point I have made above and at some length in
Chapter 7, in which, in particular, [ try to develop the point that although
the institutional approach to cconomic history associated with Douglass
North and his followers has somewhat loosened the grip of neoclassical

23. [ have dealt with issues of definition and delimitation in a number of essays in addi-
tion to those included in this collection, among them the conclusions of at least two volumes
of essays: Van Young (1994a, 2001a).
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modcls on cconomic history, it is arguable that institutions themsclves arc
the products not only of contingent historical conditions, but also of un-
dcrlying cultural tcmplatcs that cXpress pervasive social values as well as
instrumentalist ideas about the frameworks of cconomic action.

I have alluded in passing to the differences in the way the history of
Mexico is written in Mexico and in the United States, or in the wider
Anglophonc world, for that matter; cultural history cxcmpliﬁcs onc of
these, although it is becoming increasingly difficult to gencralize about
it. Another difference, at least until a few years ago, would have been
the application of Marxist theory to the writing of history, which was
never strongly established among Anglophone historians of Mexico in
particular or Latin America more generally (although dependency theory
was), whilc it scems to me that it flourished in Mexico. These differences,
however, arc not restricted to theoretical approaches. They arc also very
noticcable with n:g:u'd to certain themes, ﬂlthough the treatment of the
themes also takes place within prevailing models of what cffective his-
tory writing looks like, and these can be very distinct in Mexico and
the Anglophone world. This is the subjcct of Chapter 4, which deals in
a necessarily abbreviated way with the Anglophone and Hispanophone
historiographics of Mexican independence. The essay traces the textual
and ideological gencalogy of writing on the insurgency of 1810, touching
on somc of the great canonical works produccd by ninctccnth-ccntury
Mexican scholarship, moving into the twenticth century, and ending with
a long scction on how the trends in United States historiography in re-
cent decades have influenced how the history of independence is written
there, and in what ways this literature differs from what Mexican schol-
ars have produced during the same period. Apart from the carly pages in
this introduction, discussing my work in progress on Lucas Alamdn, and
Chapter 6, which is essentially a methodological essay about interpreting
ambiguous source texts so as not to losc their cultural importance, Chap-
ter 4 is the only essay in the volume that deals directly with my rescarch
interest of the 1980s and 1990s, the rebellion of 1810-1821.

Let me close with a word about the ways in which the essays have,
and have not, been revised from their original forms. Some repetitions
between the original essays—identical passages and closc paraphrases—
have been climinated. There have also been some changes in titles and

24. Throughout this volume published works are cited social scienee style, with the au-
thor' last name and the date of publication in parentheses, cither within the text or in the
endnotes. 1 have done this to avoid cluttering the text unduly and to keep the length of
the boolk within reasonable limits. Readers are encouraged to consult the unified bibliogra-
phy at the end of the volume.
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other minor adjustments for the sake of clarity of exposition. This still
leaves two potcnti;ll problcms that might well crop up in any such col-
lection of essays authored by onc scholar over the span of nearly twenty-
five ycars: the age of somc of the chapters, and overlap among them.
Ovcrlﬂp occurs primarily between the first two chﬂptcrs and the last one.
Chapter 1 was written during 2004—5 as a historiographical update cn-
compassing works on the colonial, and to some dcgrcc the nincteenth-
century, Mexican hacienda since the initial publication in 1981 of the
book Hacienda and Market in Erghfeer:fh Century Mexico, and my 1983
article “Mexican Rural History since Chevalier: The Historiography of
the Colonial Hacienda,” not reprinted in this volume although it has
appeared in several other venues over the years. While the historical re-
scarch on the colonial landed estate was just cresting in the carly 1980s
and dropped off sharply in quantity over the ensuing years, a great deal
of work was still to appear. There is comparatively little overlap or cross
talk between Chaptcr 1 and the 1983 article, therefore, CXCCpt for pur-
poscs of sctting a framework for the newer essay. But what there is in
Chapter 1, I have chosen for the most part to leave in place so as not to
disrupt the continuity between what should finally be scen as “Part I”
and “Part II” of the same project, much in the way that movics some-
times spawn sequels. The overlap between Chapter 1 and Chapter 2 is
substantial but contained. My account of the Spanish American highland
hacienda literature in Chapter 2, an essay written around 2006—7, con-
stitutes about onec-third of the text, relics substantially on Chapter 1 for
that part, and is mecant to provide an opcning into a broader discussion
of Latin American rural history parallel to extended treatments of ex-
port cconomies and slave-based sugar plantations. Excising the hacienda
scction of this chapter would be like removing onc leg of a three-legged
stool—the entire thing would topple over. Thus I have left that section
of Chapter 2 largely as it is, not out of indolence but rather a concern
for coherence and breadth. On the other hand, what was to have been
Chapter 8 in this volume, an essay titled “The Mecting of Economic and
Cultural History,” was a sort of narrowed development of the carlier-
written Chapter 7, but a conceptual extension rather than a historio-
graphical onc. The two essays were written five or six years apart, the
sccond after further reading, and after my own decper experience with
cultural history had fermented a bit conceptually in the writing of my
book The Other Rebellion and several essays. However, my thinking on
these issucs is not so profound that it needs to be preserved intact, like an
ancient papyrus or a Shakespeare first edition; thus I have incorporated
much of the conccpmﬂl pursuit of the points of encounter between cco-
nomic and cultural history as portrayed in the crstwhile Chapter 8 into
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the current Chapter 7. Similarly, while I gave some thought to the pos-
sibility of publishing Chapter 5, on Mexican regions, in its original form,
I finally decided to incorporate much of the material from a later cssay on
regionalism and regionality (Van Young 1992b). This makes for a con-
siderably longer, more complex essay. In the end my readers will judge
whether these ovcrlaps and cmendations producc Synergy or just tedium.



