
ONE. Mesoamerican Origins

I n the year 1518 a report reached the Aztec emperor Moctezuma of
a portentous sight: ‘a small mountain, floating in the midst of the

water’ off the Mexican Gulf coast. Moctezuma was troubled. Portents
had come thick and fast in recent months. A comet blazed in the heav-
ens; on a calm day the waters of Lake Texcoco boiled; voices wailed
in the night, and hunters caught prodigious beasts. Nor was this ac-
cumulation of portents altogether surprising (although their failure
to explain them cost Moctezuma’s astrologers their lives) since, ac-
cording to Aztec calendrical lore, the impending year 1519 (Ce Acatl,
One Reed) was one of special significance, associated with both the
birth and the death/transfiguration of Quetzalcoatl, the feathered
serpent.1

The floating mountain was in fact a caravel of the expedition of
Juan de Grijalva which had put out from Cuba, made landfall on
the Caribbean coast of Yucatán, and then plied up the Gulf as far as
the Pánuco River. Grijalva’s expedition was not the first to touch the
territory of present-day Mexico. In 1517, Francisco Hernández de
Córdoba had been routed when he led his men ashore in Campeche;
a few shipwrecked Spaniards had already acquainted themselves
with the people and terrain of the Yucatán peninsula.2 Thus when, in

1 Miguel León-Portilla, The Broken Spears: The Aztec Account of the Conquest of Mexico (Boston,
1990, first pubd. 1962), pp. 3–11, 16; Nigel Davies, The Aztecs: A History (London, 1977),
pp. 237, 259; Hugh Thomas, The Conquest of Mexico (London, 1993), pp. 46–51.

2 Inga Clendı́nnen, Ambivalent Conquest: Maya and Spaniard in Yucatán, 1517–1570
(Cambridge, 1987), pp. 4–8.
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4 Mesoamerican Origins

the year One Reed, Hernán Cortés sailed from Cuba with a fleet of
eleven ships and, following the now established route, made landfall
in Yucatán before beating his way up the Gulf coast, his arrival was
no sudden revelation; indeed, Aztec intelligence was swift and effi-
cient, and Moctezuma’s envoys soon made contact with the newcom-
ers. But if Moctezuma and his generals, priests and soothsayers were
apprised of Cortés’s approach, they could not have been aware of the
threat it posed. Nor did Cortés and the Spaniards, with their vague
but seductive notions of a rich empire lying inland from the Gulf,
anticipate the sheer scale, wealth and complexity of the Mesoamer-
ican civilization they were about to plunder. Thus two great em-
pires, mutually ignorant, confronted one another. They were em-
pires, too, which displayed a strange historical kinship. Both were of
recent creation: Ferdinand and Isabella, displaying statecraft which
Machiavelli applauded, had united Aragon and Castile in 1469, thus
converting two minor kingdoms into the core of an empire. Their
grandson, Charles of Ghent, succeeded to an enlarged inheritance,
to which he added his own Burgundian possessions (1517); and, in
the year of Cortés’s expedition, he was elected Holy Roman Emperor
with the title Charles V. The Aztecs likewise had risen from the status
of a minor, mercenary people in the late fourteenth century to create
what has been called – with only a degree of hyperbole – ‘the greatest
empire of all times on the North American Continent’.3

Both empires were possessed of a certain missionary zeal and mar-
tial self-confidence, the product, for the Spaniards, of the Recon-
quista and, for the Aztecs, of their brisk expansion from the Valley
of Mexico east to the Gulf and west to the Pacific. To contemporary
Europeans the Spaniards seemed a particularly fortunate and dy-
namic people; the Aztecs, too, conceived of themselves as a kind of
chosen people – and, like other chosen peoples, they rewrote their
history to prove it. Yet both empires also faced internal schisms
and conflicts, the results of too rapid recent expansion. In Spain,
the Comunero revolt was brewing as Cortés set sail; in Mexico, the
Aztecs enjoyed only partial control of Oaxaca (where a bloody cam-
paign had been fought in 1511), they faced resolute neighbouring

3 Jerome Offner, Law and Politics in Aztec Texcoco (Cambridge, 1983), p. 46. Offner overlooks the
‘Imperial Republic’ of the United States.
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The First Mesoamericans 5

enemies in the Tarascans and Tlaxcalans (most recent campaign
1518), and many formally subdued peoples remained unreconciled
to Aztec rule. Since the impending conflict with the Spanish invaders
was to be fought on Aztec territory, however, it was the fissiparous
tendencies of the Aztec empire which would prove decisive to the
outcome.

But the confrontation was more than one of rival empires. It also
pitted civilization against civilization, culture against culture, in an
historically unique clash of faiths, societies and regimes which had
hitherto lived hermetically sealed one from another. Christians and
Moslems had fought, traded and polemicized for centuries. Sino-
European contacts, though more tenuous (and necessarily peaceful),
had a long history. Trade routes spanned the Sahara long before Por-
tuguese ships rounded the Cape. Africa and Eurasia were therefore
accustomed to exchanging goods, blows, ideas and diseases. And,
when the Spaniards crossed the Atlantic, they first encountered –
and conquered – not civilized states, but the primitive chiefdoms of
the Antilles. Now, in Middle America, rival civilizations confronted
each other, in a moment of unique historical discovery. Two branches
of the human race, sundered some twenty millennia earlier, were
suddenly, traumatically, reunited. The world was made whole.

I. The First Mesoamericans

For the real ‘discovery’ of America, of course, preceded all this by
as much as forty thousand years. Columbus merely rediscovered it,
using a different route. The first discoverers came from the east,
crossing the broad land bridge which linked Siberia and Alaska dur-
ing periods when, because of glacial advance, the sea level was lower.
Such periods existed between 70,000 and 40,000 B.C. and again be-
tween 25,000 and 10,000 B.C. (the possibility that people also crossed
outside these periods, by means of boat or sheet ice, seems unlikely).4

4 H. H. Lamb, Climate, History and the Modern World (London, 1982), p. 105; Mark Nathan Cohen,
La crisis alimentaria de la prehistoria (Madrid, 1984), pp. 170–2; Brian Fagen, The Great Journey
(London, 1987), pp. 101–18, which forms part of a good general introduction to early New
World settlement. The date of that settlement is a matter of continued controversy: the current
consensus seems to favour a ‘late’ crossing (c. 15,000 B.C.), in the face of tenuous evidence,
which I mention, of earlier peopling of the Americas: see Jared Diamond, Guns, Germs, and
Steel: A Short History of Everybody for the Last 13,000 Years (London, 1997), pp. 44–50.
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6 Mesoamerican Origins
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Radiocarbon dating of finds in North America suggest – but scarcely
prove – the existence of humans between 40,000 and 30,000 B.C.,
which implies an early crossing by Paleolithic people, (relatively)
recently equipped with the more sophisticated hunting weaponry
and cold-resistant fur garments which their Neanderthal counter-
parts had lacked. Weaponry expanded the scope of the hunt (traps
became less necessary), and fur garments made possible the ardu-
ous migration through eastern Siberia (Beringia), then, probably,
down the ice-free corridor east of the Rocky Mountains, whence
the migrants debouched on to the game-rich Great Plains. For these
Asian migrants were hunters and gatherers, whose crossing of the
so-called land bridge represented a simple and gradual extension of
their Siberian existence, probably stimulated by their constant quest
for prey which, in the shape of mammoth, bison, horse and camel,
had long preceded man in this eastbound odyssey.
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The First Mesoamericans 7

Thereafter, human progress south through the New World was
rapid, more rapid than it had been in the Old. The inexorable pres-
sures which acted upon such hunting people, as their numbers grew,
did not abate; while in the New World they encountered an ani-
mal population unprepared for the onslaught of hunters who had
honed their skills for millennia in Eurasia. The result was the rapid
spread of people and the progressive elimination – sometimes ac-
celerated by climatic factors – of entire species, including mam-
moth and mastodon, and of species, such as the horse and camel,
which in the Old World managed to survive. In consequence, the New
World lacked the domesticated animals of the Old: its only unique
asset was the giant sloth. The absence of sheep, cattle, camels and
horses was particularly crucial for American social development.
There could be no widespread transhumance of flocks and herds,
hence no nomadic societies possessed of swift mobility and mili-
tary capacity: no Scythians, Tartars, Mongols. The Old World bat-
tles between pastoral and arable peoples would not be replicated
in the New. There would also be no resistance to certain animal-
related diseases, and there would be no functional wheel. If no wheel
then, it has been suggested, no pulleys, gears, cogs and screws: the
technological advances achieved in the Old World were premised
upon animal resources which the New World lacked. The hunting to
death of Pleistocene big game ultimately explains ‘why it was that
Columbus “discovered” America and Powhatan did not “discover”
Europe, that Cortés conquered Moctezuma rather than the other way
around’.5 The argument is arresting, if exaggerated. Certainly, of the
great triad of prehistoric societies – hunter-gatherers, pastoralists

5 Marvin Harris, Cannibals and Kings: The Origins of Cultures (New York, 1978), p. 42. Diamond,
Guns, Germs, and Steel, ch. 3, discusses a variant on this theme: ‘why the Inca Emperor
Atahuallpa did not capture King Charles I of Spain’. It is not clear why Diamond chooses
to focus on the second of these European-Amerindian encounters [Pizarro and Atahuallpa]
rather than the first [Cortés and Moctezuma]; nor is it clear why he qualifies it as ‘the most dra-
matic moment in . . . European-Native American relations’ since 1492, thus overlooking certain
previous, pretty dramatic events in Mexico. This is something of a quibble; Diamond’s general
analysis of the encounter, stressing a kind of epochal, ecological causality, is highly suggestive
and largely convincing. However, such analysis is much better at explaining how the Spaniards
conquered the Amerindians than why; that is, it explains capabilities better than it explains
motives. Analysis of the latter requires a shorter-term perspective, which I try to develop in the
following pages.
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8 Mesoamerican Origins

and sedentary farmers – only the first and third developed in
Mexico. Both depended entirely on human motive power. Thus,
when the Spaniards came, the native Mesoamericans faced two novel
threats: that of armed cavalry and (less spectacular, but more sig-
nificant) that of sheep and cattle, which would ravage their fields and
population.6

As skilled hunters met vulnerable prey, human numbers grew and
spread over the face of the continent. People reached the stormy
tip of Tierra del Fuego around 9000 B.C. Meanwhile, population
growth began to prompt fundamental changes in human society.
These changes have often been summarized under the title of the
‘Neolithic revolution’, alias the dawn of civilization. Since Mesoamer-
ica was to become one of the first great cradles of civilization (one
of the ‘seven regions of primary urban generation’) in the world, and
since this early development stamped Mexican society in an indeli-
ble fashion, it is important – though not easy – to explain how this
‘revolution’ came about.7 It is, in a sense, the first crucial question
facing the historian of Mexico.

The Neolithic revolution embraced two related elements: the es-
tablishment of sedentary farming communities and the birth of
cities. The first fed the second, and the second engaged in ‘civilized’
activities: political, religious, aesthetic, architectural. The relation-
ship involved some necessary social stratification and political sub-
ordination. In the Mesoamerican case a large maize- and manioc-
producing peasantry supported a non-agricultural population which
devoted itself to art, artisanry, statecraft, religion and war. We will
consider these aspects of Mesoamerican civilization shortly. But we
should first ponder their origins. We should, in other words, disag-
gregate the catch-all ‘Neolithic revolution’.

6 Forms of pastoralism developed in highland South America, thanks to the llama; but the llama,
for obvious reasons, could not perform the military or socioeconomic role of the Eurasian horse,
and even Genghis Khan could not have built an empire on sheepback. Diamond, Guns, Germs,
and Steel, pp. 92, 195–7, 212–13 further argues that it was exposure to animals that generated
Eurasian ‘crowd diseases’ – smallpox, influenza, measles, plague. Hence, in the animal-deficient
New World, such diseases were absent; their advent after 1492 brought a terrible mortality
among the Native Americans.

7 Gordon Childe, What Happened in History (Harmondsworth, 1982, first pubd. 1942), pp. 30,
55; Paul Wheatley, The Pivot of the Four Quarters. A Preliminary Inquiry into the Origins and
Character of the Ancient Chinese City (Edinburgh, 1971), pp. 225–6, 234–5, 273ff.
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The First Mesoamericans 9

Such an exercise is of more than antiquarian interest; it is not a
question of the historian – chiefly interested in the later, luxuriant
foliage – digging up roots ‘because they are there’ and because his-
torians of nations are, like Beatrix Potter’s Tommy Brock, driven by
some inner compulsion to go around ‘digging things up’. On the con-
trary, the issue may be as lively and contentious as any to be found in
contemporary history. It relates to the fundamental origins of class
society and of the state; and it raises questions concerning social con-
flict and cohesion which are central to any broad historical inquiry.
It is also very relevant to an understanding of Mesoamerican history,
as opposed to prehistory. Sedentary agriculture and states developed
early in central and southern Mesoamerica; thence they were ex-
ported to the north. In social science jargon, Mesoamerica produced
‘pristine’ states, which in turn encouraged state-formation else-
where. But the Neolithic revolution was never complete and envelop-
ing. Down to the Spanish conquest – and beyond – the settled civiliza-
tions of central Mexico confronted a population to the north which
retained many of the characteristics of the original hunting and gath-
ering peoples. Conversely, they (often loosely and collectively termed
the Chichimecs) lacked the attributes of civilization: classes, states,
hieratic religion. They had never been ‘revolutionized’ (in Neolithic
terms); or, in some suggestive cases which we will touch upon, they
had been ‘revolutionized’ and then relapsed. It was from the bar-
barian north, too, that migrants – and invaders – regularly entered
central Mesoamerica, the most famous being the Aztecs themselves.

One scholar has attributed the supposed Aztec character –
belligerent, messianic, obsessed with the need to placate a
relentlessly hostile environment – to the Aztecs’ harsh hunting-and-
gathering prehistory.8 But this interpretation (like a good deal writ-
ten about the Aztecs) is fanciful and based upon a crude, mistaken,
evolutionary view of human development; a view which took root in
the nineteenth century and which accorded well with ‘Western’ no-
tions of hard work, civilization and progress. It is now clear that the
hunting-and-gathering bands which first populated America were,
like similar bands in other times and places, viable, successful so-
cial entities; indeed, for some 90 per cent of their existence on earth

8 Christian Duverger, La fleur létale: Economie du sacrifice aztèque (Paris, 1978).
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10 Mesoamerican Origins

humans have lived in such bands. Hunters and gatherers did not
chronically hover on the brink of subsistence: their diet, health and
life-style were often superior to those of more ‘advanced’ agricultural
peoples. They worked less, ate well, suffered less endemic disease and
were quite likely bigger.9 The Stone Age, it has been said, produced
‘the original affluent society’.10 Fit and well-fed, Stone Age man also
reproduced with vigour; and here lay the problem. The curse upon
this prehistoric Cain was the injunction to go forth and multiply;
having complied, Cain had to forsake the garden and its hanging
fruits in favour of a life of arable toil: ‘in the sweat of thy face thou
shalt eat bread’ – or, in this case, maize-cakes. Prehistoric societies
grew slowly, not least because growth conferred few collective ben-
efits (hunting-and-gathering bands usually number fewer than fifty
members) and because their members engaged in practices which
limited population growth: abortion, prolonged lactation, warfare
and infanticide, especially female infanticide. The latter ‘lurks in the
background of prehistory as an ugly blight in what otherwise might
be mistaken for a Garden of Eden’.11 The affluent society depended
upon the regular culling of female infants – by neglect, abandonment
or outright murder – and of young males by recurrent inter-band
skirmishing.

Nevertheless, population inched up, perhaps at the rate of 0.1
per cent per year during the Neolithic period.12 Thus, by around 9000
B.C., all the Americas were populated, albeit at the low population
densities characteristic of hunters and gatherers. Now the transition
to sedentary agriculture began: not as a sudden technological break-
through, nor as a joyful conquest of ‘civilization’, but as a necessary,
even reluctant, response to inexorable demographic pressure acting
upon nomadic bands whose sustenance required broad tracts of land
and abundant game. Given the gradual nature of this pressure – and
its mitigation by the culling methods just mentioned – the transition

9 Harris, Cannibals, and Kings, pp. 11–14, 19; Tony Dingle, Aboriginal Economy: Patterns of Ex-
perience (Melbourne, 1988), pp. 4–5ff. Diamond, Guns, Germs, and Steel, pp. 20–2, even argues
that, given natural selection and life-style, hunters and gatherers may be more intelligent than
the population of high–mass-consumption ‘Western’ society.

10 Marshall Sahlins, Stone Age Economics (London, 1974), ch. 1.
11 Harris, Cannibals and Kings, pp. 22–5; Dingle, Aboriginal Economy, pp. 23–6; Diamond, Guns,

Germs, and Steel, p. 89.
12 Cohen, La crisis alimentaria, p. 65.
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