The Celebration of “Cinco de Mayo”

In the United States our cultural fabric is richly woven by many cultures.  We do not need to cross the boundaries of countries to experience the diversity of cultures.  Many neighborhoods, regions and sections of our country are heavily influenced by recent and early settlements as well as the cultures of our neighbors to the North and South.

In the Southwest, the Mexican culture is a profound influence on everyday life, the dress, architecture, language and social events.  The Mexican culture will quickly be incorporated into a newcomers behavior.  Cinco de Mayo is an unofficial holiday in the states of Arizona, New Mexico, Southern California and Texas recognized as a festive celebration for all inhabitants, not just in the Mexican communities.  The celebration associated with this event is rooted in Mexican history, and in Mexico, its national holiday of speeches and parades.  In the United States Cinco de Mayo is a commercialized holiday celebrated on a larger scale than in Mexico.  To many, it is viewed as a Chicano holiday with parades, mariachi music, folklorico dancing, crafts and other types of fun activities.

Unfortunately, many people in the United States, as well as Mexico, wrongly associate “The 5 of May” (1862) as the date of Mexican Independence.  Mexico’s “Fourth of July” actually occurred on September 16, 1810, about fifty years before.  Cinco de Mayo marks the victory of a poorly equipped, ill trained, Mexican Army over a much superior French Army at the village of Puebla.

Events leading up to “The Fifth of May” began when conditions in Mexico were  politically and socially devastating.  At the end of the Mexican-American War of 1846-48 and the Mexican Civil War in the 1850’s Mexico was bankrupt.  President Benito Juarez issued a moratorium that suspended payments on all debt for a period of two years.  The English, Spanish and French governments decided to invade Mexico and hold the port of Vera Cruz and use its commerce as payments on its dept.  The Spanish and English withdrew but Napoleon II intended to create an Empire in Mexico.  The French began its advance into Mexico but was surprised when a poorly equipped and out gunned 2 to 1 Mexican Army defeated, at the time, the best trained and equipped army in the world.  

This event, had many effects, it marked a turn in Mexicos history.  Mexicans were tremendously proud of their army and became enthusiastic in support of their country.  European armies never again invaded the Americas, and Cinco de Mayo symbolizes the right of people to self determination and national sovereignty.

Now you know part of the history behind the celebration of “Cinco de Mayo”.

