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PREFACE

This two-volume reader has been constructed to accompany The American People:
Creating a Nation and a Society (New York: Harper & Row, 1986), but I hope it will
also prove a useful supplement to other textbooks in American history. The essays have
been selected with three goals in mind: first, to blend political and social history; second,
to lead students to a consideration of the role of women, ethnic groups, and laboring
Americans in the weaving of the nation’s social fabric; and third, to explore life at the
individual and community levels. The book also means to introduce students to the
individuals and groups who made a critical difference in the shaping of American
history or whose experience reflected key changes in their society.

A few of the individuals highlighted are famous—Benjamin Franklin, Abraham
Lincoln, and Thomas Edison, for example. A number of others are historically visible
but not quite household names—Daniel Shays, Tecumseh, *“Big Bill” Haywood, W. E.
B. Du Bois, and Margaret Sanger. Some will be totally obscure to students, such as
“Long Bill” Scott, a revolutionary soldier, and Mayo Greenleaf Patch, whose early
nineteenth-century misfortunes mirror some of the changes occurring in rural society
after the American Revolution. Sometimes the focus is on groups whose role in history
has not been adequately treated—the Chinese in the building of the transcontinental
railroad, the women of the Southern Farmers Alliance in the late nineteenth century,
and the Hispanic agricultural laborers of this century.

Some of the essays chosen take us inside American homes, farms, and factories,
such as the essays on the beginnings of industrialization before the Civil War, the
transcontinental migrants of the nineteenth century, and the upcountry yeoman farm-
ers of Georgia after the Civil War. Such essays, it is hoped, will convey an understand-
ing of the daily lives of ordinary Americans, who collectively helped shape society.
Other essays deal with the vital social and political movements that transformed
American society: the revolutionary movement of the eighteenth century; abolitionism
in the antebellum period; populism and progressivism in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries; and the civil rights and feminist movements of our own times.
Finally, some of the essays treat technological and scientific advances that greatly
affected society, such as electricity and birth control.

Readability has been an important criterion in the selection of these essays. An
important indicator of readability, in turn, is how vividly and concretely the past has
been brought alive by the author. The main objective has been a palpable presentation
of the past—one that allows students to sense and feel the forces of historical change
and hence to understand them.

GARY B. NasH
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THE CONQUEST OF UTOPIA

ERIC R. WOLF

The success of the Spanish conquest of Middle America and Peru has long fascinated
historians. The very scale of the conquest, accomplished by no more than a few
thousand Spanish soldiers and a few dozen priests, has led historians to search for an
explanation for the almost effortless Spanish victory. While earlier historians attributed
the conquest to the superiority of European technology and culture, the Spanish
victory, as Eric Wolf shows in this essay, rested as much on the nature of Indian society
as on Spanish military tactics and armaments.

Although he does not use the term here, Wolf uses the anthropological concept
of acculturation to explain the transformation of Middle American society. Accultura-
tion is the process of cultural interchange that occurs when two different cultures come
into contact with each other. In the process of this interchange a complex borrowing
and accommodation of cultural traits takes place. Neither culture was left unaltered,
even though European settlers believed that their superior culture would uplift the
tribal culture without itself being affected.

Applied to Middle America, the acculturation process can be followed in the use
to which the Spanish desire for gold and conquest was put by some of the local Native
Americans. Long subjugated to a Mexica tribal hierarchy, local groups of natives used
the coming of the Spanish as a means of revolting against their oppression. The
conquest, as Wolf points out, was as much a popular revolt against indigenous domi-
nation as a Spanish military victory.

It was in the realm of religion, however, that the acculturation process is
most apparent. From the beginning of contact, Spanish and Indian priests searched
for a mutual understanding between their doctrines and rituals. Their shared belief
in baptism, the similarities between the Catholic Virgin and the Indian Coatlicue,
and the common use of the cross as a religious symbol gave the Spanish and Native
Americans a common language in which elements of the two cultures could be
merged.

The Spanish were not alone in the conquest of America. Soon Dutch, Portuguese,
French, Swedish, and English adventurers sought to follow the Spanish example and
claim colonies of their own. In doing so, they brought themselves into contact with
other indigenous peoples and began their own cycle of acculturation. How did the
motives of the English colonizers, described by William Cronon in Reading 4, differ
from those of the Spanish? How did the nature of the European-Native American
interaction differ?

Reprinted from Eric R. Wolf, Sons of the Shaking Earth (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1959), pp.
152-175, with permission of the author and the University of Chicago Press.
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THE CONQUEST OF UTOPIA

In 1492, Christopher Columbus, sailing under
the flag of Castile, discovered the islands of the
Caribbean and planted upon their shores the
standard of his sovereigns and the cross of his
Savior. From these islands, the newcomers began
to probe the Middle American coast. In Easter
week, 1519, a young adventurer, Hernan Cortés
—lawyer by professional training and military
man through baptism of fire on Santo Domingo
—Ilanded in the vicinity of San Juan de Ulua in
Veracruz. He brought with him an army of 508
soldiers—32 of whom were crossbowmen and
carried harquebuses—16 horses, and 14 pieces of
artillery, together with a navy of 11 ships and 100
sailors. In July and August of that year, Cortés
beached his ships and embarked on the conquest
of Tenochtitldn. Two years later, on August 13,
1521, Tenochtitlan fell into Spanish hands. One
cycle of history had come to an end and another
cycle began.

How is one to explain this sudden irreversible
change in the fate of Middle America? The entire
enterprise of the Spanish Conquest seems
shrouded in a curious air of unreality. Hernan
Cortés conquers an empire embracing millions of
people. For lack of holy water, a Fray Pedro de
Gante baptizes hundreds of thousands of Indians
with his saliva. A Nufez Cabeza de Vaca sets out
to find the golden cities of Cibola and the Foun-
tain of Youth, to be shipwrecked, reduced to star-
vation, nearly eaten by cannibals, only to return
to the fray as soon as he is rescued. Actors, acts,
and motives seem superhuman: their lust for gold
and for salvation, their undivided loyalty to a
distant monarch, their courage in the face of a
thousand obstacles seem to defy simple psycho-
logical explanations. They not only made history;
they struck poses against the backdrop of history,
conscious of their role as makers and shakers of
this earth. The utterances of a Cortés, a Panfilo
Narvaez, a Garay, are replete with references to
Caesar, Pompey, and Hannibal. Cortés plays not
only at being himself; he is also the Amadis of
Gaul celebrated in the medieval books of chiv-
alry. They were not satisfied with the simple act;
they translated each act into a symbolic state-
ment, an evocation of a superhuman purpose.
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Struck with admiration of their deeds and pos-
tures, their chroniclers took them at their word.
In the pages of the history books these men pa-
rade in the guise of their own evaluation of them-
selves: half centaurs, pawing the ground with
their hoofs and bellowing with voices like can-
non, half gods, therefore, and only half men.

But their image of themselves obscures the real
greatness of their achievement, for greatness can
be measured only on a human scale, not on a
divine. Part of their greatness was undoubtedly
due to the military tactics employed by a coura-
geous and cunning general. The Spaniards used
cavalry to break through the massed formations
of an enemy that had never before encountered
horses; they thus avoided hand-to-hand combat
in which gunpowder and iron arms would have
been of little avail in the face of the wicked Indian
swords, beset with obsidian chips. To counteract
the Indian firepower of spears and arrows, the
Spaniards used the crossbow, the instrument that
gained them such a decisive victory in the great
battle of Pavia against the remnants of French
knighthood. When Spanish cavalry, artillery, and
infantry proved impotent against Indian canoes
manned by archers in the canals and lagoons sur-
rounding Tenochtitlan, Cortés again carried the
battle to the enemy, attacking the embattled capi-
tal across the water, from the boards of thirteen
ships built on the spot.

None of these military successes would have
been possible, however, without the Indian allies
Cortés won in Middle America. From the first, he
enlisted on his side rulers and peoples who had
suffered grievously at the hands of their Mexica
enemies. In a decisive way, as Ralph Beals has
put it, “the conquest of Tenochtitlan was less a
conquest than it was a revolt of dominated peo-
ples.” Spanish firepower and cavalry would have
been impotent against the Mexica armies without
the Tlaxcaltec, Texcocans and others who joined
the Spanish cause. They furnished the bulk of the
infantry and manned the canoes that covered the
advance of the brigantines across the lagoon of
Tenochtitlan. They provided, transported, and
prepared the food supplies needed to sustain an
army in the field. They maintained lines of com-
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munication between coast and highland, and they
policed occupied and pacified areas. They sup-
plied the raw materials and muscular energy for
the construction of the ships that decided the
siege of the Mexica capital. Spanish military
equipment and tactics carried the day, but Indian
assistance determined the outcome of the war.
In an ultimate sense, the time was ripe for a
redress in the balance of power in Middle Amer-
ica. Even Moctezuma, in his abode at Tenochtit-
lan, must have felt this, for we can read in his
hesitations, in his hearkening to omens of doom,
evidence of the doubt and uncertainty which was
gnawing at the vitals of Mexica domination. The
Spaniards provided the indispensable additional
energy required to reverse the dominant political
trend. Yet they were not mere agents of the indig-
enous will, mere leaders of an indigenous revoit.
Cortés’ genius lay precisely in his ability to play
this role, to surround himself with charisma in
the eyes of the Indians. Cortés played this role to
the hilt, but with calculated duplicity. For the
Spaniards had not come to Middle America to
restore an indigenous society. They acted from
autonomous motives which were not those of
their Indian allies. Accepting the command of a
people deeply accustomed to obedience through
long participation in a hierarchical social order,
they began to enact their own purposes, to realize
their own ends, which were those of Spanish soci-
ety and therefore alien and hostile to those of the
Indians among whom they had begun to move.
To understand these ends, we must try to un-
derstand Spanish society of that time, a task in
which we moderns experience a particular diffi-
culty. The reduced and impoverished Spain of
today [1959] obscures our understanding of the
once wealthy and powerful empire upon which
the sun never set. All too often, we tend to inter-
pret the past by reconstructing it in the image of
the present. Again, too often, we view Spain
through the lens of a powerful political mythol-
ogy, a mythology forged both consciously and
unconsciously in Protestant countries to advance
the liberating cause of Protestantism and republi-
can institutions against Catholicism and mo-
narchical absolutism. According to this mythol-
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ogy, a singularly partisan deity ranged himself on
the side of human freedom and economic prog-
ress against “feudal” Spain. While in northern
Europe right-thinking and industrious men put
their shoulders to the wheel of the Industrial Rev-
olution, the Catholic South remained sunk in
medieval sloth. But the rise and decline of a soci-
ety is not explained by recourse to political
demonology; the truth is at once simpler and
more complex.

Let us not forget that the Mediterranean and
not the European North is the homeland of capi-
talism and of the Industrial Revolution. Italy,
southern France, Spain, and southern Germany
witnessed the rise of the first factories, the first
banks, the first great fairs. At the time of the
discovery of America, the Iberian Peninsula har-
bored thriving cities, humming with expanding
wealth and trade. The sources of this prosperity
were manifold: the sale of wool to England or to
Flanders; the sale of iron wares to the Levant; the
seizure and sale of slaves from the African coast;
the quick raid on a Saracen stronghold or a pi-
rate’s lair. These were enterprises which de-
manded the utmost in individual stamina and
personal valor; they were also exceedingly profit-
able. And in response the culture which fed upon
an extension of these enterprises elaborated its
peculiar image of the manly ideal: the overween-
ing personality possessed of skill and courage.
This ideal belonged as much to the medieval past
as to the commercial future. It was inherently
contradictory and revealed in its contradiction
the opposing forces at work within the social sys-
tem that gave it birth. Its heroes act; but the
cultural forms of their acts are not only rich in the
symbolic pageantry of the medieval knight-
crusader but also supreme examples of the exalta-
tion of Renaissance man pioneering on new fron-
tiers of thought and human behavior. Covertly,
more than once, the goal of the act is profit, con-
ceived as personal enhancement through the ac-
quisition of gold and riches.

There were in reality two Spains, or two ten-
dencies at work in the Iberian Peninsula. The first
tendency was aristocratic, oriented toward war-
fare and the gain of riches by warfare. It was
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exemplified most clearly by the armies of Castile,
composed of a warlike nobility and a warlike
peasantry. These armies had been forged in the
fight against the Moors, first in raid and counter-
raid, later in the systematic reconquest of the
Moorish southland. The nobility, partly orga-
nized into religious orders of monastic warriors,
saw in warfare a ready source of ego enhance-
ment and looted wealth. Its traditional economic
interest lay in the extension of grazing range for
its herds of cattle and sheep, coupled with a flour-
ishing export trade in wool to northern Europe.
The peasantry, on the other hand, consisted of
soldier-cultivators, recruited into the army by
promises and guaranties of freedom from servile
encumbrances and charters of local self-rule.
These peasants desired land, free land, to divide
among their sons. In warfare, both nobility and
peasantry gained their divergent ends.

The other Spain, the other Spanish trend, was
less involved in warfare; it pointed toward capital
accumulation through rising industry and trade
in the hands of a town-based bourgeoisie. Such
entrepreneurs existed in all Peninsular towns; but
only in eastern Spain, centered in Catalonia, had
they gained sufficient power to check the expan-
sionist desires of the aristocratic soldiery. In this
part of Spain, a bloody peasant war had smashed
the remnants of a feudal system of the classic
European kind. Traditional relationships in
which a lord exercised economic, judicial, and
social control of a group of serfs had given way
to new social ties. A free peasantry populated the
countryside; a prosperous bourgeoisie, long ori-
ented toward maritime trade, controlled the
towns. The country was undergoing incipient in-
dustrialization, and the cloth, leather, and iron
wares so produced were exchanged in the eastern
Mediterranean for the drugs, dyestuffs, and lux-
ury goods of the Orient.

By 1492, these two Spains were headed for
collision, a conflict which might well have altered
the face of Spain but for the discovery of Amer-
ica. The fall of the last Moorish redoubt put an
end to the limitless acquisition of land by con-
quest and to the easy accumulation of wealth by
forceful seizure; 1492 marked the closing of the
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Spanish frontier. As land became scarce, interests
which had run parallel up to that time began to
conflict; while the soldier-peasant wanted unen-
cumbered land, the aristocrat wanted open range
for sheep and cattle or land for dependent cultiva-
tors. With the distribution of the fruits of con-
quest among the conquerors, moreover, readily
available wealth became unavailable. How was
new wealth to be produced? To this problem the
merchant-entrepreneur of the towns had an an-
swer: capital investment in industry coupled with
the reduction of aristocratic power. At this mo-
ment, however, the doors to the New World
swung wide open to reveal a new frontier: dream
cities of gold, endless expanses of land, huge
reservoirs of dependent labor. The merchant-
entrepreneur receded into obscurity; the knight-
adventurer, the visionary of wealth through sei-
zure at sword’s point, gained new impetus.

It was this new frontier which settled the fate
of Spain. Paradoxically, Spanish industry was to
be swamped in a tide of gold from the Indies,
which spelled its ultimate ruin; paradoxically,
also, the new frontier destroyed the class which
might have carried such industrialization to a
successful conclusion. For in this New World, all
men—peasant, merchant, impoverished noble,
noble merchant-prince—could dream of becom-
ing lords of land, Indians, and gold. Men who in
Spain might have allied themselves politically
and economically with the entrepreneurs and
traders of the towns against the aristocrat could
in this new venture identify themselves with the
ideal of the mounted noble. Men who in Spain
might have spurred the growth of the middle
classes were here converted into its opponents.
The year 1492 might have marked Spain’s awak-
ening to a new reality; instead, it marked the
coming of a new dream, a new utopia.

Where men of varied pasts and varied interests
engage in a common enterprise, belief in a univer-
sal utopia renders possible their common action.
Utopia asks no questions of reality; it serves to
bind men in the service of a dream. Belief in it
postpones the day of reckoning on which the
spoils will be divided and men will draw their
swords to validate their personal utopia against
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the counterclaims of their comrades-in-arms.
Some came to the New World to find gold; others
to find order; still others to save souls. Yet in their
common dream they asked no questions of one
another. For the time being, their dream was vali-
dated by their common experience on board ship,
by their common sufferings in the face of the
enemy, by their common victory.

In the course of their common adventure in
utopia they also achieved a set of common usages
and understandings which made “the culture of
the Conquest” different from their ancestral cul-
ture and from the culture still to be in the New
World. Their purposes had a transcendental sim-
plicity: gold, subjects, souls. This simplicity pat-
terned their behavior and their thought, some of
it conscious, self-imposed. The colonist-to-be in
search of his liberty casts off the traditional forms
which he has experienced as shackles and encum-
brances. The royal official in search of order ab-
hors the tangle of inherited forms of the Old
World. The friar leaves behind him a world
which is old and corrupt; in utopia he seeks aus-
terity and clarity. The very process of migration
produces a simplified stock of cultural forms.

Men drawn from all walks of life, the conquer-
ors were not a complete sample of their ancestral
society. They did not bring with them complete
knowledge of the gamut of Spanish culture. Some
of this age-old heritage they could not reproduce
in the New World because they lacked acquain-
tance with it. Some of it, however, vanished in the
crucible of their common experience, in their
need to develop a common cultural denominator
to facilitate their common task. Spain, but re-
cently unified under one crown, had remained a
cultural plural, a mosaic of many parts. Yet the
culture of the conquerors was, by contrast, highly
homogeneous. This simplification extended to
material goods: only one plow, of the many Span-
ish plows, was transmitted to the New World;
only a few techniques of fishing were selected
from the plethora of Spanish fishing techniques
and transplanted into the new setting. Simplifica-
tion extended also to symbolic behavior: speech
undergoes a leveling, a planing-down of the for-
malities of Castilian Spanish into a plain and util-

A COLONIZING PEQOPLE

itarian idiom. Left behind are the many Spanish
folk fiestas in honor of a multitude of beloved
local saints; they yield in the New World to the
measured and standardized performance of the
formal celebrations of way stations in the life of
Christ. The culture of the conquest was, as
George Foster has pointed out, sui generis. In
vain one looks in the culture of these men for the
rich varied regional heritage of the mother coun-
try.

Some of the conquerors wanted gold—gold,
the actual tangible substance, not the intangible
“promises to pay” of later capitalism. In this they
were children of their times, caught in the contra-
diction between medieval magic and the modern
search for profits. All over Europe men longed
for gold, encountered gold in dreams, dug for it
under trees and in caves, sold their souls to the
devil for it, labored over retorts to obtain it from
base metals such as iron or lead. It was a kind of
illness, and Cortés stated it that way—half cyni-
cally and half realistically—in addressing the first
Mexica noble he met: “The Spaniards are trou-
bled with a disease of the heart for which gold is
the specific remedy.” The illness was greed, but
beyond greed the desire for personal liberty, es-
cape of the ego from bondage to other men,
“spiritual autarchy,” as Eliseo Vivas has said,
“which is achieved only when you are able to say
to another man, a mi no me manda nadie—no
one bosses me; I am lord because I have land and
gold and Indians, and I need not beg any favors
from you or any one else.” This is the new self-
made man talking, the medieval adventurer on
the threshold of capitalism, knight-errant in cul-
tural form but primitive capitalist in disguise.
The goal is medieval—never again to bend one’s
will to that of another—but the instrument is
modern: the instrument of wealth.

Utopia thus bears at the outset the mark of a
contradiction between past and future, a contra-
diction never wholly overcome. The contradic-
tion is most startlingly illuminated when the
Spanish entrepreneur is compared with his con-
temporary English rival. “The Englishmen,” says
Salvador de Madariaga, “though on the surface
more self-seeking, were in depth more socially
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minded; the Spaniards, though in appearance
more statesmanlike and creative, more intent on
‘ennobling’ cities and setting up kingdoms, were
more self-centered. The Englishman, with his
dividends, socialized his adventures, gain, booty;
the Spaniard, with his hospitals, foundations,
cathedrals, colleges and marquisates, raised a
monument to his own self. . . .”” The rise of puri-
tanism in the Anglo-American world, so bril-
liantly analyzed by Max Weber and Richard
Tawney, destroyed the contradiction between in-
dividual goals and cultural means. For in accept-
ing the Protestant ethic of work and capital ac-
cumulation as virtue, the entrepreneur made
himself an instrument of production, harnessed
himself to the process of capital formation. In
Anglo-America, the very means thus became the
ends; in Ibero-America, means and ends re-
mained at war with one another, contradictory,
unresolved.

If some came in search of gold and its promise
of personal liberty, others came in search of
order. Their deity was the absolute monarch;
their religion the new religion of the reason of
state. At the end of the fifteenth century the Span-
ish crown had just emerged victorious in its polit-
ical battles against its rivals. With the help of the
rising middle classes and the peasantry, it had
successfully defeated the attempts of the aristo-
crats who wished to reduce the king once again
to the passive position of a mere primus inter
pares. Yet this political success but threatened to
put the king into the hands of the penny-wise
merchants who wished to trade support for a veto
over his military and bureaucratic expenditures.
The long period of the reconquest had also
brought with it a spate of fueros or local charters
which exempted one or the other local or profes-
sional body from the application of the general
law; many a king had traded local autonomy for
support against the Moorish enemy.

In the conquest of the New World, the crown
saw its opportunity to escape the limitations of
internal Spanish politics. Gold from the Indies
would enrich not only the eager adventurer; a
fifth of all gold and silver mined in the New
World would be the king’s, to finance a royal
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army, navy, and officialdom, to build the bases of
absolutist power upon institutions wholly inde-
pendent of nobility, middle classes, or peasant
cultivators. Wealth from the Indies would under-
write a state standing above all classes, above the
endless quarrels of contending interest groups.
This state would speak with a new voice, with a
new will. It would no longer be bound by prece-
dent; it would set aside solutions which had be-
come traditional, overgrown with the “cake of
custom” and with compromise. The New World
would not have to grow, piecemeal, in the shad-
ows of ancient complexities: it would be a
planned world, projected into reality by the royal
will and its executioners. Thus utopia would be-
come law, and law utopian. If Spanish towns had
been small, cramped within their rings of fortifi-
cations, crowded around small irregular squares,
then the towns of the New World would be large,
open, unfortified; built upon the gridiron plan;
centered upon a spacious square dominated by
church and city-hall as twin symbols of sacred
and secular power; an architectural utopia con-
ceived by Italian architect-dreamers and built in
the New World by royal mandate.

Was it true that many Indians lived in scat-
tered hamlets instead of stationary, circum-
scribed, concentrated settlements? Then let there
be a law to force them to live in nucleated towns,
each with its own church, each surrounded by its
own fields—within a measured radius of 560
yards from the church steeple—so that they
could learn to order their lives to the tolling of
church bells and to the commands of royal offi-
cers. Land and people of utopia had both been
conquered by the sword; but it would be the dry
scratching of the goose-quill pen upon parchment
that would turn utopia into reality. Let each In-
dian keep twelve chickens and six turkeys and sell
them for no more than 4 reales per turkey and
1% reales per chicken, let each Indian working in
a textile mill receive a daily ration of eighteen
tortillas or fourteen tamales, plus chili, chickpeas,
and beans. No problem was too insignificant to
demand solution, and all solutions were solutions
of law. Utopia was to be born also with this fatal
deficiency implicit in the contradiction of law and
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reality. Reality is too protean to be wholly cov-
ered by law; it soon grows through, around, and
over law, leaving but a hollow shell of words, a
gesture of etiquette to gloss over the gap between
wish and existence. The Latin American world
still bears this legacy of law as a gesture to initiate
action, to create a new order, and—when the
energy of the gesture is spent—to use the law as
wish, to wipe out a reality grown beyond law and
order, beyond utopia.

Utopia contained many houses. If some men
longed for gold, to build upon it their untram-
meled liberty, and if others sought Indian sub-
Jects to rule and exercise in the spirit of the new
order, so there were men who came to save souls.
Upon the ruins of pagan shrines and idols in a
new continent filled with souls hungry for salva-
tion, yet uncorrupted by the age-old vices of the
Old World, they would erect their own utopia:
the prelude on earth of the Kingdom of Heaven.
To these prophets of salvation, the conquest of
the New World was the call to a great spiritual
task: the defeat of Satan in his own redoubt, the
redemption of souls languishing in his power, the
annunciation of the faith in the one true God. The
shock troops of this new faith were the friars,
members of the monastic orders, strongly in-
fluenced by the reformist religious currents of the
times. In some countries, such movements were
soon to feed the flames of the Protestant revolu-
tion. If this did not happen in Spain, it was not
because Spain lacked inflammable intellectual
tinder. The economic and political development
of the country had given strong impetus to men
who began to question long-accepted opinions
and to explore new interpretations of Catholi-
cism. Most of these questioners were influenced
by Erasmus of Rotterdam (1466-1536), whose
teaching de-emphasized the importance of formal
ritual and stressed the promptings to piety of an
“inner” voice, and by the utopian and reformist
thought of Thomas More (1478-1535) and Luis
Vives (1492-1540).

The reason that this new religious current did
not explode into open rebellion against accepted
religious forms is to be found in the character of
the Spanish state and the circumstances which
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surrounded it rather than in the intellectual
heterodoxy of the movement. The Spanish state
had no need to break with the papacy: it dictated
ecclesiastical appointments in its own territory; it
possessed the right to read and suppress papal
bulls before making them public; it controlled the
office of the Inquisition; it even sponsored auton-
omy in doctrinal matters through its support of
the belief in the immaculate conception of the
Virgin Mary, long before this belief became offi-
cial church dogma at the Council of Trent (1545
63). In other European states the hunger for land
and capital was one of the chief underlying mo-
tives for religious reformation; after the break
with Rome, the estates of the church were di-
vided among the members of the Protestant fac-
tion. In Spain, the frontiers had not yet closed.
Until 1492 land and wealth were still to be had
by fighting the Moors in southern Spain in the
name of religion, and that year witnessed the
opening of the new frontier in the New World,
with its promise of gold and glory for all takers.

Under Cardinal Ximénez de Cisneros, the
Erasmists received royal approval. The crown
saw in their effort to restore the simplicity and
austerity of primitive Christianity—in the face of
decay and corruption—a spiritual counterpart to
its own efforts to centralize Spain and to endow
the new empire with a unified sense of mission.
Many of the friars who came to the New World
had taken part in this religious renewal. The first
twelve friars to set foot in New Spain—the so-
called Apostolic Twelve—had all worked to
spread the gospel of primitive Christendom in
southern Spain. Fray Juan de Zumérraga (14617
1548), the first archbishop of Mexico, was a fol-
lower of Erasmus and familiar with the utopian
writings of Sir Thomas More. Vasco de Quiroga
(1470-1565), the first bishop of Michoacan, actu-
ally established a replica of Sir Thomas More’s
Utopia among the Indian communities of his
bishopric. All these soldiers of the faith favored
poverty over wealth, communal property over
private property. Carefully they labored to purge
Catholicism of the accumulation of ritual, select-
ing from the profusion of religious ritual only the
major ceremonials celebrating the way-stations of
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Christ’s life. This desire for purity and simplicity
they also expressed in their great single-naved
churches, symbolic of the homogeneity of primi-
tive Christian worship, uncluttered by devotion
to smaller altars and lateral naves.

The utopia of gold and liberty crumbled in the
tension between exaltation of the self, through
valiant deeds, and wealth, the instrument selected
for their validation. The utopia of order remained
arrested in the legal gesture, attempting to stem
the tide of real behavior. The utopia of faith, too,
was to founder, hoped-for morality all too often
impotent in the face of stubborn secular demand.
And yet, conversion proved a success. The
romanticists have long delighted in discovering
the idols behind altars, the Gods of the Cave
transformed into Christs hanging upon the Cross,
the earth goddesses disguised as Catholic Virgins,
the braziers burning copal gum on the steps of the
churches, and other evidences of pre-Conquest
heritage in the religious beliefs and practices of
modern Indians. There is much that is Indian in
the Catholicism of Middle America; but more
surprising than the numerous survivals of pre-
Conquest ideas and rituals is the organizational
success of the Catholic utopia in a country of
different religions and languages. Wherever you
go in Middle America, you encounter the images
of the Catholic saints and the churches built by
the conquerors. Christ and the Virgin may have
been transmuted by the adoration of men who
had worshipped the Sun and the Moon and the
Earth and the Lords of the Four Directions; but
when an Indian speaks of a human being today,
he does not say “a man”’; he says “a Christian,”
a believer.

How is this success to be explained? It is easy
to dismember men with cannons; it is more diffi-
cult to tame their minds. Certainly military de-
feat played a part, because it provided a visible
demonstration of the impotence and decadence of
the Mexica gods. The Children of the Sun had
died by the sword as they had lived by the sword.
The old gods had failed. When the Spaniards had
demanded that the Totonac of Cempoala destroy
their idols, the people had recoiled in horror; yet
when the conquerors hurled the idols to the
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ground and broke them to pieces, the idols had
remained mute and defenseless. They had not
smitten the foreigners; they had failed to show the
power that was in them. When the priests
released the stones from the Pyramid of Cholula
which held back the magic water that was in the
mountain so that it would drown the strange men
in a flood, the channel remained dry, and their
magic deserted them. When the Children of the
Sun, the Toltec rulers of Tenochtitlan, called
down the wrath of their terrible idol Humming-
bird-on-the-Left upon their enemies, Humming-
bird-on-the-Left remained silent. The mutilated
idols of their gods now rested on the bottom of
the lake from which they had set out to conquer
the universe for the sun; and the rubble of their
temples served as fill for the new city of Mexico
which was to arise upon these ruins. The old gods
were dead, and powerless.

Not that these old gods had been so greatly
loved. We know—or we can guess—that the will
of these gods and the burden of human sacrifice
rested heavily upon the land. Worship of warrior
gods and human sacrifice were religious activities
consonant with the military character of Mexica
expansion. Inevitably, however, peace and politi-
cal consolidation brought to the fore alternative
religious explanations of a less militaristic charac-
ter. Quetzalcoatl, the Shining Serpent, served as
a symbolic form through which these new inter-
pretations and longings could find expression.
His latter-day attributes as a harbinger of peace-
ful productivity and human wisdom bear surpris-
ing similarity to the ideological dictates of Chris-
tianity. Indeed, the Spanish friars came to believe
that Quetzalcoatl had been none other than the
apostle Thomas, come to the New World to con-
vert the Indians. The longing for peace and for an
end to bloodshed provided a fertile soil for the
diffusion of the Christian message.

Both religions, moreover, believed in a struc-
tured and ordered supernatural world, in which
more powerful, unseen, and unfathomable divini-
ties stood above local supernatural mediators of
lesser scope and power that were yet more im-
mediately tangible. The Middle American peas-
ant, like his Spanish counterpart, focused his reli-
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gious interest on these lowlier supernatural help-
ers. He was more interested in the powers that
affected his crops, his children, his family, and
the people with whom he was in immediate and
personal contact, than in the ultimate powers and
their manifestations, which absorbed the interest
of the religious specialist. Among the gods of a
multi-headed pantheon, his daily concern was
with the gods of the earth, fertility, rain and
water, with illness, with the immediate short-
range future, with the malevolence of his neigh-
bors. Where the Spanish peasant worshipped
wooden saints, the Middle American peasant
worshipped clay idols; both had recourse to the
magical practices of folk medicine; both had a
strong sense of omens; and both believed in the
reality of witches who could be ordinary every-
day people during the day and malevolent spirits
in animal disguise at night.

The priests, the specialists of both religions, on
the other hand, were the heirs of rich and com-
plex intellectual traditions, trained in the esoteric
interpretation of religious symbols whether these
symbols concerned multiple incarnations of Tez-
catlipoca or the implications of the Revelation of
St. John the Divine. The concern of the priest was
not the concern of the peasant, and yet the same
religious structure could embrace both. As long
as the priests remained in command, as ultimate
mediators between gods and men and ultimate
interpreters of this relationship, men could adapt
the manifold religious patterns to suit their per-
sonal and local concerns. What was true of reli-
gious concerns also held true of gods. A god
could be one or triune, unique or multiple, and
interpretation could stress his oneness at one
time, his multiplicity at another. The Mexica
pantheon had embraced many local gods, and the
Mexica priesthood had labored to equate these
gods with their own inherited deities or with one
another. The Catholic Church had a similar tra-
dition of flexibility. Just as the cloak of the Virgin
hid many a local Persephone or Isis along the
shores of the European Mediterranean, or as an
QOdin hanging himself from the tree of life became
a Christ, so a Hummingbird-on-the-Left became
a Spanish St. James riding down upon the hea-
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thens; a Tlaloc, a Christian Sefior de Sacromonte;
a God of the Cave, the Lord of Chalma; and Our
Lady Spirit, the Virgin of Guadalupe.

The Catholic Church drove out the priests of
the old gods and manned the pivotal points of the
religious hierarchy with men ordained in its own
cult. It destroyed the old idols and put an end to
human sacrifices, burned the sacred picture
books and relegated to oblivion much of the cal-
endric and divinatory knowledge of its predeces-
sors; but it also offered the common man a way
in which he could cast his traditional attachments
into new forms. The Catholic Church, like the
solar religion of the Mexica rigid at the heights of
command but flexible on the level of the peasant
household, built a bridge from the old order to
the new. As Frank Tannenbaum has said, “It
gave the Indian an opportunity . . . to save his
faith in his own gods.”

This transition from the old to the new was
eased also by an astonishing similarity in ritual
and symbol between the old and the new religion.
A Nahua or an Otomi would hardly know what
to make of a Spanish friar who, hampered by the
language barrier, pointed first to the sky to indi-
cate heaven and then to earth to indicate hell, as
a first lesson in Catholic catechism. But rituals
can be observed and learned by imitation. Both
religious traditions had a rite of baptism. In Ca-
tholicism, the child was baptized and named,
thus including him among the true believers. The
Mexica similarly bathed and named the child in
a religious rite, and the Maya celebrated with a
ceremony the first time the child was carried
astride the hip. Both religious traditions had a
kind of confession. The Mexica and the inhabi-
tants of the Gulf coast confessed their sexual
transgressions to a priest of the earth goddess
Filth-Eater; the Zapotec had annual public
confessions; and the Maya confessed themselves
either to priests or members of their families in
case of illness. Both religious traditions possessed
a ritual of communion. The Catholics drank wine
and swallowed a wafer to symbolize their contact
with the divine blood and body of Christ; the
Mexica consumed images of the gods made of
amaranth and liberally anointed with sacrificial



