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 The Spaniards and the Aztecs were at war between 1519 and 1521. The 
Aztecs fought to preserve their traditions and their way of life while the Span-
iards waged a spiritual crusade, hoping to win souls to their faith, land for the 
Spanish crown, and large amounts of gold. It was an unhappy circumstance in 
which the Aztecs were defeated by Hernan Cortes, leader of the invasion of the 
Aztec empire, and his men. The Spanish conquerors then began the gradual 
process of converting the Aztecs to Christianity. The question of some curios-
ity was why the Aztecs converted. There were three main theories as to why 
conversion took place. The first was the belief that the Aztecs suspected the 
conquistadores to be gods who were returning to claim their lands. The second 
theory was that the Aztecs were forced to convert to Christianity. And the last 
theory related to the process of osmosis, the belief that the Spanish missionar-
ies took the Native religion and the Christian religion and blended the two to-
gether to easily convert the Aztecs. While these were three very different theo-
ries, there was no one theory that could satisfactorily be credited with the con-
version of hundreds of thousands of Aztecs. It was the combination of all three 
that caused the eventual conversion of the Aztecs to Catholicism. In this essay, 
the three theories will be expressed in terms of their strengths and weaknesses. 
This will allow us to argue that there was not one factor that was the sole cause 
for the conversion of the Aztecs but that each theory played a contributing role 
to converting the Aztecs.  
 
 It is interesting to note, that while the theories are listed in order of old-
est to most current historian consensus on the issue, they can also be examined 
in this order because they demonstrated the native reactions to the different 
phases of the Spanish invasion. The first phase was the invasion by Cortes. 
This initial reaction by the Aztecs was that of fear and not the most significant 
reason for conversion. The only explanation to deal with the shock with the 
arrival of the Spaniards was to believe that the Spaniards were Nahua deities. 
The second phase was when Montezuma denied Cortes’ order to convert to 
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Catholicism. This immediate response was physical. In other words force was 
used to convert the Aztecs who were fighting back to preserve their traditions. 
This theory too was not as important in the conversion process in the long run. 
The last phase was the Aztec acceptance that the Spaniards were not going to 
be leaving. This reaction was more psychological in the sense that it was more 
convenient and easier for the Aztecs to accept then to feel completely defeated. 
In the long run this last phase has played a more substantial role in the conver-
sion process.  
 
 Many of the early Spanish settlers and early historians credit the first 
theory, the legend of Quetzalcoatl1, as the dominant factor in the conversion of 
the Aztecs. This is something one could expect since the Spanish settlers did 
not want to portray themselves as oppressors. There were also many native ac-
counts that supported this theory. Many historians regarded the native sources 
as unreliable.2 However, many of these native versions of the prelude and af-
termath of the conquest were similar to the sources of the conquistadores. The 
native accounts were just as accurate and just as important to examine.  
 
 The native sources provided a lot of information with respect to the leg-
end of Quetzalcoatl. According to this Aztec legend, in the year 1 Acatl, or the 
year 1519, the white bearded god, Quetzalcoatl, was to return from the east to 
reclaim his land. It just so happened that in the year 1519 (Good Friday, April 
22, 1519)3 Hernan Cortes came to Tenochtitlán, the great city of the Aztecs.4 
According to native accounts, with the appearance of bad omens and when the 
arrival of strangers was confirmed, Montezuma, the king of the Aztecs, or-
dered his men to find magicians to explain the evil occurrences. Montezuma 
spoke to many foreseers and no one could explain the omens and no one was 
able to give reasons for what was going to take place. It was only when a 
macehual (a common man) from another city, visited Montezuma that an ex-
planation was provided. He told Montezuma about “a mountain range or small 
mountain floating in the midst of the water.”5 Later, reports of strange bearded 
light skinned- men on a floating mountain made Montezuma anxious.6 No 
where was it indicated that Montezuma thought the Spaniards were gods or 
that Cortes was Quetzalcoatl. Nevertheless, we cannot rule this out. 
 
 In many of the accounts of the Spaniards and the Aztecs the idea of 
Quetzalcoatl was evident.7 In the accounts of Bernal Diaz de Castillo, a Span-
ish soldier under the command of Cortes, wrote that Montezuma spoke to him 
and to the other Spaniards saying, “his ancestors in years long past had spoken, 
saying that men would come from where the sun rose to rule over these lands, 
and that we must be those men…”8 In other words, this was a confirmation that 
Montezuma believed Cortes and his men to be deities. This therefore also was 
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verification by the Spaniards that the Aztecs believed that Cortes and his 
men were deities. 
 
 In the Florentine Codex, a compilation of Aztec history told by the 
natives, compiled by Fray Bernardino de Sahagun, once Montezuma learned 
of these strangers and that they were near, he ordered the messengers to offer 
the finery of the gods’ Quetzalcoatl and Tezcatlipoca.9 10 The messengers 
were sent to greet Cortes with these gifts. When the messengers neared the 
vessel they thought the appearance of Cortes resembled the description of 
Quetzalcoatl. When the messengers returned to Montezuma, they told him 
that Cortes was Quetzalcoatl. And so, Montezuma believed his messengers.11 

Eventually, Cortes and Montezuma met. When they did, Montezuma ac-
cepted that Cortes was Quetzalcoatl and Cortes played along. Montezuma 
told Cortes, “No, it is not a dream… And now you have come out of the 
clouds and mists to sit on your throne again…. Rest now, and take posses-
sion of your royal houses, Welcome to your land, my lords.”12  Cortes con-
firmed the native belief by saying that the natives were awaiting the king of 
Spain.13  
 
 At a gradual pace at first, Cortes started to gain control over Monte-
zuma and the rest of the Aztec empire, by conveniently and opportunistically 
playing the role of Quetzalcoatl. After his first meeting with Montezuma, 
Cortes returned the following day to explain about the Christian faith. Mon-
tezuma said that he needed time to absorb all he had learned. In the mean-
time, there were many others who converted based on the belief that Cortes 
was Quetzalcoatl. As Hubert H. Bancroft wrote, “the conquered were only 
too eager to conform to the orders of their masters by tendering respect and 
obedience to the holy men.”14 In other words, because some of the Aztecs 
believed Cortes was truly a god they obeyed and converted to Catholicism as 
Cortes instructed them to do so.15 This was known as “the year when the 
faith came.”16  
 
 There was and still is a lot of criticism on this particular theory. 
Camilla Townsend stated in her article, Burying the White Gods: New Per-
spective on the Conquest of Mexico, the legend of Quetzalcoatl only surfaced 
when Sahagun edited the Florentine Codex. This meant that Sahagun created 
the resemblance between Quetzalcoatl and Cortes. If this was in fact true 
than this first theory is completely false. To further evaluate Townsend’s ar-
gument, she believed the myth of Quetzalcoatl was of no significance to the 
native people at the time of the Spanish arrival.17 In further support of Town-
send’s position, J.H. Elliot also did not find the myth of Quetzalcoatl reli-
able. Elliot stated that there was no evidence to confirm any existence of 
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Quetzalcoatl and as Townsend stated, only appeared after the conquest.18 The 
problem with this theory was then how the Aztecs could explain the arrival of 
the strangers otherwise. In Elliot’s case he wrote that the Aztecs thought Cortes 
was another god, Orchilobos and not Quetzalcoatl.19 While it was true that in 
some sources there was no direct mentioning of Quetzalcoatl but just of a god, 
it seemed more likely that it was Quetzalcoatl based on his popularity in many 
of the sources.20   
 
 To further critique Townsend’s and Elliot’s argument, while it is true 
that Sahagun included the myth of Quetzalcoatl only after he edited the Floren-
tine Codex, this does not dismiss the fact that the Aztecs believed in Quetzal-
coatl. How else can Townsend then explain Cortes’ letters that state that the Az-
tec people believed that he was Quetzalcoatl?21Furthermore, through the evi-
dence of archeological excavations, has also confirmed the argument that Quet-
zalcoatl indeed existed in the Aztec world prior to the invasion of the Conquis-
tadores.22 
 
 What is more, if Montezuma did not trust Cortes, why then did Monte-
zuma not attack? He had hundreds of thousands of able men ready to fight and 
defeat the 600 or so men on the Spaniards’ side in the first attempt. The only 
explanation as to why he was afraid of the Spaniards was because of religion.23 
In the back of his mind Montezuma had the story of Quetzalcoatl. He knew that 
these “gods” had the ability to take away his power.24  
 
 To further support the above, how else could the Aztecs explain the arri-
val of these conquerors and the Spaniards in general? There were so many dif-
ferences between the Aztecs and the Spaniards. The Spaniards had enormous 
ships, unusual attire, and more advanced technology. They also looked different 
and they spoke a different language. How could the Aztecs explain the arrival 
of these strangers? The only explanation was that the Spaniards were deities. 
And both native and Spanish writings confirm the belief in the Quetzalcoatl 
myth. 
 
 To sum up the first theory, unlike Elliot believed, there was ample 
amount of evidence to conclude that the Quetzalcoatl myth existed. The belief 
that Quetzalcoatl returned was real to many of the Aztec people. Because some 
of the Aztecs believed that Cortes was Quetzalcoatl they obeyed him and they 
converted to Catholicism.  
 
 The second theory, the idea that the Spaniards used force to convert the 
Aztecs, developed later. There was enough evidence in both Spanish and Aztec 
writings to confirm this theory as well. The Spaniards believed that their duty as 
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servants to God and to the Spanish crown was to convert the Aztecs to the Chris-
tian faith.25 This concept was seen during a conversation between Cortes and 
Montezuma. To relate the second meeting of Cortes and Montezuma again, after 
Cortes became aware that Montezuma thought he was Quetzalcoatl, Cortes asked 
about converting Montezuma. Because Montezuma did not reply and since there 
was resistance by the Aztecs to convert, Cortes began to take power in his own 
hands. This resulted in the destruction of the Aztec idols and temples.26 
 
 In Cortes’ Second Letter to the Spanish king, Cortes wrote, “The most im-
portant of these idols, and the ones in whom they have most faith, I had taken 
from their places and thrown down the steps…”27 Later in the same letter, Cortes 
wrote that the idols were taken away and the altars were cleared of the blood.28 
The idols were replaced with images of the Virgin Mary.29 Hence, Cortes forcibly 
destroyed the religion of the Aztecs and tried to instill Christian images in order 
to convert the Aztecs.30 When the Aztecs saw all their idols destroyed they wept 
and asked their gods for forgiveness.31 Not only did the Spaniards destroy the 
idols but the Franciscans did as well. The Franciscans claimed that they alone de-
stroyed “more than five hundred temples and twenty thousand images within 
seven years.”32 Bartoleme de Las Casas33 wrote that the Spaniards had no right to 
come and convert the Aztecs. The Aztecs should have converted on their own 
free will. By coercing them to convert it was an abuse of a God- given Christian 
right.34  
 
 What is more, if any of the Aztecs were to rebel against the destruction of 
their religious icons, the Spaniards were instructed to fight back.35 Accordingly, 
the Aztecs rebelled and the Spaniards fought back. The Spaniards killed many of 
the kings and princes of neighboring cities.36 As one native wrote to the king of 
Spain, “[The people of] many towns were forced and tortured, were hanged or 
burned, because they did not want to leave idolatry, and unwillingly they received 
the gospel and faith.”37 Out of fear, the Aztecs reluctantly saw no other way but to 
convert.  
 
 It was not only the Spaniards that destroyed the Aztec religion but Aztec 
youth as well. The Spanish missionaries kidnapped many of the Aztec children 
and they were brought up as Catholics.38 The captured youths were easily won 
over by Christianity and they started a crusade of their own spanning from 1525 
to 1531.39 The youths, along with the Spaniards, participated in the destruction of 
idols and the temples.40 Destroying the native religion was without a doubt an ap-
proach Cortes used to convert the Aztecs to Christianity and put the Aztec empire 
under Spain’s control. The Spaniards had a great advantage over the Aztecs. They 
used their technology in order to force the conversion of the Aztec people. They 
were superior in this way to the Aztecs.41 
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 Supporting this notion, the Spaniards found converting the Aztecs a 
necessity in order to obtain control and power over them. Cortes understood 
the need to Christianize the Aztecs for control. However, he converted the Az-
tecs by “insisting on conversion out of a strong sense of the need to legitimate 
conquest through crusade and implementing the true faith.”42 In other words, 
Cortes converted through the use of force. Besides the need to gain control of 
the area by Christianizing the people, Castillo wrote, “We came here to serve 
God and also to get rich.”43 This further indicated that the Spaniards used force 
to convert the Aztecs in order to more quickly obtain wealth.44 
 

To further prove this theory, some towns were forced to observe Chris-
tian mass and kiss the cross of Christ which had no relevance to the Aztec peo-
ple.45 Another approach to converting was the baptizing of the women the 
Spaniards received. Women, who were given as gifts to Cortes, were forced to 
be baptized in order to be accepted.46   

 
The criticism of this theory was that the Aztecs were not forced but 

made to comprehend that the Aztecs religion was evil. Cortes wrote, “I made 
them understand…how deceived they were in placing their trust in those idols 
which they had made with their hands from unclean things.”47 In other words, 
the Nahua religion was formed of idols that were wicked and the Spanish were 
only trying to help the Aztecs get rid of them. Others wrote that destruction 
was a necessity in order to save the Aztecs from the sinful idolatry and their 
evil worshipping practices.48 This statement was one from an ethnocentric 
point of view. The Spaniards considered the native people inferior to their 
own.49 This argument was created to justify the cruelty of the Spaniards to-
wards the Aztecs. There was no evidence to show that no force was used to 
convert the Aztecs. As a matter of fact, the human sacrifices of the Aztecs 
“amounted to fewer native lives” wrote Las Casas, “than the Spaniards had 
sacrificed to their precious ‘goddess of greed’ every year since their conquests 
began.”50  

 
Over time, during the first half century of the conquest, an ecomienda 

system was developed where the Spanish colonists were responsible to convert 
the Aztecs. This process of conversion was done through the use of force. It 
was believed that if the Aztec laborers were converted than they would obey 
the Spanish colonists.51   

 
 Cortes defeated the Aztecs and forced them to convert. The destruction 
of idols, temples, the kidnapping of the Aztec children, the killings of the no-
bility, and the practice of Christianity were forced for the most part on the Az-
tecs by the Spaniards. These approaches were the Spaniards way of who were 
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undermining the native religion and making Christianity triumphant. As 
Braden wrote, “thus was the conversion of the Indians of the new world be-
gun.”52 This meant that Cortes’ coercive tactics put fear into the minds of the 
Aztecs to the point that the Aztecs no longer practiced their faith.53 Therefore, 
with the destruction of the Aztec religion Cortes began the conversion of the 
Aztecs to Catholicism. This method of force, although effective, was not sig-
nificant in the sense of creating and maintaining good Christian worship.   

 
The last and most current theory was the belief that the Aztecs con-

verted on the basis that Christianity was not much different from their own re-
ligion. There were many similarities between the two faiths. The Spaniards and 
the Aztecs both shared the cross as a religious symbol. The cross in Christianity 
was the symbol for redemption and in the Nahua religion it was the symbol for 
the rain god.54 Both had a revered female religious figure. In Christianity the 
Virgin Mary and in the Aztec faith Tonantzin (“our mother”) was a revered 
goddess of fertility of life (human and agriculture).55 Other shared common reli-
gious practices were baptisms, confessions, communions, feast days, and fast-
ing.56  

 
In further support of this last factor of conversion, many of the Aztecs 

were willing to convert after they became more aware of the Christian religion. 
The idea of baptism, as mentioned above, was also very appealing to the Az-
tecs. According to the Aztecs baptisms was a way to purify one’s soul.57  Father 
Gante, a friar in the New World, wrote that “eight thousand, sometimes ten 
thousand, and even fourteen thousand persons in one day” were baptized.58 The 
similarities and the advantages of converting gave the Aztecs little reservation 
on whether they should convert. It was an easier pill for the Aztecs to swallow 
then to acknowledge defeat and allow for the destruction of their entire culture. 

 
Confession was a practice that the Aztecs were familiar with. If one 

committed a sin and they confessed that all would be forgiven.59 However, if 
they repeated the same sin again than they would not be forgiven. The major 
difference between Aztec and Christian confessional practices was that the Az-
tecs generally confessed during times of crises rather than being a annual prac-
tice as is Christianity.60   

 
 When the friars arrived to the Mesoamerican region, they found it a ne-
cessity to learn the native language and beliefs. In this way they could more 
easily associate with the native population. The friars believed that if the Aztec 
traditions, that were similar to the Christian traditions, were combined, it would 
seem more appealing for the Aztecs to convert.61 Accordingly, as referred to 
earlier, the friars began to learn the native language, Nahuatl, and study the 
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similarities of the religions. Consequently, translations of Aztec traditions were 
produced; similar to the volumes complied by Sahagun. The similar practices 
were then combined and resulted as osmosis of the two religions. This combina-
tion of the two religions was later given the name of Nahua Christianity.62 “The 
native people interpreted Christianity in terms that were more or less compati-
ble with their own cultures.”63 “The native population continued to interpret ele-
ments as reflecting similar values or entities that they had known in Prehispanic 
days.”64 In other words, they took what they considered fundamental Christian 
rites and still maintained the basic Nahua traditions.65 There were Christian tra-
ditions which were rejected by some of the Aztecs and others that were 
adopted. The same was done with the Nahua faith. To further support this the-
ory, the friars tried to create a sense of continuity by building churches over the 
previous locations of the temples. In other words, the locations of the worship-
ping structures were still in the same locality.66 Despite the fact that the Aztecs 
were now Christians, under the understanding of the Spaniards, they did not 
stop worshipping their idols. The Aztec idols were instead incorporated into the 
Christian religion. Even “the Pope urged the Catholic Church in Mexico to be 
respectful of indigenous traditions and to incorporate them into religious cere-
mony when appropriate.”67 For that reason many people now see the Christian-
ity of the Aztecs as tainted by the Nahua faith in the Mesoamerican region.68 
 
 This link between Aztec and Christian traditions may be best seen with 
the conversion of Juan Diego.69 Juan Diego was born in 1474 and was an Aztec. 
He was baptized in 1524 and given the name we are familiar with today as Juan 
Diego. It has been told that on December 9, 1531 Juan Diego saw the Virgin 
Mary while walking to mass. This is therefore a further example of this idea of 
syncretism.70    
 
   This final theory was not as well explored as the others’, yet it was of 
equal significance, if not more. Due to the similarities between the two religions 
it was easier to adapt and attract conversion amongst the natives instead of the 
Aztecs admitting to total defeat.  
  
 While all three theories on their own seem to be sole causes or reasons 
for the conversion of the Aztecs to Catholicism I cannot chose one theory as the 
singular reason why the Aztecs converted. I believe that the Aztecs did believe 
that Cortes was Quetzalcoatl. I also can understand Townsend’s argument 
which allows for some doubt to arise that Cortes was Quetzalcoatl. However, I 
believe that it is logical to believe in Quetzalcoatl’s existence for the fact that it 
explains how the Aztecs responded to the surprise of these newcomers, the 
Spaniards. Without a doubt, I also believe that the Spaniards used force to con-
vert those  



 

 

LAMBDA ALPHA JOURNAL    PAGE 73 

unwilling to on their own. The last theory, the idea of syncretism, I believe 
also plays a significant role in converting the Aztecs to Catholicism. The simi-
larities between the two religions allowed for the Nahua Christianity to be cre-
ated.71 It was a sort of an accord that was established in order to allow for the 
conversion to Catholic ideas.  
 

This essay has argued that there was not one reason for the conversion 
of the Aztecs but a combination of factors (the three theories). The legend of 
Quetzalcoatl, the first theory to be credited for the conversion of the Aztecs did 
not by itself convert the entire Aztec population. The use of force, the second 
theory to be developed to account for the conversion of the Aztecs, most likely 
played a more significant role than the first. The last theory being the idea of 
osmosis, the current theory established to explain the conversion of the Aztecs 
and of developing importance to the conversion process, has a more significant 
and longer lasting effect than the first two theories had. Nevertheless, each the-
ory was established to justify the reasons and the process of Aztec conversion 
to Catholicism following the arrival of the Spaniards in 1519. It is very 
unlikely that only one of the theories listed above could have solely been re-
sponsible for the conversion of hundreds of thousands of Aztecs. Each theory, 
whether the significance was major or minor, played an important role in con-
verting the Aztecs.    

 
 The Spaniards and the Aztecs were at war between 1519 and 1521. The 
Aztecs fought to preserve their traditions and their way of life while the Span-
iards waged a spiritual crusade, hoping to win souls to their faith, land for the 
Spanish crown, and large amounts of gold. It was an unhappy circumstance in 
which the Aztecs were defeated by Hernan Cortes, leader of the invasion of the 
Aztec empire, and his men. The Spanish conquerors then began the gradual 
process of converting the Aztecs to Christianity. The question of some curios-
ity was why the Aztecs converted. There were three main theories as to why 
conversion took place. The first was the belief that the Aztecs suspected the 
conquistadores to be gods who were returning to claim their lands. The second 
theory was that the Aztecs were forced to convert to Christianity. And the last 
theory related to the process of osmosis, the belief that the Spanish missionar-
ies took the Native religion and the Christian religion and blended the two to-
gether to easily convert the Aztecs. The first phase was the invasion by Cortes. 
This initial reaction by the Aztecs was that of fear and not the most significant 
reason for conversion. The only explanation to deal with the shock with the 
arrival of the Spaniards was to believe that the Spaniards were Nahua deities. 
The second phase was when Montezuma denied Cortes’ order to convert to 
Catholicism. This immediate response was physical. In other words force was 
used to convert the Aztecs who were fighting back to preserve their traditions.  
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This theory too was not as important in the conversion process in the 
long run. The last phase was the Aztec acceptance that the Spaniards were not 
going to be leaving. This reaction was more psychological in the sense that it 
was more convenient and easier for the Aztecs to accept then to feel com-
pletely defeated. In the long run this last phase has played a more substantial 
role in the conversion process. 

 
 While these were three very different theories, there was no one theory 
that could satisfactorily be credited with the conversion of hundreds of thou-
sands of Aztecs. It was the combination of all three that caused the eventual 
conversion of the Aztecs to Catholicism. In this essay, the three theories will 
be expressed in terms of their strengths and weaknesses. This will allow us to 
argue that there was not one factor that was the sole cause for the conversion 
of the Aztecs but that each theory played a contributing role to converting the 
Aztecs.  
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