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FOREWORD

This study haa been underteken in the hope of help-
ing to open new avenues of research in both philosophy and
anthrovology, avenues that have heretofore been largely
overliooked. It has used as an example the pre-Uonquest
cul ture-complex of the Valley of Mexico. It is not in-
tended to be an exhaustive exposition of every aspect of
thet complex, for that would take 1t out of the realm of
philosophy and too far into thet of anthropology. It ia
rather &n examination of the sallent features of Aztec
culture in a philosophical light. It begino with a dis-
cussion of primitive philosophy in general based on the
thesis thet philosophy is a universal activity of man's
mind rather than a2 given produet of it. The remainder of
the study 1s largely an attempt to show that the indigenous
peoples of the Valley of Mexico were well beyond the orimi.-
tive not only in their material culture but in their philo-
sophical thought as well,







“All men by nature desire to know."

Aristotle (980%22)







CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Williem Jemes, quoting Chesterton, once said that 1t
is more important for a landledy to know a prospective lodg-
er's pnilosophy than his 1noomo.1 Unfortunately, most 8 tu-
dents of primitive soclety have taken the opposite view,
focuseing virtually all of their attention on the "income"
of cultures; that is, on their material or outward aspects.
In justification of this attitude they malntain that the
“prelogicel” mentallty of primitives renders them incapable
of philosophy, at least as it is known to the "more advanced"
European oulture.2 One purpose of the present study 1s to
show thet such a restriction of the meening of philosophy
is detrimental both to a proper understanding of any cul=-
ture and to the expansion of the horizon of philosophy 1t-
self.

Although authorities do not agree on the relative

merits of the products of man's mind, they seem to be in

general agreement on the ldea that 1its potentialities are

1 ¥illlam Jemes, Pragmetism, p. 3.

s Cherles Roberts Aldrich, The Primitive Xind ggg
odern Civilization, Ch. VII. Franz Boas, Ihe ;nd
rrimi&;ve _%g, P 219-20 Rndoelav A. Tsnnofr SQL
so his The Ways of Genius, p. 6.

p. 9. Bee
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2
One of these potentialities 1s the

3

everywhere the same.
capaclty for reflective thinking. All men, inoluding chil-
dren, attempt to relate thelr various experiences to one
another. This attempt is, in effect, what Clark Wissler
refera to as the "Reflective Roeponae.'“ The relation of
one idea or remembered experience to another 1s involved
in any 1nvention,5 whether it be an artifact, & god, or
even a word; for language itself is a product of the reflec-
tive thinking of men, since it amounts to nothing more nor
less than a relator of experience.6 And the fact that every
rnown culture, however "primitive," has & fully developed
language7 serves to corroborate Wissler's view that "1t is
natural to think refleotlvoly.'s

In relating human experience the mind puts & rele-
sively strange item of that experience in terms of other,
nore familiar items., This, in the last analysis, 1s what
s mesnt by “meening," and is what will here be held to Le

3 Boas, op. cit., p. 220. Alexander A, Goldenvwelser,
Ear%z Civilization, p. Loo. Wwilliem James, Some Problems

2f Philosophy, p. 15. Paul Radln, Primitive len as Philoso-
aher, p. 5. Tsanoff, Ethics, p. 9; The Ways of Geniusg,

0. 56-7. Olark Wiseler, len and Culture, p. 275.

Ibid., pp. 274-8.
Ibid., p. 277.

Susanne K. Lenger, Philosophy in & New Xey, ». 83.
Ibid., p. 84n.

Wissler, loc. cit.

e NN O\ F
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the besis of all philosophy. The search by & child for
the "meaning" of & new word, and the cquest by a philosopher
for the "meaning" of the unlverse are essentlally the same.
Both are attempts to find the familiar in the unfamilliar.
The differences between them are more of degree than of
kind. Thus while the child's scarch ie motivisted princil-
pally by “instinctive" curiosity, that of the philosopher
is carried on at s more self-conscious or "purposive" level.
Agaln, while the child seeks only & specific meaning to
meet his immedlate need, the philosopher pursues more all-
inclusive, more "ultimate® meanings. And “The continual
pursult of meanings--wider, clearer, more negotiable, more
articulate meanings--is phl_loaOphy."9

This definition of philosophy makes "primlitive" man
ss much & philosopher in relation to his own realm of ex-
perience as Socrates and Kant were in relation to thelrs;
for, as Olyde Kluekhohn haes said: "“Speculation and reflec-
tion upon the neture [i.e., “meaning"] of the universe and
of man's place in the total scheme of things have been
carried out in every known culturo.'lo The difference between

the "primitive® and the "civilized" mind lies not, then, 8o

? Lsnger, op. eit., p. 239.
= F. 85, G, Nortarop, oditor,g;ggggﬁfggg;,Qigggggggg;
and ¥orld Order, p. 356. See also H. B. Alexander, lo-
sophy (Primitive)," Encyclopaedis of Religion and Ethiocs,
1922, IX, p. 8hka.







N
much in the nature of their thought procegses &s in the
terms in which the meanings sccepted by thelir respective
cultures are exprenaod.ll "Understanding" consists of seeing
a relatively unfamiliar iten of experience "in terms of' a
more familisr or "definite” item. Thet which 1s regarded
as definite, or "alresdy defined," and thus basic to an
understanding of further experience differs from one oculture
to another, Continues Kluckhohn:

Every people has 1te characteriatic set of “primitive
postulates.” As Bateson hes said: 'The human individual
is endlessly simplifying and generslizing his own view
of his environment; he constantly imposes on thls en-
vironment his own constructions and meaningn; these
conatructions and meanings are ggaraotoril ic of one
cul ture as opposed %c another.' ~

The "primitive postuletes” most characteristic of

primitive cultures are the bodies and feelings of the mem-

bers of those cultures, Thus primitive men sees his universe

11 7h3e i@ not meant to imply that “terms” and “pro-
cesses" are altogether externally related. Of course there
can be no processes without terms and vice versa. And, %o
be sure, the nature of the terms manipulated by the mind
may have some influence uvon the process of manipulating them.
Yet the process of inventing such an implement as, say, the
bow and arrow, or even the fist axe, must have involved the
relating or bringing together in some primitive mind of serar-
ate images; regerdless of the "phenomenologicsl structure"
of these imsges. This "synthesizing" activity of the mind
is here maintained to be everywhere baslcally the same.

Agein, "imitative magic,” whereby, for example, some primi-
tives attempt to bring rain by pouring water upon the ground,
seens to involve some kxind of "if-then" proposition, however
unconsclious of it its formulstore might be. "It is not pri-
mitive logiec, =o far as there is any, that differs from ours,
but primitive apperception.® (W. T. Bush, "Concerning the

Concept of Pattern," J*gzgg; of Philosophy, 37:113-34
Februery 29, 1940, p.z%f N * :

12 Northrop, loc. cit. See also Langer, op. cit., pp.

3-“.
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in terms of his own anatomy and projects into it his own

13

ettitudes. Of course, this 1s not to say that "civiligzed*

man does not do the same thing. Indeed, "finger, palm,
hand, foot, and pace are all messures still in use, and the

decimal system itself is but the mathematical apotheosls of

our ten-digited L*xancls."]"+ And:

Only to recall the great number of poetlc metaphors
likening unfamiliar nature to the famillar form and
action of man is to see how inevitable is this way of
thinking; and in our vocabularies there are numberless
compounds on "head" and "mouth® and "arm® and "hand"
and "foot" which have long since lost thelr metaphori-
cal feeling yet remain to attest the fact that man's
frame 'i? motion give his first grest measures of the
coamon,

What 1s 1t, then, that aotually distingulishes "primi-
tive" from “"eivillized® thought? According to Radin, it 1s

"“the written word and the technicue of thinking elabor:ted

on its basie.'16 Says Langer: "A conceptlon is fixed and

held only when it has been embodied in a symbol.*:? And

-

13 Alexander, op. cit., p. 845a. For Cassirer, the
most important postulate in this connection is human activi-

ty. BSee Ernat Cassirer, Language and Myth, p. 41.

b Alexander, loc. cit. It 1s believed that the math-

ematical system of the anclent Mexlcans was vigesimal be-
cause they counted on thelr toes as well as on thelr fingers.
1
2 H. B. Alexeander, "The Great Mysteries of the North
American Indisns," (unpublished manusoript), Ch. II], p. 14.

16 Redin, op. git., p. 387.

&7 Susanne K. Langer in her Trsansletor's Preface %o
Casairer, op. git., p. 1ix,
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the "written word" provides man with a set of symbols in
which to "embody" his concepts. To be sure, the gpoken
word also provides such symbole, but these, to be preserved,
must be memorized in thelir entirety by esch sucgceding genera-
tion. The great amount of time required to memorize ‘an oral
tradition leaves comparatively little room for 1ts enrich-
-ent. Furthermore, the richness of such & traditlion can
reves exceed the capsolty of a people's memory. A written
languege, on the other hand, recuires the memorization by
a given generation of only & comparatively small number of
“key" symbols. Once any member of a literate soclety has
learned those symbols, he becomes the "helr of the ages";
thet is, there is opened %o him an often vast treasure house
of accumulsted intellectual weslth. And with less of his
time taken up by the task of memorizetion, he is freer to
devote his mental endeavors to increasing that wealth.

A written language, moreover, better enables a

people to preserve 1ts abstractions for future generations,
who, in turn, manipulate them to form ever more elabor:te
abstractions. True, pre-literate man does sbstract from
his experlence, but his abetractions remain at a “concrete"
level; that ie, he does not completely "disembody" an idea
as the Oreeks were so fond of doing. He may transfer or
intercnange partg of "concrete" oblects, &s in the case of
tho "winged bulls® of anoient Mesopotamis or of the "feathered

seroent® of the Mew World; but he does not hypostatize such a







7

"fleshless" 1ldea as, say, thelr "isness." The reason
for this "conerete® nature of primitive thought may lie in
the source of its gymbols. Writing, on the one hand, pro-
vides 1tes possessors with an ever-increasing herlitage of
symbole in which to "embody" their ideas. As succeeding
generations add to this heritage they come more and more
to draw thelr symbols of expression from it rather than from
"concrete" experience. Thus thelir language becomes ever
more "renote" from such experience; that is, ever more ab-
stract. An oral tradition, on the other hand, can transmit
only & limited number of symbols. Consecguently, pre-liter-
ate man must to a great extent turn anew every generation
to immediste experience for his symbole. Thus his thought,
using non-literal, “concrete” symbols, is characterized as
'uetapnorlcal'la or 'pootle,'19 even droan-llkozo or mysti-
oal,21 rether than "ebstract,” "analytival," or "literal."
A partial explanation of the transition from meta-
phorical to litersl thinking might be found in the change
of emphasls thet occurs in & given symbol through habitusl

usage.. A metaphor is a symbol which, because of some

18 Cf. Cassirer, op. cit., Ch. 6,
19

Tsanoff, The Ways of Geniue, p. 56.
%% Langer, Philosovhy in g Hew Key, p. 121.

2 5.8, Alexender, L'Art ot le phllogopiile des
Indiens de l'Americue du noxrd, p. 110,







resemblance between its primary referent and a secondary

one, is used to symbolize the latter. If such & symbol

is used exclusively and over a considerable length of time
to convey ita "secondary” meaning, it eventually loseas 1its
original "primary" significance altogether. What was ori-
ginally a "secondery" referent thus becomes "primary"; and
vhat was once a metaphor becomes a "litersl" symbol, or
rather acculres a new "primary" referent, Of course, 1t
might be argued here that a purely oral tradition could
permit the "literalizing' of metaphors, and hence allow
primitive thought to become "literal." Yet this "netaphori-
cal versus litersl® difference between "primitive" and
"civilized" thought appears also to be one of degree ratuer
than kind. Thus it is not a complete lsck of "literal"
symbols that characterizes a pre-literate people, but rather
& high degree of dependence upon "metaphorical" symbols.

And an sbundance of "literal® eymbols by no meens frees a
people from the use of metaphor,

The "gystems” that primitive man erects with nis
"conerete" ldeas take the form of mytha, and the "lawe"
governing such systems are the often capricious wills of
the anthrovomorphic, zoomorphnic, or "composlte" gods that
people those myths. The "poetic" character of myth, how-
ever, does not make it any the less philosophloal. Hyth

"is the primitive phase of metaphysical thought, the flrst
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2

embodiment of genersal ideas." . And, according to Boas,
"' ythology,' 'theology' and 'philosophy' are different
terms for the sae influences which shape the current of
humen thought, and which determine the character of the at-
23
tempts of man to explain the phenomena of nsture.”
Furtherwore, the human mind being essentially lazy
or "pragmztic," most thinkers have acocounted only for as
nuch experience as they felt it necessary to explaln. Con-
secuently, so long as the myths of primitlvé man "explain®
to his sztisfaction the universe az he eees 1t he continues
to regerd them &s "true."® And no less is thls the case
withh the "solence" of "civilized" man, which is essentielly
one o the forms thest philosophy, as defined sbove, has
taken in modern times.
We must remember thet the entities used in a
seclence are abstractiona from experience. And only
a certain group of experiences are regarded as rele-
vent. The entities with which a seclenge works, and
in terms of which it tries to account for the perti-
cular set of phenomena it 1ls investigating, are all
compoeed out of certein selected bits of our total
experience. And they are composed as economically
ag posasible. Scientific concepts are never any richer
than they need be for tnguparticular purposes for
which they are designed,
In 1llustration of this, Sullivan polints to the
concept of the aton used in the development of the kinetic

theory of gsses. Then, to all effects and purposes, the

22 Langer, op. cit., p. 163.
23 Boas, op. cit., p. 222,

24 5 w. %, Swlliven, The Ltalzstions of Selence, .
105. In philosophy "proper,” "Ockham's Razo or the Law of
Parsimony 1s an example of this.
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25 But

atom ectually was a solid perticle of "matter."
this plcture of the atom 1s nov "known" to have been only
a "myth." Yet who is to say that science's present pic-
ture is not & myth also? "Even now the atom 1s only e&s com-

plicated as is necessary to explain the phenomens of spec-

tra.”26 Thus, no matter how "sophisticated" man becomes,

wvhen confronted with the unknown he is "reduced" to the
state of a "primitive," being forced to use myth and meta-
phor in his "hypotheses." Philosophy, then, 1f not the
same in subject matter, is and has been at all times and
places essentially the same in method. As Willism James
puts 1it:

Philosophy in the full sense 1s only %ﬁg thinking,
thinking about generalities rether than about particu-
lars., But whether about generalities or particulars,
man thinke always by the same methods. He observes,
discriminates, generalizes, clesaifies, looka for
causes, traces analogles, and makes hypotheses. Phllo-
sophy, taken as some ng distinet from esience or
from practical affalrs, ggllovs no method peculiar to
itself. All our thinking todey has evolved gradually
out of primitive hunaen thought, and the only reslly
important changes that have come over 1ts manner (as
distinguished from the matters in which 1% belleves)
are = greater hesitancy in asserting its cdonviotions,
and the habig of seeking verificetion for them when-
ever it can.<!

Judged on this basis, primitive men is seen to be
a philosopher, differin: from Greek thinkers not in natilve

%3 mas.
. Ibid., p. 106.

&7 James, on. cit., po. 15-16.
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intellectual ability but rather in his view of what con-
stitutes the besic "postulstes of understanding." To be
aure, the CGreek view that these postulates should be "natu-
rel," lifeless objects, or, as Plato would have it, their
idesl "forms," end that the universe is governed by imper-
gonal laws, was & unique and important contribution to
civilization; profoundly influencing the thought patterns
of Weatern European culture down to the present day. But
the point being stressed here i1s that that view was basicelly
one of the "thoughtways" of CGreek culture and thst it 1is not
necesssrily the only key to the secrets of the universe,

To cite but one example, the Hopi Indlans use as basic
“postulates of understanding" not tﬁings but'g!ggsg.ze
Furthermore, the Hopi view of time "is ., ., . subtle, com-
plex, and ever-developing, supplying no ready-made answer
to the cuestion of when 'one' svent ends and ‘another' be-
glns.“29 Thls view strikingly resembles some of the funda-
mental prineiples in the metaphysics of Henrl Bergson,
whose challenge cof the vellidity of the Greek "postulates"
is not to be taken lightly.o0

8
B. L. Whorf, "The Relation of Habitual Thought
and Behavior to Languege," in Leslie Spler g%_g;., editors,
T

Language, Culture, and Personality, p. 84. he Hopl miocro-
cosm seens to have analyzed reslity largely in terma of

events (or better 'eventing'). . . .*

27 1bia., p. 88.

% see, for exemple, his L'Evolution Gréatrice.
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Flnally, a study of the philosophy of primitive man,
as indeed slso of "civillzed" men, is essentlial to a full

understanding of the whole of hls culture; for in the long
run, his philosophy determines how he will "spend" his "in-
come." Thus Kluckhohn says:

Culture or group life-ways do not manifest them-
selves solely in observaeble customs and artifects.
There is much more to soclial and cultural phenomena
than imnedistely meete ear and eye. If the behevioral
fecte ere to be correctly understood, certain presup-

vositions constituting what might be termed & philosophy
or ideology must also be known,

- - - - . - . . . - - - . . . - . - - . - - - . . -

Bome of these assumptions are made explicit in the
lore of the folk; others are taclt premisee whicn the
ovbserver must 5ifer by findlng conaistent trends in
word and deed,

The remaining chepters of this study will be devoted
to a search for such sssumptions in the "wordes &and deeds"
and in the "lore of the folk" who inhablted the Valley of
Jexico prior to the arrival there of the Spaniesh concuerors.
These indigenous people were organized politically into a
number of smell "city-staetes" Jolned preceriously together
by loose militery alliances. The Tenochcas, or Aztecs, of
Tenocntltlan happened to be militarily and vpoliticelly
dominant in Mexlco at the time of the Conguest, and thelr
name has been applied to the civilization of these tribes
32

taken as & whole., Further, this civilizstion was not

A

A“ommp, 22. gi_t_o. ppu 357.90
2 George G. Velllsnt, Aztess of Mexige, p. 76.
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developed by these peoples but built upon the material and
intellectual remains of much earlier cultures and upon
elemente borrowed from peoples as far south as Central
America. Yet it was sbout "Agztec Civilization" that most

of the Spanish chroniclers wrote, and, hence, to 1t that

this study must be devoted,







CHAPTER II

THE RAW MATERIALS

The Land

If philosophy is the ordering or defining of one's
universe, 1t might be well at this point to describe the
one that presented itself to, or better, as will soon be
seen, menacingly challenged the peoples who developed the
northern phase of Middle American civilization. That "uni-
verse," the Central Plateau of Hexico, may perhaps best be
characterized by one word: violence. "Violent are the con-
trasts, the colour, violent the landscape and storms. . . .'1
An immense uplift, it was even formed violently when some
anclent cataclysm split Mexico in two along & Jegged line
running from Cape Corrientes on the Pacific to the vicinity
of Vera Cruz on the Gulf of Mexico. Through this great
rift rose, among others, five magnificent volcanoes: the
lievado de Toluca (Tzimantécatl), AjJusco, Popocatépetl,
Ixtaooﬁmau, and Malinche to form a towering, castellated
wall between the Central and the Southern Plateaue.z Be-
tween the Central Plateau and the Paciflc coastal plain
strotches the rugged Slerra Madre Occidental. To the east,

separating the Plateau from the Gulf coast, rises the Sierra

¥ Stuart Chase, Mexico: A Study of Two Americas, p. 22.
2
Lesley Byrd Simpson, Many Mexicos, p. 3.
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Madre Orientel. Thus isolated by high mountain ranges,

this lofty universe is itself broken by smeller ones 1into
huge basins, One of these basins, at the southeastern end
of the Plateau, 1s known as the Valley of Mexico. Lying
in the western shadow of the soaring cones of Popocatépetl
and Ixtaoofhuatl, ite floor is over seven thousand feet
above sea level. This high eltitude combines with the low
latitude to provide the Valley with an average annual tem-
perature of 60,1 degrees Fahrenheit. 8ince the Valley of
Hexico 1s not a true "valley" but a closed basin, 1its
water courses, instead of draining 1t, fllied the lowlands
in anclent times to form a series of connected lakes cover-
ing over one-sixth of the Valley's total area of 1700 scuare
milea.3 These lakes, incidentally, gave the Valley of Hexi-
co its ancient name, Anahuac, which means: "Near the Water."
Ite generally agreeable temperature, abundance of water,
and fertile volecanic soil help explain why this natural
basin served as the focal point of the long sequence of
cultures that flourished on the Central Plateau.

This comparative pleasantness, however, was over-
shadowed by the violenze that is the rule in Mexlico. Earth-
cuakes were oommon,u and in et least one instance the

. 3 Fred A. Carlson, Geogravhy of Latin America, pp.
25-31 -

5 Alfred 4. Tozzer, "The Value of Anclent Mexlican

Manuscripts in the Study of the General Development of ¥Writ-
ing," usl Report of the Smitheonian Institution for 1911,
pp. 493-506, p. 501 n2.
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ancient inhabltants were threatened by volcanic eruption.
Evidence of this may be seen &t Cuilcuilco south of Mexico
City where a lava flow, now known as the Pedregal, par-
tially engulfed an "Archalc" pyremid. Beneath this same
flow at Copllco have been found humsan bones and artxtaota.s
Furthermore, the rivers of Anahuac, instead of providing a
steady flow of irrigation water, served mainly to ralise the
level of the lakes in the ralny season, often causing dis-
astrous rlooda.6 Elsewhers on the Plateau the rivers, if
less dangerous as bringers of floods, were just as useless
as sources of irrigsation water; for moat of them flow out
of man's reach at the bottoms of barrancas, great erosion-
cut gullies hundreds to thousands of feet doep.7 Thus it
was that the elvilization that developed here was baced
not on the rise and fall of rivers, as was the case in
Egypt, Kesopotemia, India, and China, but on reinfall. Un-
fortunately, the reinfall on the Central Plateau is extremely
undependable., 8Some "rainy" seasons bring little if any
railn, whlle others may bring devastating floods. Moreover,
unpredictable frosts may destroy as much as fifty, and in

rare cases one hundred per cent of the crops. "There 1is

5 George C. Vaillent, "History and 8Stratigrzphy 1in

the Valley of Mexico," Agguel Report of the Smithsonian In-

é Carlson, op. eit., p. 432.

Simpson, op. eit., pp. 5-6.
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rerely any such thing as a 'normal' season for the Mexican

8
farmer.” Thus:

The Hexican's life, so often uprooted by famlne
and pestilence, by erupting volcanoes and devastating
floods, leaves him painfully aware of that portion of
the universe where human devices are pogorleaa and
human efforts are of small avail. . . .

And even as the comparative stability of the terrain

and climete of the Nile Valley may heve had something to

do with a certain optimism of the ancient Egyptian, o 80

the instability of the Valley of Mexico may have been at
least partially responsible for the pessimism of the anclient
lexican, Hlse oynical world-weeriness is reflected in the
following passage from a “"Lamentation' which seems almoest

& burlesgue of the Twenty-third Psalm: “Where shall my soul

dwell? Where is my home? Where shall be my house? I am

miserable on earth.'ll

Ihe People

Those tribes that were culturally dominant in Mexilco

8 Ibid., p. 7.

May ansh "Hexlco by Sight and Ineight," The
American Scholar, 5:71-7, January, 1936, p. 75.

10 Welter Pach, "The Greatest American Artists,"

g;per 8 Magezine, 148: 252-62, Januery, 1924, p. 256b.

R stability of natural phenomena in Egypt induced
the ideal of eternsl existence which charscterizes the
Egyptian from first to last."

= Daniel G. Brinton, Agoien; Hahuatl Poetry, p. 79.
Quoted in Margot Astrov, The Winged Servent, p. 310.







18
at the time of its discovery by the Spanish were only the

heirs, or rather the usurpers, of a high eivilization de-
veloped by much earlier peoples. This civilization began
hundredelz to perhaps thouaand313 of years before the
Christian era when nomadic hunting tribes on the Central
Plateau adopted the cultivation of maize.

The imvortance of this cereal to Mexlcan culture,
from ancient times down to the present day, can scarcely
be over-emphasized; for, as Zelia Nuttall haes said, "The
history of the development of maize is inseparable from
the history of the origin and development of ecivilization

on the Americen Continent. . . .'1“

First of all, its dis-
covery provided those early nomads, indeed most of the
ancient inhabitants of the Western Hemisphere, with the
prime recuisite of civilization: =2 gtorsble surplus of
food.15 This surplus not only permitted the large popula-
tion and economic specislization that accompany civiliza-
tion, but also made possible & "non-producing® claass of
nobles, officiele, and priests, all with that sedentary

leisure which is at lesst one of the essentials of "non-

2 George C. Vaillant, Aztecs of Mexigeo, pp. 26-27.

2 Herbert J. Spinden, Ancient Civilizations of Mex-
ico and Central America, facing p. 25&.

¥ Zelia Nuttall, "The Aztecs and their Predeces-

sors in the Valley of Mexloo,"gggggg%;ggg the American
Philosophical Boeclety, 65:245-55, 1 s P. 255n.
1

5 ChABB, o0, 2_1_'.'.'." D. 25'
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essential® thought. But in becoming the foundation of

their civilizations, maize assumed the role of lord and
master over the ancient Americans. 8o complete was its
dominance thst an early Spanish chronicler was led to write:

If one look closely at these Indians he will find
thet everything they do and say hes something to do
with maize. A little more and they would make & god
of 1t, There is so much conjuring and fussing about
their corn flelds that for them they will forget
wives and children and any other pleasure, &s if the
only fgd and aim of life was to secure a crop of
corn,

A 8till closer look would have shown that wrlter
thet the Indians did indeed make a god of malze. And
Alexsnder, elaborating on the same guotation, says:

It ie not only, &= the chronicler noted, that

the Indian'e whole life is engzoeaod in the welfare
of his fields; but even more that the patterns of
his thought and his conception of the vorli7turn
pivotally upon the life-sustaining cereal.

1t may have been, ae Spence maintains, that Mexlcan
religion was nothing more than a vestly elaborated rain

cult,l8 yet behind it sll was the silent but eloquent demand

6
Daniel G. Brinton, of _}%ﬁ Cakehiguels, D.
14. Quoted in Hartley Burr Alexander, e Great Mysteries

of the North American Indians,” (unpublished manuscript),
ch. .4.

17 1p1a., On. 4, p. 22.

¢ Lewis Spence, "The Origins of Kexiocan Mythology,"

The Edlnbggg% Review, 232:342-60, October, 1920, p. 358.
"llexican rel on . : . Pirst ané last vaé nothing more

then & vastly elaborated rain-cult, similer in its general
tendency to thst still prevelent among the Pueblo tribes of
New Mexleo and Arizone, yet broader in outlook, of a higher
complexity, and productive of a theology and an ethlcal
aystem of greater sophlstication and scope.”
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for water by the maize plant. And the bloody human sacri-
fices assoclated with the worshlp of the sun, though in-
tended directly to "nourlsh" that deity, had as their ulti-
mate ostenslible alm the bringing of its life-glving rays to
the corn.

Thus for the aboriginal peoples of America the
domestlication of malze was the initial key for the
whole pattern of a human civilization and the vivid
coloring of a unique philoso of 1life. Expanding
north and south from 1ts Myddle American beginnings,
this culture merginally encountered and mingled with
the warrior-creeds of the braves of the Thunderbird.
« « ; but within its own native center, the whole
complexion of thought had been for so many tens of
centuries hued from the ain-rloiga that men had
no imagination outbordering them.

After a long period of development in the hands of
the "Archalce' or "Middle" Cultures, that phase of the lew

World's malze complex occupying the Valley of Mexlco reached
20
its zenith in the oivilization of the "Toltecs."”

The general characters of Toltec civilization, as
tracition shows it, are thoae recorded by Sah
[in the Historia genersl, X. xxix. I.] The Toltec
were clever workmen in metals, pottery, Jewellery,
and fabrics, indeed, in &ll the industrial arts.
They were notable bullders. . . . They were magicians,
astrologers, medicine-men, musiclans, priests, inven-
tors of writing, and creators of the calendar. They
were mannerly men, and virtuous, and lyling was un-
known among them. Mt theyjwere not warllke--and
this was to be their ruin.

19 Alexander, op. e¢it,, Ch. &4, p. 5l.
20

2% Hartley Burr Alexander, The Mythology of All
Rsges, vol. XI, p. 106.

Vaillant, op. cit., Ch, III,
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Such megnificent structures &s the "Pyramld of the
sun® and the "Temple of Cuetzalcostl,” bpth at the great
ceremonisl ceénter of Teotichuacan, show that the Toltecs
were more than "noteble” bullders. They were aocompllished
architects, a faet which indicates that they were philoso-
phers ss well; for, according to Vasconcelos, "'Wherever
there has been architecture there has also exlsted philo-
sophy."'z2

Whether the Toltecs actually invented their picto-
graphic system of writing and their calendar or acoulred
them from other veoples is still being debated; but the
fact thet they had them gives their oculture still more of
the attributes of eivilization. Thelr writing, ian faot,
had passed beyond the purely pictograpiilc or " representa-
tional" stage, and wes approaching & phonetic or * rebug"
system similar to that of the hieroglyphic writlng of an-
cient Egypt.23 In time this system may heve developed into

22 yosé Vagoonoelos, Historia del P n 0{%&12!ér
fico. Quoted in Samuel Ramos, H;ator%a de la 1 en
éxico, p. 6. "'Dondeguiera gue ha ido arcultectura ha
existldo también filosorf{a. En el reino de las Bellas
Artes, la arguitectura corresponde al momento de los siste-
mas en el desarrollo del pensamiento. ¥ no se llega §
construlr con graclia y lligereza, con majeeted y armonia,
mientras no se conguista en lo,eaplritual, 2l orden armonico
y sblido de una doctrina filosdflca coherente y comprensiva.'t

23 Vaillsnt, op. cit., ». 207. GSee also Spinden, QD.
oit., pp. 223-27. 1In treatinglgisﬁg,vritlng and speech at
this point of the discussion, whic belonge more properly
to the Toltecs, it is assumed that the cultural descendants
of the latter added little to their intellectual herltage.
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an alphabet, but as 1t stood at the time of the Concuest

it could express nelther general nor abstract oonoepte.zn
Philosophiceally spcaking, therefore, the ancient inhsbl-
tants of the Valley of Mexico were "pre-literate.” Thelr
oral tradition, however, was remarkasbly well sulted, as will
soon be seen, to philosopnical expression. "Classical Aztec,"
the dislect of the Valley of Mexico at the time of the Con-
cuest, is & member of the Uto-Aztecan stock of American
Indien languages. It 1s a highly inflecting language em-
ploying both prefixes and suffixes. I1ts vocabulary is
divided into well-msarked parts of speech somewhat similar

to those of Indo-EurOpean.25 Aztec is, at least potentlially,
very much & “philosopher's lenguage" because of its great
capacity for the derivation of parts of speech from other
ones. "In fact the extent of derivation and the huge voca-
bulary built up out of a small number of roots is perhaps

the outstanding characteristic of Aztcc.'as True, its
abstractions so derived seemingly never escaped the "taint

of concreteness® seen, for example, in the substantive de-
rived from the adjective “white," which does not mean "whlte-

ness"' but, vaguely, "something vhite.'27 But its very capacity

2% ya111ant, loe. eoit.

Benjamin Lee Whorf "The iilpa Alta Dialect of
Aztec with NHotes on the Classical snd the Tepoztlan Dialects,”
Harry Holjer et. 2l1., Linguistic Efructures of Native Ameri-
sa, pp-2267-8-

27

Ibid., p. 389.
Ibid., p. 376.
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for derivation might eventually have enabled the indigenous

philosophers of the Valley of Mexico to overcome even thls

limitation; for:

« « « in power of coining new words the language in
claessical times must have had few eguals on the globe.
Its vocebulary then was enormous, and pre-Conquest
culture had already developed an extensive system of
rellgiouszaphllonphlcal, and similar ‘abatract' ter-
minology.

Returning to the Toltecs proper, they were over-
come and dispersed in the early part of the thirteenth cen~
tury A.D. by the Chichimecs, nomadic marginal tribes of the
Jentral Platoau.29 These peoples eatablishsd dynasties in
various "olty-states" throughout the Valley of Mexico. A
few of them, the most outstanding of which was Texcoco on
the eastern shore of Lake Texcoco, retained some of the
glories of Toltec civilization., Nezahuslcoyotl, the famed
“philosopher<king® of Texcoco, will be discussed at some
length later. The Tenochcaa, or true "Agtecs,' who bullt
the island-city of Tenochtitlan (now Mexico City) in Lake
Texcoco, had achieved military &nd political dominance in
the Valley of Mexico shortly before the arrival there of
the Spanish oonquerore.30 Although Aztec civilization waa
not & true "ecivilization" politically speaking, its rival
factions did have common cultursal patterns, Those patterns,

28

ibid., p. 368.
- Spinden, op. ¢it., p. 203.

2

2 Vailiant, op. git., Ch. V.
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o~

together with the natural phenomensa of thelr universe, the
anclent inhabitants of the Valley of Hexlco unified by a
tiiought system that may be termed & philosophy. That phll-

osophy is the subject of Chapter III,







CHAPTER I1I

THE FINISHUD PRODUCTS

Cosmogony

Man, like nature, "abhors a vacuum," although man
applies his abhorrence in the realm of his own thought.
Of course, rationally speaking, he cannot "think in a vac-
uum,* for his ideas are like steppingstones, each one being
esgential to the reaching of another. Yet even in their
“intuitive" 1nslght§ most men eschew both spatial and Ten-
poral emptiness. They may talk about and make use of such
concepts as "nothingnese" and *infinlty" in mathematics,
but they usually avoid them in drawing their mental plc-
tures of the universe. The ideas of a totally empty and
limitless outer space and a "time before the beginning and
after the end” are not only logleally uncomfortaeble to man;
they are terrifying. In brief, man does not feel "at home*
in his universe until he has "oaptured® it in the net of
his thought; until he has "wrapped it up" in & more or less
neat mental package. That this velue in man usuelly leads
hin to drew in his mind what zay be a false plcture of
reslity has long been pointed out to the Orient by its

wstics and, in recent times,to the Western world by such
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outstanding thinkers as Bergsonl and Whitehead. lever-

theless, seeming to prefer immediate mental comfort to
"ultimate truth," most men of both the old end the new
worlds have set spatial and temporel limits to thelr re-
spective universes.

These limits, some of which are involved in any
cosmogony, are made up of the most familiar items of a
people's experience. Since the most famillar ltem in the
experience of the anclent Mexlocans, with the possible ex-
ception of their own bodles and feelings, was corn, 1t 1sa
no wonder that they, along with most of the other peoples
of the New World, developed a 'malze—ooalogony.'3 There
were among the various Mexican neopleas several versions
of the creation of the world; yet all of them followed a
generally consistent pattern. This patiern, in contrast
to the Biblicael account, featured several, usually filve,
ereations rather than one, and emphasized destruction rather
than creation. BEach crestion was named after the sun, who
was giver of life to the corn. The first "Sun" was devoured
by & Jeguar. A hurricane destroyed the second. The third
was brought to an end by & rain of fire, and the fourth by

& flood. The fifth, or present "Sun,' is to be destroyed

1

E.g. in his L'Evolution Créatrice.

2
Science and the Modern World, Ch. 1.
3 Hartley Burr Alexander, "The Great Mysteries of the
North American Indians,® (unpubliehed manuseript), Ch. &%,

p. 35.
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4
by an earthguake. This emphasis on destruction seems to

reflect both the violence of Mexleco and the pessimiem of
ite people. As for the oreation of man himeself, it is
aignificant that in et least one Mexican myth the gods,
after trying unsuccessfully to mold men from clay and carve
them out of wood, fashion the first "true' men of 95113.5
Spatislly, the ancient Mexlicane held two "world-
views," one vertical and the other mainly horizontal, which
were basically similsr to those held by thelr "cultural
cousins” to the north and south., The vertlical universe
conaisted of three main levels, The uppermost level, or
gky~-world, was itself divided into thirteon sublevels. Of
these the top four were the invisible realm of & hierarchy
of gods; the remajnder being occupled Ptolemaic-wise by
the stare, sun, and other visible celecstial phenomena. The
lowest of the three prlnélpal levels was the underworld.
Known as Mlgotlan, the Place of the Dead, 1t had nine sub-
levels, the lowermost of which was inhablited by the God of
veatii, The middle level of the vertical universe was the
terrestrial world of mortal beings. It was this level
that the Aztecs ordered horizontally Ly thelr second world-
view, a "cult of the quarters.'6 This view divided the

* Herbert J. Spinden, Anclent Civilizations of Mexico
and Central America, po. 232-3.

5 Alexander, oo. git., Ch. &, pp. 36-7.

6
Soinden, op. git., pr. 233-4,
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surface of the earth into four regions, each lying in one

of the four cardinal directionz from a fifth region, the
middle. Two more reglons, one in the zenith and the other
in the nadir, completed the pilcture, which, striotly speak-
ing, was not planar but sphericsl.

Thies geometriocal interpretation of the universe 1s
reflected in the remarkeble calendar of the Hexican peoples.
Of 1t, Alexander says:

The Mexican calendar is cne of the most extirae-

ordinary inventions of humsn intelligence. Else-
where the sclence of the calendar 1s a lore of aun,
moon, and stars, and of their synodic perlodsi in
the count of time astronomy is mistress, and number
i3 but the handmaiden. In the Mexlican system thls
relation is dlastinctly reversed: 1t 1s nunbey that
is dominent, and astronomy that 1s ancillary.

doreover, the numbers that dominate the Mexlcan
calendar are derived from terrestrial rether than celestial
mneasurements. The twenty-day "month* of this cilendar eould
plausibly have been derived from the total of man's fingers
and toes; end the other key numbers, four, five, olxé aeven,
nine, end thirteen, from the “cult of the cuarters." Con-
tinues Alexander:

“an in the Middle Place of his cosemos; . . . four-

souare with the Quarters. . . ; counting hls naturael
deys by his netursl digits: this is the image which

makes most plausible our explanations of the p,ouliarly
earth-tethered calendsr of the Mexicans. . . .

7 Hartley Burr Alexander, The Mythology of All Races,
vol. 11, vp. 96-7.

8 Ibid., ps 97.

9

Ibiad.
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However, thig dominsnce of their calendar by number

and geometry should not be teken to mean that the Aztecs
held & static view of the universe. On the contrary, it
wes to them, perhaps above all else, & eontlnuously un-
folding cosmic drama; the varioua world-epochs or Sung
veing the "acte,"” the gods playing the leading roles, and
the calendar serving as the "script.”

« « « it 18 natural for the human inailnatlon to

form all of its temporal conceptions into a single

dramatic unity--a World Drama, with its Creation,

Fall, Redemption, and Judgementjor a Cosmic Evolu-

tion from {abula to Solsr System, and Solar Bysten
to Hebuls.

Me gic

The sbove view of the universe indlcsates that the
Aztecs looked into it, or rather behind i1t, for more than
what appeared on the surfsce. The search for a deeper,
more "ultimate® reality underlying the phenomenal world
is metaphysica. Of coursze, the Aztecs, as did the American
Indlan in general, accepted uncritically the reallfy or at
least the importence of the phenomenal world to the extent
thet they concerned themselves with carving from it a
material culture.
Jut certainly the physical cannot mean for the
Indian what latterly it has come to mean for the
Occldental of the 0ld World. It is not a m:teriel

labyrinth, as for us it 13, in which the soul of man
hae been incidentally trapped, but it is rather a

- Ibid., p. 105.
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sense-born phantasm, as Plato also held it to be,
lothing 1s more obvious in Indian thinkling than

his belief that the Powers are the roalitgoo, and
that shapes and functions of things are primarily
the exercise of these powers. . . . In the language
of our own metaphyfioa, the Indian is an idealist,
not a materialist,

Thus in the cosmic drama of the Aztecs, the princi-
pal players were not mere anthropomorphic deities, but
rather personified forces or "powers"; and the action of
the drama was the interplay of these forces. For example,
Ometecutli, the "First Cause" of the Mexican universe, was
regarded not as a man-god in the Hebralc sense, but as a
a creative 'prlnolple.'lz This principle was also known
as the "Twofold 0no,"13 and in this role resembled the
Yang and ¥in, or male-female generative principle of Chinese
philosophy. 8Still snother neme, Tlogue lshuague, "Lord of
the With and the By, Lord of the Close Vicinity,'lu reveals

even more of the highly abestract nature of this delty.

- Alexander, "The Great Mysteries of tha North
American Indiane,"” (unpubliahed manuseript), Epilogue, pp.

-L..
' p i
Salvador Dominguez Assiayn, "Filosoffa de los
Antiguos Mexicanos." Quoted in Samuel Ramos, Historia de
la filosoffa en Mexico, p. 14. *'En la alta teogonia
n&hustl, Ometeuhtli no era un hombre, sino un principlo
astronomico, fisico y espiritual.'

1
3 Alexander, The Mythology of All Reces, v. 11, p. 88.
a Frances Gillmor, Flute of the S ng M s Do
157 n. 23. Of Tonagatecutli, with whom Tlioque N was

also identified, Seler says: "'His ideal was the outcome of
philosophical speculation, of the need of & principle of
causality.'" (Quoted 1bid.) A further indlcsatlon of the
ebstractness of Tlocue Nahuague is the fact that he was not
represented by any image. 5%51d., p. 142.)
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Apparently meant %o convey the idea of omnipresence, this

name may indicate that Aztec ideas were tending toward
monotheism and, more remotely, toward panthelsn or even
monism; for a deity whose influence is everywhere comes

in time to overshadow more specialized gods, and should
such & delty be regsrded as & causative force (es Tloaue
Nehuague was) it is an easy step for a people who regard
"powers" es the "ultimate® realities to regard them as
sspects or emanations of one "first power.' Further evi-
dence of such a tendency in Mexican thought is tho fect
that Ometecutli had absorbed severzl other gods that for-
merly had been worshipped separately. Among these was
Huehueteotl, the "grandfather of the gods.'15 Another was
the Chichimec god Yoalli Ehecatl or the *Night-Wind," de-
soribed by Sahagun as: "'God invisible, impalpable, bene-
ficent, protector, omnipotent, by whose strength alone

the whole world lives, and who, by his socle knowledge, rules

voluntarily &ll things."16 Finally, even the nmighty

Tegzeatlipoca, " 'Creator of Heaven and Barth,'* was included.
From this, Dominguez Aeslayn concludes that the Aztecs had

15 Domfnguez Assiayn, op. eit. Quoted in Ramos,
loc. cit.

16 Quoted in Alexander, op. cit., p. 87.
v Ibid.







actually arrived at monism.l8

Values

Although the anclent lexicans may have been "ideal-
ists" metaphysically ap.aking,19 there is abundant evidence
thet in thelr philosophy of values they were lergely materi-
allstic. This materlallism stems apparently from their pes-
simism regarding the survival of human values. The Aztecs
did believe in a "heaven," but it wes reserved for the
comparative few who died in sacrifice, battle, or child-
birth.zo For the majority of the people life beyond the
grave was a dlismal, colorless affalr similar to that of
the departed Greeks in Hades, The Aztec view of the under-
world is expressed in the following words recited by the

ancient oriests over the desad:

Our son, thou &rt finished with the sufferings and é
fetigues of this life. It hath pleased our Lord to =
take thee hence, for thou hast not eternsal life in
this world: our existence is as & ray of the sun.

He hath given thee the grace of knowing us and of
assoclct ng in our common life. Now the god Mictlan-
tecutli and the goddess Mictecacliuatl have made thee

18 Dominguez Assiayn, op. cit. Quoted in Rsmos, 0p.
eit., pp. 14-15. "'Por mas que aplicaran diversos nombres
para expresar su jdes, afirmaron cstegoricamente la existen-
clia de una causa unica, cuyo nombre mas completo era
Yoalliehecatlosteestezcaltlipoca.'" On this same subject,
Ramos remarks: "Los aztecas eran monlstas, erefan en la
existencla de una csusa unica de la cual todas les demas
cosas eran sus manifestaciones." (Ibid., p. 1%.)

19 Alexander, "The Great Hysteries of the North Ameri-
can Indiane," (unpublished manuseript), Epillogue, pp. 3-&.

20

George C. Vaillant, Aztecs of Mexico, p. 172.
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to share their sbode. We shall follow thee, for it
iz our destiny, and the abode is broad enough to re-
ceive the whole world, Thou wilt be heard of no
longer among us. Behold, thou art gone to the domaln
of darkness, where there is neither light nor window.
Never shalt thou come hither egain, nor needet thou

concernthyeelr for thy return, for thine absence 1s
é&ernal.,

doreover, the frequent wars, famines, earthquakes,
floods, and other dlsasters that plagued the ancient Mexi-
cens led them to cuestion the value of even thelr earthly

existence. Thus they composed such prayers as the follow-

ing:
0 god &ll powerful, who gives life to men and

whose name 1s Titlacaoan, do me the favor to grant
me what I need to eat and drink and to enjoy your
tranguillity and delight, because I live in dire
affliction and need in this world. Have mercy be-
cause I am gso poor and sparsely clad, and I work to
serve you, and in this your service I sweep, clean,
and light the fire in the hearth of thils poor house,
where an awaiting whet might be your pleasure to
ordain me. O, let me die &t once and thus end this
troublesome and miserable 1&50, go that I may rest
and my body may be at ease.

Another prayer, which shows that Aztec pessimisnm
was not restricted to the impoverished, was repeated by
the priest officlating at the coronation of a king:
Perchance, deeming myself worthy of his high
employ, he will think to perpetuate himself long there-

in. Will not this be for him & dream of sorrow? Will
he find in this dignity received at thy hands an

2 Bernardino de Sshagun, Historia general de las
cosas de Hueva Eapana, Book III, App. 1. Quoted in Alexander,
-02. cit.’ ah. 8. p. -

22

Bernardino de Sahagun, A mag_u of Ancient Mexico,
p. 178. Quoted in Margot Astrov, The Winged Servent, p. 09.
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occasion of pride and presumntion, till it hap thaet
he despise the world, sssum to himself a sumptuous
chow? Thy Majesty knoweth well whereto he must come
within s few brief days--for we men are but thy spec-

tacle, t9§ theatre, serving for thy lsughter and di-
verslion,

From all this, it is emall wonder that so much of
the thought in Aztec poetry resembles thet of the Rubalyat.
Furthermore, the following "quatralns" show that anclent
~“exican poets expressed thelr Eplcureanism fully as elo-
guently as Omar himself. One, a "Lamentation," begins:

I 1ift my volce in walling, I am afflicted, as 1
renember that we must leave the beautiful flowers,
the noble songs; let us enjoy ourselves for a whlle,
let us sing, for we must depart forggor, we are to
be destroyed in our dwelling plece.

Another, often quoted by Montgsuna. counseled:

Rejoice in the green freshness of thy spring; for
the day will come when thou shalt sigh for these Joys
in vain; when the scepter shall pass from thy hands,
thy servante shall wander desolate in thy courtis,
thy sons snd the sons of thy nobles shsall drink the
dregs of distress, and all the pomp of thy victories
and triumpns shall only live in thelr recollection.

The goods of this 1life, its glorles and its riches,
are but lent to us, 1ts substance 1s but an 1lllusory
shadow, and the things of today shall change wlth
the coming of the morrow. Then gather the fairest
flowers from thy garden to bind round thy browzgnd
seize the jJoys of the pra2ssent erc they perish,

The gruesome human sacrifices that played so

23 prom Sahagun. Quoted in Alexander, The Hythology
of All Races, v. 11, p. 63.

2k Astrov, op. eit., p. 310.

2% Ruth Hoore Morriss, "Food for the Gods," The
Ment%r-wOrgd Traveler, 22:24-7, 68-70, September, 1930,
p. 206a.
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important and extensive a part in the ritual of the AztocuZ6

might seem at first glance tc indicate that these people
placed 1ittle or no value on human life. But such an in-

terpretation would be inconsistent with the meaning of the

word "sacrifice," which implies the reluctant giving-up of
& highly prigzed possession of the present in the hope of

gaining thereby some greater good in either the ilmmedlate
or remote future. In the case of human sacrifice in Mexieco,
the "greater good" was, according to one interpretation,
rein; the rain so essential to the growing of malze, If
this view is correct, then the sacrificea were part of a
"“blood covenant' between the Aztecs and thelr gods in which
the former egreed to offer up their most preclous possession,
their own lifeblood, in exchange for rain from the latter.z7
Another source maintains that the gods, having sacrificed
elther themselves or their own sons for the sake of mankind,
demanded like sacrifices from man hinaolf.za Whichever
viev was sctually held by the Agztecs could have been the

ideological mesk of a deeply rooted gsediem or of the purely

26 Human saorifice in the New World was by no means

limited to the Valley of Mexico. BSee Sir James George
Erazgr, The Golden Bough (1 vol. abridged edition), pp.
3;"' -

27 Lewis Spence, "The Urigins of Mexicen Mythologi,'
The Edinburgh Review, 232:342-60, October, 1920, pp. 355-9.

» Pedro Henriquez Urefia, Historle de la cultura en
la Américe hispénicsa, pp. 19-20.
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economic motive of solving the problem of overpopul:ation,
which continues to plague Mexico even today. But regard-
less of their resl motives, their apparent need for “re-
tionelizing" such conduct, plus thelr assurance to 1ts
vietims of an exslted place in the heavens, indicates that
the snclent Mexicans esteemed not only human life but, to
some extent, human personality. They further demonstrated
this by these their own words, spoken before & new-born
child:

Little son and lord, person of high value, of

great price and esteem ! O preclous stone, emerald,
topaz, rare plume, fruit of lofty goneratlon! be
welcome among us ! Thou hast been formed in the
highest plsces, above the ninth heaven, where the

two supreme gods dwell. The Divine Hajesty Lheth

cast thee in his mould, as one casts a golden bead;
thou hest been plerced, like & rich stone artistically
wrought, by thy fether aag mother, the greet god end
the great goddess. . . .

Further, human sacrifice among the Mexlcans hed 1ts
opponents, even in the ranks of the *yested interesta.”
For exasmple, Quetzalcoetl, the delfied prophet-king of
the Toltecs, teught that true sacrifice was spiritual and

0
personal rather than physical and vicarious.3 In later
times, King Nezahuslcoyotl of Texcoco held similar views,
worshipping the "Lord of the With end the By," whose cult
31

required neither temple nor offerlngs.

o2 Quoted in Alexender, op. cit., p. 69.

40 H. J. Spinden, "What ie Civilization?" The Forum
7#:162-3%, 371-9, August, September, 1925, p. 375.

Gillmor, op. cit., p. 142,
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Finally, the omnipresence and omniscience of this

ourely splritusl deity made him feared by wrong-doers, who
called upon him in their confessions. To Tezcatlipocsa, one

of nls many forms, they prayed:

Thou art invisible and impalpable, and we bellieve
that thy geze doth penetrate the stones and into the
nearts of the trees, seeing clearly all thst is con-
cealed therein. 8o dost thou see and comprehend what
1s in our hearts and in our thoughts; before thee

our souls are &s &a va§§ of emoke or as & vapour that
nseth from the earth.

Anclent Mexieco, like anclent Egypt, had had 1its

“"Dawn of Conscience."

Art

The importance assumed by art in Aztec elvilization
is shown in the following words by Stuart Chase:

o other race thet I can eall to mind allowed so
wide a dlsparity between the simple bread with which
they fed thelr bodles and the arts by which they
nourished thelr soula. . . . Even todey, Mexlecan
Indians have only & rudimentary developnuent of the
so-celled instinct of acculsgition, and & very sophisti-
cated developruent of artiatic aggreciation &8s re-
flected in their craftsmanship.

In ancient Hexico this sophistication was embodied
not only in an lumposing erchitecture and sculpture, but
in en impressive literary tradltion. Beceuse of the limi-
tatlons of Aztec writing this "literature" was oral, but a

Quoted 1n Alexander, op. cit., p. 64,

33 Stuart Chase, Mexico: A Study of Two Americas,
p. 37.
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number of ex:mples, transeribed soon after the Conquest,
hove survived. The Aztecs were much concerned with poetic
eloquence; and at the "Academy of Music" in Texcoco bards
from many parts of the "Empire" competed with one another.

Even in their myths the ancient Mexicans demonstrated
that talent for brillicnt analogy which is perhans the basis
of all great literature. Thus to them the Milky Way was,
in one myth, the skirt of the goddess Citlalicue; in another,
it was the white hair of Mixcoatl, God of the Zenith. And
the stars revolving around Polaris were the players in a
celestial ball gamo.Bu In the myth of the birth of
Hultzilopochtli his victory over his hostile brothers, the
Centzonuitznaua or "Four Hundred Southerners," is seen as
the "putting to flight of the stars" by the rising sun.

His blue shield is interpreted ~s the sky; and the balls
of featherdown tipping his arrows as cloud-lynbola.35

This same literary ability, plus their Eplcureanism,
is reflected in both the religious and secular poetry of
the Aztees. An example of thelr religlous poetry 1s the
following hymn to Xipe Totec:

Thou night-time drinker, why doat thou delay?
Put on thy disgulse--thy golden garment, put it on!

My Lord, let thine emerald waters come descending !
Now 1s the old tree changed to green plumage--
The Fire-Snake 1s transformed into the Quetzal !

L
g Alexander, The Mythology of All Races, v. 11,

p. 98

35 Ibid., p. 60.
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It may be that I am to die, I, the young malze-plant;

Like an emerald is my heart; gold would I see 1t be;

I shall be happy when first it 1is rip;;-tha war-ghlef
m!

My Lord, when there 1s abundance in the malze-flelds,

I shall look to thy mountains, verily thy worshipper;

I ghall be happy when first it 1s ripe-- war-chief
born

Another is the following passage from the eplc poem

The Song of Quetzalcoatl:

And they led me to a valley,
To a wondrous fertile velley,
To a2 vale of many flowers,
vhere the dew, with glittering splendor,
Hovered over all the landscape.
There & multitude of blossoms,
Clothed in gasawnts of the dewdrops,
Scattered round thelr ralnbow glory.
And they spoke and said unto me:
"Gather blossoms where thou willest!
May they gladden thee, O singer
Thet thy gifts my bring rejoio&qg
To the nobles, thy companions.®

A seculsr example 1s this eloguent 1ittle love song:
I xnow not whether thou hast been absent:
I lie down with thee, I rise up with thee,
In my dreams thou art with me.
If my eardrops tremble in my ears, 38
I know it i1s thou moving within my heart.
But to the anclent inhabitants of Anshuac art wae
more than a source of aesthetic enjoyment; 1t was a kind
of languege in which they expressed their religlous and

philosophlical ideas. This symbollc function of art 1s

36

After Seler. Quoted in ibid., pp. 76-77.
37 John Hubert Cornyn, tr., The Song of Quetzalcoatl,

e Daniel ¢. Brinton, “Native Amerlcan Foetry,"
Easgfs of an Americenist, p. 295. Quoted 1in Astrov, op. cit.,
P. 3

p. 73
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especlally important to a people such as the Aztecs with
less than a fully developed system of dlscursive writing,
Horeover, the fact that Mexico's hileroglyphic codices
were the poss2ssion of only the wealthy and priestly few
made art the only "reading" avallable to the many. Thus
the pyramids and temples of the Aztecs were designed to
be, like Europe's cathedrals, "sermons in stone."

The number of steps leading to a temple, its pro-
portions, and the sculpture . . . are all symbolilec
things, exectly determined by priestly calculation.
The modern student of aesthetics sees in the shapes
employed by the old bullders and sculptors a beauti-
ful sense of design, a deep conception of form. The
anclient Mexlcan saw in them a kind of writing in which
every detall hsd the significance which letters and
figures have for us. Thus, the forked tongue of the
serpent, found only on temples or sculptures of the
planet 6enua, refers to the double appearance of
orb as the star of the evening and of the morning.,

This example shows that art employed as lenguage 1s
capable of expressing "synthetic images" that are not al-
togetier dissimilar to the abstract images of philosophy.
Another example of this is the celebrated "feathered ser-
vent" motif in Mexican architecture and sculpture. Here
in a single image are united the underworld, symbolized

by the snake; and the heavens, whose messengers are the

39 yialter Pach, "The Greatest American Artists,”
lHarper's Magazine, 148: 252-62, January, 192%&, p. 254D,

%0 Hartley Burr Alexander, L'Art et }g philosophle

des Indiens de 1'Amérigue du Nord, p. 15. « «» » dans les
apergus oue nous obtenons au moyen de l'art, nous trouverons
des images synthéticues qui ne sont pas tout 3 falt dls-
semblables des images abstraltes de notre métaphysique."
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k1
birds. Agein, the great Calendar Stone of the Aztecs

depicts in one aweeping view both their spatial and tem-
poral ideas of the unlverse.uz Thus in ancient Mexlco,
“. . . sclentific, aestnetic, and religious values. . .
functioned together harmoniously, the one reinforeing the
w3

other. .

In addition to expressing their cosmogonic and meta-
physical ideas, the architecture and sculpture of the Aztecs
reveal much of their charscter and velues, In them &re
seen, for example, the ancient Mexican's patience and his
devotion to, or fear of, his gods. The temple-pyramids of
the Valley of Mexleco reveal these tralts not only by their
tremendous size but also by thelr stratified construction,
which resulted from the Aztec belief that they must be
completely refaced every fifty-two years. Aztec sculpture
reveals the same patience and devotion in the extremely
intrectable media, such as obsldian and orystal, from which
the ancient craftsmen carved 1t, using only stone tools.
Further, in the "forbidding and gloonw'u“ qualities of this

sculpture can be discerned the pessimiem of 1its creztors.

" Ibid., p. 27. "Ce serpent unit dans une seule

inage 1'1d8e du monde inférieur dont les messagers sont les
serpents . . . et 1'idfe du monde supérieur dont les oliseeux
aont les hérauts.”

k2 Vaillant, op. ¢it., pp. 163-4.
18 “? ¥. 3, C, Horthrop, The deeting of East and West,
Pe .
3 Ll

Vaillant, op. cit., p. 162,







And finally:

When one has to some extent recovered from the
estonishment caused by the size of the Mexlcan monu-
ments and by the skill needed for their execution by
a people so primitively scuipped, the sense of thelr
meaning begins to form in one's mind, end one sees
that the true wonder of this art is 1ts intensity--
its bsre, direct statement of the idea. From tae
pyramid down to the tiniest bit of crystal or jade
tnereuga the same characteristic of essentlalness.

This concern for "essentislness” would seem to re-

flect & philosophicel turn of mind.
Nezah coyotl

Into virtually every culture, nc matter how fet-
tered by tradition it may be, are born certain individusls
who personify "and even surpass its highest attalinments.
Such & personality was Nezshualcoyotl, who relgned over
Texcoco, the "Athens" of the Aztec empire, helf a century
before the eoming of the Spanish.¥® The story of his life
closely parellels that of the Bibllcsal Davld;“7 but an
even more striking resemblance is to be seen between his
philosophical achievements and those of the Pharach Ikhnaton
of encient Egypt. Both errived at en enlightened monothe-
ism. Both attempted to reform the religious practices of

&5

Pach, op. cit., p. 257b.
% Alexander, The Mythology of All Resces, vol. 11,
p. 109,

47 1pia. A detailed blography of Nezahualcoyotl
is in Frances Glllmor's Flute of the Smoking Mirror.
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thelr subjects. Both failed.

In his thirst for knowledge, lezahualcoyotl was a
veritable Aristotle. He delighted in the study of natural
phenomensa; making numerous astronomical observations, and
acquiring considerable knowledge of plants and animals.
His investigationa into the causes of things may have been
responsible for his monotheistic views. He deplored the
human sacrifices of his times and attempted unsuccessfully
to abolish them in hle klngdon.ua But above all, Nezahual-
coyotl was & great pocet. His compositions were honored in
Texcoco's famed Academy of Husiec, the arbiter of elegance
and good taste in poetry, music and the dance for alli
uexlco.b9 In his magnificent poems sre seen not only his
own highly edvanced ideas but also all of the melancholy
worldliness so characteristic of Aztec thought in general.

In one, for example, he says:

L8
From Clavijero. Quoted in Ramos, 9p. o%t., Pp.

5-6. "', . . en nada se deleitaba tanto Net coyotl
como en el estudlo de la naturaleza. Adculrio muchos
conocimientos astronomicos, con la frecuente observacion
cue haofs de los sstros. Aplicdse tasbien al conoclmiento
de las plantas y de los animales. . . . Investigaba atenta-
mente la cause de los fendmenos naturales y esta continua
observaeidn le hizo conocer le venidad de la idolatrie.
Dec{e privadamente & sus hijos . . . que el no reconocia
otra divinidad sino el Creador del Cielo. . . . Prohibid
los sacrificlos de victimes humanas; pero viendo despues
cuén dirfeil es apartar a los pueblos de las antiguas

ideas en materle de religion, volvic a permitirlos, pro-
hibiendo, sin embargo, otro sacrificio cue el de prisioneros
de guerra.'*

k9 Cornyn, op. eit., pp. 58-61.
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1.

The sweet-voiced cuetzal there, ruling the earth,
has intoxicated my goul.

2,
I am like the cuetzal bird, I am created in the
one and only God; 1 sing sweet songe among the flowers;
I chent songs and rejoice in my hears.

i
The fuming dewdrops from the flowers in the flelds
intoxicate my soul.

Iy,

I grieve to myself that ever this dwelling on
earth should end.

5.

1 foresaw, being a Mexican, that our rule began
to be destroyed, I went forth weeping thet 1t was
to bow down and to be destroyed.

6.

Let me not be angry that the grandeur of Xexico
is to be destroyed.

T
The emoking stars gather against 1t; the one who
cares for flowers iz about to be deatroyed.

8.

He who cared for books wept, he wept for the be-
ginning of the destruction,

“Comsuning with himself upon the fate of Empire,”

he sald:

Abundance of riches snd varied pleasures, are they not
like culled flowers, passed from hand to hand, and at
the end cast forth stripped and withered?

Today we possess the abundance and besuty of the
blossoming summer, and harken to the melody of birds,

50 prom D. G. Brinton, Ancient Nahautl Poetry, p.
123. Quoted in Astrov, op. cit., pp. 314=15.
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where the butterflies sip sweet necter from fragrant
petale., But &ll is like culled flowers, that pass
from hand to hand, a.ndéft the end are cast forth,
stripped and withered ?

“The vision of death strikes across all ages and
all peoples, But was 1t ever drawn in more dramatic phrases
then in another . . . poem of Nezshualcoyotl?"

All the earth is & grave and naught escapes 1%;
nothing is so perfect that it does not fall and
dissppeer. The rivers, brooks, fountelns, and waters
flow on and never return to their Jovous beginnings,
they hasten on to the vast realms of Tlaloe &nd the
wider they spread between their marges the more
repidly do they mould their own sepulchral urns.

That which was yesterday is not to-da); and let not
that which is to-day trust te live tomorrow.

The caverns of earth sre filled with pestilentlal
dust which once was the bones, the flesh, the bodles
of great ones who sat upon thrones, declding causes,
ruling assemblies, governing srmies, conouering pro-
vinges, poassesal treasures, tearing down temples,
flattering themselves with pride, majesty, fortune,
praise and dominion. These glories have passed llke
the dark smoke thrown out by the fires of Popocatepetl,
leaving no Iggumants but the rude skins on whilch they

are written.
Yet in the face of all of this pessimism which was
his cultural heritage, Nezahuelcoyotl achieved a profound

insight thet recells the famous words of Socrates apoien

to confort his friends in hies death cell:

And thou, beloved compenion, enjoy the beauty of
these fiowers, rejolce with me, cast out fears, ;8? if
plessure ends with 1life so also does 2aln. . . .

51

>

Alexander, op. cit., pp. 11011,

2 Spinden, 28 eit., p. 375, and ient Civiliga-
tions of Mexico and Central Americe, . 2540,

53 Spinien, “What is Civilization?" p. 37h.







CHAPTER IV

CONCLUSIONS

On the basis of the evidence presented in the fore-
zolng chepters, the ancient inhebitante of the Valley of
Hexlco can hardly be Judged as "primitive," either mater-
ially or philosophically. They had all of the material
recuisites of civilization but beasts of burden and the
wheel.l Thelr philosephical concepta, if not yet highly
abstract, were at lesat "on the way" to becoming so. UJler-
tainly their "Lord of the By" demonstrates this; for here
1s an example of the "making of & noun out of a preposition,”
of ebstracting an "incorporeal ," positional concept and
hypostatizing 1t. How far beyond this level of abatrac-
tion they had passed may never be known. The ideas of a
people often surpass the abllity of its language to ex-
press them;2 and this was especielly true in the case of
Aztec writing, which, though having arrived at a "phonetic*
stage, was not yet flexlible enocugh to record the highest
flights of the Mexlcan imagination. Furthermore, the

x That the anclent Mexicans were acquainted wlth the

principle of the wheel 13 indicated by the recent discovery
in thelr domain of wheeled pottery flgurines presumed to
have been toys.

2 p. 8. C. Northrop, editor, Ideologicsl Differences

and World Order, p. 358. "As Whitehead hes remarked, ‘'Human
1ifec 1s driven forward by i1ts dim apprehension of notions
too generel for its existing language.'® :
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highest intellectual achievements of the Azteocs were, &as
in all other cultures, made and understood only by & smell
minority. And 1t was malnly this esegment of the Mexlcan
population thet the Spanish missionary fathers "appropria-
ted" for tneir use in proselytizing the others. Thus many
of the philoaophicsal ideas that might have been preserved
in a word-of-mouth tradition were lost when those intel-
lectual leaders were educated in the ways of European cul-
ture. This class of Aztec society had long been supplied
with the leisure that is one of the prinecipel requisites of
full-time speculsztion. Perhaps, then, the "Acadeany' of
Texcoco, which was devoted primarily to the cultivation of
the fine arts, was more like its Athenian namesake than 1is
now realized.

Yet while much of Aztec thought has been thus ir-
retrievably lost, perhaps much thet might still be recovered
hes been overlooked by investigators in the past. Scholar-
ship 1s of necessity an ebstractive process, its devotees
focussing 211 of their attention on 1solated aspects of a
rield of study. Thus the early Spanish chroniclers, steeped
in Medieval theologliezl concepte, ransacked New World ideas
for analogles with thelr own Christien beliefe. Likewlse
in modern times, anthropologists have investligated largely

the materisl aspects of indigenous Mexlcan culture. And

philosophers, assuming thet the Aztecs cculd have no







philosopuy worthy of the neme, have slmost completely
ignored them.

However, a recent crescendo of interest in the
nature of lsnguage has led to an investigation of its
possible origins and, hence, of primitive thought in gen-
eral. Two products of this trend are Ernst Cassirer's Die
Philosophie der Symbolischen Formen (The Philosophy of
Symboliic Forms) and his Spreche und Mythos (Language snd
Myth). Another is Susanne Langer's Philosophy in & HNew
Key. Among the more strictly snthropologicel works devoted
to primitive thought are Faul Radin's Erimitive “an as |
Philosopner and Clyde Kluckhohn's article in Northrop's
Ideological Differences egnd World Order. Northrop him-

self, in the same work and in his Mecting of Esst and West,
stresees the lmportance of understanding the world-views

of other cultures. But as for ancient Mexican thought in

particular, few scholers heve treated 1t ga philosophy. |
In the United States, one of these few has been Hartley |
Burr Alexander. In Mexico itself, where one might expect

interest in this subject to be more widespresd, the story

is the same. What are apperently the only two works dealing
exclusively with Aztec philosophy, one by Samuel Ramos and

the other by Salvedor Domfnguez Asalayn, are merely brief

articles.

In particular, the purpose of the present study has

been to help extend this trend further into the fleld of
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Hexlcen antioulties. In general, it has been to help make

philosophers more anthropological in their interests and
anthropologists more philosophicel in thelrs. Finally,

it is hoped that it will inspire in those who read it come
of the enlightened humility expressed in the followlng
prayer spoken by an Aztec chlieftain upon his election:

Grant me, Lord, a little light,

Be 1t no more than & glowworm gilveth,

Which goeth about by night,

To gulde me throu thia life,

This dream which lasteth but a dsy,

Wherein are many things on which to stumble,
And many things &t which to laugh,

And others like unto a2 stony psth,

Along which one goeth leaping.

2 Lesley Byrd Simpson, Many Mexicos, p. v. (Origi-
nal in itslics.)
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