CONFLICT IN HISTORICAL INTERPRETATION
OF THE AZTEC STATE, SOCIETY AND CULTURE

By LAWRENCE H. FELDMAN

Many books have been written on the Aztec indians of Mexico-
Tenochtitlan. All of these accounts are built around the writers’
interpretations of the Aztec way of life. The purpose of this paper
is to compare, contrast, and evaluate these often conflicting in-
terpretations.

The earliest of our sources were written by the Aztecs them-
selves. The Aztecs possessed a strong historical consciousness and
recorded “the historical events of each year ... by day, month,
and hour,” going far back into the past. However, Itzcoatl, the
fourth ruler and the first great Aztec conqueror, ordered the entire
accumulation of historical manuscripts (which assigned the Aztecs
a secondary role) burnt, “for ... /it/ containeth many false-
hoods.” * History was rewritten to conform to the official view-
points of nationalism an religious imperialism. Pains were taken
to show that the Aztecs descended from the oldest and most
illustrious families in the land. Particularly stressed was the notion
that the Aztecs had a god-given duty to conquer the world.”

Not all subscribed to the dominant outlook. The merchants
wished to accumulate riches, not fight holy wars. But the view
that war and conquest were both good and necessary was the
one that prevailed in the literature®

Non-Aztecs interpreted Aztec society differently. The Spanish
conquistadors who came to seize Aztec lands justified their greed
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by speaking of the “natural rudeness and inferiority of the in-
dians.” * Because they lacked money, did not use iron, and made
human sacrifices, the Aztecs were “a brutal and bestial people
without understanding or with so little that they scarcely merit
the name of men.” ° It was said that the Aztec was too stupid to
invent anything useful. If he did have something worthwhile, it
was only through the aid of some wandering Saint, Carthaginian
adventurers, people from Atlantis, or the Ten Lost Tribes of
Israel. Some thought that if the Aztecs were the Ten Lost Tribes,
this would explain and solve everything. God said He would
punish the Ten Lost Tribes. The Spaniards destroyed the Aztec
state; therefore, the Spaniards were intruments of the Lord! ®

Many of the clergy opposed this interpretation and vigorously
combated it. They claimed that “the indians have a natural capa-
city to be taught, more so than many of our own people,” and
even exalted the qualities of the Aztecs as better than those of
Europeans.” But the long-lived ideas of Aztec savagery and stu-
pidity are still alive. Books still are being written ascribing the
Aztec culture to emissaries from lost Atlantis, the ancient Phoeni-
cians, or even the fleet of Alexander the Great.?

From a mixture of old ideas of Aztec savagery and the new
one of human evolution, there arose in the 19th century a
new interpretation of the Aztecs, that which I call the Progres-
sive Cultural Evolutionist.

The idea of cultural evolution developed at the same time as
that of biological evolution. Supposedly all cultures were evolving
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toward European Civilization by a single universal sequence of
stages. One of these stages was that of the classless, tribal, demo-
cratic, and communal “society”, which was based on petsonal
relationships. Another of these stages, the “state,” was based on
property relationships. An early member of this school, being
intimately acquainted only with Indians lacking the attributes of
the “state,” assumed that all other Indians including the Aztecs,
never reached this stage. Most other Progressive Evolutionists
followed his example.’?

The Aztec ruler was called a democratically elected official
who did not live in a palace but in a * ‘joint-tenement house’ . ..
occupied on equal terms by a hundred other families in common
with his own.” He was not an emperor but merely the elected
chief of a tribal confederacy.'

Early Spanish and Indian historians did not support this view-
point. No matter, they were obviously people who “learned
nothing and knew nothing.” They were only interpreting the
Aztecs in terms of the Spanish Feudal system. If the evidence
disagreed with the Progressive Evolutionary’s theory, the evidence
not the theory was considered wrong. This type of methodology
discredited the theory and, although a few popular books can
be found which reflect this viewpoint, contemporary specialists
have abandoned the concept of a tribal, classless, and democratic
Aztec society. Indeed, except in the Communist countries, the
whole concept of Progressive Evolutionism is in disrepute. Today,
Neo-Evolutionary or avowedly Non-Evolutionary theories are
usually subscribed to by the specialist.™
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Neo-Evolutionists share with Progressive Evolutionists the idea
of a sequence of stages in the development of a single culture
or a group of related cultures, but differ in that they reject the
idea of progress. They do not believe a culture has to evolve
toward any particular goal, nor that all cultures must necessarily
pass through the same sequence of stages. They take into account
many causes and do not claim any one as the only factor needed
to define a stage. Only a few books have explicitly interpreted
the Aztecs this way, but it is often implicit in many modern
discussions.*

An interpretation long discussed and still supported today by
a sizable number of scholars is that of the Feudal-Imperialists.
They hold that the Aztec culture was comparable to that of
medieval Europe. Claiming or inferring an Aztec Empire domi-
nated by a military or theocratic aristocracy, they reject all thought
of a democratic, tribal, Aztec society. From commoner to emperor
stretched a complicated hierarchy of greater and lesser nobility
who possessed many special privileges. As feudal lords, the nobles
ruled private hereditary estates worked by serfs. They elected the
king. He in turn reigned as emperor over many largely autono-
mous, tributary provinces. Common people had few privileges
and no effective voice in their government.”® This viewpoint
refers usually to the period of Aztec empire building (that is
after 1430).
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It was very easy for the early Spanish Historians to interpret
the Aztecs in terms of such a Feudal-Imperialists system, since
they were familiar with this system in Europe. They also com-
pared the Aztec State to the Roman Empire, a comparison wich
came to have very important political implications.™

The analogy between the Roman and the Aztec cultures was
part of the attempt of early friars to show that Indians were,
after all, human beings. Friar Torquemada, in 1615, was the first
to make this comparison on a systematic and indeed an over-
whelming scale. The friars implied that the Aztec civilization
was the classical antiquity of the New World. Later historians
enveloped the Aztec deities “...in an atmosphere suggestive of
the gods of the Greeks and the Romans [and] the Aztecs took
on the virtues of heroic Roman emperors.” °

Gradually out of the assumption of an Aztec classical antiquity
arose a demand among Spanish Colonial intellectuals for a return
to the Aztec virtues, for a restoration of the Aztec Empire. Not
that a real revival of Aztec culture was desired, but “this platform
of ideas . .. provided a neat although historically dubious rationale
for independence...” This tendency to glorify the Aztecs died
out with the winning of independence. After the 1910 Mexican
Revolution it was revived and still is an important influence in
modern Mexican historiography."®

Partly as a result of this program and partly because of the
original preoccupation of the friars with Roman-Aztec compari-
sons, what I call the Central-Imperialists interpretation was for-
mulated at an early date and has achieved great popularity in
Mexico. It considers the Aztec state to have been either an incipient
or fully developed empire ruled by an absolute monarch, who not
only controlled tributary provinces but planted colonies, establi-
shed garrisons, and abolished local autonomy."

4 Antonio de Solis, The History of the Conguest of Mexico, trans, Tho-
mas Townsend and Nathan Hook (London: Printed for T. Woodward,
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1 White, Bandelier-Motgan Letters, 11, p. 32; Alfredo Lopez Austin, La
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The Central-Imperialists state that separate classes existed,
including a nobility based on merit, not hereditary rights. Any
commoner, if he was capable, could work his way up into the
higher nobility. The emperor was elected, not by the people or
the nobility, but by a small group of electors previously chosen
by the late emperor from members of the reigning family."

Many modern historians in adopting this interpretation have
not found it incompatible with the Neo-Evolutionary scheme of
successive stages. They reason, and I think quite truly, that the
main defect with all these interpretations of the Aztec way of life
is that they are non-temporal and unicausal. The Aztec state lasted
about two hundred years, and semi-historical records take their
history, (before the formation of the Aztec state), back almost
another two centuries. Four hundred years ago the ancestors of
the inhabitants of the United States lived quite differently
from the way their successors do today. Why can’t we assume that
the Aztecs also experienced many changes in their way of life in
an equal length of time? **

Neither are all of these interpretations necessarily incompati-
ble with each other. The Aztecs could have had both a hereditary
and non-hereditary nobility ruling over a common people that
elected their own local officials. Both the nobles and commoners
believed in their god-given duty to conquer the world, while con-

Autonoma de Mexico, 1961}, p. 49, 90; William H. Prescott, History of
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ricana,” v. 28; Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press,
1949), p. 18-19, 76, 98; Caso, “Instituciones Indigenas Precortesianas”, p.
27; “Anales of Chimalpshin” in Paul Radin, The Sowrces and Authenticity
of the History of the Ancient Mexicans (“University of California Publica.
tions in American Archaeology and Ethnology,” xviI, No. 1; Berkeley: Uni-
versity of California Press, 1920), p. 129, 130.
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the Ancient Mexicans,” American Antbropologist, LXV {August, 1963), p.
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trolling an empire composed of autonomous tributary kingdoms
and provinces ruled by Aztec governors.®

This does not mean all interpretations could be correct. There
is no evidence to prove that the Aztecs obtained their knowledge
from, or were, Israelites, Phoenicians, or Atlanteans. The evidence
does not support the contention that the Aztecs were “a brutal or
bestial people without understanding or with so little that they
scarcely merit the name of men.” **

I believe that the Neo-Evolutionist, Aztec, Feudal-Imperialist,
Central-Imperialist and possibly elements of the Progressive Evo-
lutionary interpretations are applicable to the Aztec State, Society
and Culture, but they were differently emphasized in the three
temporal periods into which one can subdivide Aztec history. If
the tribal democracy of the Progressive Evolutionists was ever
very important, it was in the earliest period. The rewriting of
history in the time of Itzcoatl, marking the beginning of a second
period of great conquests, was dominated by a strong semi-here-
ditary military aristocracy and motivated by a religious duty to
conquer the world. The third period, the reign of the last Mon-
tezuma, was a time of consolidation. Stricter controls were imposed
over the provinces. Allied states were subordinated to the central
government and Mexico-Tenochtitlan became the single absolute
political center of her empire. The end came in 1519 with the
arrival of the Spanish conquistadors, and the Aztec State fell
forever.”
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