
The Origins of Anti-Mexican 
Sentiment in the United States 

Raymund A. Paredes 
UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, LOS ANGELES 

Traditionally, when scholars have treated the development of anti
Mexican sentiment in the United States, they have focused on the first 
large-scale encounters between Mexicans and Americans in the early 19th 
century as the source of bad feelings. 1 The cultures of the two peoples, 
goes the conventional wisdom, were so dissimilar that misunderstanding 
and resentment grew rapidly and hardened into a tradition of prejudice. 
Samuel Lowrie, in his study of American-Mexican relations in Texas, 
found that a "culture conflict" developed immediately after American 
colonists entered Mexican Texas in 182! 2 while Cecil Robinson, the well
known scholar of American literary images of Mexico, describes the 
"inevitable collision" between two nations competing for the same 
stretches of land. 3 The weakness of these studies, and others of their type,
is that they have little to say about the attitudes American travelers and 
settlers carried into Mexican territory that largely determined their 
responses to the natives. The enmity between the two peoples may well 
have been inevitable but not exclusively for reasons of spontaneous 
culture conflict and empire building. 

Rather, American responses to the Mexicans grew out of attitudes 
deeply rooted in Anglo-American tradition. Americans had strong feelings 
against Catholics and Spaniards and expected their evils to have been fully 
visited upon the Mexicans; after all, had not the Mexicans been subjected 
to nearly three hundred years of Catholic-Spanish oppression? The logic 
may have lacked a certain finesse but the fact of its application is 
inescapable. Secondly, although Americans in the early 19th century knew 
little about the contemporary people of Mexico, they held certain ideas 
about the aborigines - and the natives of Latin America generally - that 
affected their judgments. 

The purpose of this essay is to trace the nature and history of those 
attitudes and images that shaped early American assessments of the 
Mexicans. Anti-Catholic sentiment and hispanophobia will be considered 
first, inasmuch as these prejudices operated in Anglo-American culture 
from the earliest days and exerted the most immediate influence on 
American attitudes. Next, I will discuss the more desultory career of the 
Mexican aborigines in early American thought. Finally, I will consider how 
these notions merged, in effect forming a mode of perception which 
rendered unlikely the possibility that 19th-century Americans would 
regard the people of Mexico with compassion and understanding. 
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The English settlement of America commenced at a time when hatred 
of Catholicism and Spain had been building for over fifty years. 
Widespread dissatisfaction with the Roman Church, based on charges of 
corruption and complacency, appeared in Englai?-d shortly after 15_00, 
crystallized during the Reformation, and intensified as Protestantism 
drifted leftward.4 Propagandists denounced the Mass as blasphemous, 
indicted the clergy for the encouragement of superstition and ignorance, 
and assailed the Pope as the anti-Christ. Eventually, resentment of 
Catholicism transcended religious issues. Englishmen came to regard the 
Roman Church as a supra-national power which sought to overthrow their 
government. Reports of Catholic plots circulated regularly in England after 
the mid-16th century, some warning of tangible dangers such as the 
Desmond revolts in Ireland and the fantastic Gunpowder Plot of 1605, 
while others- the constant rumors of Jesuit intrigues, for example- only 
demonstrated how closely English fears of Catholic political adventures 
verged on hysteria. It was in the context of this fear ~hat Englis~ anti
Catholicism intersected and merged with a nascent h1spanophob1a. As 
every Englishman knew, Spain was the most powerful of Catholic nati~ns 
and the self-proclaimed champion of the Roman Church. The Spamsh 
military forces- the "popist legions" - were the very instruments of 
Catholic tyranny. The Catholic-Spanish alliance was regarded by many 
Englishmen as a partnership conjured by Satan himself and thus one that 
possessed an unlimited capacity for mischief. Englishm~n were well aw~re 
of the most notorious product of this collaboration, the Spamsh 
Inquisition. . 

Although Englishmen disliked Catholics in the lump, the Spamard was 
considered the worst of the breed for reasons not altogether related to 
religion. The spirit of nationalism surged in the_ Elizabethan era an? 
England's attempts to assert itself as an internatiOnal power placed 1t 
directly across the gun barrel from Spain. Countless m_ilitary engag~m~nts, 
the most spectacular of which was with the Armada m 1588, mamtamed 
animosities at a high pitch until well into the 18th century. During the 
Revolt of the Netherlands (1555-1609), an event closely followed in 
England, Dutch nationalists conducted an impassioned "paper w~r" 
against their Spanish rulers, vilifying them for their cruelty, ava~1ce, 
arrogance, and immorality.s In 1583, The Spanish Colonie by B~rtolo11_1e de 
Las Casas appeared in England and reported how the Sp~n1ards, m. an 
astonishing display of brutality, managed to reduce the nat1 ve populatiOn 
of America by twenty million souls. By the end of the decade, the "Bl_ack 
Legend" had been firmly planted in the English mind and the Span1ard 
had displaced the Turk as the greatest of English villains. 6 

There is one other feature of 16th-century English hispanophobia that 
bears mention here. As Englishmen traveled more widely - particularly to 
Africa on slaving expeditions- they became increasingly aware of human 
differences the most obvious of which was complexion. The color 
"black" h~d already acquired a number of negative connotations in the 
English mind, and eventually, the Elizabethans formulated a scale of 
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human beauty ranging from the blond perfection of the northern European 
to the ebony hideousness of the African. 7 The Spaniard was placed near 
the bottom of the scale. In an era when Englishmen increasingly esteemed 
purity not only in a religious sense but also in an incipient racial context, 
the Spaniard was manifestly "impure," being the product of European
Moorish miscegenation which had proceeded for hundreds of years. This 
well-known phenomenon disturbed many Englishmen who used the terms 
"Moor" and "Negro" almost interchangeably. 8 Quite simply, the Moor 
was an African, so that in the mixture of bloods on the Iberian peninsula 
the odium of blackness was transferred to some extent to the Spaniard. 

The colonial record provides ample evidence that prejudices against 
Catholics and Spaniards traveled across the Atlantic intact. Indeed, they 
may well have been more intense among the immigrants than in the 
general English public. After all, many of the colonists derived from the 
most anti-Catholic element in England, the radical Puritans, and to a man 
the settlers were ardent nationalists who regarded their role in the struggle 
with Spain with high seriousness. They saw themselves as guardians 
against Spanish penetration into the northern regions of the New World, as 
economic rivals intent on undermining the fragile structure of Spanish 
mercantilism, and as Protestant missionaries who would carry the Gospel 
unperverted to the American savages. 

Always in contact with their homeland, the colonists received a steady 
influx of anti -Catholic and hispanophobic literature from England. One of 
the most popular works among the settlers was John Foxe's Book of 
Martyrs, a study of Catholic persecution which described vividly the 
numerous outrages of the Spanish Inquisition. 9 The collections of Richard 
Hakluyt and Samuel Purchas, the two great literary champions of English 
imperialism, were also well known to the settlers. By the late 17th century, 
the denunciations of Spanish activity in the New World by Las Casas and 
Thomas Gage had appeared on colonial booklists. 10 

The settlers themselves produced a conspicuous body of anti-Catholic 
and hispanophobic literature. In one of the earliest colonial works, Of 
Plymouth Plantation, William Bradford cited the corrupting influences of 
"popish trash" as a major reason for the Separatist emigration. He also 
railed against the jealousy and cruelty of the Spaniards and speculated that 
the colonists would have no greater trouble with the American savages. 
Bradford's history gave voice to Separatist hispanophobia which had been 
exacerbated during sojourns in Dutch sanctuaries where memorials to 
Holland's struggle with Spain were everywhere in evidence. During 
Bradford's tenure as governor of Plymouth Colony, the citizens allied with 
the Dutch settlers of New Amsterdam "the better to resist the pride of 
that common enemy, the Spaniard, from whose cruelty the Lord keep us 
both, and our native countries." 11 Like most of his co-religionists, 
Bradford believed that God protected Protestant true-believers from the 
evil designs of the Spaniards. 

As it turned out, Bradford's invective was temperate when measured 
against other expressions of colonial anti-Catholicism and hispanophobia. 
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The greatest denunciators were ministers who raged against their enemies 
from the pulpit and in religious tracts. The renowned John Cotton, for 
example, described the Roman Church as "worldly and carnal" and the 
Spaniards as a belligerent nation possessed by Satan. The Spanish 
Inquisition, he proclaimed, was "incomparably more bloody than any 
other Butchery." 12 Thomas Hooker outlined a history of Catholic 
treachery and corruption in the preface to his Survey of the Summe of 
Church Discipline (1648) and characterized the Pope as the incarnation of 
evil and his followers as "wretched rabble." Such assaults extended 
beyond religious literature. Colonists read anti-Catholic doggerel in their 
almanacs and heard anti-Spanish ballads on the streets. 

A well-known poem in New England during the late 17th century was 
John Wilson's "Song of Deliverance." Wilson, a Boston minister, 
claimed, with appropriate modesty, no great merit for his verses but 
explained that they were intended to help children "learn and rehearse." 
One section of the "Song" treats the wicked intentions of the Spanish 
Armada and indicates how precisely and firmly Elizabethan prejudices 
were planted in the colonies: 

I 

Besides, great store and company 
of tearing torturing Whips, 

And instruments of cruelty, 
provided in their Ships; 

As meaning not to be so kind, 
our blood at once to spill, 

But by our lingring pain, their mind 
and bloody lusts to fill. 

From seven years old (or if not so, 
from ten and so forth on) 

All had been kill'd, both high and low 
their Sword could light upon. 

Virgins had dyde, when they had first 
the Virgins honour lost: 

Women unript, on Spears accurst, 
had seen their Infants tost. 

The children, whom they meant to save, 
with brand of Iron hot, 

Were in their face (like Indian slave,) 
to bear a seared spot. 

Their Soul (alas) had been a spoyle 
to Soul-destroying Pope; 

Their bodyes spent in restless toyle, 
without all ease or hope. 13 

It is difficult to say how widely Wilson's poem was used as a pedagogical 
tool but we can say that colonial schoolchildren were exposed to a barrage 
of anti-Catholic and anti-Spanish propaganda. One of the most popular of 
early American textbooks was the New England Primer which over a period 
of one hundred and fifty years sold three million copies. Early editions 
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contained excerpts from The Book of Martyrs and poems which , 
. admonished their readers to "Abhor that arrant Whore of Rome,/ And all 
her Blasphemies." Children learned basic anatomy lessons by studying a 
figure of that "man of sin," the Pope, whose various body parts were 
indicated with such captions as "In his Heart, ... Malice, Murder, and 
Treachery" and "In his Feet. .. Swiftness to shed Blood." 14 

The literary campaign against Rome and Spain continued throughout 
the colonial period and beyond, engaging some of the most able and 
influential figures in the settlements. Cotton Mather inveighed eloquently 
against the traditional enemies of the Puritans while publishers of popular 
almanacs such as Nathaniel Ames (both father and son) and Nathaniel 
Low issued a stream of anti -Catholic and anti-Spanish materials. In the 
mid-18th century, the first Anglo-American magazines appeared and took 
up the fight. The Dudleian lecture series was established at Harvard in 
1750, a part of which was given over to "the detecting and convicting and 
exposing of the idolatry of the Rom ish church: their tyranny, usurpations, 
damnable heresies, fatal errors, abominable superstitions, and other crying 
wickedness in her high places." 15 One could easily recite the details of 
these various tirades, but to little purpose; suffice it to say that the 
character and vehemence of literary anti -Catholicism and hispanophobia 
continued virtually unchanged.16 

Colonial resentment of Rome and Spain was not confined to the 
printed page but found expression in a number of statutory and military 
actions. As the settlers desired to see Catholicism removed from the 
continent, many of the colonial -legislatures passed exclusionary and 
restrictive laws. 17 In 1641-42, the Virginia House of Burgesses ruled that 
no "Popish recusants" could hold colonial office. Massachusetts Bay 
banished priests and Jesuits under penalty of execution. In 1698, New 
York forbade Catholics to hold weapons and required that they deposit 
bond as security of good behavior. Even in Maryland, originally 
established as a Catholic settlement, Protestants became dominant, turned 
out the colony's founder, Lord Baltimore, and decreed that "none who 
profess to exercise the Popish religion ... can be protected in this 
province." 18 

The colonists were no less vigorous in their campaigns against the 
Spaniards. In the 1630s, New Englanders helped to establish a Puritan 
colony off the Mosquito Coast to be used as a base for English 
penetrations into Central America. Many colonists, including John Cotton 
and Roger Williams, supported Cromwell's "Western Design," according 
to which the English would drive the Spaniards from the West Indies. In 
1655, colonists participated in the assault on Jamaica, the first recorded 
venture against the Spaniards by English-Americans. 19 

Soon thereafter, English- and Spanish-Americans were battling on the 
mainland, particularly as the English colonists pushed southward and 
westward and found themselves, as the saying went, "in the chops of the 
Spaniards. " 20 The settlers of Jamestown lived under constant threat of 
attack and in 1686, the Spaniards razed the Scottish settlement at Port 
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Royal; predictably, Carolinians vowed to redress this "bloody insolency." 
After 1700, hostilities intensified as the enemies became embroiled in 
lengthy, bloody disputes involving titles of possession, buccaneering, and 
runaway slaves. English colonists complained constantly that the Spaniards 
provoked the Indians against them; the Spaniards countered with similar 
charges. One episode in 1702 exemplifies the character of the rivalry. As 
an opening blow in Queen Anne's War, Governor James Moore of 
Carolina organized an attack on the Spanish garrison at St. Augustine . 
Moore himself led the naval contingent of the expedition while a force of 
some five hundred Englishmen and Indians approached St. Augustine 
overland, ravaging enemy outposts along the way. The town fell without 
resistance, the residents having retreated nearby to the Castillo de San 
Marcos. Moore then lay siege to the fort and waited for heavy artillery to 
arrive from Jamaica. Still without cannon after seven weeks, the colonial 
forces withdrew hastily when the sails of Spanish warships appeared on the 
horizon. 21 This engagement, like many others between English-Americans 
and Spaniards, was as significant as an exhibition of long-standing 
hostilities as for any inherent military importance. 

It is no exaggeration to characterize the 18th century as a period of 
incessant military and political conflict between English-Americans and 
Spain. The establishment of Georgia in 1733 greatly agitated the Spaniards 
who laid plans to destroy the colony. England, for its part, was itching for a 
fight and found an excuse five years later when Captain Robert Jenkins 
appeared in the House of Commons to tell how the Spaniards had severed 
his left ear as punishment for a trumped-up charge of illegal trade in the 
West Indies. The wronged officer dramatized his tale by exhibiting the 
remnant of his humiliation, still remarkably well-preserved after several 
years. 22 The spectacle was too much for the politicians who, after the 
fashion of their breed, had an appreciation of the theatrical; after an 
extended debate, they finally declared war. English colonists leaped to the 
fray- known, of course, as the War of Jenkins' Ear- engaging the 
enemy along the Georgia-Florida frontier and in an abortive assault on the 
South American port of Cartagena. Moving to the revolutionary period, we 
find that many Americans were angered by Spain's delay in granting 
recognition of independence, stubbornly unsympathetic to Spain's fear 
that such an act would be considered an inducement to rebel by its own 
restive colonies. Perhaps the greatest controversy between the two peoples 
involved navigation rights on the Mississippi. Anglo-Americans 
traditionally had traveled the river freely but after 1782 Spain moved to 
interdict illegal trade and incursions into its northern territories. 
Americans responded with threats of war against their "natural and 
habitual enemy." 23 The dispute was settled by the Treaty of San Lorenzo 
in 1795 but bitterness and suspicion remained. Eleven years later, Thomas 
Jefferson surveyed the history of Anglo-American relations with Spain and 
concluded: "Never did a nation act towards another with more perfidy and 
injustice than Spain has constantly practiced against us. " 24 To so.me 
extent, Jefferson's resentment was justified but it was also a product of a 
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long tradition of hispanophobia. Like most of his compatriots, the great 
Virginian was more inclined to remember Spanish vices than Spanish 
virtu res. 

The political and military conflicts combine with the mass of literary 
evidence to reveal that prejudices against Catholics and Spaniards, 
transported to the New World at the end of the Elizabethan era, persisted 
among Anglo-Americans for two centuries without significant 
modification. The colonists believed the Roman Church to be corrupt and 
ostentatious, an institution that demanded blind allegiance and thus 
fostered ignorance and superstition. As for the Spaniards, they were the 
perfect adherents of Popery, cruel, treacherous, avaricious, and tyrannical, 
a people whose history was an extended intrigue. As Americans gazed 
southward with increasing interest, they saw yet another episode of that 
history unfolding and they could not but believe that the Mexicans had 
been blighted by their participation in it. 

Concerning their impressions of the Mexican aborigines, the early 
English-American colonists had virtually nothing to say but such notions 
as they held were unquestionably those of their contemporary home
bound compatriots. Although questions related to the character and 
culture of the Mexicans - and of all the American Indians - were not 
issues of pressing concern to 17th century Englishmen, information on 
these subjects had been accumulating since the 1550s. During that decade, 
Richard Eden, an obscure civil servant with a Cambridge education, tried 
to awaken his countrymen to the advantages of overseas exploration and 
settlement. Eden's method was to gather in two collections summaries of 
the early voyages of Columbus and Vespucci, portions of Peter Martyr's 
monumental chronicle of the New World, De orbe novo, and selections 
from the highly regarded histories of the Spaniards, Oviedo and G6mara. 25 

Eden had one eye on the economic potential of distant lands, but the other 
on national glory; he earnestly believed that the conquest of the New 
World was an undertaking of such immense ambition and daring that no 
nation aspiring to greatness could risk exclusion from it. Unfortunately for 
Eden, his own ambitions for England were ahead of his time so that his 
works never achieved the desired impact. But they did alert later writers to 
the certain rewards of western travel. 

In learning about Mexico and other regions of the New World, 
Englishmen were at a severe disadvantage when compared to citizens of 
other European countries. Continental interest in America had been 
mounting, not spectacularly but steadily, from the moment Columbus' 
celebrated letter on his first voyage to the Indies began circulating in 1493 . 
Moreover, mainland Europeans were exposed not only to a selection of 
letters, histories, and narratives on American subjects but also to 
illustrations, New World artifacts, and an assortment of live aborigines 
kidnapped by travelers and delivered to Europe for public display. 26 Owing 
to an early series of unprofitable voyages to North America and a certain 
degree of cultural isolation, England had been virtually untouched by the 
first wave of continental interest in the New World. 27 
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This situation began to change in 1577 when Richard Willes enlarged 
Eden's "Decades" to include, among other things, Martyr's account of 
the conquest of Mexico and published the volume as The History of 
Travayle in the West and East Indies. The following year, an English edition 
of G6mara's Conquest of the Weast India appeared, this too featuring a 
treatment of Cortes' destruction of the Aztec empire. The major 
breakthrough came in 1589 with the publication of Richard Hakluyt's 
Principal/ Navigations ... , a collection of travel narratives touching on 
English exploration. Hakluyt, as indicated earlier, was the greatest literary 
champion of English imperialism and as he urged his compatriots across 
the Atlantic, he described what to expect on the other side. The 
"Voyages" (as Hakluyt's work was generally known) was extremely 
popular and undoubtedly provided many Englishmen with their first 
glimpse of Mexico and other American regions. Samuel Purchas, 
Hakluyt's successor as literary imperialist and hispanophobe, issued two 
works, Purchas his pilgrimage (1613) and Hakluytus Posthumus ... (1625), 
which circulated widely and provided new information on Mexico. By the 
time their program of colonization was well underway, Englishmen had 
access to as much general information about Mexico as any people in 
Europe with the possible exception of the Spaniards. 28 

The image of Mexico that emerges from these works is marked by a 
distinctive cleavage characteristic of general European responses to the 
Mexicans. On the one hand, European writers expressed admiration for 
the relatively advanced civilization of the Mexicans as compared with 
other New World aborigines. The Mexicans generally eschewed 
nakedness- a trait that most 16th and 17th century writers regarded as a 
certain sign of savagism- and instead wore bright cotton garments. The 
Mexicans were gifted craftsmen and created exquisite pieces of jewelry 
from the plentiful supplies of gold, silver, and precious stones to be found 
in their country. A number of Spanish writers noted their astonishment 
upon approaching Mexican cities which were marvels of planning and 
architecture. Especially notable was Tenochtitlan, the capital city of the 
Aztecs which sat in a salt lake and supported more than half a million 
residents. 29 The conqueror Cortes was especially impressed by the 
numerous temples of the city, monuments, he wrote, that were built with 
perfect art. 

Moreover, English readers learned that Mexican cities pulsed with a 
variety of civilized activities. The Mexicans had established a sound 
educational system and instructed their children affectionately in the 
virtues of humility and respect for authority. Using a distinctive system of 
pictographs, native scholars recorded the traditions of their people in 
books made from the leaves of the maguey plant. A number of Europeans 
noted that the Mexicans lived according to a body of laws while the 
learned Jesuit, Jose de Acosta, found that they selected their rulers 
through democratic elections. 30 Perhaps the most gratifying news about the 
Mexicans to reach English readers was their quick receptivity to Christian 
instruction. Pedro Ordonez de Cevallos reported that the Mexicans "very 
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much honored priests and monks" and "when the Bell rings to Sermon, 
the Indian Boyes run up and downe the streets crossing their fore
heads."31 

As to other positive qualities of Mexican character, English readers 
learned that the natives were hospitable, courteous and understanding, 
possessed of an ingenuousness all but extinct among Europeans. Acosta 
observed a contemplative aspect in the Mexicans, while another Spaniard, 
Martin Perez, applauded the Mexicans for their valor. The greatest 
champion of the Mexicans, as for all the Indians, was Las Casas, who 
particularly admired the aborigines of Yucatan for their prudence and the 
general "uprightness" of their lives. 32 

Las Casas' diligent, indeed obsessive, campaign notwithstanding, the 
preponderance of European and, consequently, English opinion weighed 
heavily against the Mexicans. 33 Virtually every writer declaimed on their 
indolence, while others reported that the Mexicans were given to 
drunkenness, polygamy, and incest. The Mexicans were vilified for their 
hostility to the Spaniards and their refusal to acquiesce promptly in the 
moral and cultural superiority of their conquerors. Their rapid 
degeneration under colonial rule also adversely affected European 
judgments. Ultimately, the Mexicans were regarded as a depraved race 
whose defects were only slightly mitigated by the grandeur and opulence of 
their cultures. Acosta, whose history of the Indies evinces a combination 
of erudition and fair-mindedness remarkable for his time, nevertheless 
portrayed Mexican history as a grotesque interplay of tribal jealousies, 
warfare, and heathenism. Acosta sanctioned a widespread European belief 
when he observed that the Mexicahs had developed "customs more 
superstitious and ... inhumane" than any ever seen or spoken of.34 

No European writer on Mexico failed to note the terrible forms that 
heathenism had assumed in that land. Witches, sorcerers, and other agents 
of Satan fairly overran the countryside and held the natives in thralldom. 
Believing that their deities lived on human blood, the Mexicans had 
devised elaborate rites of sacrifice. Sullen priests led children, virgins, and 
prisoners of war to altars where they ripped open the chests of their 
victims, removed the still-beating hearts, and smeared blood on the 
marble lips of their idols. The priests would next burn the entrails in the 
belief that their gods enjoyed the smoke from such offerings. Finally, the 
priests ate various parts of the victims' bodies, including the arms and 
legs. 35 English readers learned that human sacrifices in Mexico sometimes 
reached the astonishing total of fifty thousand a year. 36 Lopez de G6mara, 
who was perhaps the harshest and most influential writer on Mexico in the 
16th century, 37 seemed to find the perfect symbol of Mexican culture in 
the Great Temple of Tenochtithin. As architecture, the structure was the 
equal of the finest buildings of Europe but the Mexicans created their 
greatest art in celebration of their implacable savagery. Inside the Temple, 
priests offered up their victims to insatiable gods. An unmistakable stench 
emanated from the sacrificial chambers where blood ran several inches 
deep on the floor and the walls were stained red. It was a spectacle to make 
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so stout a warrior as Cortes- who had his own genius for 
barbarism - turn away in revulsion. 

As a writer of history G6mara possessed various qualities unlikely to 
enhance his objectivity. He was a sedentary scholar with no experience in 
the New World and a hero-worshiper who had served as private secretary 
to Cortes. As an ardent nationalist, he sought to justify the violence of the 
Conquest and the subsequent subjugation and exploitati?n of the natives. 
Finally, G6mara embodied all the defects of a ~e~mssa~ce E~ropea,n 
absolutely certain of his cultural and moral supen~mty. Still, ~~mara s 
assessments and those of writers of similar persuaswn, had their Impact, 
and Europe~ns came to regard the Mexicans as the most depra~ed of 
American aborigines. How could one condone, aft~r all, such u':l1q~ely 
massive and reprehensible practices of human sac.nfice and canmba!Ism 
among a people obviously intelligent and creative? Human s~cn~ce 
occurred in other regions of the New World and, of course, canmbahsm 
was rampant, but of all the Americans, the Mexicans should have known 
better. A European might more easily accept the pure savager~ of the 
Brazilian Tupinamba who wore not so much as a fi~ .l~af,. mmdlessly 
devoured their enemies, and displayed not a trace of CIVIhzatwn. 

As I have said, English images of Mexico derived largely from .gener.al 
European notions, mainly Spanish . There was, to be sure, a sm~ll Irony m 
Englishmen accepting rather uncriticall~ the. views. of their greatest 
enemies . But Englishmen had little expenence m Mexico themselves and 
they took information where they found it. A small number. did tra~el and 
live in Mexico, however, and a few even wrote about their expenences. 
Some of these early reports were collected by Hakluyt; together they 
provide a somewhat different perspective on the Mexican situation from 
the Spanish . . . 

These early accounts form a tissue of fantasy, distortion, and 
occasionally acute observation. Some of the visito~s emp.hasized the 
physical greatness of Mexico while others were most Immediately stru~k 
by its sheer strangeness. Henry Hawks, a merchant ~ho s~ent five ye~rs ~~ 
Mexico described the recurrent earthquakes, the burnmg mountams, 
and the' remarkable fauna. He wrote of a "certain gnat or fly which they 
call a musquito, which biteth both men and women in thei~,sleep" and 
caused death. He reported too the existence of a monstrous 
fish"- presumably a crocodile- which was a "great devourer of men 
and cattle. "38 Other travelers insisted that lions and tigers roamed the 
forests of Mexico. Here was a land where anything seemed possible. 

As the travelers made clear, the inherent exoticism of Mexico was 
conspicuous in the natives. John Chilton, another merchant with over 
seventeen years experience in Spanish America, observed that the 
Mexican aborigines went about naked, painted their bodies blue, a~d wor.e 
their hair "long downe to their knees, tied as women use to do With their 
haire-laces. "39 Miles Philips, a survivor of the Hawkins debacle at San 
Juan de Ulua in 1568, confirmed Chilton's description, only adding that 
the Mexicans painted their faces green, yellow, and red as well as blue. 
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Origins of Anti-Mexican Sentiment 

The Mexicans seemed, all in all, a sight terrible to behold. Interestingly, 
Hakluyt's travelers had little to say about the Mexican customs of devil 
worship, human sacrifice, and cannibalism, all of which were already 
disappearing under the cruel efficiency of Spanish colonialism. 

As to the character of the natives, the English travelers had little good 
to report. Miles Philips came to regard the aborigines as pleasant and 
compassionate, but none of his compatriots shared his affection. More 
typical was the reaction of Henry Hawks who described the Indians as 
"void of all goodness." More than one writer found the Mexicans to be 
cowardly and drunken. John Chilton observed that for a bottle of wine , an 
Indian would sell his wife and children. But the most persistent charge 
against the Mexicans was indolence. English travelers were appalled that 
the natives had so little exploited their land. In noting the great fertility of 
the area around Mexico City, Robert Tomson commented "that if 
Christians had the inhabitation thereof, it would be put to a further 
benefit. " 40 It was not much of a step to conclude that because the Indians 
had so little utilized their land they hardly deserved to keep it, a principle 
that later generations of Englishmen and Anglo-Americans would invoke 
frequently . 

The English travelers, writing in an age of rising hispanophobia, were 
quick to note that Spanish conduct was as reprehensible in the New World 
as the Old. Tomson, for example, described how he was slapped into a 
Mexican prison on false charges of heresy and released only after 
numerous humiliations. Miles Philips and Job Hortop, whose unintended 
sojourns in Mexico were caused by Spanish "treachery," found 
themselves subjected to the outrages of the Inquisition tribunals which had 
been established in Mexico in 1571. Still, Philips and Hortop at least 
survived their ordeals in the grip of the Holy Office, as other marooned 
veterans of the Hawkins expedition did not. 41 Philips and Hortop also fared 
better than the native Mexicans who, by English estimates, had been 
reduced to absolute misery. Significantly, the English writers never had 
much praise and sympathy for the Indians but when they compared them 
to the Spaniards. 

Indeed, the Indians had been so terribly abused that insurrection hung 
in the Mexican air and hardly an English traveler failed to catch its scent. 
Henry Hawks, in a rare instance of understatement, remarked that the 
aborigines "loved not the Spaniards" but he doubted that their courage 
and military prowess matched their resentment. John Chilton, who 
witnessed two rebellions during his stay in Mexico, noted that the Indians 
killed their conquerors at every opportunity and liked to wear Spanish 
scalps around their necks. The travelers went so far as to suggest that the 
Indians would welcome any interventionists who delivered them from 
their oppressors. This sort of oblique pr.opaganda appears throughout the 
"Voyages" and served Hakluyt's great purpose of arousing his 
countrymen to challenge the Spaniards' domination of the New World. In 
support of this goal, Hakluyt graciously provided information about. 
defense fortifications throughout Spanish America. 
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Hakluyt's "Voyages" was very popular in England but the collections 
of Samuel Purchas were even more so. Purchas' major work, Hakluytus 
Posthumus (generally known as the "Pilgrimes "), considerably advanced 
English knowledge of Mexico. The long excerpts from Acosta's Natural 
and Moral History of the Indies, for example, provided Englishmen with 
their first close look at pre-colonial Mexican society. Again, the exoticism 
of the Mexicans stands out. Acosta described how native priests beat 
themselves and slashed their legs to the bone in heathen rites of 
penitence, smearing blood on their faces and temples. Englishmen learned 
that the gods of Mexico were half man and half beast with bizarre names 
like Quetzalc6atl and Vitzliputzli . In the original edition of his "History," 
Acosta had maintained that the Mexicans- and all the Indians- were 
descended originally from unknown Old World peoples who had wandered 
to America across an as yet undiscovered strait or land bridge. 42 But 
English readers of his work were unlikely to detect any trace of blood-ties 
between the Mexicans and themselves. As always, the Mexicans seemed 
an alien and degenerate race whose very humanity was an issue much in 
doubt. 

Certainly the most dramatic treatment of Mexican subjects to appear in 
the " Pilgrimes" was the partial reproduction of the Codex Mendoza, the 
first example of Mexican picture writing to be published in England. 43 It 
provided no important new information but it vividly illustrated various 
aspects of Mexican history and culture. The Codex depicted such mundane 
matters as parents instructing and disciplining their children but also 
represented various aspects of native warfare, including the disembodied 
heads of slain warriors. The human figures in the Codex were drawn in a 
primitive style and were distinguished by the almost formless faces, at 
once aloof and inscrutable. 44 

Purchas presented various other accounts of Mexican life including 
brief narratives by Cabeza de Vaca, Martin Perez, and Pedro Ord6ii.ez de 
Cevallos and longer excerpts from G6mara, Oviedo, and Las Casas. 45 The 
first group of reports, although minor, are interesting inasmuch as they 
reveal 16th-century Europeans vacillating in their assessments of the 
Mexicans and finally settling into a bewildered contempt. Although many 
English readers were already familiar with the major writers represented in 
the "Pilgrimes," their response to Las Casas deserves a further comment 
here. As we have seen Englishmen eagerly accepted his testimony 
regarding Spanish atrocities in the New World, largely because it 
confirmed their prejudices and suited their purposes . But the friar's equally 
adamant defense of the Mexicans and other Indians fell on deaf ears 
because it did neither. Purchas himself, although an admirer of Las Casas, 
was inclined to emphasize not Mexican virtues but their "Man-eatings, 
Sodomies, Idolatries and other vices." 

Within a span of three-quarters of a century, English translators, 
scholars, and propagandists had presented to their countrymen a 
substantial body of literature on Mexican subjects. The images that 
emerged from these works were not distinctively English but belonged to a 
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broader European tradition. In any case, they did little to enhance 
appreciation of the Mexicans, grounded as they were in distortion, fantasy, 
and simple confusion.46 As Europeans passed through Mexico, they 
carried ideological equipment which essentially precluded true 
understanding of the natives. The Aristotelian perspective of many 
Spanish writers, for example, required that the Mexicans exhibit 
recognizable systems of laws and social organization lest they be deemed 
savages. Their classical training also led a number of Spaniards to conclude 
that the stout aborigines were created for hard labor, which is to say to be 
slaves. English and Spanish writers alike were handicapped in their 
evaluations of Mexicans by the prevailing European fashion of travel 
reporting. Travelers and scholars had long insisted upon the exoticism and 
inherent inferiority of foreign societies, the rule of thumb being the more 
distant the people, the more striking these qualities. The benighted state of 
European ethnology in this period was exemplified by the enduring 
popularity of the "Travels" of Sir John Mandeville (which Hakluyt 
extracted in the first edition of the "Voyages" but judiciously omitted in 
the second), a preposterous chronicle of races of giants and headless 
people with eyes in their chests. Many of the Mexican narratives, with 
reports of strange beasts and natural wonders, bear traces of the 
Mandeville legacy. When European writers were not declaiming on the 
strangeness and barbarism of Mexico, they occupied themselves by trying 
to force the natives into conventional contexts of understanding and belief. 
Thus we see that the descriptions ·of the Chichimeca tribe manifest a 
strong resemblance to the wilder Mann of medieval thought. We note too 
the powerful influence of Biblical authority which maintained that all men, 
no matter how depraved, were receptive to Christianity; as a consequence, 
Europeans dutifully reported - sometimes against their better judgment 
- the Mexicans to be so. Unable to deal with the Mexicans on their own 

terms and surveying the Americas in a haze of ethnocentrism, European 
writers in effect "invented" a species compatible with their traditions of 
sa vagi sm. 47 

The evidence regarding early colonial images of the Mexicans is 
primarily inferential. As indicated earlier, the collections of Hakluyt and 
Purchas were well-known to many colonists, perhaps even a majority. 
Probably the same percentage was acquainted with Thomas Gage's The 
English-American, the first book-length treatment of America by an English 
eyewitness and a work which managed to excoriate simultaneously the 
Spanish conquerors, the Catholic missionaries, and the hapless aborigines 
of Mexico and Guatemala. Gage added nothing new to available 
knowledge about Mexico except his pervasive malice but his work was 
quite popular in England and the colonies nonetheless. 48 Las Casas was 
also known to many colonists while the works of other major Spanish 
historians, notably Acosta, were read by a few intellectuals. Two other 
considerations should be borne in mind here. As a group, the 
colonists- particularly the New Englanders- were unusually well
educated and alert to intellectual fashions in England and on the 
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Continent. Secondly, given their powerful hatred of Catholicism and 
Spain, they were unlikely to disregard completely so important an area of 
activity for their enemies. It seems reasonable to conclude, th~refor~, th~t 
the early settlers held images of the Mexicans such as were circulatmg m 
contemporary England. Unquestionably, these images were not so clear, 
widespread, or fixed as those of Catholics and Spaniards, b~t still they 
lived in the minds of the colonists and grew more vigorous as time passed. 

The first signs of active colonial interest in Mexico emerge near .the 
end of the 17th century in the papers of Samuel Sewall, a devout Puntan 
whose commercial interests were pushing him subtly towards secularism; 
not surprisingly, Sewall's interest in Mexico was partly religious, partly 
economic. His earliest mention of Mexico occurred in a telling diary entry 
for September 26, 1686. That day, Sewall had attended a sermon during 
which the preacher, a Mr. Lee, "said that all America shoul~ be 
converted, Mexico overcome, England sent over to convert the Natives, 
look you do it. "49 Sewall took the charge seriously, read Las Casas a~d 
Gage, and came to imagine that he had located ~he Ne":" J~rusalem m 
Mexico City. He listened to every report of revolt m Mexico m the hope 
that the aborigines would overthrow the Spaniards and thus leave the way 
clear for his intended pilgrimage. But such reports were invariably 
"shams"50 and Sewall decided to move matters along himself. In 1704, he 
urged Henry Newman to "set on foot the printing of the Spanish Bible in a 
fair Octavo· Ten Thousand Copies: and then you might attempt the 
Bombing of Santo Domingo, the Havana, Porto Rico, and Mexico it 
self. "51 Sewall's grandiose, if foredoomed, scheme apparently had the 
support of other New Englanders including -Cotton Mather, who set about 
learning Spanish when he too received word of revolution in Mexico. 52 

Sewall's recurrent disappointments never dissuaded him from his 
interest. He pounced · upon any tidbit of information about Mexico and 
wrote letters asking about such matters as the tides on the lake 
surrounding Mexico City. As a merchant, Sewall was dazzled by the 
reputed wealth of Mexico and the possibility of trade. He wrote of the 
"magnificence" of the capital city in which were found "1500 Coaches 
drawn with Mules." Sewall prayed long hours for Mexico and beseeched 
God to "open the Mexican Fountain. " 53 Clearly, his words carried a 
double meaning. After the banishment of the Spaniards, Sewall expected 
that indigenous regimes would be receptive not only to Protestantism but 
to English-American traders. 

Sewall's excited pursuit after news from Mexico suggests some of the 
difficulties any colonist interested in the subject would encounter. For the 
dearth of colonial writing on Mexico was not so much a function of 
indifference as of the sheer inaccessibility of such information. Although 
by 1700 colonists had established trade relations - mostly illegal - with 
various Spanish-American regions, 54 Mexico remained almost 
impenetrable. Spain regarded Mexico as the jewel of its colonial empire 
and guarded it assiduously against foreign economic exploitation - a task 
simplified by the concentration of shipping in the single port of 
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Veracruz- until the moment of independence in 1821. Furthermore, 
overland travel from the English colonies to Mexico was impracticable 
because of great distances, rugged terrain, and hostile Indians. When 
colonists managed to elude Spanish defenses, as they did in the early 18th 
century on log-cutting expeditions to Yucatan and later on trading sorties 
into Texas; their business was conducted quietly and quickly. 55 Such 
incursions were not likely to stimulate studious treatments of Mexican life. 
In any event, because their ventures were both illegal and profitable, 
traders were disinclined to publicize them for fear of Spanish reprisals and 
intensified competition. 

With the advent of local newspapers, word of contemporary Mexican 
affairs began to circulate more actively among the colonists. Mostly, it 
treated mundane issues and shed little light on the Mexicans themselves. 
Reports of native insurrection, widespread among Englishmen since the 
initial publication of Hakluyt's "Voyages," appeared occasionally, and if 
Sewall's and Mather's enthusiasm is any indication, were followed closely. 
The Boston News-Letter, the earliest established newspaper in the colonies, 
published this item in its second issue of April 24, 1704: "There was an 
Indian come from the Mainland of New Spain, complaining to the 
Governour of Jamaica, of bad usage they had met with from the Spainards 
[sic] and if His Excellency would send Forces, that the Indians would joyn 
them, and destroy the Spainards. " 56 Colonists read that the Jesuits, living 
up to their reputation for mischief, also fomented revolt. Other types of 
reports, generally of a commercial nature, appeared in colonial 
newspapers. The Boston News-Letter, which advocated the opening of trade 
with Mexico as early as 1704, published lists of Mexican exports and noted 
the exchange value of Mexican currency. Needless to say, the Mexican 
gold and silver mines aroused great curiosity among Anglo-Americans and 
colonial newspapers regularly noted the immense quantities of these 
minerals being loaded in Veracruz for shipment to Spain. Where there was 
Spanish treasure there also were English pirates ready to pounce. Colonial 
newspapers reported on such activity with thinly-disguised approval. 57 

• Although commercial news predominated, colonial newspapers 
provided other types of information about Mexico. They told of 
earthquakes and plagues in the country and changes in the governmental 
hierarchy. Around the middle of the 18th century, several newspapers 
carried articles speculating on the origins of the Mexicans. A piece in The 
New York Weekly Post-Boy argued that the Mexicans had descended from 
ancient Chinese or Japanese voyagers. 58 In 1740, The Boston News-Letter 
printed an article entitled "The CROWN of England's Title to America 
prior to that of Spain ... " which resurrected the Elizabethan legend of 
Madoc ap Owen, a Welsh prince who allegedly planted a settlement in 
Mexico in the 12th century. 59 The story was sheer fantasy but its 
publication in a major New England newspaper indicates the intensity with 
which the colonists sought to wrench away from the Spaniards a portion of 
Mexican and southern American riches.60 
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The significance of these newspaper accounts is three-fold. First, the 
willingness of newspapers to publish Mexican items, no matter how trivial, 
inaccurate, or fanciful, suggests a considerable curiosity among colonists 
about the country. Secondly, the nature of the reports reflects the abiding 
Anglo-American interest in the economic exploitation of Mexico. Figures 
such as Sewall and Mather may have been motivated to learn about 
Mexico primarily for religious reasons, but other settlers had a different 
priority; in any case, colonial concern for the salvation of the aborigines 
seems to have receded quickly. Finally, and most importantly, the 
information received by the colonists contained nothing to challenge 
traditional images of Mexico as established by Spanish and English writers 
in the Elizabethan and Jacobean ages. 

Actually, traditional images of Mexico underwent a period of 
revitalization after the mid-18th century. In 17 58, for example, The English
American by Thomas Gage re-emerged not once but twice. Samuel Nevill, a 
notorious imperialist and hispanophobe, serialized the work in his New 
American Magazine while James Parker issued the first American edition of 
Gage's diatribe. Both reproductions appeared under the title "The 
Traveller" and they not only stirred up sentiment against the Spaniards61 

but vivified colonial images of Mexican depravity. Colonists read of 
Montezuma's harem of one thousand concubines, and his menagerie of 
crocodiles and great snakes nourished on human flesh and blood. Gage 
described the superstition of Mexico City as the greatest in the world, 
exceeding even that of Rome. And, of course, there was mention of the 
aboriginal rites of human sacrifice. Gage told how Aztec priests concocted a 
paste out of seeds and children's blood to be used in their ceremonies. 
Colonists learned that around the Great Temple of Tenochtitlan were 
displayed the skulls of sacrificial victims, Gage estimating the total at 
136,000.62 Under Spanish rule, the Mexicans had improved not at all but
regressed, retaining many of their old vices and absorbing some fro,m the 
Spaniards as well. Gage argued that the professed conversion of the Indians 
was mere pretense to placate their masters. Away from Spanish eyes, the 
Mexicans practiced devil worship and witchcraft. 

Over the next generation, other conventional treatments of Mexican 
character and culture came into Anglo-American hands, notably The History 
of the Conquest of Mexico by Antonio de Solis who relied heavily on the 
accounts of Cortes and G6mara and t�us inevitably disparaged the Indians.63 
The travel collection of John Harris and Edmund Burke's Account of the 
European Settlements in America were .other representative works found on 
colonial booklists which treated the · Mexicans with varying degrees of 
antipathy. 64

· By all odds, the most important study of Mexico to reach English
Americans in the 18th century was William Robertson's History of America. 
This work, originally issued in London in 1777, remains with William 
Prescott's books the classic treatment of the Spanish Conquest in the 
English language. The "History" made an immediate impact in Britain and 
was soon transported to the United States where its influence was enormous. 
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Robertson gracefully recounted an historical episode which he regarded 
as one of the greatest of human adventures. He chronicled the exploits of 
the heroic Columbus, the ambitious Cortes , and the villainous Pizarro, all 
the while condemning what he perceived as the tragic flaw of Spanish 
character, an avarice so boundless that it compelled the conquerors to an 
unprecedented succession of outrages. Robertson allowed that the Conquest 
was effected for the most part by the dregs of Spanish society, an army of 
scoundrels all but banished from their homeland, and he warned about 
drawing unfair inferences about Spanish character from their actions. But 
Robertson's qualifications were unconvincing and the reported barbarism of 
the Conquerors spoke for itself. In any event, Robertson ' s low estimate of 
the American performance of the Spaniards was no surprise, coming as it did 
from a Scottish Presbyterian and a licensed minister at that. More 
interesting, and ultimately of greater importance, were Robertson's 
comments on the Mexican aborigines . 

Robertson moved to his assessment of the Mexicans from a broader 
consideration of the character of the New World aborigines. Writing in an 
age when the idea of the noble savage had gained wide currency, he 
vigorously rejected the concept. 65 He found nothing in his researches to 
conclude that the Americans were innocent and generous, a race that had 
luxuriated in a western paradise before the intrusion of the Spaniards. 
Instead, Robertson argued that their pre-Columbian way of life was less an 
example of dignified repose than a case of extraordinary indolence. A strict 
environmentalist influenced by Buffon and de Pauw, Robertson believed 
man was particularly affected by climate. All the great peoples and cultures, 
he noted, were found in the temperate zones; other factors being equal, the 
closer one lived to the equator, the less likely the possibility of human 
development. Thus, Robertson described the North American Indians as 
being "more robust, more active, more intelligent and more courageous" 
than those in the southern regions where the sultry climate had stifled the 
native molecules into a perpetual lethargy. 66 But such praise as he offered 
the northern aborigines was only relative; as a group, the Americans were 
brutal, treacherous, and cruel: in a word, "savages" without any mitigating 
adjectives. They were given to drunkenness and cannibalism and the only 
activity likely to shake them from their indolence was war. In sum, the 
Americans exhibited few of the traits that distinguish man from beastY 

Robertson's aborigines were not only defective morally and 
intellectually but physically. The Americans lacked robustness and sexual 
desire and were decimated by the ordinary diseases of the Old World. Here 
again, the Americans were victimized by the environment. Because of the 
constant heat, the Americans could not summon the energy to cultivate the 
land. This in turn caused the air to stagnate, the water to give off "putrid 
exhalations" and the land to be full of "noxious maladies." The climate of 
America was consequently "remarkably unhealthy" and the "principle of 
life" necessarily "less active and vigorous than in the ancient continent. " 68 

While Robertson characterized the Americans as altogether a bad lot, 
some were worse than others and the supreme villains, by any measure, 
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were the Mexicans. Unlike earlier writers such as Acosta, Robertson did not 
soften his denunciations with concessions to the cultural achievements of 
the Mexicans. He argued instead that their institutions "did not differ 
greatly from those of other inhabitants of America." They fought 
incessantly, were vengeful, and never learned to temper their rage, a certain 
sign of savagism. Robertson concluded that "we cannot but suspect their 
degree of civilization to have been very imperfect. "69 

What did distinguish the Mexicans was their sophisticated religious 
system which contrasted with the primitive rituals of other Indians. But it 
was sophisticated essentially in its capacity for a brutality and sordidness 
which shaped the very character of the Mexican natives: 

From the genius of the Mexican religion we may .. . form a most just conclusion 
with respect to its influence upon the character of the people . The aspect of 
superstition in Mexico was gloomy and atrocious . Its divinities were clothed 
with terror, and delighted in vengeance. They were exhibited to the people 
under detestable forms, which created horror. The figures of serpents, of 
tigers, and of other destructive animals, decorated their temples. Fear was the 
only principle that inspired their votaries . Fasts, mortifications, and penances, 
all rigid, and many of them excruciating to an extreme degree, were the means 
employed to appease the wrath of their gods, and the Mexicans never 
approached their altars without sprinkling them with blood drawn from their 
own bodies . But, of all offerings, human sacrifices were deemed the most 
acceptable. This religious belief mingling with the implacable spirit of 
vengeance, and adding new force to it, every captive taken in war was brought 
to the temple, was devoted as a victim to the deity , and sacrificed with rites no 
less solemn than cruel. The heart and head were the portion consecrated to 
the gods; the warrior by whose prowess the prisoner had been seized, carried 
off the body to feast upon it with his friends. Under the impression of ideas so 
dreary and terrible, and accustomed daily to scenes of bloodshed rendered 
awful by religion, the heart of man must harden and be steeled to every 
sentiment of humanity. The spirit of the Mexicans was accordingly unfeeling; 
and the genius of their religion so far counterbalanced the influence of policy 
and arts, that notwithstanding their progress in both, their manners, instead 
of softening, became more fierce. To what circumstances it was owing that 
superstition assumed such a dreadful form among the Mexicans, we have not 
sufficient knowledge of their history to determine . But its influence is visible, 
and produced an effect that is singular in the history of the human species. 
The manners of the people in the New World, who had made the greatest 
progress in the arts of policy , were, in several respects, the most ferocious, 
and the barbarity of some of their customs exceeded even those of the savage 
state. 70 

Later in his study, Robertson compares the other great civilization of the 
Americas, the Incan, to the Mexican. In nearly every respect the Incas are 
described as more civilized and more humane. Particularly in that notable 
American institution, the art of war, the Peruvians were less barbarous: 
"the wars in which the Incas engaged were carried on with a spirit very 
different from that of other American nations. They fought not, like 
savages, to destroy and exterminate; or, like the Mexicans, to glut blood-
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thirsty divinities with human sacrifices. They conquered in order to reclaim 
and civilize the vanquished, and to diffuse the knowledge of their own 
institutions and arts. "71 

Ultimately, Robertson presented an extremely gloomy assessment of 
the Mexicans, greatly underestimating their cultural achievements while 
exaggerating the uniqueness of their barbarism. 72 In his mind, the Mexicans 
stood as the fiercest and most detestable of the New World peoples, inferior 
culturally to the Incas and in qualities of character to the North American 
natives. 73 By also arguing that the Spaniards who were attracted to America 
were the most undesirable elements of their society, Robertson offered to 
his readers a Mexico populated by two extraordinary breeds of scoundrels 
already mixing their bloods. 74 In an era when revolutionary movements in 
Latin America were at last beginning to gather real support, Robertson's 
Mexico seemed an J.mlikely setting for the flourishing of humane, 
republican institutions. To those ·readers acquainted with traditional 
portraits of Mexican life, Robertson's depictions were all too familiar; his 
claims of oJ:>jectivity and originality notwithstanding, he essentially took old 
images and couched them in a variety of 18th-century scientism. 

The History of America had its critics of course, both in Europe and in 
America. Francisco Clavigero, another historian of Mexico but one with 
broad experience in the country, attacked Robertson for his biases and his 
imperfect use of available sources. 75 Thomas Jefferson, who disagreed not 
with his depictions of the southern aborigines but with his generalizations 
about the American environment, rebuked Robertson for his slavish 
reliance on Buffon and dePauw. Still, the "History" withstood such attacks 
and remained the most popular and influential study in its field until the 
publication of Prescott's Conquest of Mexico in 1843. It was serialized in 
numerous American journals and sold briskly in several editions, including 
a paperback. Prescott himself called Robertson "the illustrious historian of 
America" and prominent writers such as Joel Barlow, Washington Irving, 
and William Gilmore Simms came under Scot's influence. Indeed, 
Frederick Stimson wrote that for early American writers both historical and 
fictional, Robertson "seems to have been the chief source for all things 
pertaining to the Spanish in the New World. " 76 Confirming traditional 
prejudices and vague premonitions, The History of America found a broad 
readership in the young republic. 

The popularity of Robertson's "History" served to bring into play the 
final component necessary to form an ideological prism through which 
Americans would view contemporary Mexicans in the 19th century. As we 
have seen, anti -Catholicism and hispanophobia were clearly defined and 
pervasive in Anglo -American culture long before 1777; more than any 
previous event or literary work, The History of America helped to codify and 
disseminate anti-Mexican sentiment and raise it to a more nearly equal level 
of importance. These various antipathies eventually linked and merged as 
Americans came to recognize the phenomenon of cultural and racial fusion 
between Indian and Spaniard which had been proceeding since the 
Conquest. 
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When Americans began actually to encounter Mexicans in Texas, Santa 
Fe, and other Mexican territories after 1821, their initial responses were 
conditioned primarily by the traditions of hispanophobia and anti 
Catholicism. Many American travelers in Mexico called the natives 
"Spaniards" and assigned to them, almost reflexively, the familiar defects 
of the Black Legend. 77 Josiah Gregg, a trader on the Santa Fe Trail, observed 
that the New Mexicans "appear to have inherited much of the cruelty and 
intolerance of their ancestors and no small portion of their bigotry and 
fanaticism. " 78 Other travelers called the Mexicans "priest-ridden." Richard 
Henry Dana, a visitor to California, attributed Mexican indolence to their 
Catholicism which subordinated work to the celebration of an interminable 
series of religious holidays. The primacy of hispanophobia and anti
Catholicism in early American treatments of the Mexicans was partly the 
result of their sheer tenacity in the national consciousness but it was also a 
function of the traditional European belief that advanced cultures (which is 
to say their own) invariably overwhelmed primitive ones. Robertson lent 
support to this view when he contrasted the awesome hegemony of the 
Spaniards with the languid acquiescence of the Mexicans. 

About 1840, racialist thought emerged to focus attention on the 
"inherent" characteristics of the Mexicans rather than those acquired 
during their long subjugation to the Catholic Spaniards. Here again, we note 
a natural line of development and the force of traditional images. The core of 
Anglo-American notions about the Mexicans had always been an assumed 
depravity and certainly the racialists retained this idea. It is striking how 
closely their depictions of contemporary Mexicans resemble Robertson's 
portrayal of pre-Conquest aborigines: there is the same indolence, duplicity, 
melancholy, violence, and cruelty. I am not suggesting that racialists 
generally bore the direct influence of Robertson but that his views of the 
Mexicans represent a traditional mode of perceiving them that persisted into 
the mid-19th century with only slight modifications. To be sure, racialists 
discarded Robertson's environmentalism as an insufficient explanation of 
human differences just as he had rejected earlier concepts of savagism. But 
his fundamental assumptions about Mexican character, some of which are 
traceable to G6mara, endured. 

Of all racialist theories, the doctrine of miscegenation, which held that 
the progeny of racially-different parents inherited the worst qualities of 
each, had the greatest impact on American views of Mexicans. Racialists 
regarded mixed-breeds as impulsive, unstable, and prone to insanity. 79 The 
Mexicans, as the most conspicuous products of mass miscegenation, 
inevitably were assigned these qualities. Still, we recall that Gage had 
attributed part of the aborigines' decline to their intermarriage with the 
Spaniards and Robertson had noted that the Mexicans were given to sudden 
springs of violence. Moreover, in its emphasis on the vices of the Mexicans' 
progenitors, the doctrine of miscegenation led back to hispanophobia. Other 
19th-century responses to Mexicans reveal the same process: old images 
received new justifications and lived on. Some are with us still. 
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74. Robertson correctly identified the product of Spanish-Indian miscegenation as 
the mestizo. The term was not unknown to American readers. Miles Philips used it in 
his sixteenth-century narrative as did Thomas Gage in the next century. The 
phenomenon of miscegenation was to have a highly negative effect on American 
attitudes toward Mexico after" 1840. See my "The Mexican Image in American 
Travel Literature, 1831-1869," New Mexico Historical Review, 52 (January 1977): 
5-29 . 

75 . Clavigero's work, The History qf Mexico (1787) is far more balanced than 
Robertson's. Clavigero does not condone Mexican atrocities but juxtaposes them 
with the many humane and meditative aspects of Mexican life that Robertson 
ignores. Clavigero's book was also known in the United States but its influence was 
restricted to intellectual a:nd scholarly circles. 

76. See Stimson, "William Robertson's Influence on Early American Literature," 
Americas, 14 (1957), 37-43. Surprisingly, Robertson's influence on American 
attitudes toward Mexico has been all but overlooked by scholars. One exception is 
David J. Weber in his Foreigners in Their Native Land (Albuquerque: University of 
New Mexico Press, 1973), pp. 52-61, 68-69. 

77. As Harry Bernstein and Stanley Williams explain, there was a small group of 
scholars and intellectuals who sought to enhance appreciation of Spanish culture, to 
stimulate, as it were, "a white legend." But the movement was small and had no 
significant effect on popular attitudes in the period under consideration. 

78. Commerce ol the Prairies (1844~ reprinted, Norman: University of Oklahoma 
Press, 1954), p. 154. 

79. The legacy of the doctrine of miscegenation has persisted into the present 
century. In explaining the rash of Mexican rebellions in the Santa Anna era, the 
respected historian Wilfrid Callcott wrote: "For one thing, the Mexican was a new 
ethnic combination and as such had not become standardized as a product either 
physically or mentally. No plant or animal breeder will risk his cash or reputation by 
guaranteeing standard results as to types, color or characteristics of plants or animals 
secured from a new blend . The more emotional and less stable new racial blend , the 
new Mestizo, had vague longings for equality and justice, but as a class lacked the 
stamina and courage of his own convictions. He would start out boldly, but, at the 
first reverse, his old fear of the 'master' would return, and panic-stricken, he would 
give up the contest." See Santa Anna (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press , 
1936), p. 116 . In American fiction there are numerous Mexican characters who, 
suddenly and inexplicably, go temporarily crazy. One thinks, for example, of 
"Spanish Johnny" in Willa Cather's The Song q{the Lark and Danny in Steinbeck's 
Tortilla Flat. 
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