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Foreword

Probably nowhere in the world do two countries as different as Mexico and the United States live side by side. As one crosses the border into Mexico from, say, El Paso, the contrast is shocking—from wealth to poverty, from organization to improvisation, from artificial flavoring to pungent spices. But the physical differences are least important. Probably nowhere in the world do two neighbors understand each other so little. More than by levels of development, the two countries are separated by language, religion, race, philosophy and history. The United States is a nation barely two hundred years old and is lunging for the twenty-first century. Mexico is several thousand years old and is still held back by its past.

Over the past 150 years, Mexico has come to know and feel American power: in the nineteenth century, it lost half of its territory to its northern neighbor; in the twentieth century, it has become economically dependent on the United States. In contrast, the United States until recently barely looked south. Mexico’s stability was taken for granted, its flourishing economy welcomed American investment, credits and products, its foreign policy was no more than a minor irritation, its rural poverty provided American farmers with cheap labor. Even after massive oil finds gave Mexico new political stature and economic impetus in the late 1970s, there seemed to be little reason to “understand” Mexico and the Mexicans.

Today, things are different. The failure of Mexico’s postwar economic model has thrust the country into its most serious crisis since the 1910 Revolution. Not only are millions of poor Mexicans finding the daily struggle for survival increasingly difficult, but industrial workers, bureaucrats and the middle classes in general have watched new dreams of prosperity abruptly recede. The country’s political system seems also to have lost some of its legendary flexibility and sensitivity. In the process, the people’s faith in their leaders has been badly eroded. Mexicans have been extraordinarily tolerant of bad and abusive government, but their patience is being tested more than at any time in memory.

The implications for the United States are self-evident. Already, Washington fears that the violent struggle between Left and Right in Central America could spread to Mexico. And although the “domino theory” is less worrisome than the ingredients for unrest apparent inside Mexico’s own frontiers, the repercussions in the United States would be little different. A tidal wave of Mexicans of all classes entering the United States would be impossible to contain. The United States’ huge industrial, financial and commercial stakes in Mexico would unavoidably be threatened. The flow of oil from Mexico, now the United States’ single largest foreign supplier, could be affected. The U.S.-Mexico border, which epitomizes the growing interdependence between the two countries, could suddenly be militarized, provoking serious tensions between the Hispanic and Anglo populations within the United States. And in response to chaos next door, Washington might be tempted to intervene, which would aggravate and prolong instability.

For the United States, “understanding” Mexico—its “distant neighbor”—has become a matter of self-interest and even of national security. To avoid policies that could prove counterproductive, the United States must learn to look beyond the surface crisis to the inner subtleties of an ancient, complex and unpredictable nation. To gain insight into Mexico’s future, it must sift through the country’s entire past and present for clues. The task is not easy. Mexico does not surrender its secrets willingly, because they are the secrets to its survival. It is fierce in its judgment of itself, but resents the probings of foreigners as assaults on its defenses. Yet Mexico is of such importance to the United States that it cannot be permitted to remain permanently shrouded in mystery.

The purpose of this book is to make Mexico more accessible to non-Mexicans. It is inspired not by a desire to expose the country’s vulnerabilities but by the belief that Mexico would also be served if better understood by its northern neighbor. In a sense, the book represents a search for an invisible “black hole” that embraces the entirety of Mexico in a single concept: to know what it contains requires a journey through the history of the country, through the minds of its people and through the diverse sectors of society. Each element can be analyzed in isolation, but it can be understood only when related to all the others to form an idea, at once diffuse and precise, of Mexico today.


1
The Mexicans

I

Amidst the noise and fumes of Mexico City, there is a quiet square where the modern Foreign Ministry building and a sixteenth-century Spanish Colonial church look onto the remains of the pre-Hispanic pyramids of Tlatelolco. The government has named it the Plaza of Three Cultures to venerate Mexico’s mixed-blood heritage, or mestizaje. In front of the church, a plaque carries these simple but moving words: “On August 13, 1521, heroically defended by Cuauhtémoc, Tlatelolco fell into the hands of Hernán Cortés. It was neither a triumph nor a defeat: it was the painful birth of the mestizo nation that is Mexico today.”

Yet, the birth pains of the new mestizo race are not over. More than 460 years after the Conquest, neither the triumph of Cortés nor the defeat of Cuauhtémoc has been properly assimilated, and the repercussions of that bloody afternoon in Tlatelolco continue to be felt. Today, in strictly ethnic terms, 90 percent of Mexicans are mestizos, but as individuals they remain trapped by the contradictions of their own parentage. They are the sons of both Cortés and Cuauhtémoc, yet they are neither Spanish nor Indian. They are mestizos, but they cannot accept their mestizaje. As a nation too, Mexico searches endlessly for identity, hovering ambivalently between ancient and modern, traditional and fashionable, Indian and Spanish, Oriental and Western. And it is in both the clash and the fusion of these roots that the complexity of Mexico resides.

The Mexicans have no difficulty in understanding each other. They do so through the secret codes—the customs, language and gestures—that they learn unconsciously from childhood, accepting the consistency of their inconsistencies as part of an established pattern which they are merely repeating. Yet they anguish when it comes to explaining themselves. They realize that they are different—not only from Americans and Europeans but also from other Latin Americans—but they seem unsure why. Poets, novelists, philosophers, sociologists, anthropologists and psychologists have been called on to define “Mexicanness”—or Mexicanidad—but even they become dizzy trying to distinguish the “masks” from the “real” faces of the Mexican personality. There is a magical, almost surreal air about the Mexicans that refuses to be captured. Still more frustratingly, when it is trapped by a description, it disguises itself as a caricature.

The key lies in the past, a deep subconscious past that stays alive in Mexicans today. It is a continuous past, but not a consistent past. In it, Mexicans must conciliate being conquered and conqueror, retaining many of the racial characteristics and personality traits of the Indians and even glorifying their pre-Hispanic heritage, while speaking Spanish, practicing Catholicism and thinking of Spain as the mother country. As a society, the legacy of the past is no less overwhelming. On the ruins of a long line of theocratic and militaristic empires, Cortés imposed the values of a profoundly Catholic and intellectually repressed Spain. The Conquest therefore reinforced a powerful tradition of political authoritarianism and divine omnipotence that to this day resists the incursions of Western liberalism.

Other countries of Latin America were also conquered and colonized by Iberia, but with different results. The sparsely populated colonies of the Caribbean and Atlantic coasts were shaped by migrants from Europe and, later, by slaves from Africa. In the countries of Central America and the Andes, where large Indian populations survive, pure-blooded Europeans still comprise the ruling classes. Mexico alone is truly mestizo: it is the only nation in the hemisphere where religious and political—as well as racial—mestizaje took place; it has the only political system that must be understood in a pre-Hispanic context; and its inhabitants alone are still more Oriental than Western. In few countries of the world are history, politics and social structure so mirrored in—and a mirror of—the character of its people.

At times, it seems as if the Spaniards took over the bodies of the mestizos and the Indians retained control of their minds and feelings. In the end, mind prevailed over matter. Most Mexicans are meditative and philosophical, they are discreet, evasive and distrustful, they are proud and consumed by questions of honor, they are forced to work hard but dream of a life of leisure, they are warm, humorous and sentimental and occasionally also violent and cruel, they are enormously creative and imaginative yet impossible to organize, they are internally set in their ways and externally anarchic. Their relationship with each other—and with society as a whole—is guided by tradition rather than principles, pragmatism rather than ideology and power rather than law.

Perhaps the strangest contrast is the ritual and disorder that seem to coexist within the Mexican, yet this too illustrates the predominance of the spiritual over the material. A powerful religiosity, adherence to traditions, a ceremonious mode of behavior, the formality of language, all involve caring for the emotional and spiritual side of life. The mechanical efficiency, punctuality and organization of an Anglo-Saxon society, in contrast, seem purposeless. What counts to the Mexican is what he is rather than what he does, the man rather than the job: he works to live and not the inverse. He can deal with external chaos if his spiritual concerns are cared for, but he cannot allow his identity to be obliterated by man-made forces. Rather, he interprets the world in accordance with his emotions. In an environment of apparent disorder, he can improvise, create and eventually impose his own personality on events. And in the end, in the name of expressing his individuality, he contributes to disorder.

This basic attitude is evident in all facets of life. The Mexican is not a team player: in sports, he excels in boxing but not in soccer, in tennis but not in basketball. He finds it difficult to subscribe to any ideology that demands strict coherence between his ideas and his actions. Even legal rights must often be filtered through the discretionary power of individuals to become personal favors. And while a Mexican’s influence may be derived from his political position, he exercises it as a projection of his personality. Perhaps recognizing that some substitute for self-discipline and respect for the law is needed to make society function, he also accepts the dictates imposed by an authoritarian ethos. Thus, from family to nation, the rules that operate are virtually tribal. If he wishes to belong and benefit, those rules must be respected.

Carrying the accumulated beliefs, customs and passions of centuries, the Mexican possesses enormous internal strength. And just as this expresses itself in a metaphysical sense of solitude, it also erupts in almost uncontrolled creativity. The temples, sculptures, jewelry and pottery bequeathed by the pre-Hispanic civilizations belong to an unbroken tradition of artistic expression. Today, not only Indians but also mestizos remain extraordinary craftsmen in a tradition that still regards a punctilious sense of detail and design as more important than mass production. Their weaving, their pottery, their metalwork and woodwork all carry their distinctive personal imprints. Their defiant use of colors—wild pinks, purples, greens and oranges—is no less original, reflecting both the real and the paper flowers that decorate their lives. The endless variety and careful presentation of Mexican food provide an arena that combines ritual and improvisation. And Mexicans burst into song at the least provocation.

Even the Western sense of time has been resisted by Mexicans. Cultures that view birth as a beginning and death as an end can have no sense of a living past. For Mexicans, neither birth nor death is seen to interrupt the continuity of life and neither is considered overly important. In songs, paintings and popular art, death is even mocked. On the Day of the Dead each November, Mexicans crowd the country’s cemeteries, carrying flowers and even food and drink to the graves of their ancestors, much as the Aztecs did. Belief in communion with the dead is widespread, not in a psychic or spiritualist sense or as a function of a Christian faith in the afterlife, but simply as an outgrowth of the knowledge that the past is not dead.

Conversely, the future is viewed with fatalism, and as a result, the idea of planning seems unnatural. If the course of events is predestined, Mexicans see little reason to discipline themselves to a routine. Businessmen gamble on large, fast profits rather than long-term expansion of a market, individuals prefer spending to saving—they may save for a fiesta but not for a bank—and even corruption reflects the concept of seizing an opportunity now and facing the consequences later. In government, planning bureaus have long existed, but their plans belong to the realm of fantasy, serving as idealistic expressions of goodwill rather than sets of objectives that must be achieved. Ambition, in a meritocratic American sense, barely exists outside the urban middle classes. The Mexican may work as hard as his Indian forefathers, but he dreams of emulating his Spanish ancestors, who arrived to conquer and not to labor: the image of success is more important than any concrete achievement.

Time itself involves rules that must be defied. On a daily basis, punctuality seems unimportant, since nothing enjoyable or important now is worth truncating for the sake of a future appointment: arriving an hour or more late for a dinner party does not merit an apology; to the contrary, it is arriving on time that is considered rude. From a senior official to a neighborhood plumber, appointments may be made with little expectation that they will be honored, and little offense is taken when they are ignored. The practice of absenteeism after a weekend is even institutionalized in “San Lunes”—“St. Monday”—which by itself is considered sufficient explanation. Logic often does not apply: a maid may leave a job the day before her wage is due for no better reason than ganas—that she felt like it. The mañana syndrome is therefore not a symptom of chronic inefficiency or laziness, but rather evidence of an entirely different philosophy of time. If the past is safe, the present can be improvised and the future will look after itself.

Thus, the disasters that befall Mexicans are not major disappointments, because they are considered unavoidable. Ni modo—meaning “tough luck” or, more literally, “no way” that a setback could have been averted—is the traditional response to failure or accident. Physical defeats even serve to enhance the value of spiritual victories and underline the supremacy of soul over body. The fatalism is familiarly Indian. The pre-Hispanic civilizations would seek “signs” to the future in the behavior of Nature—or their gods—but in no way did they feel able to influence events. In the post-Colonial period, the Virgin of Guadalupe played the same role, providing the hope of miracles but engendering no bitterness if petitions went unanswered. “Until now, Mexicans have only known how to die,” Samuel Ramos wrote darkly in his classic The Profile of the Mexican and His Culture, in the 1930s, “but it is time for them to acquire the knowledge of life.”

In reality, the country’s own historical record of defeats and betrayals has prepared Mexicans to expect—and accept—the worst. The official heroes—from Cuauhtémoc to Emiliano Zapata—have invariably been murdered, while the ideals enshrined in laws and constitutions have been universally betrayed. “The hero’s tomb is the cradle of the people,” the poet Octavio Paz wrote in The Labyrinth of Solitude, his controversial analysis of the Mexican personality. And he added: “We are nihilists, except that our nihilism is not intellectual but instinctive and therefore irrefutable.”

It was the very first “defeat” of the Conquest that enabled the Spanish colonizers to inculcate a sense of ethnic inferiority in the Indians. Inherited by the mestizos, this led to a form of racism that is manifested to this day in disdain for pure Indians and special respect for güeros, or whites: to be accompanied in public by una güera, a blond woman, is considered by many men to be the height of status. More important, this also led to self-denigration and insecurity, which were in turn hidden, though not obliterated, by the masks of machismo and bravado behavior. Imitation—first of Spaniards, then of the French and, more recently, of Americans—provided additional protection, and even innate pessimism served as a defense against disappointment. The Mexican thus flees from a reality that he cannot handle into a world of fantasy where pride, idealism and romance can safely flourish and passion dominates reason.

Beyond the cautious ceremoniousness of the Mexican, there hides great warmth and humanity. The extended family is the principal safe haven where emotions can be shown without risk, where unquestioning loyalty is guaranteed, where customs are maintained. Within the family are included the key figures of the compadre and comadre, the godparents of a child. The Mexican also feels strong ties to his barrio, or rural village, where the rules are familiar and the threats minimal. Even among casual acquaintances, he seems almost anxious to lower his defenses, to share in a degree of trust. Once an emotional bond is established, once a cuate—literally, twin—relationship exists, he is open and generous, willing to confide and hospitable to extremes. All he asks is that his sincerity be reciprocated. To invite a stranger to his home becomes an act of great symbolism: he is showing the real face of how he lives by sharing the intimacy of his family.

The Mexican male’s insecurity is best illustrated by his constant fear of betrayal by women. A contemporary anthropological explanation remains appealingly neat: Mexico’s mestizaje began with the mating of Spanish men and Indian women, thus immediately injecting into the male-female relationship the concepts of betrayal by women and conquest, domination, force and even rape by men. Just as the conqueror could never fully trust the conquered, today’s macho must therefore brace himself against betrayal. Combining the Spaniard’s obsession with honor and the Indian’s humiliation at seeing his woman taken by force, Mexico’s peculiarly perverse form of machismo thus emerges: the Spaniard’s defense of honor becomes the Mexican’s defense of his fragile masculinity.

In practice, this takes the form of worship of the female ideal, exemplified by the image of the long-suffering, abnegated and “pure” Virgin of Guadalupe and personified by each Mexican’s own mother, who is seen as the giver of life and therefore incapable of betrayal. Conversely, the wife, who as an object of sex is considered an aberration from feminine perfection, must be humiliated, since a husband’s faithfulness or excessive affection would imply vulnerability and weakness. Mistresses provide the man the opportunity to conquer and to betray in anticipation of betrayal. The wife’s resentment toward her husband is then translated into smothering love for her son, who in turn elevates her to the status of female ideal but adopts his father’s example as a husband.

Whether or not this neo-Freudian analysis is wholly valid, the male-female relationship in Mexico is often marked by tension and distrust. Like men, women therefore also spend most of their time with members of their own sex, not least their comadres. Contact with men is too complicated to be casual, and even at social gatherings a woman will either cling to her husband or gather with a group of other women. Women, too, are thus assigned a ritual to which they must adhere, acting as mothers and homemakers and suffering enormous social and family pressure when they decide to seek careers. But in both cases they remain the pivot of the family, the most reliable point of reference in a society where the phenomena of illegitimate children, broken homes and absentee fathers are widespread.

While seeking points of security, the Mexican lives much of the time introspectively. For this solitude and self-restraint, the fiesta provides a vital catharsis. The excuse could be a religious or patriotic occasion, a birthday or a saint’s day or perhaps one of myriad special days: mothers, fathers, children, compadres, teachers, builders, postmen, taxi drivers, garbage collectors, secretaries, soldiers and many more all have a day assigned to them for the receipt of presents and abrazos and the organized pursuit of happiness. Firecrackers, trumpets, songs and shouts break the inner silence of Mexican men. Then, unlocked by alcohol, sentimentality, self-pity and frustration pour out, usually channeled harmlessly into popular songs* that articulate the bitterness of unrequited love and the honor of violent death and at times expressed in unexpected outbursts of aggression.

The Plaza Garibaldi in Mexico City, with its crowded bars and mariachi musicians, is a monument to this instinctive psychoanalysis, where Mexicans go to bare their hearts and weep over what they see. “The fiesta is at once sumptuous and intense, lively and funereal,” Octavio Paz wrote. “It is a vital multicolored frenzy that evaporates in smoke, ashes, nothingness. In the aesthetics of perdition, the fiesta is the lodging place of death.” Getting drunk is itself a ritual, an opportunity to express love and hate. Mexicans even refer, only half jokingly, to the four stages of a borrachera, or binge, among friends: toasts to their friendship; reminders of past offenses; criticism of the clergy and the government; songs and folkloric dances. Without the release of the fiesta, Mexican society would be more unstable and unpredictable.

II

The high walls that surround most Mexican homes, including frequently those of the poor, serve as both real and symbolic frontiers of security and authority. When the Mexican male steps outside them, he acts as if confronting a hostile society with which he feels minimal solidarity. The concept of commonweal barely exists and community approaches to shared problems are rare. In the countryside, the determination of peasants to farm their own tiny plots condemns them to perpetual poverty. Efforts to organize voluntary work to build a school or a health clinic invariably fail. In urban areas, strewn garbage, undisciplined traffic and acute air pollution are functions of this same social egoism. Even among the wealthy, the idea of supporting charities is alien, with the result that many orphanages in Mexico depend entirely on contributions from the foreign community.

Society as a whole functions through relationships of power, while individual rights are determined by levels of influence. With all intimacy shielded by masks of formality, Mexicans seem like actors, constantly adapting their roles to circumstances without risk of spiritual exposure or commitment. They also perform against an invisible background of latent violence that discourages explosions of temper or frustration: since the consequences of a test of wills can be bloody, confrontation is avoided and conciliation becomes second nature. The poet Andrés Henestrosa once contrasted the attitudes of Spaniards and Mexicans: “The Spaniard speaks axiomatically, bossing and ordering, while we are always seeking concord when we discuss—you’re half right and I’m half right.” Even in the madness of Mexico City’s traffic, horns are rarely blown and insults only occasionally exchanged because many drivers still carry weapons in their glove compartments. In politics, this attitude is still clearer: fear of another revolution keeps the negotiating spirit alive.

Reluctant to risk emotional contact, Mexican men touch each other physically in a familiarly Latin way, automatically shaking hands or, more intimately, walking arm in arm. Women also kiss each other upon introduction and whenever they meet. The principal ceremony is the embrace, and since the purpose is mutual reassurance rather than pledge of friendship, it follows a strict pattern. First comes the handshake, followed by the abrazo and two hearty coordinated back slaps and, finally, a second handshake and shoulder slap. Even this ritual involves social perils. An attempt to embrace a superior who resists the gesture is considered a humiliation; a voluntary abrazo from a boss, preferably in public, is to be celebrated. Above all in the world of politics, the quality of embraces is scrutinized for evidence of favor: on numerous occasions each year, politicians—men and women—will line up for hours in the hope of receiving an abrazo from the President.

Status and appearances are crucial throughout society. The poor spend ostentatiously to hide the “shame” of their poverty, going into debt to pay for village fiestas, lavish weddings, birthday parties and funerals. Among the more affluent, similar symbols proliferate. An expensive present reflects the wealth of the donor as much as the importance of the recipient. Men wrestle for the privilege of picking up the check in a restaurant, while the American practice of “going Dutch” is considered offensive. In public life, perhaps the most valued evidence of status is an entourage of underemployed aides and bodyguards. They may carry out such chores as whispering telephone messages and opening a way through traffic bottlenecks for the jefe’s dark limousine, but their principal function is simply to constitute a retinue. In government circles as in families, machismo can almost be measured by the number of dependents.

The use of titles reinforces the sense of hierarchy that pervades society. Titles of nobility were banished by the 1910 Revolution, but new ones appeared. Such titles as Don and Doctor, commonly used in other Latin American countries, are seldom encountered in Mexico. But at lower levels of the bureaucracy and in business, to be a licenciado, or university graduate, in itself implies a sphere of influence and requires the wearing of suit and tie as evidence of clout. Academic achievement is less important than social style, and not a few self-confident politicians assume the title Licenciado without possessing a degree. More subtly, the head of an office is referred to, not as Licenciado So-and-So, but as El Licenciado, as if no other existed. At more senior levels of power, the President or a minister is known simply as El Señor, a title which normally means “Mr.” but preceded by the definite article becomes “The Lord” in a manorial or religious sense and is the most deferential form of reference. The title Maestro has several functions. A plumber, painter or carpenter will expect his skills to be recognized in this way, but many senior officials consider it important to give classes at the university, if only to be addressed as Maestro—teacher—by both their students and their former students.

Formal and obscure language is probably the Mexican’s prime weapon of self-defense. Using seemingly meaningless words and phrases, he can protect his emotions, avoid the risk of committing himself and even lavish praise without feeling servile. The concept is simple: language has a life of its own, almost as if words rather than people communicated with each other. Even pre-Hispanic paintings illustrated conversation by means of balloons hovering detached in front of the speakers. Empty promises and outright lies come easily since the words have no intrinsic value of their own. Excessive frankness or directness is considered rude, and even substantive discussions must be preceded by small talk about family or political gossip. Language serves as the neutral ground on which people can relate without danger of confrontation.

In public life, the independence of words is crucial since senior officials expect to be flattered. The talents attributed to each President—while he is in office—verge on the ridiculous. Yet the flock of acolytes surrounding each jefe are not expected to justify their servility after the official leaves power; rather, they simply transfer their praise to the next jefe. The rhetoric used by officials to discuss public issues is still more bemusing. Any aspiring politician can launch into oratory at a moment’s notice with the intention of crowding the air with fine words and phrases rather than elucidating. Since the use of direct language would imply commitment, much of the official discourse is conceptual, defending principles and values that most governments in practice ignore. Electoral platforms are built around grandiose phrases sustained by wishful thinking. Myriad messages—from the nationalist pontifications of historical figures to direct moral admonitions—are painted on walls as if they have the power to influence the ordinary Mexican’s thinking.

When a real political message must be conveyed, it is usually disguised in a secret code that foreigners, even Spanish-speaking foreigners, must struggle to decipher. Presidents may refer to “emissaries from the past” or “external mirrors.” The head of the ruling party once viciously attacked “those who from dark cabals establish shameful alliances that the people reject,” a reference that only a handful of politicians could understand. (He was referring to a meeting between conservative opposition politicians and United States diplomats.) At times, the chosen words may even contradict the intended meaning, leading the uninitiated to the wrong conclusion. On other occasions, a strong denial—“There is no crisis”—serves to confirm official recognition of a problem. The country’s newspapers generally contribute little enlightenment: they usually avoid the perils of analysis and in-depth reporting by publishing endless interviews, while more pertinent political columns frequently require decoding before they can be comprehended.

Caution is the norm. When Mexican officials are invited to speak abroad, no amount of tough questioning will elicit admissions of failures of the system. Even Mexican historians, political scientists and sociologists are reluctant to be frank in public, and some avoid appearing on a podium with opposition politicians intent on embarrassing the regime. Because of the risks involved in defining oneself, most important academic treatises about Mexico have been written by foreigners. Yet this entire ritual serves an important political purpose. It provides a smoke screen behind which real power can be exercised while the illusion of a political debate is preserved. And although each President can determine the ideological tint of his administration, the unchanging rhetoric gives continuity to the system, if only by perpetuating its myths.

The language of public life essentially mirrors the language used by Mexicans in their day-to-day relationships. It is a language of formality in which endless subtleties can be hidden. Some ornate phrasing is used unconsciously. A child is taught to introduce himself by giving his name and adding para servirle, or “ready to serve you.” A Mexican will refer to himself in the third person as su servidor, or “your servant.” He will describe his own home as su casa, or “your house,” to which a mumbled gracias is expected. But among close friends, the language is enormously flexible. There are words for all seasons, and talking—wittily and cynically—is what counts. (The mitotero—someone who literally creates myths or stories to inflate his own importance—is particularly mocked if he can be exposed.) Meanings are tucked between lines, in pauses, emphasis or intonation, even in odd sounds or gestures. Jokes are usually self-mocking or derogatory about Mexico in general, while close friends will constantly joust verbally with each other. Many words from Nahuatl—the language of the Aztecs—have been assimilated into Spanish and carry special significance, while jeux de mots, biting sarcasms and sexual double entendres are scattered through conversation, with some highly charged words used in a dozen different ways.

One word in particular, chingar, dominates the vernacular of curses and serves almost as a pivot of the conversation of lower-class urban men. Meaning literally “to rape,” its weighty significance has been traced to the Spanish conquistador’s taking of the Indian woman who became the original chingada. The traditional Spanish expletive hijo de puta, or “son of a whore,” therefore became in Mexico hijo de la chingada, or “son of a raped woman.” Endless variations on the concept have since emerged. The climactic insult of chinga tu madre, or “rape your mother,” is invariably a prelude to violence, while vete a la chingada is the local variant of “go to hell.” A chingadazo is a heavy physical blow, and a chingadera is a dirty trick. A Mexican can warn, jokingly or threateningly, no chingues, meaning “don’t annoy me,” and if he loses out in some way, he will admit that me chingaron. It is high praise to describe someone as chingón—that is, he is clever enough to chingar others—although an irritating person is chingaquedito.

Many words are juggled with a similar spectrum of meanings, although few more than madre, or mother, rich in psychosexual and religious connotations. Nuestra madre refers to the Virgin Mary, yet, puzzlingly, the word is usually used negatively. The insult of chinga tu madre can be reduced to tu madre with little loss of intensity, while una madre can mean something is unimportant and un desmadre converts a situation into chaos. A madrazo is a heavy blow, a madreador is a bouncer or hired thug and partir la madre—to “divide” the mother—means to shatter someone or something. A person with poca madre—“little mother”—is without shame, a toda madre is equivalent to a superlative and me vale madre—literally, “it is worth mother to me”—means “I don’t give a damn.” A son will use the diminutive form madrecita to address his own mother, but mamacita is a vulgar street comment to a passing girl or a term of endearment for a mistress. In contrast, the father figure—el padre—plays a lesser linguistic role. A padrote, or “big father,” is a pimp, while something that is excellent is muy padre. Perplexingly, a mother will call her young boy papito, “little father,” and her husband mi hijo, “my son.” In these endless linguistic contortions, the Mexican’s fascination with detail and obsession with nuance are constantly satisfied.

III

The past remains alive in the Mexican soul. Not all Mexicans of all regions and all classes are alike: in the provinces, they resent the imposition of what they consider the Aztec-rooted mestizo culture, and the middle-class minority struggles to shake off the past, sacrificing the present for a future of Americanized values and rewards. History, revised and adjusted to suit contemporary needs, is therefore mobilized to maintain the cohesion of modern society. When ancient and modern clash, emotions invariably favor the past. In late 1983, the mayor of Mexico City was forced to cancel plans to build a subway line under the capital’s main plaza after angry protests from other government departments that construction would destroy hidden remains of the Aztec Empire: the only surprise was that the mayor had lacked the sensitivity to avoid the controversy. Compared to the past, urban planning is unimportant.

History is also actively promoted. There are statues galore, streets around the country are named after past—including pre-Hispanic—heroes and historic dates, while the entire calendar is peppered with occasions to be celebrated. On March 18, the anniversary of the nationalization of Mexico’s oil industry in 1938, Mexico recalls its patriotic valor in standing up to pressure from the United States. May 5, the anniversary of the battle of Puebla, when a French occupation force was temporarily defeated in 1862, is used to reaffirm the country’s determination to defend its territory. The entire month of September is given over to ceremonies commemorating Mexico’s independence from Spain.

Even the official past remains highly topical. Interviews and columns in the press will often discuss “news” a half-century old. In 1983, the government financed a weekly supplement, distributed free with all newspapers, which reprinted selected articles from the period between 1910 and 1970. Posters of a long-deceased former President may suddenly appear in subways above some conceptual political phrase. Some symbols are taken from pre-Hispanic times: in 1978, a new monument to policemen and firemen who died in the line of duty comprised a statue of Coatlicue, the goddess of death, with a fallen Aztec warrior at her feet. Key figures of Mexican history have been divided into good and evil and, in a distinctly Oriental fashion, are used to personify such concepts as heroism, nationalism and revolutionary ideals or, alternatively, cowardice, treason, greed and repression.

Contemporary politicians commonly “adopt” a spiritual mentor from the past. In the early 1970s, President Luis Echeverría Alvarez held up as his political model the late General Lázaro Cárdenas, who in the 1930s had carried out a major land reform and expropriated foreign oil companies. Through frequent tributes to Cárdenas, Echeverría sought to associate himself with the former President’s image as a strong nationalist and loyal friend of the peasantry. Upon taking office in 1976, President José López Portillo expressed identification with Quetzalcóatl, the mythical pre-Hispanic “White God” known as the Plumed Serpent. Years earlier, he had written a book about Quetzalcóatl, which was immediately reprinted and translated, and he even named his official aircraft and bus after the legendary god. President Miguel de la Madrid in turn let it be known that José María Morelos, one of the leaders of Mexico’s fight for independence early in the nineteenth century, was his favorite historical figure. As the author of Mexico’s first draft constitution, Morelos is a symbol of respect for law, a quality which De la Madrid wished to emphasize.

Many of those now on the same side of history fought each other viciously in their lifetimes. During the 1910–17 Revolution, Emiliano Zapata rebelled against Francisco I. Madero, and Venustiano Carranza persecuted Francisco “Pancho” Villa, but all four names are now listed together in gold letters in the Chamber of Deputies. The past, though, is not always forgiven. When in 1925 President Plutarco Elías Calles moved the remains of Mexico’s Independence heroes to a new monument, he excluded the bones of Agustín de Iturbide, who finally won the war against Spain in 1821, because he still represented conservative Catholicism. In 1977, the veteran Communist leader Valentín Campa launched a campaign to have the muralist Diego Rivera expelled from the local Communist Party—twenty years after his death. Rivera’s purported offense was to have flirted with Trotskyism, yet Campa’s real purpose was to use the trial as the occasion to denounce the growing penetration of the party by Eurocommunist ideas. Recognizing his “Stalinist” motives, less orthodox Communists then blocked Campa’s move.

One explanation for this constant reliving of the past is that honor and glory must somehow be extracted from the dizzying array of defeats and humiliations suffered by Mexicans since the Conquest. So often, those who fought on the side of “good” were vanquished, but their principles can be vindicated decades or centuries later. Typically, the Child Heroes of Chapultepec are remembered for resisting United States troops in 1847, although they died and the United States subsequently seized half of Mexico’s territory. Conversely, uncomfortable features of Mexican history can be quietly buried and forgotten. Mexicans prefer to ignore evidence that their Aztec ancestors practiced cannibalism. History textbooks gloss over the entire Colonial period as well as the territorial losses to the United States, the French occupation and the Porfirio Díaz dictatorship in the nineteenth century, choosing to concentrate on the “glorious” pre-Hispanic civilizations, the fight for Independence and the achievements since the Revolution.

Extraordinary passions can be stirred by historical controversies. In 1983, the National University planned a production of a play entitled The Martyrdom of Morelos, by Vicente Leñero. In view of De la Madrid’s fascination with Morelos, the presentation was presumed to be simple cultural opportunism. But the play revealed that, while being tortured prior to execution by a Spanish firing squad in 1815, Morelos betrayed the names, strategies and troop strengths of other key rebel commanders. Before the opening night of the play, university authorities intervened to suspend rehearsals, worried not only about offending the President but also about denigrating an immaculate hero. Assorted civic associations then mobilized to defend “the honor and glory” of Morelos, a leading politician devoted an entire speech to praising the “founder of the nation” and excoriating his critics, a controversial actor playing the part of Morelos was replaced and the producers took precautions against violent protests when the play was eventually opened to the public.

Even more dramatically, the final battle between Cortés and Cuauhtémoc is still being fought, usually as part of Mexico’s continuing struggle to come to terms with its mestizaje, but occasionally as a symbol of the confrontation between the Third World and “imperialism.” Today, the vanquished has become the victor: since the Revolution, Mexican history has been reinterpreted by nationalists, with Cuauhtémoc presented as the hero and Cortés as the villain; and in Diego Rivera’s post-revolutionary murals, Cuauhtémoc is shown as an idealized youth, while Cortés is portrayed as a syphilitic hunchback. On such an emotionally charged subject, the past will not lie peacefully: most recently, the dispute moved into the arena of bones and statues.

Upon his death in Spain in 1547, Cortés’ remains were returned to Mexico and placed in the wall of the Hospital de Jesús, which he had founded. The bones were then forgotten until rediscovered in the 1940s. Almost immediately, Cuauhtémoc’s bones were also “discovered” in the small town of Ixcateopán in Guerrero state, and although two scientific commissions could not verify their authenticity, they were enshrined in a glass case in the local church. In 1975, President Echeverría appointed a new commission to study the bones, this time driven by even loftier motives. “In the bold fight waged by the Third World to end the process of colonialism imposed by the world powers,” he explained, “Cuauhtémoc is the germinal antecedent that began the organized resistance against colonial dependence and exploitation.” To authenticate Cuauhtémoc’s bones, it seemed, was to legitimize the “struggle” of the Third World. Only after Echeverría left office did the commission dare announce that the identity of the bones in Ixcateopán could still not be confirmed. On the anniversary of Cuauhtémoc’s death each year, officials still stand before the bones and pronounce nationalist speeches.

President López Portillo was immensely proud of his Spanish heritage, and in 1981 he reopened the Cuauhtémoc-versus-Cortés controversy by personally unveiling a bust of the Conquistador in the Hospital de Jesús. Until that time, there was only one known statue of Cortés in Mexico—in the Casino de la Selva in Cuernavaca. The following year, another monument to Cortés was placed in the main square of the Mexico City neighborhood of Coyoacán. Dedicated to Mexico’s mestizaje, it showed Cortés and his Indian mistress, La Malinche, sitting behind their young mestizo son, Martin. But as soon as López Portillo left office, it was removed, to the delight of local nationalists. Justifications for the censorial measure kept the issue alive. “Cortés represents military conquest and genocide,” one historian, Gastón García Cantú, noted. “In my view, no conqueror deserves a statue. And the idea of recognizing Cortés as the founder of our nationality is a profound and reactionary mistake.” Another prominent writer, Gutierre Tibón, argued that Cortés deserved a statue, although he conceded that “Mexico’s spiritual climate does not yet permit it because Mexicans have still to strike a balance between Cuauhtémoc and Cortés.”

This ambivalence has continued to affect Mexico’s relations with Spain. The Spanish Civil War, viewed in Mexico as the struggle between progressive good and fascist evil, enabled Mexico to give particular vent to its resentment toward Spain for its colonialist past. Not only did President Cárdenas support the Republican cause and, subsequently, give asylum to thousands of refugees, but successive Mexican governments refused to recognize the Franco regime. General Francisco Franco, it seemed, had come to personify Cortés, who could thus be symbolically punished. When diplomatic relations were restored following Franco’s death, however, the main celebration was in Mexico and, soon afterwards, President López Portillo trekked to the Navarre village of Caparroso, where his forefathers had lived.

Mexico’s relationship with Spain will always be passionate. Debates still rage over whether the Conquest destroyed civilization or barbarism, whether Aztec human sacrifices were any worse than the Spanish Inquisition, whether the country’s endemic corruption has pre-Columbian or Spanish roots, whether bureaucracy was an import from Spain or a natural product of Indian ritual. Today, Mexicans resent the arrogance of many Spanish migrants, with their well-earned reputation for “exploiting” local workers, but they feel drawn to all things Spanish, from singers and bullfighters to food and wines. At a national level, even though Mexico is today richer, more populous and more influential than Spain, it continues to look, perhaps subconsciously, for the mother country’s approval. During a visit by Spain’s Prime Minister Felipe González in June 1983, De la Madrid could not resist pointing to the significance of holding their official dinner in the Plaza de Tlatelolco, “a place that recalls the lights and shadows of our conscience” and “synthesizes the twin columns, Indian and Spanish, that explain and determine our being.”

The individual insecurities of ordinary Mexicans frequently become shimmering images reflected by the country as a whole. Nowhere is this more evident than in Mexico’s almost aggressive sense of nationalism. The threats, attacks, invasions and occupations that have come from abroad since the time of Independence are more than sufficient to justify Mexico’s unspoken xenophobia. Yet nationalism also reflects the country’s continuing feeling of vulnerability and, like machismo, it serves as a mask both to hide internal doubts and to display external self-confidence. Mexico’s nationalism is therefore not ideological but rather part of its survival instinct. And every government since the Revolution has bolstered the twin pillars of nationalism—strengthening a sense of national identity at home and stressing the country’s independence abroad—as a way of consolidating its own power.

The mirror of Mexican nationalism today is no longer Spain or even France, but exclusively the United States. Even here the faces that Mexico shows to its neighbor are not consistent. There is resentment bequeathed by the loss of so much territory in the nineteenth century and by U.S. military interventions as recently as 1916. There is resistance to the oppressive weight of continuing U.S. political and economic influence in Mexico. There is intellectualized contempt for the materialistic culture exported by the United States. And there is the reassuring belief that “clever” Mexicans can always outwit “naïve” Americans. But among ordinary Mexicans there is also admiration for the United States and, above all, for its organization, honesty and affluence. And they happily watch American-made television programs, adopt American consumer tastes and prefer imported or contraband goods from north of the border to locally made products.

While much of Mexico’s foreign policy is dedicated to exhibiting the country’s independence from the United States, governments also tap the unifying resource of patriotism to keep alive a sense of nationhood. Inheriting a severe economic crisis in December 1982, President De la Madrid ordered that the national anthem be played at midnight on all radio stations and at the end of the day’s programming on television: one television channel preceded the national anthem for several weeks with recitations of a poem entitled “Mexico, I Believe in You.” All ministries or government departments were instructed to hold regular ceremonies honoring the Mexican flag. Through a decree aimed at “reaffirming and strengthening devotion to national symbols,” the government also organized a competition of poetry and prose dedicated to the national flag and the national anthem.

At a cultural level, it has been more difficult to prevent erosion of formal “Mexicanness,” although one interesting attempt in 1982 involved a Commission for the Defense of the Spanish Language to combat incursions by anglicisms. Above all in Mexico City, restaurants and shops had discovered that foreign names were good for business, resulting in the likes of Shirley’s, Paco’s and Arthur’s. The commission declared war on the apostrophe—which does not exist in Spanish orthography—as the principal symbol of cultural infiltration. Radio and television spots also mocked those who said “bye” instead of adios or called themselves Charlie instead of Carlos. Lines from poems paying homage to the Spanish language were added to existing propaganda decorating walls around the capital. But nationalist contradictions continued to surface: one reference to the “immortality” of Spanish was altered with spray paint one night, with the word “Spanish” replaced by “Nahuatl.” Soon afterwards, a Council to Defend Indigenous Languages was formed.

Just as alcohol melts the mask of machismo, it is during moments of crisis that the country’s endemic self-doubts become visible through the screen of nationalism. The myths of progress and hope sustained so avidly in public suddenly give way in private to a self-defeating cynicism and exaggerated self-deprecation. Former President López Portillo, who claimed insight into the mestizo nature of the Mexican psyche, once addressed himself to this mesmerizing nihilism, trying vainly to break the trance. “Frequently, we Mexicans are given to underlining our defects,” he said. “Perhaps because of the dark paths of our Indian roots, we like to tear ourselves apart, to sacrifice ourselves. It’s an activity that many Mexicans seem to enjoy—to denigrate ourselves, to tear ourselves in pieces, to admit we have all the defects in the world. We have a right to do so. We have many rights. But we also have a right to agree, a right to underline the positive, the right to say we have done something well and will do it still better.”

Just three months after he spoke, the Mexican economy collapsed in disarray and released a new flood of pessimism. The financial crisis was serious, but the psychological response was more dangerous. Many Mexicans resigned themselves to the demise of the entire system and, in panic, acted accordingly. Others seemed consumed by the sheer drama of the occasion, as if the futility of rules and plans was being proved. Among the urban middle classes, the crisis revealed that the internal conflicts over mestizaje had now been complicated by the competition between Mexican and American ways of life. For the newly affluent, the preceding four-year boom had seemingly placed the American way of life within easy grasp. When the bubble burst, their minimal nationalism was exposed. The reaction of poor Mexicans, in contrast, was less hysterical. Since the economic boom had brought them few benefits, their expectations had not been inflated and their stoicism remained largely intact.

Not for the first time, a principal obstacle to rebuilding the economy was the perception that Mexicans had of themselves. To be positive was to have hope and risk betrayal. And even though Mexico has enjoyed enviable political stability for over six decades, the memory of a past that seemingly repeats itself conspired to preserve self-doubt. The choice exists with individuals as with nations: some meditate on past misfortunes, others overcome setbacks and never look back. Mexico and the Mexicans seem unable to detach themselves from a past to which they still belong. Preferring to look back, they have ample material on which to contemplate: in the history of Mexico as perceived today lies the past that overshadows the present and continues to shape the future.


*The lexicon of such songs is rich, but one illustrates their mood: “Life is worth nothing / Nothing is what life’s worth / It always begins with crying / And crying is how it ends / So that’s why in this world / Life is worth nothing.”
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The Roots of the Nation

I

To romanticize the Indians from the monumental ruins and folkloric remnants evident today is to distort the lot of most Indians even before the Spanish Conquest. Then as now, the majority suffered under an inequitable social system: they fought and died as foot soldiers; they sustained the superstitions that gave life to the ruling theocracies; they worked the fields, carried water and built the temples and pyramids; they ate only corn tortillas and beans; and they lived in wooden and adobe huts not far from the stone palaces occupied by their masters. Successive conquering lords gave them different gods to worship, but their lot rarely changed. After the Conquest, it was just another god who arrived, in whose name the Indians were subjected to new exploitation.

But surprisingly little is known about ordinary Indians before the Conquest. From around 3500 B.C., some 40,000 years after they crossed the Bering Strait, they stopped being nomadic and started to cultivate the land. Corn soon replaced wild fruit and hunted animals as the basis of the Indian diet and, given its importance, it assumed a religious significance. Good harvests were vital for survival, so gods appeared who could provide the rain and protect the crops. And as the cultures developed, corn took on even greater symbolism, representing life itself and eventually being seen as the source of all life. In many ancient legends, man was born from corn. Even today, corn dominates the Mexican’s diet and, for some Indians, remains sacred. The Indian’s philosophical harmony with nature derives from this: corn is a gift from the gods.

Greater insight into the pre-Hispanic peoples of Meso-America in fact comes from studying these gods, at different times numbering in the hundreds. Domination by one or another god identified periods of wealth or hardship, fertility or famine, conquest or defeat, health or disease. Similarly, the spreading influence of a particular god announced the military expansion of a certain tribe, while worship would include varied expressions of art dedicated to the gods and their priests. Nevertheless, because most pre-Columbian codices were destroyed by the Spanish conquerors, experts have only ruined temples, stelae, sculptures, jewelry and pottery as guides to the past. Their conclusions are therefore frequently based on hypotheses, deductions and guesses.

The Olmecs, it is believed, created the first important civilization of central Mexico, around 1200 B.C., in the coastal areas of the Gulf of Mexico in today’s southern Veracruz and Tabasco states. It flourished for about 700 years, reaching a population of perhaps 350,000, and it built three important cities—known today as La Venta, San Lorenzo and Tres Zapotes—before disappearing. From its jewelry and pottery, perhaps the most exquisite of pre-Hispanic artifacts surviving today, it was evidently a race of great artistic talent and religious sensitivity. It lacked local supplies of stone, so few large Olmec buildings remain, although its rulers had stone brought from the western sierra to be carved into huge heads, thirteen of which have been discovered, puzzling archaeologists with their broad noses and thick lips. (Some students claim this proves North African influence in the New World long before the Conquest.) Stone stelae also point to an advanced dating system that included the concept of zero, unknown to their Roman contemporaries.

Most of all, the importance of the Olmecs is evidenced by their influence over the Mayas to the southeast and the emerging highland civilizations to the west: their principal symbol, the jaguar, can still be found as far south as El Baúl in Guatemala and as far west as Tula. But they were not warriors; rather, their influence seemed to spread through trade and religion. The Olmecs are perhaps all the more mysterious because no tribe exists today that can be traced to them. No one knows why they settled where they did, why they developed more than others, how they lived, how their political and religious structures functioned and why their civilization finally disappeared or, more likely, was absorbed by others.

The civilizations that followed in the Yucatán Peninsula and the central highlands are less remote because, ethnically at least, they survive today. Colonization of the Maya region—covering the Yucatán, Guatemala, Belize and parts of Honduras and El Salvador of today—began around 1500 B.C. But not until around A.D. 150 did the first city-states emerge in the central lowland area now known as El Petén in Guatemala, with Tikal the architectural jewel and religious center of this early empire. By 900 the area had been largely abandoned and the focus of development moved north to the Yucatán, where such cities as Palenque, Uxmal, Chichén Itzá and Tulum grew up, frequently reflecting new influence from the central highlands.

Within 300 years, however, many of these cities had also been abandoned, often mysteriously and abruptly, giving rise to speculation about conquest, disease or prolonged drought. What seems clear, however, is that by 1200 the Maya Empire as such—a region held together by politics, language, trade and religion—had broken up into dozens of different tribes and city-states, speaking different dialects, wearing different costumes and worshipping different gods, albeit maintaining an extraordinary artistic tradition in their temples and pottery. A few city-states, such as Mayapán, remained important, but were independent. Further, in contrast to the relative peace of the Classic era, reflected in the unwarlike motifs of Maya stelae, these cities often fought each other. Mayapán, for example, destroyed much of Chichén Itzá and brought Uxmal under its control until, in 1441, Uxmal itself rose up and destroyed Mayapán.

To the west, the Zapotecs first appeared in the region of Oaxaca around 300 B.C., building the extraordinary mountaintop city of Monte Albán which was to dominate the area for some 900 years. The Zapotecs then abandoned the city and moved to Zaachila, but the Mixtecs, who had migrated into the Oaxaca valleys and built their principal religious center at Mitla, continued to use Monte Albán as a ceremonial cemetery. Long before the Conquest, both tribes broke up into multiple city-states and even village-states, establishing a tradition of community fragmentation that remains a problem to this day in the region.

Their influence never stretched into central and northern Mexico and, from before the time of the birth of Christ, the construction of Teotihuacan for the first time established the domination of the highland civilizations over the rest of Mexico. By definition it was an important religious center, its temples decorated by stelae, statues and brightly colored paintings, its gods dominating smaller city-states in the region. Given its sophisticated social structure, Teotihuacan undoubtedly had military might, but its conquests were attributed to its priests and gods, while its wealth came from its merchants, who ranged as far as Guatemala. At the height of its power, Teotihuacan was probably the most populous city in the world, with some 200,000 inhabitants. Today, the remains of its huge pyramids of the Sun and the Moon and its two-mile-long Avenue of the Dead testify to its vastness.

The end of the Teotihuacan culture is also shrouded in mystery. The city appears to have been sacked and burned, probably between 650 and 700, although it remained an important religious shrine for several centuries longer. But the political cohesion of the region disintegrated and city-states subservient to Teotihuacan returned to self-government. “Whatever the motives and agents of the disaster, the fact is that Teotihuacán died and, with it, its great culture,” Ignacio Bernal, former head of the National Museum of Anthropology, has written. “But it left an immense legacy whose influence is still felt and whose legend barely ended with the Spanish Conquest.” Such was this legacy, in fact, that Teotihuacan became the reference point for all future highland civilizations, the first “glorious past” to which the subsequent Toltecs and Aztecs related.

Over the centuries, the city had attracted migrants who had created something of a cultural melting pot. After the empire’s collapse, many Indians again abandoned the city, carrying with them talents and traditions. The emergence of the Toltecs can thus be traced directly to Teotihuacan. In particular, the legend of Quetzalcóatl, or the Plumed Serpent, already recorded in stone in Teotihuacan and recognized as the inventor of medicine, agriculture, astronomy and royalty, assumed greater importance and even physical identity under the Toltecs. The Toltecs were much given to human sacrifice when ruled by Ihitmal, who had seized power by murdering his brother, Quetzalcóatl’s father. The young prince, then called Ce Acatl Topitzin, was saved and brought up by priests, who, impressed by his holiness, named him Quetzalcóatl. He then murdered his uncle and became leader of the Toltecs at the city of Tula. But by banning human sacrifice and stimulating artistic creativity, Quetzalcóatl alienated the priests and their god of evil, Tezcatlipoca, who in turn deceived him into breaking his vows of chastity and forced him to abandon his throne. He fled to Cholula and, according to legend, twenty years later took to sea in a boat, promising to return one day. Soon afterwards, he supposedly landed in the Yucatán, where he was named Kukulcán and where he died thirty years later on a self-made funeral pyre. As a god, however, he continued to be present until well after the Spanish Conquest.

With the departure of Quetzalcóatl, the Toltecs resumed their sacrificial rites and, around 1200, fell victim to new warrior tribes, known variously as the Chichimecas or “barbarians,” who dominated the highland city-states at the time the Aztecs or Mexicas first appeared in the region. They came from northwestern Mexico—the mythical Aztlán—although the circumstances of their arrival in the central highlands are not known. Legend has it that in 1325 they settled on two islands in the middle of Lake Texcoco, since it was there that they sighted a predestined sign—an eagle perched on a cactus with a writhing snake in its beak. (After Independence, this image was adopted as Mexico’s national emblem.) More likely, though, the Aztecs were forced onto the lake by the rulers of the nearby cities, who considered the new arrivals to be unrepentant savages. But within 100 years, through wars and alliances, the Aztecs succeeded in dominating the entire region, establishing probably the largest empire in pre-Hispanic times.

Although still given to human sacrifice, necessary to provide the blood demanded daily by their gods, the Aztecs had also developed considerable artistic talents by the beginning of the fifteenth century. Their huge temples on the principal island of Tenochtitlan—the name they gave their capital—and the nearby island of Tlatelolco were covered with ferocious carvings, some of them of Quetzalcóatl, while their pottery was unusually ornate. Some 80,000 people lived on the islands, which were in turn linked to each other and the mainland by broad causeways and two aqueducts. Every day, farmers and traders would walk or canoe to Tenochtitlan to spread their wares in the huge plaza in front of the Palace of the Emperor and the Great Temple—or Templo Mayor—dedicated to Huitzilopochtli and Tlaloc, gods of war and water.*

In 1502, Moctezuma II became Emperor and High Priest of Huitzilopochtli. He had already proved himself a valiant warrior, but he was also an enlightened ruler, a refined and sensitive man, deeply religious and superstitious. He lived in a manner appropriate to an emperor. Since his empire stretched east to the Gulf coast, west to the Pacific and south as far as present-day El Salvador, he, his court and the nobility and merchants benefited from products brought from afar. Moctezuma would eat fish daily. He wore richly woven robes, fine jewelry and a feathered headdress. He possessed a vast treasure of gold and was revered as a god-king.

While Moctezuma reigned in splendor, unaware that the West Indies had already been discovered, a young Spaniard named Hernán Cortés joined the adventurers heading for the New World, drawn like most of his contemporaries by the dream of wealth. Yet even he had little idea of what awaited him when he sailed west from Cuba early in 1519 with some 500 men and sixteen horses crowded aboard ten galleons. A short wiry man, at the time thirty-five years old, he first touched land at the island of Cozumel off the Yucatán, where he found a Spanish priest, Gerónimo de Aguilar, who had been shipwrecked there seven years earlier and had become fluent in Maya. With Father Aguilar on board, the flotilla continued west across the Gulf of Mexico, finally going ashore at what is now Veracruz.

Moctezuma, hearing of their arrival and fearing that Cortés might be the returning god Quetzalcóatl, sent carriers loaded with gifts of gold and silver, jade and embroidered cloth, in the apparent hope of bribing the invaders into leaving. The gifts had the opposite effect. “The Spaniards are troubled with a disease of the heart for which gold is a specific remedy.” Cortés is said to have remarked. He then told Moctezuma’s ambassadors that he could not depart without personally saluting the great emperor in his palace at Tenochtitlan. A local Tabascan Indian leader gave him a concubine, La Malinche, who spoke both Maya and Nahuatl, the language of the Aztecs, and communicated with Cortés through Father Aguilar until she learned Spanish. Thus equipped with interpreters, the group marched inland, a few hundred adventurers in a nation of over seven million Indians.

Working in Cortés’ favor was






II















III






























OEBPS/images/Ridi_9780307793805_epub_tp_r1.jpg
Distant
Neighbors

A Portrait of the Mexicans

Alan Riding







OEBPS/images/Ridi_9780307793805_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
Distant Neighbors

A PORTRAIT OF THE MEXICANS

ALAN RIDING








OEBPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Shift-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Shift-Light.otf


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Fort-Book.otf


