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Abstract

This article examines one of the major themes of central Mexican native history—the
Aztlan migrations—and attempts to establish its historical validity. Two independent
sets of historical accounts are analyzed, revealing considerable consistency and
agreement. First, narrative accounts of Prehispanic history concur in the relative arri-
val order of three major contingents of Nahuatl speaking immigrants: an early Basin
or Mexico contingent, followed by one settling the surrounding valleys, and finally
the Mexica. Second, arrival dates from diverse local histories throughout the high-
lands corroborate this tripartite ordering and provide calendar dates for the arrival of
the Aztlan migrants. The resulting historical reconstruction is supported by current
work in Mesoamerican historical linguistics and by available archaeological data.

The various Nahuatl speaking peoples of central Mexico encountered by
Cortes in 1519 traced their ancestry to one or both of two semi-mythical places
in northern Mexico. According to written and oral native histories, their ances-
tors had migrated south from either Aztlan or Chicomoztoc several centuries
before the Spanish conquest. Although the bulk of the extant information on
these migrations pertains to the Mexica, the politically and economically domi-
nant group in 1519, the Mexica in fact represent only the last of a series of
migrating peoples said to have settled in the Basin of Mexico and adjacent val-
leys. In the sixteenth century, the inclusion of these various groups in lists of
migrants from Aztlan and/or Chicomoztoc served to reinforce and validate
their ethnic identities (Davies 1980:85f). Although it is often the case that such
accounts of “tribal” or “ethnic” origins belong more to the realm of mythology
than history (see for example Brown 1973), there are two strong a priori reasons
for attributing a large measure of historical validity to the Aztlan chronicles.
First, central Mexican native history is notable for its attention to chronology
and record-keeping (Nicholson 1955, 1971), and the migration accounts are
presented in the historical as opposed to the ritual or patently mythological
portions of indigenous accounts. Second, Mesoamerican historical linguistics
has established that the Nahuatl language is not native to central Mexico, but
was carried south from a north Mexican hearth in the final centuries of the
Prehispanic era. Since the Aztlan migrants were Nahuatl speaking, an associa-
tion between the historical and linguistic movements is likely. Given the general
historical plausability of the Aztlan migrations, this article attempts to deter-
mine: (1) how reliable are the native sources on the migrations? (2) who were the
migrating groups? (3) when did they arrive in central Mexico?

Mesoamerica is the only area of the New World in which indigenous cultures
developed written historical records prior to the arrival of Europeans. Within
Prehispanic Mesoamerica, four independent traditions of written history
evolved—the Maya, Zapotec, Mixtec and Nahuatl traditions (Marcus 1976).
The Nahuatl written histories of central Mexico are the best documented and
most understood corpus of the four, due to the efforts of Spanish and native
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chroniclers in the early decades of the Colonial period. The economic and social
center of New Spain—the Basin of Mexico—coincided with the economic and
social center of prior Nahuatl culture, and it is not surprising that a relatively
large effort was devoted to documenting native history in that area.

Nahuatl history was transmitted both orally and pictorially. While there
appears to have been both oral history without a written component (Nicholson
1971:52ff) and self-contained written texts without accompanying oral narrative
(Calnek 1978:242ff), the most common method of transmission combined both
media. The primary written documents, called “continuous year count annals”
by Nicholson, contain an unbroken sequence of years following the Mesoameri-
can 52-year calendar. Year glyphs (1 Tochtli, 2 Acatl, 3 Tecpatl and so on—see
Caso 1967) are generally arranged in a line along one side of the screen-fold
page. Pictorial glyphs and scenes, which include pictographic, ideographic and
phonetic elements, indicate events that happened in particular years and served
as points of departure for oral narrative regarding the events portrayed. The
purpose of these annals was to record the occurrence of events significant to the
ruling dynasties of the city-states. They tend to focus on ethnic origins and later
dynastic history—accessions and deaths of rulers, wars, alliances—with other
kinds of information (like famines or migrations) occasionally included. Such
histories were recorded and kept by most if not all of the indigenous city-states
of central Mexico at the time of the Spanish conquest (Nicholson 1971; 1978).

Although no undisputed Prehispanic examples of these texts survive, many
were painted early in the Colonial period, either copies of Prehispanic texts or
new texts written with the same style and conventions. Some of these survive
today (see Nicholson 1971:45-49 for a discussion of the major examples), but
most of our knowledge of the Nahuatl histories comes from what Nicholson
(p.48) calls “textual histories.” These are descriptions and transcriptions of
native chronicles (both written and oral) recorded in Spanish and Nahuatl in the
sixteenth century. Because the Spanish (and sometimes indigenous) compilers of
these textual histories did not always understand the nature and conventions of
native history, and because most of the original sources of the Colonial period
compilations are now lost, there are a number of obstacles to the use of these
chronicles for historical reconstruction. The major problems are dealt with in
the appropriate sections below, but it may be observed here that the most
important methodological tool for overcoming them is that of textual compari-
sons. Treatments of Nahuatl native history cannot rely upon one or two sources,
but must use as many of the relevant texts as possible; historical reconstruction
can only be trusted when considerable agreement is established among inde-
pendent sources.

The subtitle of this article—*“myth or history”—should not be interpreted as
implying a rigid classification of the oral and written accounts into historical
(accurate) and mythological (false or inaccurate) categories. Many myths con-
tain accurate or reasonable statements about past events, while all historial
sources, both primary and secondary, originate in a given cultural milieu and
are influenced by cultural practices and beliefs. Because of this, it can be said
that all historical accounts, whether Aztec, European, Chinese or Fijian, are to
some extent “myths” (see Sahlins 1983). Nevertheless, historical traditions vary
widely in the accuracy with which concrete events like wars, migrations and
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coronations are depicted in terms of chronology and the identification of per-
sons, groups, places and the like. The extent of such “historical accuracy” in a
given case is an empirical issue which may be determined by the historical
method—source criticism, comparison of independent accounts, and external
verification. The goal of this article is therefore not to classify the Nahuatl
migration chronicles as true or false, but rather to explore the extent to which
they preserve valid, verifiable historical information.

Postclassic Migrations In Central Mexico
Historicity of the Migrations

The arrival in central Mexico of waves of immigrants from a northern direc-
tion is one of the major topics covered in the Nahuatl native histories. Because
of the manifestly mythological nature of at least some elements of these
accounts (see Nicholson 1971:66) and the fact that the very existence of the
migrations has been questioned (e.g. Price 1980), some words should be said at
the outset concerning the historical reliability of the migration chronicles. Mod-
ern scholarly judgments of their historicity range from the liberal view of Car-
rasco (1950, 1971), who appears to accept most of the accounts at face value as
historically accurate, to the conservative position of Nicholson (1971:66), who is
“skeptical of the historicity of these migration accounts.” While Nicholson does
accept the occurrence of Nahuatl migrations in the Postclassic period, he
initially assigned them to a stage before “genuinely historical” accounts begin
(1971:47). An intermediate position is taken by Kirchoff (1948) and Davies
(1980), who follow the sources and accept the existence of a number of waves of
immigrants and attempt to relate these events to the sociopolitical dynamics of
Postclassic central Mexico, without necessarily accepting as historical fact all of
the details of the accounts. This perspective, also espoused by Gibson
(1964:9,21) and Nicholson in a later article (1978), is taken here. Price’s (1980)
contention that the “Aztecs” (Mexica) were native to the Basin of Mexico and
that the migrations did not take place at all is based upon a highly selective
reading of a small number of native historical accounts in English translation,
and upon a very idiosyncratic and unsupported interpretation of Mesoamerican
linguistics (e.g. that Nahuatl has a time depth of several millenia in the Basin of
Mexico). Her dismissal of the entire corpus of Nahuatl indigenous history
because of its manipulation by the Mexica for political ends is quite extreme
and counter-productive.

Price nevertheless does point out an important issue concerning the interpre-
tation of these accounts as historically accurate. The migrations played a signifi-
cantly ideological role in later Mexica political cosmology (Davies 1980:85f),
and therefore may have been consciously manipulated by the Mexica nobility.
Umberger (1981) suggests that because these and other native historical chroni-
cles were used by the Mexica to justify their rule through an elaborate state
cosmology, they should not be interpreted as historically valid texts. Two argu-
ments may be advanced against such a notion. First, on a general level, Vansina
(1965:49ff) shows that “official traditions,” or accounts whose “function is to
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justify the existing political structure” (1965:51) are still valid as sources of his-
torical information. The Nahuatl histories, although transmitted orally (see Cal-
nek 1978), relied upon pictorial devices to delineate the passage of years and the
nature of the major events included; thus their reliability as “historical” sources
is considerably greater than the purely oral traditions analyzed by Vansina
(1965). Nicholson (1971:64-69) discusses this issue of “propagandistic bias” and
its effects on historical accuracy in some detail. Second, on a specific level, not
all of the sources utilized in the present analysis of the composition of the
migrant groups are Mexica in origin, while only a few of the sources relied on
for dating the migrations derive from Mexica state traditions. Even accepting
the biased nature of many of the native historical sources, the method of textual
comparison (Vansina 1965:121-139) can compensate for this (see Davies 1973a,
1973b, 1977, 1980 for examples). Significantly, none of the authors denying the
historical validity of the native chronicles (e.g. Price 1980; Umberger 1981) cite
more than a very few sources in their discussions.

The Two Migration Themes

The native historical treatments of Postclassic migrating populations may be
divided into two themes. The first, which I call the Chichimec migration theme,
refers to the central Mexican immigrant peoples as Chichimeca, Tolteca, or
derivations of these terms (e.g. Teochichimeca or Tolteca-Chichimeca). “Chi-
chimec” and “Toltect” are general terms which are usually not associated with
any particular ethnic or linguistic group. The former refers primarily to non-
sedentary hunting populations living to the north of central Mexico, although it
may also designate simple farming groups in the north. In the context of the
migration accounts, however, the term is extended to cover central Mexican
immigrant populations whose ancestors had been either hunters or northern
farmers—that is, descendents of “true” Chichimeca (Kirchoff 1948:83). The term
Toltec, on the other hand, designates on a general level the “civilized” element in
central Mexican culture—city-dwelling agricultural populations with a long his-
tory of sedentary life. It also refers more specifically to the residents of Tollan,
the Toltec capital (see Davies 1977:55; 1980:3-22; Kirchoff 1948).

These two concepts—Chichimec and Toltec—were important components of
ethnic identity in sixteenth-century central Mexico. The Toltec element empha-
sized a continuity of sophisticated urban culture and at the same time provided
a sense of political legitimacy to those polities who could trace their lineages to
the Toltec kings (Davies 1973a:22ff). In contrast, Davies describes the Chi-
chimec element of ethnicity as follows:

The claim to rustic—or ‘Chichimec’—ancestors lent color to tales of tribal origins and
satisfied a Mesoamerican yearning for a pedigree that spelled progress from rags to
riches. . .the ‘rags to riches’ legend almost amounted to a status symbol. (Davies
1980:85,86)

Both of these terms are used in the historical accounts to describe various
migrating groups, although the term Chichimec is far more common.

The second major theme in the accounts may be termed the Aztlan migration
theme, and it concerns specifically named ethnic groups who migrated to central



