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Introduction: Unearthing the Voice of the Broken Spears

The story of the Spanish conquest of Mexico is one of the most studied chapters in world history. For centuries, the 

narrative has been dominated by European chronicles that glorify the arrival of Hernán Cortés and the fall of the 

Aztec Empire. However, the book “The Broken Spears: The Aztec Account of the Conquest of Mexico”by

Miguel León Po, offers a radically different perspective. By compiling indigenous testimonies, codices, and oral

histories, Po reconstructs the Aztec viewpoint, revealing the human cost, cultural shock, and the resilience of a

people under siege. This article explores the themes, methodology, and impact of Po’s work, while weaving in

broader historical context and modern scholarship.

The Genesis of the Broken Spears Project

In the early 1990s, historian Miguel León Po embarked on a mission to give voice to those who had been silenced 

by colonial narratives. He recognized that the Aztec chronicles—written in Nahuatl and preserved in codices such 

as the Florentine Codex—contained invaluable eyewitness accounts. Yet, these documents were often dismissed or

misinterpreted by European historians. Po’s approach was to translate and contextualize these primary sources,

translating both the literal language and the cultural metaphors embedded within them.

Collecting the Voices: Fieldwork and Archival Research

Po’s methodology combined rigorous archival research in Mexican libraries with field interviews among Nahua 

communities in the Valley of Mexico. He meticulously cross �referenced the Florentine Codex with the Crónica 

Mexicana and the Codex Azcatl, ensuring that each testimony was corroborated by at least two independent

sources. This triangulation allowed him to reconstruct events with a level of authenticity rarely seen in post �colonial

historiography.

Translating the Untranslatable: Linguistic Challenges

Translating Nahuatl into Spanish—and then into English—required more than a literal word �by �word conversion. Po

had to navigate idiomatic expressions that carried cultural significance. For instance, the Nahuatl phrase “tlamantli

tlen tlen” (literally “the thing that is the thing”) often refers to the concept of identity. By preserving such nuances, Po

ensures that the emotional tenor of the original texts is retained.

The Broken Spears Narrative: Key Themes

Po’s book is structured around five core themes that illuminate the Aztec experience of conquest. These themes

are not isolated; they interweave to present a holistic picture of a society in upheaval.

1. The Shock of the New World

For the Aztecs, the arrival of Spaniards was not just a military incursion—it was a cultural collision. The Spaniards

brought unfamiliar technology, such as steel swords, iron armor, and firearms, as well as a new religious framework

that challenged the Aztec pantheon. Po’s accounts describe how the Aztecs perceived these foreigners as “tlahtolli



tlen quimocayotl” (speakers of the strange language), and how their initial curiosity quickly turned into dread.

2. The Loss of Sovereignty and Social Order

The Aztec political system was highly stratified, with the emperor at its apex and a complex bureaucracy beneath.

The Spanish conquest disrupted this hierarchy by introducing encomiendas, which effectively turned indigenous

labor into a form of feudal exploitation. Po’s testimonies capture the disintegration of communal land rights and the

erosion of traditional leadership roles.

3. Disease as a Silent Weapon

One of the most devastating aspects of the conquest was the introduction of European diseases—smallpox,

measles, and influenza. Po’s narrative emphasizes that these illnesses were not merely incidental; they were a

strategic weapon that decimated the Aztec population. The testimonies describe how entire villages would vanish

overnight, leaving behind skeletal remains and a palpable sense of loss.

4. Cultural Resilience and Adaptation

Despite the onslaught, Aztec culture did not simply vanish. Po’s book showcases how indigenous communities

adapted by blending Spanish and Nahua traditions. This syncretism is evident in religious practices, language, and

even culinary exchanges. The resilience of Aztec artisans, who continued to produce codices and murals under

Spanish supervision, underscores the enduring spirit of the people.

5. The Legacy of Broken Spears

Po’s final theme addresses the long �term legacy of the conquest. He argues that the “broken spears” symbolize not

only the physical destruction but also the psychological fragmentation of a society. Yet, the persistence of Nahuatl

literature and the resurgence of indigenous movements in contemporary Mexico demonstrate that the Aztec spirit

remains alive.

Comparing Perspectives: Aztec vs. Spanish Chronicles

While Spanish chronicles such as those by Bernal Díaz del Castillo provide detailed military accounts, they often

omit the emotional toll on the indigenous population. Po’s work fills this gap by offering a counter �narrative that

highlights the human cost of conquest. This juxtaposition raises critical questions about bias, ownership of history,

and the ethics of historiography.

Military Tactics vs. Cultural Tactics

Spanish chroniclers focus on battles, sieges, and the tactical brilliance of Cortés. Po, on the other hand,

emphasizes the cultural tactics employed by the Aztecs—such as the use of religious festivals to distract enemies

and the strategic alliances with rival city �states. This dual lens reveals that warfare was not purely physical but also

psychological.

Perspective on Leadership

While Díaz del Castillo glorifies Cortés as a visionary leader, Po portrays Moctezuma II as a tragic figure torn

between diplomacy and defense. The Aztec testimonies present Moctezuma as a compassionate ruler who sought

to maintain peace, only to be overwhelmed by circumstances beyond his control.

Representation of Women

Spanish accounts often marginalize the role of women. Po’s book brings to light the critical contributions of women

—such as priestesses who guided the community through crises and mothers who safeguarded cultural



knowledge. This inclusion enriches our understanding of the societal fabric of the Aztec Empire.

Methodological Innovations in Post �Colonial Historiography

Po’s work stands out not only for its content but also for its methodological contributions. He pioneered a

collaborative approach that involved indigenous scholars, linguists, and anthropologists. This interdisciplinary

framework ensures that the reconstructed narratives are both academically rigorous and culturally authentic.

Collaborative Translation Teams

By assembling teams of Nahuatl speakers and professional translators, Po minimized the risk of misinterpretation.

The collaborative process also fostered a sense of ownership among the communities whose histories were being

documented.

Digital Preservation and Accessibility

Po’s team digitized original codices, creating high �resolution images that are now available online. This initiative

democratizes access to primary sources, allowing scholars worldwide to engage with the material directly.

Ethical Considerations

Respecting the cultural significance of the documents was paramount. Po consulted with community elders before

publishing sensitive material, ensuring that the representation of indigenous knowledge remained respectful and

accurate.

Impact on Modern Scholarship and Public Perception

The influence of “The Broken Spears” extends beyond academia. It has reshaped how the conquest is taught in

schools, influenced museum exhibits, and sparked public debates about colonial legacy.

Rewriting History Textbooks

Several Latin American educational institutions have incorporated Po’s findings into their curricula. By presenting a

more balanced narrative, these textbooks foster critical thinking among students regarding colonial history.

Museum Exhibitions and Cultural Reclamation

Museums in Mexico City and beyond have curated exhibitions that juxtapose Spanish artifacts with Aztec codices,

illustrating the cultural interplay during the conquest. These displays often include interactive elements that allow

visitors to experience the stories firsthand.

Influence on Popular Media

Documentaries, films, and novels have begun to reference Po’s work, acknowledging the need for a more nuanced

portrayal of the conquest. This shift has broadened public understanding and appreciation of indigenous

perspectives.

Critiques and Debates

While Po’s book has been lauded for its depth, it has also faced criticism. Some scholars argue that the reliance on

oral histories may introduce biases, while others question the extent to which the Aztec viewpoint can be

generalized across diverse city �states.

Reliability of Oral Testimonies

Oral histories are inherently fluid, shaped by memory and cultural evolution. Critics suggest that Po may have



inadvertently amplified certain narratives while sidelining others. However, Po’s rigorous cross �checking with written

sources mitigates this concern.

Representativeness of the Aztec Perspective

The Aztec Empire was not monolithic; it comprised numerous city �states with varying political and cultural dynamics.

Some argue that Po’s focus on the central Aztec narrative overlooks the experiences of peripheral communities.

Future research could expand the scope to include these voices.

Future Directions: Expanding the Broken Spears Legacy

Building on Po’s foundation, scholars are exploring several avenues to deepen our understanding of the conquest

and its aftermath.

Integrating Archaeological Findings

Recent excavations in the Valley of Mexico have uncovered artifacts that corroborate Po’s textual evidence.

Integrating these findings will provide a more comprehensive picture of the material culture during the conquest.

Comparative Studies with Other Indigenous Narratives

Comparing the Aztec account with accounts from the Maya, Zapotec, and other indigenous groups can illuminate

common patterns and unique divergences in colonial encounters.

Digital Storytelling Platforms

Leveraging virtual reality and interactive storytelling can bring the broken spears to life for younger audiences,

ensuring that the legacy continues to resonate.

Conclusion: The Enduring Echo of Broken Spears

“The Broken Spears” is more than a historical book; it is a testament to the resilience of a people who, despite the

devastation of conquest, preserved their voice and culture. Miguel León Po’s meticulous work bridges the gap

between colonial narratives and indigenous testimony, offering a richer, more humanized account of Mexico’s past.

By acknowledging the broken spears—both literal and metaphorical—we honor the memory of those who endured,

adapted, and ultimately helped shape the nation’s identity. As we continue to revisit and reinterpret history, it is

imperative that we keep these voices alive, ensuring that the echoes of the broken spears guide future generations

toward a more inclusive understanding of our shared past.
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