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The Conquest of Mexico was justified by the Spanish as an evil necessary to save a people who 
practised human sacrifice and worshipped false gods. 

In 1542, the “Protector of the Indians”, Bartolomé de las Casas, sent his Brevíssima relación de la 
destrucción de las Indias to Philip II of Spain. Las Casas' intention was to force the king to take notice and do 
something about the atrocities being committed in his name. But the Brief Account of the Destruction of the 
Indies was also ready-made propaganda for Spain's enemies. It challenged the heroic narrative of the 
conquistadors and was published in numerous languages throughout Europe for centuries. Given the influence 
of Las Casas, the violent nature of the Conquest and the enormous toll that it took on the indigenous people 
and their way of life, it is difficult to see how events surrounding the Conquest of Mexico could be cast in a 
positive light, as something that ultimately benefited them. This, however, is exactly what happened. In the 
early colonial period, 'histories' of the Aztecs were created that to some extent sanitised the Conquest of 
Tenochtitlán, recasting it as a benevolent act, saving Mexico from the devil. 

In the years that followed the Conquest of Mexico, the conquistador Hernán Cortés' account became 
the dominant narrative. These letters to Charles V were published within a year or two of them being written 
and they formed the first version of events known to Europe. Cortés was under pressure to present his account 
to the king and demonstrate his achievements, as his expedition was essentially an illegal one. He had left 
Cuba against the direct orders of the governor, Diego Velázquez. Cortés' letters were later bolstered by the 
1553 account of his chaplain, Francisco López de Gómara, which borrowed heavily from the letters and 
presented Cortés as a brilliant and courageous leader. Gómara had never actually set foot in the Americas - 
much to the irritation of conquistadors who had been there. 

Given the precariousness of his situation, Cortés knew he would have to persuade the king that not 
only was he a great leader, but that he was acting in the Crown's best interests. Pope Alexander VI had given 
Spain and Portugal the right to conquer the 'New World' on the condition that any new subjects in these lands 
be converted to Catholicism. This gave Cortés his trump card. At the end of his first letter to Charles V, sent 
before the siege of Tenochtitlán, Cortés indicated that there was no time to waste in beginning the conversion 
of the native population. Such was the indigenous people of Mexico's penchant for human sacrifice that, 
according to Cortés, 'not one year has passed . . . in which three or four thousand souls have not been 
sacrificed' and 'not one year passes in which they do not kill and sacrifice some fifty persons in each temple'. In 
case the king was in any doubt of the severity of the situation, Cortés clarified that 'this land seems to us to be 
very large, and to have many temples in it'. As such, there really was no time for the king to waste arresting 
Cortés, especially when he was on the verge of conquering these people, whose souls desperately needed 
saving. According to Cortés' account, despite their awful practices, the people of Mexico would make excellent 
converts as they were extremely devoted to their religion and were highly intelligent. They would, therefore, be 
perfectly capable of understanding the word of God. A symbolic 12 Franciscan friars were sent to Mexico in 
1524, as the first to embark upon the formidable task of converting the indigenous people to Christianity. Within 
the next ten years they were followed by Dominicans and Augustinians. 

The arrival of the first 12 Franciscans marked the official start of the 'Spiritual Conquest' of Mexico, but 
the conversion process was a daunting task. All aspects of life were ritualised, with different gods pertaining 
not only to rites of passage, such as marriage, childbirth and death, but also to everyday tasks, such as 
farming, weaving, cooking and grinding corn. If that were not enough, the Nahua also engaged in polygamy, 
idol worship and sacrifice, all of which needed to be eradicated as a matter of urgency. Aside from these 
obstacles, missionaries were faced with translating concepts central to the Catholic Church that had no 
equivalent terms in the native languages. Grammars, dictionaries and accounts that recorded the history and 
culture of the Aztecs, and the wider Nahua population, were compiled in order to provide other friars with a 
greater understanding of those who were to be converted to Christianity. Despite their efforts, however, the 
Council of the Indies was often hostile towards the study of indigenous culture and, according to the historian 



J.H. Parry, there were periods of blanket prohibition, when anyone known to be engaged in such studies would 
have their papers seized. To this end, Philip II sent a cédula (report) to Viceroy Martín Enríquez dated 22 April 
1577, which 'prohibited all writings referring to "superstitions and the way of life of the Indians" in any 
language'. As such, many missionary works were considered inappropriate, even politically subversive, which 
meant that they remained unpublished until the 19th or even 20th centuries. At the heart of this conflict was 
Philip II's policy of 'Hispanicisation' of the indigenous people, which aimed to restrict the friars' powers and 
influence. According to Parry, this policy of 'Hispanicisation' also went against the friars' desire to preserve as 
much of the native social structure as they could, provided it did not clash directly with the new religion. 

Fray Toribio de Benevente Motolinía was one of the original 12 'apostles' to arrive in New Spain in 
1524. He details the Conquest itself and the Spiritual Conquest, and presents the difficulties that the 
missionaries faced in trying to undertake the conversion process. Motolinía depicts the calamities that had 
befallen the Nahua since the arrival of the Spaniards as ten plagues, much like the Ten Plagues of Egypt. 
Among them are the smallpox epidemic, the heavy tributes imposed upon the natives and slave labour. 
Motolinía describes the second plague as 'the great many deaths that occurred during the conquest of New 
Spain, and especially Mexico', yet he refers to Cortés as a 'fine gentleman'. He also attests that Cortés tried to 
help foster relations between the missionaries and the Nahua, stating that 'From the beginning of the Conquest 
he gave orders that the Indians show the priests great reverence and respect'. Motolinía does not sweep aside 
the atrocities committed by the Spanish settlers and even goes so far as to try to explain their behaviour, which 
he determines was motivated by 'greed, the desire to put more bars of gold into the chest'. His story is almost 
certainly an attempt to respond to Las Casas' account of the Conquest, which Motolinía felt unfairly tarred 
everyone in the Indies with the same brush.  

Despite Las Casas' exaggerated claims and Motolinía's belief that the Dominican was a hypocrite, 
Motolinía did not erase the horrors of the Conquest from his account. His 'Ten Plagues' go into some detail 
regarding the suffering of the Nahua: the first plague, for example, is presented as smallpox; the second is the 
deaths caused by the Conquest; the third is the famine that resulted from the Conquest, and the remaining 
seven are all different aspects of the colonisation process that culminate in the overwork and mistreatment of 
the indigenous people. According to the scholar John Leddy Phelan, there was a current in 16th-century 
historiography which revolved around the belief that the Conquest was a divine punishment for the alleged sins 
that the indigenous people had committed. As such, we can view these plagues as a way for them to learn that 
they were in error for worshipping the pagan gods. By using the biblical motif of the Ten Plagues that befell the 
ancient Egyptians, Motolinía presents the Aztecs, in particular, in parallel with these 'Old World' pagans who 
went on to create one of the great early Christian centres once they had converted. Motolinía also offers 
similarities between the Aztecs and the Romans, who were of course also pagans living in a great city, with an 
enormous empire, who would eventually become Christians.  

Without the Conquest, led by Cortés, the friars themselves would not be there in Mexico helping the 
Aztecs to fulfil their Christian potential. Motolinía gets around the sticky issue of the atrocities by laying the 
blame at the feet of those who came after Cortés and undid his good work. Nuño de Guzmán, who took over 
from Cortés after he was ousted as governor, was held particularly responsible. Rightly or wrongly, Motolinía 
even blamed the first epidemic of smallpox during the Conquest, which he counts as the First Plague, on 
Pánfilo de Narváez, who was sent by the Governor of Cuba to halt Cortés' illegal mission. 

Diego Durán, a Dominican born in Seville (c.1537), spent the majority of his life in Mexico, having come 
to New Spain as a child. It is thought that he lived among the indigenous community of Texcoco, near Mexico 
City, for much of his life and he was well-versed in the culture of the natives and fluent in the Nahuatl 
language. Though, on the whole, the Dominicans tended to be on the side of the Audiencia and the Crown, 
Durán treated Cortés favourably, despite working for the Inquisition - though less so than Motolinía. Durán also 
refers to him as 'the valorous Cortés' and states that both the Virgin Mary and St James, Patron of Spain, 
aided the conquistadors in the Conquest, demonstrating that it was God's will that they should be victorious. 

http://web.a.ebscohost.com/ehost/detail/detail?vid=24&sid=4ad73b66-5efc-413e-8892-24649df45c7d%40sdc-v-sessmgr05&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#toc


Durán also takes a different approach to the history of the Aztecs. Whereas Motolinía compares them 
with the gentiles, as pagans who would learn that their many gods were false, Durán believes: 

Because of their nature we could almost affirm that they are Jews and Hebrew people, and I believe 
their way of life, their ceremonies, their rites and superstitions, their omens, and false dealings and 
characteristics are those of the Jews. 

Along with finding similarities with Jewish rites, such as making sacrifices in the mountains under 
shaded trees, burning incense and killing sons and daughters in sacrifice - all of which he compares with 
Hebrew ceremonies practised by the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel - Durán also made this connection due to the 
long journey they undertook in finding their homeland: 

They always profess to have come from strange lands and I have found this depicted in their ancient 
printed manuscripts, where they portray the great periods of hunger, thirst and nakedness, with 
innumerable afflictions that they suffered until they reached this country and settled in it. 

Durán also mirrors the origin myths of the Aztecs with Genesis. He described how 'an aged man from 
Cholula, about a hundred years old, began to describe their origins to me . . . "In the beginning", said this 
ancient man, "before light or sun had been created, this world lay in darkness and shadows and was void of 
every created thing".' Durán also relates a part of the Aztec origin myth that echoes the building of the Tower of 
Babel and God's dispersal of mankind in all directions. He describes the similarities between these accounts 
that were passed down through the generations and that of Genesis as proof that 'these natives belong . . . to 
the lineage of the chosen people of God, for who He worked great marvels'. Durán also finds parallels with the 
story of Moses: 

The Indians have traditions regarding a great man who, after suffering many afflictions and 
persecutions on the part of his countrymen, gathered the multitude of his followers and persuaded them 
to flee from that persecution to a land where they could live in peace. Having made himself the leader 
of those people, he went to the seashore and moved the water with a rod that he carried in his hand. 
Then the sea opened and he and his followers went through. 

Durán's discussion of the Aztec origin myths downplays the multiple deities that they worshipped, 
presenting instead a people with one principal god, Huitzilopochtli. Huitzilopochtli became a solar god and a 
god of war; his cult became the state cult of the Aztec political system. As such, by the time of the Conquest, 
Huitzilopochtli was the most celebrated of the Aztec deities. To argue that they were monotheistic, however, 
would be wrong. Huitzilopochtli, for example, shared the Great Temple of Tenochtitlán with Tlaloc, the god of 
water. Nevertheless, by presenting the Aztecs in this way, Durán is able to align them with the Hebrews and 
distance them from the Gentiles. Despite their reliance upon one god, Durán does discuss seven others that 
the Aztecs 'carried', whom, he explains, 'represented the seven caves out of which the seven tribes had 
emerged', in order to seek the 'Promised Land'. By presenting the Aztecs as dedicated to one principal god, 
Durán presents them as a people who should take easily to Christianity. 

Despite an often brutal portrayal of the Nahua (and especially the Mexica/Aztec) religious practices 
within missionary literature, we also find the notion that, before the arrival of the friars, they had the right idea in 
principle and were inherently good, but without faith and God's grace, they were easily led astray by the devil. 



They therefore had great potential, but needed, and continue to need, guidance. This echoes Aquinas' ideas 
on the necessity of grace: 

'There is in man an inclination to good, according to the nature of his reason, which nature is proper to 
him: thus man has a natural inclination to know the truth about God, and to live in a society.'  

Due to the absence of Catholic instruction, the Nahua took on the act of sacrifice - to eat the body and 
drink the blood - too literally. This belief that they did have some notion of how they should sacrifice, though 
one contaminated by the sin of idolatry, relates to theories that the Nahua had some kind of pre-Columbian 
experience of Christianity. According to the scholar Carlos Jáuregui, two hypotheses were proposed in the 
16th century. The first was that God had made himself known to the indigenous people, thus preparing them 
for the arrival of the friars and for the Eucharist as a replacement for ritual sacrifice and cannibalism. The 
second idea was that the similarities were the work of Satan, who had converted transubstantiation into a 
bloody sacrifice.  

This concept was often used in conversion rhetoric, in which the pagan peoples of the 'New World' 
were described as living in darkness, with the devil responsible for their ignorance. Such was the potential of 
the Nahua as converts that some of the missionary literature goes as far as to present them as recognising 
their past errors once they converted. For example, when discussing Nahua converts in his 1590 Historia 
naturally moral de las indias, the Jesuit José de Acosta wrote that, once they were living in the light of Faith, 
the Nahua laughed and joked about the foolishness of their past errors. 

The friars are presented not only as having saved the indigenous people, but as being welcomed by the 
Nahua, who were grateful for their intervention. Juan de Torquemada's Monarquia Indiana (1615) presents the 
indigenous converts as elated and celebrating their new-found Faith. They had realised the error of their ways: 
that their old pagan rituals had been the work of the devil and that God did not want the blood of innocent 
people to be shed in the name of sacrifice. They were happy their eyes were finally open so they could see the 
truth. 

Those who wrote about the indigenous Mexicans, whether it be Cortés, Las Casas or the missionaries 
undertaking the conversion process, presented them as having enormous potential as converts. The Nahua 
were either shown to be pagans who could emulate the Egyptians and Romans, or one of the Lost Tribes of 
Israel, who, as Jews, shared a background with the Christians. Aside from the accounts written by the 
conquistadors themselves, atrocities of conquest were acknowledged, but seen as a necessary trial that the 
Nahua must endure. These people were inherently good and only living in the sin of idolatry because they 
lacked instruction. These errors could now be remedied and their souls could be saved, as the friars were 
there to guide them into the light of the True Faith, freeing them from the devil and curing their blindness. 
Without the Conquest, however, none of this could have happened. Ultimately, it was for their own good. 

 


