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COMMENTARY

FRANK A, KNAFP JR.

It is with a nostalgic remebrance of things past and a genuine pleasure
that I make these brief remarks on Professor Hugh Hamill’s balanced,
interpretative, and informative paper dealing with the status of biography
in Mexican historiography. This may sound like the most prosaic of all
prosaic beginnings but I have both special and general reasons —or motives.

Perhaps I should feel on the defensive in some degree. Those who have
read the analysis will immediately draw the conclusion that I am reci-
procating with gratitude for Professor Hamill’s generous and kindly com.-
ments about 1 biographic monograph I published several vears ago The
Life of Sebastidn Lerdo de Tejada. That is partly correct. I am indeed
grateful to learn that Lerdo, in his opinion, has managed to wear well
with time and weather subsequent historical research. I should also confess
to another minor fact related to my study on Don Sebastidn. I was twenty
years younger and 1 did nmot then realize that 1 would never again be
capable of mustering the same dedication, zest, sustaining and all-encom.
passing interest, and spirit of pioneering which I applied to that research
project. And I have undertaken and completed many —mostly anony-
mously— in subsequent years.

In truth, I am not only in basic agreement with all of the major con-
clusions in Professor Hamill's paper but they hold a highly personal
meaning for me. He demonstrates clearly that there has been little basic
change in Mexican biographic history over many years. At one time, | had
grandiose plans for literary production in Mexican biographic history, an
ambition which led me to conduct my own survey of the gaps and needs.
The results of my personal compilation were strikingly similar to those of
Professor Hamill, adjusted of course for subsequent production.,

Having stated my virtual agreement with the selections and interpreta-
tions in this paper, [ will add only comments which are primarily obiter
dicta, not major substantive suggestions or criticisms: With regard to the
criteria clearly set forth by the author for selecting titles, T recognize that
this is the writer’s prerogative, and Professor Hamill has adhered to his own
framework of limitations, with a few exceptions. However, there are many
biographical essays and essay collections of considerable merit which never
see the light of print in the form of a full.dress monograph. Some of these
titles deserve a place at least in a more detailed bibliographical compilation
of Mexican biography, particularly because there are such wide gaps in
this field of literature.

One other minor dissent which T have Professor Hamill's approach is
his elimination of foreigners from the Mexican biographic scene. He states:
“Foreigners whose careers included involvement in Mexican affairs have
not been treated on the grounds that their lives belong to the historiography
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of the country of origin” (p. 288) Should the dividing line be so sharp
on the basis of nationality? A more flexible criterion would be the im-
portance of the individual foreigner's role in Mexican political, economic,
cultural, or social affairs,

The introduction to this paper contains the enduring enigma in Mexican
historiography, as germaine today as it was to me twenty vears ago. Pro-
fessor Hamill notes: “Nevertheless, the absence of many first rate biogra.
phies of Mexicans is curious in a socicty where personalist leadership has
played such an important role” (p. 285). Leaders in different spheres worthy
of biographic study are products of their times, which make the Frame-
work of their activities and opportunitics. Yet it is equally axiomatic that
prominent public leaders influence the course of events in pereeptible wavs,
This applies to Mexico where strong cxceutive leadership has been, and is,
the tradition. Far more perhaps than in countries where political and
governmental power is diffused and boxed in with elaborate institutional
structures, bureaucracies, and rooted traditions. Mence, biography should
rate in Mexico as an wdeal medium for organizing political, economic, or
cultural history. Still, Professor Hamill's study and sclections demonstrate
that biography is neglected in Mexico and indeed relatively more attractive
to the nortefio specialist than the Mexican scholar.

In partial explanation, he points out that the vogue of “behavioral
sciences” and institutional studies have crowed biography with its literary
pitfalls from the polemical-muckraking approach at one extreme to the
saintly eulogy at the other. This may account for the concentrated bio-
graphycal production on Benito Judrez, Porfirio Diaz, and a few other na-
tional figures and the scholarly indifference to a multitude of other
worthy subjects, but not the almost complete absence of truly classical
biographies. For example, where is a work comparable to Robert K. Massic's
Nicholas and Alexandra?

Professor Hamill may have struck the kev reason in the practice of
retaining private source collections in private hands. When camrving out
rescarch i Mexico in 1947, T became fascinated with the idea of writing
a biography of Matias Romero and had access to his published works and
some of his scattered personal letters in other mss. collections. T obtained
an interview with the elderly descendant, who had inherited Romero’s
personal papers —reputedly voluminous. He was most courteous in his
treatment of me and sympathetic toward my proposal; but he also firmly
refused me any use of these materials for somewhat esoteric politicai
reasons. I wondered at the time whether this problem of access to original
sources might not be a serious obstacle to Mexican historical output, par-
ticularly biographic.

Professor Hami]l also notes another hurdle to biographic histery which
is hardly confined to Mexico. This is the secmingly universal reflection of
nationalism, accepted national symbols, and national heroes in the writing
of national history. As a consequence, the so-called “losers” in the struggles
over nmational ideals, principles, and issues are relegated to the discard
heap or perform in historv as traitors or villains. This factor may render
partly understandable the oversight in biographic studies of the last of the
Viceroys, the clerical-conservative leaders of the Reform and Intervention
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periods, and many of the prominent Porfiristas after the Revolution of
1910. In truth, the cult of national hero worship (or iconoclasm) places
biographic history in an intolerant straightjacket and chases scholars to less
controversial fields of endeavor. As German Arcinicgas has stated: “Our
Lieroes, like the Greeks, constantly get farther from being men and approach
closer to the gods”. And he adds that Latin American historians have led
the world to believe that the entire ninetcenth century was nothing but
“heroes of the Independence and caudillos”. (Este pueblo de América
[México, D. I.: 1945], 119-121.)

Because 1 once harbored lofty ambitions to produce Mexican biographic
history, I cannot resist the temptation to append a few ideas of my own
to the gaps in the field which Professor Hamill has adeptly enumerated.
I am convinced that one of the most valuable historical projects for the
nineteenth century in Mexico would combine historiography with political
and cultural biography. Many of the great figures of this era were not
only prominent in national politics but also in literary pursuits, especially
historical writing and journalism. Their political roles could be closely
correlated to their historical “methodology” and interpretations. I have in
mind such men as Manuel Payno, Lucas Alaman, José Maria Luis Mora,
I'rancisco Zarco, Treneo Paz, Vicente Riva Palacio, Guillermo Prieto, Justo
Sierra, Miguel Lerdo de Tejada, José Maria Iglesias, and others. In addition,
the opportunitics scem almost unlimited for biographies related to local
leaders who attained a measure of prominence on the national scene at
some juncture in their careers. Fqually unexplored is the sphere of econo-
mic biography —the major landholders, the “‘captains” of industrial devel-
opment, and even the principal economic planners and financiers of this
century.

Professor Hamill's discussion of research in progress suggests the value
of compiling a comprehensive guide on unpublished theses and dissertations
on Mexican biographic topics. Apart from serving as a convenient guide
to research, such a compilation might open a few doors to publishing
houses. Certainly a select few of these buried titles, with revision and some
additional research, might mezit the printed page.

The development of oral biographic history, which Professor Hamill
mentions briefly, does appear to offer biographers a new and rclatively
unique primary source, the impostance of which cannot be evaluated ac-
curately at this stage. Obviously, the persons interviewed are fully cons-
cious of recording their thoughts for history and hence their statements
must be weighed in much the same manner as a memoir or autobiography.
Nevertheless, this technique holds the promise of being of more value to
biographers than some of the “methodology” in vogue among behavior-
alists. The recorded voice and the style of expression give the listener a
sense of reality; the “actor” has the opportunity to explain his motivation
at critical periods in his career, albeit with the benefit of calm retrospect;
and he may be willing to express his opinions on the influence of others
with whom he was associated in public and private life. Certainly, a great
deal of strictly biographical factual data on a subject, which is often time-
consuming to locate, can be concentrated in taped interviews.

In concluding this commentary on Professor Hamill's excellent synthesis,
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I can only hope that the audience of distinguished scholars will receive
my rather candid criticisms on the status of research in the field with a
measure of tolerance. I am guilty in a smail way in not carrying out some
of these grandiose biographic projects which I had in mind some twenty
years ago. [ shall duck behind the pages of Sebastidn Lerdo and take refuge
in the kindly remarks of Professor Hamill. And I feel confident that his
presentation of biographic problems will be a stimulus to some of the
renowned historians at this meeting and possibly in turn to their students.



	image000.bmp
	image001.bmp
	image002.bmp
	image003.bmp
	image004.bmp
	image005.bmp
	image006.bmp
	image007.bmp
	image008.bmp
	image009.bmp
	image010.bmp
	image011.bmp
	image012.bmp
	image013.bmp
	image014.bmp
	image015.bmp
	image016.bmp
	image017.bmp
	image018.bmp
	image019.bmp
	image020.bmp
	image021.bmp
	image022.bmp
	image023.bmp
	image024.bmp
	image025.bmp
	image026.bmp
	image027.bmp
	image028.bmp
	image029.bmp
	image030.bmp
	image031.bmp
	image032.bmp
	image033.bmp
	image034.bmp
	image035.bmp
	image036.bmp
	image037.bmp
	image038.bmp
	image039.bmp
	image040.bmp
	image041.bmp
	image042.bmp
	image043.bmp
	image044.bmp
	image045.bmp
	image046.bmp
	image047.bmp
	image048.bmp
	image049.bmp
	image050.bmp
	image051.bmp
	image052.bmp
	image053.bmp
	image054.bmp
	image055.bmp
	image056.bmp
	image057.bmp
	image058.bmp
	image059.bmp
	image060.bmp
	image061.bmp
	image062.bmp
	image063.bmp
	image064.bmp
	image065.bmp
	image066.bmp
	image067.bmp
	image068.bmp
	image069.bmp
	image070.bmp
	image071.bmp
	image072.bmp
	image073.bmp
	image074.bmp
	image075.bmp
	image076.bmp
	image077.bmp
	image078.bmp
	image079.bmp
	image080.bmp
	image081.bmp
	image082.bmp
	image083.bmp
	image084.bmp
	image085.bmp
	image086.bmp
	image087.bmp
	image088.bmp
	image089.bmp
	image090.bmp
	image091.bmp
	image092.bmp
	image093.bmp
	image094.bmp
	image095.bmp
	image096.bmp
	image097.bmp
	image098.bmp
	image099.bmp
	image100.bmp
	image101.bmp
	image102.bmp
	image103.bmp
	image104.bmp
	image105.bmp
	image106.bmp
	image107.bmp
	image108.bmp
	image109.bmp
	image110.bmp
	image111.bmp
	image112.bmp
	image113.bmp
	image114.bmp
	image115.bmp
	image116.bmp
	image117.bmp
	image118.bmp
	image119.bmp
	image120.bmp
	image121.bmp
	image122.bmp
	image123.bmp
	image124.bmp
	image125.bmp
	image126.bmp
	image127.bmp
	image128.bmp
	image129.bmp
	image130.bmp
	image131.bmp
	image132.bmp
	image133.bmp
	image134.bmp
	image135.bmp
	image136.bmp
	image137.bmp
	image138.bmp
	image139.bmp
	image140.bmp
	image141.bmp
	image142.bmp
	image143.bmp
	image144.bmp
	image145.bmp
	image146.bmp
	image147.bmp
	image148.bmp
	image149.bmp
	image150.bmp
	image151.bmp
	image152.bmp
	image153.bmp
	image154.bmp
	image155.bmp
	image156.bmp
	image157.bmp
	image158.bmp
	image159.bmp
	image160.bmp
	image161.bmp
	image162.bmp
	image163.bmp
	image164.bmp
	image165.bmp
	image166.bmp
	image167.bmp
	image168.bmp
	image169.bmp
	image170.bmp
	image171.bmp
	image172.bmp
	image173.bmp
	image174.bmp
	image175.bmp
	image176.bmp
	image177.bmp
	image178.bmp
	image179.bmp
	image180.bmp
	image181.bmp
	image182.bmp
	image183.bmp
	image184.bmp
	image185.bmp
	image186.bmp
	image187.bmp
	image188.bmp
	image189.bmp
	image190.bmp
	image191.bmp
	image192.bmp
	image193.bmp
	image194.bmp
	image195.bmp
	image196.bmp
	image197.bmp
	image198.bmp
	image199.bmp
	image200.bmp
	image201.bmp
	image202.bmp
	image203.bmp
	image204.bmp
	image205.bmp
	image206.bmp
	image207.bmp
	image208.bmp
	image209.bmp
	image210.bmp
	image211.bmp
	image212.bmp
	image213.bmp
	image214.bmp
	image215.bmp
	image216.bmp
	image217.bmp
	image218.bmp
	image219.bmp
	image220.bmp
	image221.bmp
	image222.bmp
	image223.bmp
	image224.bmp
	image225.bmp
	image226.bmp
	image227.bmp
	image228.bmp
	image229.bmp
	image230.bmp
	image231.bmp
	image232.bmp
	image233.bmp
	image234.bmp
	image235.bmp
	image236.bmp
	image237.bmp
	image238.bmp
	image239.bmp
	image240.bmp
	image241.bmp
	image242.bmp
	image243.bmp
	image244.bmp
	image245.bmp
	image246.bmp
	image247.bmp
	image248.bmp
	image249.bmp
	image250.bmp
	image251.bmp
	image252.bmp
	image253.bmp
	image254.bmp
	image255.bmp
	image256.bmp
	image257.bmp
	image258.bmp
	image259.bmp
	image260.bmp
	image261.bmp
	image262.bmp
	image263.bmp
	image264.bmp
	image265.bmp
	image266.bmp
	image267.bmp
	image268.bmp
	image269.bmp
	image270.bmp
	image271.bmp
	image272.bmp
	image273.bmp
	image274.bmp
	image275.bmp
	image276.bmp
	image277.bmp
	image278.bmp
	image279.bmp
	image280.bmp
	image281.bmp
	image282.bmp
	image283.bmp
	image284.bmp
	image285.bmp
	image286.bmp
	image287.bmp
	image288.bmp
	image289.bmp
	image290.bmp
	image291.bmp
	image292.bmp
	image293.bmp
	image294.bmp
	image295.bmp
	image296.bmp
	image297.bmp
	image298.bmp
	image299.bmp
	image300.bmp
	image301.bmp
	image302.bmp
	image303.bmp
	image304.bmp
	image305.bmp
	image306.bmp
	image307.bmp
	image308.bmp
	image309.bmp
	image310.bmp
	image311.bmp
	image312.bmp
	image313.bmp
	image314.bmp
	image315.bmp
	image316.bmp
	image317.bmp
	image318.bmp
	image319.bmp
	image320.bmp
	image321.bmp
	image322.bmp
	image323.bmp
	image324.bmp
	image325.bmp
	image326.bmp
	image327.bmp
	image328.bmp
	image329.bmp
	image330.bmp
	image331.bmp
	image332.bmp
	image333.bmp
	image334.bmp
	image335.bmp
	image336.bmp
	image337.bmp
	image338.bmp
	image339.bmp
	image340.bmp
	image341.bmp
	image342.bmp
	image343.bmp
	image344.bmp
	image345.bmp
	image346.bmp
	image347.bmp
	image348.bmp
	image349.bmp
	image350.bmp
	image351.bmp
	image352.bmp
	image353.bmp
	image354.bmp
	image355.bmp
	image356.bmp
	image357.bmp
	image358.bmp
	image359.bmp
	image360.bmp
	image361.bmp
	image362.bmp
	image363.bmp
	image364.bmp
	image365.bmp
	image366.bmp
	image367.bmp
	image368.bmp
	image369.bmp
	image370.bmp
	image371.bmp
	image372.bmp
	image373.bmp
	image374.bmp
	image375.bmp
	image376.bmp
	image377.bmp
	image378.bmp
	image379.bmp
	image380.bmp
	image381.bmp
	image382.bmp
	image383.bmp
	image384.bmp
	image385.bmp
	image386.bmp
	image387.bmp
	image388.bmp
	image389.bmp
	image390.bmp
	image391.bmp
	image392.bmp
	image393.bmp
	image394.bmp
	image395.bmp
	image396.bmp
	image397.bmp
	image398.bmp
	image399.bmp
	image400.bmp
	image401.bmp
	image402.bmp
	image403.bmp
	image404.bmp
	image405.bmp
	image406.bmp
	image407.bmp
	image408.bmp
	image409.bmp
	image410.bmp
	image411.bmp
	image412.bmp
	image413.bmp
	image414.bmp
	image415.bmp
	image416.bmp
	image417.bmp
	image418.bmp
	image419.bmp
	image420.bmp
	image421.bmp
	image422.bmp
	image423.bmp
	image424.bmp
	image425.bmp
	image426.bmp
	image427.bmp
	image428.bmp
	image429.bmp
	image430.bmp
	image431.bmp
	image432.bmp
	image433.bmp
	image434.bmp
	image435.bmp
	image436.bmp
	image437.bmp
	image438.bmp
	image439.bmp
	image440.bmp
	image441.bmp
	image442.bmp
	image443.bmp
	image444.bmp
	image445.bmp
	image446.bmp
	image447.bmp
	image448.bmp
	image449.bmp
	image450.bmp
	image451.bmp
	image452.bmp
	image453.bmp
	image454.bmp
	image455.bmp
	image456.bmp
	image457.bmp
	image458.bmp
	image459.bmp
	image460.bmp
	image461.bmp
	image462.bmp
	image463.bmp
	image464.bmp
	image465.bmp
	image466.bmp
	image467.bmp
	image468.bmp
	image469.bmp
	image470.bmp
	image471.bmp
	image472.bmp
	image473.bmp
	image474.bmp
	image475.bmp
	image476.bmp
	image477.bmp
	image478.bmp
	image479.bmp
	image480.bmp
	image481.bmp
	image482.bmp
	image483.bmp
	image484.bmp
	image485.bmp
	image486.bmp
	image487.bmp
	image488.bmp
	image489.bmp
	image490.bmp
	image491.bmp
	image492.bmp
	image493.bmp
	image494.bmp
	image495.bmp
	image496.bmp
	image497.bmp
	image498.bmp
	image499.bmp
	image500.bmp
	image501.bmp
	image502.bmp
	image503.bmp
	image504.bmp
	image505.bmp
	image506.bmp
	image507.bmp
	image508.bmp
	image509.bmp
	image510.bmp
	image511.bmp
	image512.bmp
	image513.bmp
	image514.bmp
	image515.bmp
	image516.bmp
	image517.bmp
	image518.bmp
	image519.bmp



