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The Broken Spears: The Aztec Account of the Conquest of Mexico is a pivotal work that offers
a unique perspective on one of the most significant events in the history of the Americas: the
Spanish conquest of the Aztec Empire. Compiled by Miguel León-Portilla in 1959, this book gathers
the narratives of indigenous people who experienced the invasion firsthand. Through a collection of
Nahuatl accounts, it reveals the emotional, cultural, and social ramifications of the Spanish
colonization, providing a counter-narrative to the Eurocentric histories that have long dominated the
discourse. This article delves into the themes, historical context, and impact of "The Broken Spears,"
shedding light on the voices of those who lived through the tumultuous period of conquest.

Historical Context of the Conquest

The conquest of Mexico, which culminated in 1521 with the fall of Tenochtitlan, was a complex event
shaped by various social, political, and economic factors. Understanding this context is crucial for
comprehending the perspectives presented in "The Broken Spears."

The Aztec Empire Before the Conquest

- Political Structure: The Aztec Empire was a powerful confederation of city-states, with Tenochtitlan
as its capital. The empire was characterized by a hierarchical society with a well-defined political
structure led by the emperor.
- Economic Systems: The economy was based on agriculture, tribute from conquered peoples, and
trade. The Aztecs were skilled farmers, utilizing chinampas (floating gardens) to maximize
agricultural output.
- Religious Beliefs: Religion played a central role in Aztec life, with a pantheon of gods and elaborate
rituals, including human sacrifices, believed to ensure the favor of the gods and the stability of the
universe.

The Arrival of the Spaniards

In 1519, Hernán Cortés and his small army of Spanish conquistadors arrived on the shores of
Mexico. Their expedition marked the beginning of a dramatic series of events that would lead to the
downfall of the Aztec Empire.

- Initial Encounters: The Spaniards were initially seen as potential allies by some indigenous groups,
who resented Aztec rule. This led to alliances that would help Cortés in his quest for conquest.
- Cultural Misunderstandings: The Spaniards brought with them foreign customs, technologies, and
diseases, which the Aztecs had never encountered. The cultural clashes were profound and often
disastrous.



The Structure of "The Broken Spears"

"The Broken Spears" is not a single narrative but rather a compilation of various accounts that
together paint a vivid picture of the Aztec experience during the conquest. The book is divided into
several sections, each focusing on different aspects of the conquest.

Voices from the Past

The narratives included in "The Broken Spears" are drawn from various sources, including:

- Indigenous Codices: These were pictorial manuscripts created by the Aztecs and other indigenous
peoples before and after the conquest.
- Oral Traditions: The stories passed down through generations, capturing the experiences,
emotions, and perspectives of those who lived through the conquest.
- Historical Accounts: Testimonies from indigenous individuals who witnessed the events first-hand,
providing personal insights into the impact of the invasion.

Major Themes

Several recurring themes emerge throughout the accounts in "The Broken Spears":

1. Trauma and Loss: The narratives recount the immense suffering experienced by the Aztecs,
including the loss of life, culture, and autonomy.
2. Resistance and Resilience: Despite the overwhelming odds, many indigenous people displayed
remarkable courage and resilience in the face of conquest.
3. Cultural Clash: The accounts highlight the profound misunderstandings and conflicts that arose
from the encounter between two vastly different cultures.
4. The Role of Prophecy: Many Aztecs believed that the arrival of the Spaniards was foretold by
prophecies, which complicated their responses to the invaders.

The Impact of "The Broken Spears"

"The Broken Spears" has had a lasting impact on the understanding of the Spanish conquest of
Mexico and the historiography of indigenous peoples. Its significance can be seen in several key
areas:

Revising Historical Narratives

- Challenging Eurocentric Perspectives: The book provides an essential counter-narrative to
traditional histories that often portray the conquest in a glorified light, focusing on the achievements
of the Spanish rather than the devastation faced by indigenous peoples.
- Highlighting Indigenous Voices: By centering the experiences of the Aztecs, "The Broken Spears"



elevates voices that have often been marginalized in historical discourse.

Educational Influence

- Curriculum Inclusion: The book has been widely adopted in educational settings, contributing to a
more nuanced understanding of the conquest and its consequences.
- Inspiring Further Research: "The Broken Spears" has inspired scholars to explore other indigenous
perspectives and accounts, leading to a richer understanding of colonial histories.

Cultural Revival and Identity

- Empowerment of Indigenous Communities: The narratives within "The Broken Spears" have
contributed to a revival of indigenous identity and pride, encouraging communities to reclaim their
histories and cultures.
- Artistic and Literary Influence: The themes and stories from the book have inspired various forms
of artistic expression, including literature, theater, and visual arts.

Conclusion

"The Broken Spears: The Aztec Account of the Conquest of Mexico" is more than just a historical
text; it is a powerful testament to the resilience and strength of a people confronted with
unprecedented challenges. By centering indigenous voices, the book not only offers a nuanced
account of the conquest but also serves as a reminder of the importance of understanding history
from multiple perspectives. The narratives within its pages continue to resonate, urging readers to
reflect on the complexities of colonization, cultural exchange, and the enduring impact of history on
contemporary society. As we engage with these accounts, we gain a deeper appreciation for the rich
tapestry of human experience and the stories that shape our world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Broken Spears' and why is it significant in
understanding the conquest of Mexico?
'The Broken Spears' is a collection of Nahuatl accounts of the Spanish conquest of Mexico, compiled
by Miguel León-Portilla. It is significant because it provides an indigenous perspective on the events,
contrasting the European narratives and highlighting the experiences and sufferings of the Aztec
people during the conquest.

How does 'The Broken Spears' challenge traditional historical



narratives of the conquest of Mexico?
'The Broken Spears' challenges traditional narratives by presenting firsthand accounts from the
Aztecs, emphasizing their humanity, cultural richness, and the trauma they experienced. It counters
the Eurocentric view of the conquest as a glorious achievement by revealing the violent realities
faced by indigenous populations.

What are some key themes explored in 'The Broken Spears'?
Key themes in 'The Broken Spears' include loss of autonomy, the struggle against oppression, the
impact of disease and warfare, and the resilience of the Aztec people. It also delves into the spiritual
and cultural implications of the conquest for indigenous communities.

Who were the primary authors or contributors to the texts
included in 'The Broken Spears'?
The primary contributors to 'The Broken Spears' are Nahuatl-speaking authors, including indigenous
scribes and historians, who recorded their experiences and observations during and after the
conquest. Their voices are preserved through oral traditions and written accounts that León-Portilla
compiled.

In what ways has 'The Broken Spears' influenced
contemporary discussions about colonialism and indigenous
rights?
'The Broken Spears' has influenced contemporary discussions by shedding light on the historical
injustices faced by indigenous peoples and fostering a greater understanding of colonialism's lasting
impacts. It has become an essential text for advocating for indigenous rights and recognition in
modern society.
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