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RESUME

Cet article se propose d’examiner jusqu'a quel point les
conditions de vie d'une culture frontiére se prétent a I'émer-
gence d'un nouveau type de culture et de personalité nettement
reconnaissables. Deux situations historico-culturelles sont ici
analysées: la Nouvelle Espagne (Mexico), dans les années
qui suivirent la guerre espagnole, et la Grece homérique, sous
type de culture mycéenne.

L'Ethique d'une culture frontiére peut étre envisagée, en
grande partie comme un ajustement fonctionnel & certaines
situations ou facteurs rencontrés dans tous les millieux fron-
tieres. Ainsi 1'éthique de frontiére est largement indépendante
des antécédents historico-culturels. Par conséquent, les ajuste-
ments ainsi fait par les groupes intrus, comportent une certaine
discontinuité avec la culture-mére. Une fois établies, les
conditions de culture-frontiére ont tendance a se perpétuer
d’elles-mémes, méme en l'absence des facteurs qui ont contribué
a leur développement.

“The Achaean adventurers in the East were not men with a mission:
they were men with a quest. But — in this, like the Spanish conquis~
tadores — they were at the same time men of high courage and enterprise,
emissaries of a society in which the ultimate allegiance was owed to
the fighting-man’s stern code of honour.” (Page 1959:111)

In the opening stanzas of a long narrative poem on the City
of Mexico (Grandeza Mexicana, published 1604) the criollo poet
Bernardo de Balbuena draws an analogy between the distant past
and the events of the preceding century. Essentially, his argu-
ment is that the deeds of the conquistadores are worthy of
comparison with the epic traditions of antiquity. Cortés is
unabashedly likened to Achilles — “that new Achilles, model of
gallant deeds” — while the history of Tenochtitlan ('‘another
Troy”) is seen as fit material for the ministrations of a Homer

(Balbuena 1946:28-29).

* A form of this paper was read at the 1962 Chicago meetings of the
American Anthropological Association.
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The poet is allowed a margin of licence seldom extended to
anthropologists. We believe, though, that in his comparisons
Balbuena may not have been so far off the mark. A number of
features of early Greek society appear to parallel to a remarkable
degree elements present in early Conquest America. Especially
sharp, or so it seems to us, are the modalities in common between
early Greek society as described in the Homeric epics, in
particular the Iliad, and the society of early Conquest New Spain
as it comes to us from the Spanish relaciones.?!

If in fact the societies manifest shared elements, the question
that presents itself is why the commonality; is it simply indicative
of a fortuitous duplication of superficialities, or are the similarities
a product of shared underlying parallels of form, fuction, and
sequence? In this paper we shall endeavor to present the evidence
for common factors and explain, in so far as it is possible for us
to do so, the relevant sequential and structural-functional compo-
nents common to both societies.

1 It is incumbent upon the author of a paper dealing with Homeric
materjals to define what he regards as the proper place of these writings
in a scheme of Mycenzan history. Clearly, the works which we attribute
to Homer are not historic records in the usual sense of the term, but rather
a remembrance of things past long conserved in the amber of oral literature
and first recorded for posterity at a remove of almost half a millenia.

As with all timber from which history is built, their utility depends upon
the degree to which they mirror reality. The problem is that reality can
be multi-faceted. While certain details in the epics are obviously anachronistic,
this does not rule out the possibility that the attitude and behavior of the
actors may be an essentially faithful record of one form of Mpycenzan
experience.

It can be argued that the archaeological and linguistic breakthroughs of
recent decades (Ventris and Chadwick 1956; Bennett 1952, etc.) give us an
insight into an organized, literate, and sophisticated Mycenaean culture that
correlates none too well with the freebooting adventures of Homeric heroes.
Page is correct in writing that:

The lliad and the Odyssey have no notion of a society of this type,
an autocratic bureaucratic government, pervasive and penetrating, assess-
iré%gagldadistributing, measuring and counting and recording. (Page:
1959:81

The argument is valid enough if the abstractions drawn from Homer are
assumed applicable to overall Mycenaean culture. But this is not our con-
tention. The premise we operate on is that the epics reflect a partial or sub-
typical component of Mycenaean life. Furthermore, the archaeological record
is far from totally at variance with Homeric tradition. The final phase
of Mycenaean culture, Late Helladic IIIB, was apparently a period of tur-
moil and disruption; the last episode of a protracted time of troubles in
the Eastern Mediterranean. The evidence indicates that the Mycenaeans were
first a conquest people and later became in their turn the objects of aggression.
In this context the Trojan War, traditionally dated at 1184 and cross-tying
with Blegen's Troy VIla (Page 1959: 73, 79) could well be the last military
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In a letter to his sovereign Charles V, Hernan Cortés
observes how, at an especially low point in the Mexican
campaign, he rallied the spirits of his men by reminding them
that those who took part in the Conquest would “acquire an
honor greater than that won by any previous generation” (Picén-
Salas 1948:48). At a remove of many thousands of miles and
uncounted generations in the past, another soldier, the Homeric
hero Achilles, asks why he should fight under the leadership of
Agamemnon

..since there is no gratitude given for fighting incessantly forever
against your enemies. Fate is the same for the man who holds back,
the same if he fights hard. We are all held in single honour, the brave
with the weaklings.2 (IX:316-19)

An emotion, a sentence in a letter, do not necessarily signify
more than an individual reaction or the personal assessment of
the writer. In this instance, though, we take them to be ex-

venture of the Mycenaean princelings prior to their own quietus at the
hands of the Dorians.

As a chronicle of a miliatry expedition, the Iliad would hardly concern
itself with the high culture activities of the homeland. To draw a parallel,
it is hard to adduce much about the organization of the Spanish state or the
brillant Burgundian court of Charles V from the Conquest relaciones. Also,
one may doubt whether the tight organization and control inferable from
such documents as the Pylos tablets could operate in a setting outside the
confines of the Mycenaean states.

The impression that the Homeric data reflects the sub-cultural activities
of groups beyond the homeland borders is supported by substantial internal
evidence. The Achaeans constantly speak of themselves as intruders, ship-
borne invaders in a foreign land. Ajax makes use of this situation in his
great rallying speech:

“We have no city built strong with towers lying near us, within which
we could defend ourselves and hold off this host that matches us. We hold
position in this plain of the close amoured Trojans, bent back against the sea,
and far from the land of our fathers.”

Viewed in this light — and taking into consideration the special conditions
of transmission — the Iliad appears less in contradiction with the evidence
from Mycenae and the tablets from the record room of Pylos. As a sub-
cultural variant of Mycenaean civilization, we have taken the liberty of
referring to the epic material as “Homeric” rather than “Mycenaean”. Our
own opinions are fully summed up in Whitman's appraisal:

“For all its conflactions, confusions and montages, epic has given us a
picture of reality, corroborated, rather than denied, by increasing historical
knowledge. Above all, however, it has given us a picture of Mycenaean
reality which the Mycenaeans themselves wished to have transmitted to
posterity — “a subject of songs for generations to come.” (Whitman 1958:45)"

2 In view of the many translations available, references to the Iliad
are given in terms of book and line. The translation used is that of Richmond
Lattimore (see Bibliography).
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pressions typical of the groups from which they are drawn;
representative of a common ethos, which in part at least must
be understood as a consequence of broadly similar social environ-~
ments which place great stress on the acquisition of individual
status. In one instance, Cortés promises his followers the reward
of public esteem; in the other example, Achilles complains that
for the valiant such esteem is not forthcoming.

I hope to show that these attitudes are typical for individuals
in the setting of “frontier culture”.® In the sense used here, the
term has both spatial-environmental and social connotations.
Frontier societies evolve as the consequence of penetration by
selected individuals into areas outside the orbit of their parent
cultures. The basic dichotomy is between areas of long established
residence and the new environment of the frontier.

The frontier is more than a cultural boundary. It is a sphere
of dynamic expansion rather than static adjustment, and typically
it is a transitory phenomenon — although it leaves a residue —
peculiar to the early phases of penetration. Nor do all expan-
sionist movements manifest a frontier phase. Where expansion
is carried out less by individual initiative than under the aegis of
directing governmental and communal agencies — in other words
where the institutions of a parent culture set the ground rules and
supervise the manner of expansion — fromntier cultures are either
missing or attenuated.*

3 The concept of frontier culture as a distinctive socio-cultural sub-type
owes much to the genius of Frederick Jackson Turner (Turner 1920; for com-
plete Turner bibliography see Smith 1957, footnote 2). In the Turner thesis, the
frontier is examined as an essentially United States phenomenon, cradle of
democracy and homeland of egalitarian institutions. We are more concerned,
though, with the frontier as a phase in cultural process. In particular, our
interest centers on the relationship between frontier milieus and personality
structure. The underlying assumption is that the frontier acts as a selective
factor in the recruitment of individuals from the overall personality spectrum
present in homeland cultures. To the extent that the frontier represents some
form of constant, features of frontier personality will tend to show a degree of
congruence regardless of the temporal-spatial coordinates of the frontier in
question. To our knowledge, the Belgian historian Pirenne (n.d.:69-78) was
one of the first to draw attention to such cross cultural regularities in frontier
life. For a more recent classification of frontiers see Webb 1952: 7ff

4 Canada, for instance, experienced little in the way of a true frontier
phase. With few exceptions, expansion seldom carried colonists beyond the
pale of colonial control. In a different context, Owen Lattimore (1940:241)
has noted that in imperial China and other Old World Empires expansion
followed political and military control rather than preceded it.
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While frontier regions vary in physical environment and the
levels of socio-cultural integration of resident and intrusive
populations at the time of contact, the frontier nevertheless calls
for a restricted range of adjustments. Organizationally, frontier
life tends to foster individualistic rather than communal solutions
and a dependence on personal readiness to defend one’s interest
rather than on due process and systems designed for cooperation
and protection.

Institutions organized to adjudicate and sanction within the
framework of a tightly knit community cease to be functional in
frontier areas. For one thing, social control is hampered by the
fluidity and lack of precedence of frontier life. Also, it is seldom
possible to duplicate the complex structures which more evolved
societies develop to eliminate frictions and maintain predictability
in interpersonal relations.

Stripped of the support which society usually provides for
its more compliant and law-abiding members, the frontiersman
must be ready to call upon his own resources and gauge every
situation in terms of how it affects him as an autonomous entity.
A number of related features of the frontier ethos are under-
standable in terms of this situation. The frontier acts as a great
leveler. Men, and the frontier is very much a masculine domain,
are judged in terms of achievement and their capacity to maintain
autonomy. This is not to say that the frontier is synonymous
with egalitarianism, but rather that status is a concomitant of
success and not of previous condition of ascription.

Yet for all its fluidity, the frontier is not without certain
norms and ideals. Success and enterprise, bravery and com-
petence, are all respected as virtues that lead to praise on the
part of one's peers. These honors are hard won and must be
constantly defended. In situations where reputations are quickly
made, and sometimes just as quickly lost, there is little room for
the refinements of understatement or the charity of modesty; the
future is too hazardous not to demand immediate payment,
conversely, denial of honor due is the supreme insult.

Werner Jaeger, in his classic study of the ideals of Greek
culture, writes that the Homeric heroes
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..have all an insatiable thirst for honour, a thirst which is itself
a moral quality of individual heroes. It is natural for the great hero...
to demand higher and higher honour. When the Homeric man does
a great deed, he never hesitates to claim the honour which is its fit
reward. (Jaeger 1948:9)

In the Iliad one soon becomes conscious of the care taken in
apportioning proper worth. This is apparent in regard not only
to primary characters, but also in such details as the careful
filiation of subordinate figures; the long tally of ships and those
who sailed in them; and even the special mention given to the
bravest horses.

But such punctiliousness is but one side of the picture, for
while the dictates of interpersonal relations demand that supreme
courtesy be exercised at all times, conventions of speech and
lauditory titles fail to mask an atmosphere of conflict and
competition. The characters of Homer are thus engaged in dual
contests: one that pits Achaean against Trojan, another that
matches man against man. One may question which of the two
conflicts is the more significant. In truth, the condition of war
at times seems little more than a convenient backdrop for the
display of personal prowess.

That the values of individual competition are deep-seated
ones may be inferred from the advice which in at least two
instances sons attribute to the teaching of their fathers: “to be
always among the bravest and hold my head above others”
(VI: 208) and “to be always best in battle and pre-eminent
beyond all others” (XI: 783).

This goal of pre-eminence, though, permits of only one
culturally respectable solution: death. In the words of Odysseus,
“Zeus has appointed the accomplishing of wars from our youth
even into our old age until we are dead, each of us” (XIV:
85-87). To Auden’s observation that the hero “cannot choose
his profession’ (1952:20) we might add with equal validity that
neither can he escape his fate. But if death is the price that must
sooner or later be paid, it nevertheless comes as a consequence of
the system; a last move in the game that at one and the same
time removes the player from a further need to participate and
rewards him with the knowledge that his end has not been in
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vain. It is therefore wrong to see death as failure, punishment,
or final negation. If anything, as Hector points out in his
challenge to the Acheans, it is a form of immortality:

And some day one of the men to come will say, as he sees it,
one who in his beached ship sails on the wine-red water: “This is the
mound of a man who died long ago in battle, who was one of the
bravest, and glorious Hektor killed him.”! (VII:87-91)

In another passage, Achilles foresees his own end in terms of a
life~-death choice:

I carry two sorts of destiny towards the day of my death. Either,
if I stay here and fight beside the city of the Trojans, my return home
is gone, but my glory shall be everlasting; but if I return home to
the beloved land of my fathers, the excellence of my glory is gone,
but there will be a long life left for me, and my end in death will
not come to me quickly. (IX:411-16)

Not all personages in the Iliad are willing to opt for a
glorious death. Agamemnon, for instance, pleads that “There is
no shame in running, even by night, from disaster” (XIV: 80-1).
But he is hardly painted as a heroic figure. It is he who pleads
psychic intervention to account for unbecoming conduct (“...yet I
am not responsible but Zeus is, and Destiny, and Erinys...”
(XIX: 86-7) and Odysseus is not slow to take him to task for
this other error in judgement: “Son of Atreus, what sort of word
escaped your teeth's barrier? Ruinous! I wish you directed

some other unworthy army, and were not lord over us...” (XIV:
83-5)

These passages are most enlightening, not only in terms of
Agamemnon’s character, but also for what they infer about
power relations in the Iliad. Agamemnon is not simply a non-
heroic figure. At the manifest level he represents authority —
“o leader of the people” is the address used by Odysseus a few
lines after his rebuke (XIV: 102) — primus inter pares, if not
supreme chief, of the Achaean host. But as Whitman points out,
Homer makes Agamemnon a

..magnificently dressed incompetence, without spirit of spiritual
concern; his dignity is marred with pretension; his munificence by
greed; and his prowess by savagery which is a product of a deep
uncertainty and fear. (Whitman 1958:163)
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Not that Agamemnon is a sham, a figure of fun or a
caricature of overbearing and ineffective authority. The charac-
terization is much more subtle. The lord of Mycenae is obviously
out of his element. Lacking the character to inspire confidence,
he must depend on the attributes of kingship, his titles, the
prestige of his house, and the command of the largest Achaean
contingent. These, though, are a poor substitute for arete.
Having crossed the sea, he must perforce match himself on a
footing of relative equality with the lords of other Achaean lands.
In short, Agamemnon is portrayed as a weak man playing a
strong role, an object lesson that in men lacking fibre, dignities
travel poorly.

The need for public esteem, the never-ending search for
glory, are just as much a feature of the Spaniards who first
penetrated the confines of the New World as they are of the
people who inhabit the pages of Homer. Describing the characters
portrayed in Bernal Diaz's relacién of the discovery and conquest
of Mexico, the historian Fernando Benitez observes that:

They love glory, money and bravery, but at the same time are
greedy, given to women, and, when the time comes to receive recom-
pense for their actions, they are capable of employing half a century
writing memoirs on the services which they rendered the Crown.
(Benitez 1962:146)

Here too, there is the same ambition; the same rejection of
institutionalized authority, that allows another commentator to
speak of them as

...tremendously free from restaints, like those frantic heroes hunger-
ing after action which the literature of decadence of the turn of the
century made fashionable, robust examples of a humanity which boasts

of its prowess and appears to have discarded the norms of society.
(Picon-Salas 1958:3)

Fortunately, our understanding of the men of the Conquest
is not dependent on the same type of induction that necessarily
must be used in any attempt to extract meaningful cultural
categories from the Iliad. We know, for instance, that the idea
of fame — the supreme importance given to deeds of honor —
is old in Spain. The literature of the Spanish Middle Ages is
replete with epic tales, and not a few of these (Libro de Apolonio,
Leomarte, Amadis, etc.) concern themselves with classical themes.
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To some degree, as was true in other lands (Burckhardt
1958 (1): 151 ff), the Medieval Spanish knight and his Renais-
sance successor consciously modeled themselves on epic character.
We thus find that in El Victorial the defenders of Carmora are
described as “as good and worthy of fame as were the Trojans
in the defence of Troy” (Lida de Malkiel 1952:234).

But while ideals of chivalry and the works that gave them
currency were common enough throughout Medieval and Renais-
sance Europe, one may nevertheless recognize subtle differences
that place the Spanish genre in a class by itself. Of all the
regions of Western Europe, Spain and Portugal alone experienced
a long frontier phase in the form of the reconquista. It is in the
context of this event that much of the literature of the period
must be understood. There is a goodness of fit to the Spanish
epics that is quite missing from those of other areas. Certainly,
Huizinga's assessment of chivalry in the waning years of the
Middle Ages is not applicable to Spain:

In spite of the care taken by all hands to keep the illusion of
chivalry, reality perpetually gives a lie to it, and obliges it to take
refuge in the domains of literature and conversation. (Huizinga 1956:101)

The conventional language, the literary framework, of
Spanish forms is not unlike that current in France, England, or
Italy. But we notice that for the most part the protagonists are
Castilians, who — while they may be likened to the heroes of
old — are important for deeds performed on the Moorish frontier.
It is hardly without significance that the most famous Spanish
romance of chivalry, El cantar de mio Cid, does not concern
itself with a character of legend, some Roland or semi-mythical
Alexander, but with a historic knight (history embellished, of
course) of the reconquista. The same trend is apparent in EI
Victorial of Gutierre Diez de Games. In this composition the
current list of the Nine Worthies is given contemporary relevance
by substituting the three heroes of the reconquista (Fernan
Gonzalez, El Cid, Fernando III) for the three pagan incumbents.

Given the background of the reconquista, the Conquest of
Mexico — in fact the whole sequence of events from the acqui-
sition of the West Indies to the incorporation of the Philippines
— takes on all the features of a second act played overseas.
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The colonist-conquerors of Mexico represent the first
generation for Castilians to come of age in the period following
the long Moorish wars. Born too late, or in some instances not
fortunate enough, to share in the distribution of honors and land
from Peninsular conquests, many such men made their way first
to the Antilles, and from there joined expeditions aimed at
mainland territories. As had to some extent been true of the
reconquista, these operations were for the most part ventures of
private initiative to which the Crown (and then not always)
contributed little more than an air of legality.

If the conquistadores took as their models the heroes of the
reconquista and the figures of chivalric folklore, they did so not
so much because of lineage, but rather through lack of it. One
of the fictions that dies hardest (about as pervasive as the one
that attributes the settlement of Virginia to pure Cavalier stock)
would make the Conquest of Mexico an essentially aristocratic
enterprise. Yet, for the most part, those who sailed to the Indies
were not noble by birth, but hoped instead to achieve nobility in
the field. Martin, writing of the men who followed Cortés
observes that while

..some declared themselves hidalgos, all were soldiers who re-
membered the heroic ideals personified in Aamdis of Gaul and never
lost their intent to carry out great deeds, not only for personal gain,
but also to achieve the honor distinctive of Spanish knighthood.
(Martin 1953:3)

Bernal Diaz, in his chapter (CCVII) on the merits of the
true conquistadores concedes that while “in this world not all
men are born equal’, yet honor may be achieved as well as
inherited:

..if we examine the writings of old and what they speak of.. in
those days kings elevated many knights to high position, both in Spain
and in other lands, for services in war and other acts.. (Diaz 1934
(1) :288)

And the writer quite clearly considers the winning of New Spain
as worthy an act as ever was performed by Medieval chivalry:

I have brought this back to memory in order that our many good
and notable services to the lord our King and to all Christianity be
recognized, and that the balance show, all in its true quantity and
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measure, that we are worthy and meritorious of being compared to
those knights I have spoken of... (Dias 1934 (II):289)

This imitatio helps to account for much of the Quixotic
flavor of the Conquest. It is not that the motivation of tangible
gain — gold, slaves, land — played a subordinate role, but
rather that it was alloyed with an equally pungent quest for
fame and adventure. It is hard to understand otherwise how
men might set out to discover Fountains of Eternal Youth or
mount expeditions to California “an island... very close to the
side of the Terrestrial Paradise” whose inhabitants, the Amazons,
were equipped with arms “all of gold, and so was the harness
of the wild beasts which they tamed to ride; for in the whole
island there is no metal but gold” (Sergas de Esplandian, quoted
by Bolton 1921:105). Even Cortés, less given to phantasy than
many of his contemporaries, instructed his relative Franscisco
Cortés to press on with the conquest of the Pacific.

..because I am informed that down the coast... there are many
provinces thickly inhabited by people and containing, it is believed,
great riches, and that in these parts of it there is one which is in~
habited by women, with no men, who procreate in the way which
the ancient histories ascribe to the Amazons.. (Quoted by Bolton
1952:3n.)

While mirages to fame and wealth were the spurs to
individual ambition, the necessities of the battlefield required
that command should be in the hands of a maximum leader, a
man capable of winning and holding the allegiance of his
companion soldiers. We have emphasized the element of in-
dividualism in the frontier milieu of the Conquest. It would
nevertheless be an error to misconstrue this feature as a type of
formalized equality. Rather, as the chroniclers are quick to
point out, the Indies was a setting in which every man found
his proper level according to particular capacities and abilities.

In situations of this nature, it is inevitable that some will
excel and achieve a level of prominence and leadership. One
might go as far as to maintain that the personal, dynamic, almost
charismatic, frontier leadership represents a natural counterpoise
to the centripetal bias of frontier conditions.

Leadership of this type is not founded on birth or rank
(although these may be present), but on the willingness of
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others to place their futures and their fortunes in the hands of
some outstanding individual. The greatest of the Spanish com-
manders clearly recognized his dependence on a popular follow-
ing. In an address to his troops (“your mercies”) on the eve of
a battle against the forces of Panfilo de Navaez, Cortés reminds
them that “you yourselves have proclaimed me capitan general
and chief justice”, and that they have jointly resolved to

...petition His Majesty not to give the governance of this land
to just any person.. and we have resolved to hand it to no one
until His Majesty has heard our emissaries and we have seen His
Royal signature. Diaz 1933 (I):251)

Well might the soldiers of Cortés mingle their cries of “Santiago!”
with “Viva Cortés, bringer of victory!” (Tapia 1950:80)

‘While adequate enough for the battlefield, the problem with
this type of control is its impermanency. If it is possible for
individuals to align themselves under the leadership of a given
personage, it is also open for them to be attracted later into the
magnetic orbit of some rival. Constellations of power are thus
not permanent, but rather, unstable, groupings reflecting the
transitory fortunes and prestige of competing power-seekers.
Integrations of this type are also brittle for another reason: the
bonds are lineal and vertical, not horizontal. Thus although two
or more individuals may share allegiance to a common head, this
alone is seldom sufficient to join them together in bonds of amity
and cooperation.

Problems of control and the delegation and transmission of
power are in fact a constant threat to frontier stability. While
frontiersmen may not consider these as serious inconveniences,
no formalized society can safely tolerate a situation in which
ambiguity and recurrent power struggles are normative. His-
torically, the aims of institutionalized authority have been to bring
the frontier areas within the pale of control and direction.

In the Indies, control followed remarkably closely on the
heels of conquest. Conquistadores were soon faced with the
option of living under the restrictive ordinances of a colonial
regime or migrating to yet more distant lands. Some were
attracted northwards by visions of Eldorado and Cibola; others
bridged the Pacific to establish in the Philippines conditions which
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one writer likens to the “setting of greedy brutality which charac-
terized the garrisons of Columbus on the Antilles” (Benitez
1962:63).

Again and again the pattern is repeated. Few conquistadores
live to enjoy the fruits of their labors, for while some are enticed
to distant lands and perish, others are soon enough deprived of
their patrimony. In the last letter written by Cortés to Charles
V one is made aware of how rapidly royal grace may turn to
royal indifference, or even outright opposition. Cortés reminds
his sovereign that in the days of his favor:

I was also assured that nothing would be taken from me, and
that I must accept what was given me; hence I kissed Your Majesty's
hands in gratitude. When you turned your back, all that I had was
taken from me, nor were Your Majesty’s promises to me fulfilled, for
since Your Majesty has such good memory, you will not have
forgotten that besides these words and promises Your Majesty made
me, I possess still more and greater ones in Your Majesty's letters,
signed with your Royal name. (MacNutt 1908 (1):63)

The correspondent, though, cannot bring himself to believe that
his fall from favor should be attributed to royal policy. As was
the case with most of his contemporaries, blame is directed not
at the person of the king, but rather at the machinations of his
servants:

I do not know wherefore the promised benefits are now withheld,
nor why I am deprived of those I possess. And if it be said that
nothing has been taken since I still possess something, I reply that to
have nothing, or to have useless possessions, is one and the same thing,
for what I have produces me nothing; better were it to have nothing
at all than to have the use of its profits to defend myself against Your
Majesty’s fiscal officers, which indeed is harder than it was to win the
country from the Indians. (MacNutt 1908 (I):63)

Perhaps the most poignant feature of the document is the laconic
annotation appended to the letter: ‘“‘no reply is necessary.”

While one is not required to take the vituperations of the
conquistadores at face value (Cortés for one left a magnificent
fief to his son) it still remains true that for the most part the rich
promise of the Indies proved to be a distressing disappointment.
The poet Francisco de Terrazas, himself the son of a conquistador,
writes of New Spain as an ungrateful land that consumes its sons
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one by one, “a rigorous stepmother to your own and a cruel
merciful mother to strangers” (Quoted in Gonzalez Pefia 1945:
68).

The theme of dispossession is again encountered in Dorantes
de Garranza's meticulous catalogue of the passing of the old
breed: of 934 followers of Cortés, no more than 55 of their
descendants enjoyed encomiendas in 1604 (Benitez 1962:250).

Contemporary scholarship supports the appraisal of the
chroniclers. Echoing Juan Suarez de Peralta’s observation that
“New Spain was once in this life, and never again” (Benitez
1962:238), the ethno-historian Wigberto Jimenez Moreno writes:

We have said that this generation disappears almost totally prior
to 1570... therefore, beginning with the first expeditions to touch our

soil in 1517 we may define the temporal frame of the Congquest as a

period extending for little more than half a century: 1517 to 1570.

(Jimenez Moreno n.d.:3)

‘When we turn our attention from Hispanic to Greek mat-
erial, the task of documenting significant shifts in attitude, behav-
ior, and conditions is made difficult by the hiatus that separates
the Mycenaean debacle from the re-establishment of civilized life.
We can indeed compare Homeric and Archaic materials and
abstract from the two bodies of data inferences indicative of a
new climate of opinion in Archaic times; an ethos essentially
different from that which guided the behavior of Homeric man.
‘What is much harder — given the intervening centuries — is to
formulate a theory capable of accounting for the change. In all
truth it must be recognized that our findings are tentative, of
value primarily as working hypotheses.

Part of the problem is that as analysts of literary data we
must perforce deal with a range of material limited to the conven-
tional areas of expression peculiar to a period or a culture. In the
case of the Greek Archaic, the bulk of the material available to
us is in the form of tragedy; a dramatic style that meets certain
imposed requirements of form, theme, and characterization.

The conventions of Archaic drama demand that most plays
be structured around well-known mythological stories — a limit-
ation somewhat on the same order as that which required
Medieval dramatists to search for their plots in the Bible —
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and hence the dramatis personae tend to be accoutred with the
attributes of heroes and divinities. While this ritualization
establishes certain perimeters beyond which playwrights seldom
stray, yet the nature of the art requires that it be an imitation
“of action and life, of happiness and misery” (Aristotle, De
Poetica 14502, 17-18)5. The characterization, if not the metrix
of the play, must thus be imbued with a contemporary significance,
and it is this which allows us to consider tragedy a valid expres-
sion of a people and their culture.

The central theme of Archaic drama has to do with the
eventual resolution of questions of justice, a justice that is for
the most part the prerogative of supernatural figures. Now it is
true that in Homer gods interfere in human affairs, favoring for
a space the fortunes of an individual or withholding their support
from some luckless combatant. Yet, in these supernatural meddl-
ings, justice plays little part. Gods act to maintain dignities and
prerogatives, not to act as mediators over questions of morality.
Dodds writes that in the Iliad supernaturals

..are primarily concerned with their own honor... To speak lightly

of a god, to neglect his cult, to maltreat his priest, all these under-
standably make him angry... gods, like men, are quick to resent a slight.

(Dodds 1957:32)

Also, we may note that the control of Homeric gods is
not all-encompassing; that divinities are not always in agreement;
and that the complete supremacy of Zeus, so evident by Archaic
times, is yet to be established. We are allowed some inkling of
the situation in the Homeric commentary that at one stage of the
battle before the walls of Troy:

Then, once more, might the Trojans have climbed back into
Ilion’s wall, subdued by terror before the warlike Achaians, and the
Argives, even beyond Zeus' destiny, might have won glory by their
own force and strength... (XV:19-22)

In the Archaic age, though, even the concept of operating
“beyond Zeus' destiny” is utterly foreign. The gods are no

5 My copy of De Poetica (Vol. XI of The Works of Aristotle Translated
into English, O.ULP., 1959) is a reprint of that published in Professor By-
water's Aristotle on the Art of Poetry. I use the pagination and line reference
utilized by the collection.
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longer characters involved in the niceties of their position, but
punitive figures busy at the never-ending task of ferreting out
the guilty. We can appreciate the beauty and terror of the force
that now rules the destinies of men in the chorus lines from the
Eumenides:

Deep in the nether sky

Death rules the ways of men
With stern and strong control;
And there is none who can,
By force or art,

Elude Death’s watchful eye
Or his recording heart.

(Aeschylus, The Eumenides, 273-79)¢

If death is sanction, crime tends to take the form of offenses
of bloodguilt. In the majority of instances, the crime is not so
much the result of wicked intent, but of circumstances that allow
the protagonist no other choice — greatness breeds its own down-
fall. The principal flaw of the tragic character is that he considers
himself too autonomous, too prone to overstep the bounds set on
the human condition. This view of humanity is one in which,
turn as he will, man must do wrong, and for this wrongdoing
there is no escape in this or in future generations:

‘What madness of man, O Zeus, can bind your power? Not sleep
can destroy it who ages all, nor the weariless months the gods have set.
Unaged in time monarch you rule of Olympus’s gleaming light. Near
time, far time, and the past, one law controls them all: any greatness
in human life brings doom. (Sophocles, Antigone, 602-8)

To the extent that a solution is offered, it lies in avoiding
the pitfalls of greatness. The wise man will be satisfied with a
moderate portion and shun the pinnacle that causes gods to
glance malignly from afar: “A middle course is best, Not poor
nor proud...” (Aeschylus, Agamemnon, 378-79)

It is not easy to account for this shift in Greek society that
makes the virtues of one era the evils of another. Scholars allude

6 References for the tragedies and Simonides’ Human Imperfection refer
to play and verse lines. For translation and edition see bibliography. The
Herodotus reference is in terms of the page in the edition from which it is
taken.
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to such factors as overpopulation, the impoverishment left behind
as an aftermath of the Dorian invasions, the economic crises of
the seventh century, and the murderous class warfare and
political conflicts of the sixth. These circumstances, or at least
their combination, may be peculiar to the historical sequence of
the culture in question, but this is a point that matters little for
our present analysis as we are not concerned with the setting up
of a developmental sequence of universal application. Suffice it
that events and conditions tended to undermine personal auton-
omy and the belief that the individual could cope alone with the
social, psychological, and supernatural environments.

What can be asserted, is that in Archaic Greece the essential
autonomy of the individual is superseded by a new awareness of
authority; a cosmic authority apparently associated with a new
or re-emphasized theme of patriarchality — or at least this is
how we would interpret the combined motif of father-murder and
cosmic justice that appears to have been the chief stock-in-trade
of the tragedians.

‘While it is fair enough to conclude that the socio-cultural
conditions recorded by Homer on the one hand, and the chroniclers
of the Conquest on the other, are phenomena that in due course
are displaced by a different morality, a new concept of authority,
and a structure of society less favorable to autonomy; it would
be a distortion of the evidence to imply that society entirely
abandons the norms of the past. In terms of neat schemes and
tight typologies it would be much more pleasing to write “finis”
at the end of frontier society and turn over to an entirely new
typological leaf. Unfortunately, we must recognize that cultural
reality does not permit such an easy termination.

It is a truism of cultural evolution — especially in so far as
change is to some degree an internal dynamic — that society
abhors total cleavages with the past. The very process of social-
ization, which is in the nature of a cultural imprinting whereby
each generation duplicates itself to some degree in the next,
mitigates against sudden changes of course. Especially is this
true with respect to the core values and central attitudes of a
people. The course of displacement is necessarily protracted and
we are well aware that values and attitudes may long survive,
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albeit with some alterations, the conditions which first gave rise
to them — even if this entails some degree of current malfunction.

Certainly, features indicative of a link with the past are
evident in the literature of post-Homeric Greece. Together with
Simonides’ caution that “to excel is hard” and that a “god
alone could have such privilege” (Simonides, Human Imper-
fection, 12-13) must be coupled his epitaphs to the Spartan dead
at Thermopylae and the Athenians fallen at Chalcis. The search
for arete is not totally abandoned, and if its acquisition is hedged
about with dangers, still it remains a worthy endeavor.

I do not believe that we need labor the point unduly. The
competitive element; the drive for excellence; the fact that in the
society of men some are worthy of greater esteem than others,
may be as easily documented in the odes of Pindar, the socio-
political theories of Plato, the plays of Sophocles, or the histories
of Herodotus. Perhaps it is in the latter, characterized in antiquity
as “very Homeric”, that we best recognize the continuity. He
writes, he tells us

...in the hope of thereby preserving from decay the remembrance
of what men have done, and preventing the great and wonderful actions
of the Greeks and the Barbarians from losing their due meed of glory.
(Herodotus, The Persian wars:3)

While we can do little more than raise the question, it is
perhaps worth while to speculate on the degree to which this
component of Greek culture — abated and restrained, but never
totally extinguished — contributed to certain pervasive features
in later Greece: the endemic friction among city states; the
failure of political units to freely renounce a portion of their
sovereignty in the interest of overall Hellenic security; the ever-
present spectre of sectional strife that haunted the polis up to its
incorporation into foreign designed hegemonies. To this listing
one may add other examples, but it should be sufficient to illus-
trate certain possible relationships between structural and affect-
ive phenomena.

The case for the retention of reconquista-Conquest elements
in Hispanic life is especially impressive. We need hardly
emphasize that this was the heroic period in Spain and that as
such it has become saturated with the special appeal that attaches
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itself to ancient successful phases of national histories — a
“finest hour”” made even finer by the distorting lenses of selective
memory. With respect to the New World, this was the critical
foundation time for new nations.

In one of his major analytic works, Espafia Invertebranda
the historian-philosopher Ortega y Gasset quotes Ferdinand of
Aragon, first king of a unified nation, to the effect that

The nation is capable enough in arms, but disorganized, therefore
only he who can maintain the country unified and in order is capable
of doing great things with it. (Ortega y Gasset 1948:40)

The king makes two vital points, one regarding the element of
independence in the Spanish people, the other implying that unity
and organization are to be attained only through power. Contem-
porary observers — generally in terms of “‘Spanish individualism”
versus “Spanish authoritarianism” — record what are much the
same impressions.

When individualism is applied to Spaniards it is usually
with the connotation of rebelliousness and freedom from internally
regulated standards. It has been stated, for instance, that “each
Spaniard seems to be a rebellious atom whose actions tend to
separate it from its natural center of gravity” (Ramos 1934:28),
or again, that there is “a kind of personal separatism. This is
evidently what is meant by describing Spaniards as individualists”
(Castro 1954: 620).

Given the paucity of field and clinical studies on Spanish
personality (the same tends to hold for Spanish America) it is
not open to us to move much beyond a level of broad description.
It does seem, though, that the traits commented on by observers
are fully consistent with Spanish history and sociology. We
would thus be inclined to consider individualism, and the com-
panion trait of authoritarianism, as at least in part produced by
the social conditions that evolved in the reconquista and came
to vivid fruition in the enterprise of the Indies.

If these assumptions are correct, much else in the Spanish
scene becomes understandable. The pendulum of Spanish history
swinging between the alternate poles authoritarianism and anar-
chy is perhaps linked to the integration and disintegration of
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personally based power structures. Americo Castro would seem
to favor such an interpretation in his observation that Spaniards

..feel themselves, then, to be like so many radii whose very
existence depends on a center in the form of another person. When
these radii are numerous, the center of political dictatorship emerges
— sometimes as a kind of patriarchy — a political form highly express-
ive of Hispano-Portuguese life structure. (Castro 1954:620)

Individualism is thus met by an absolute, if temporary, power.

It is perhaps because absolutism has so often appeared as
the only alternative to chaos and anarchy, that Spaniards have
seen fit to laud the integrative power of authority and military
order. Ortega y Gasset develops this theme in considerable detail:

The ethic of industry... the aggregate of sentiments, norms, regards
and principles that rule, inspire, and nourish industrial activity, is
morally and vitally inferior to the ethic of the warrior. There governs
in industry the utility principle, while armies, on the other hand, are
born of ardour. In the industrial collectivity men associate through
contracts, that is partial, external, and mechanical obligations, while in
the military collectivity men are integrally bound together through
honor and fidelity, two sublime norms. (Ortega y Gasset 1948:30)

We have gone some length to trace out a continuity in
Spanish history. While it is an oversimplification to see the
contemporary national cultures of Latin America as simple
European derivatives, the background of the last few pages takes
on special significance when the temporal and spatial genesis of
the nations of our southern hemisphere is kept in mind. We must
remember that the process of cultural transplantation is selective
and not total, with the balance much in favor of first influences
to enter a new land. Over a century ago, the observant De
Toqueville postulated that the particular culture type first intro-
duced into an area tends to set the pattern for later arrivals:

If we carefully examine the social and political state of America,
after having studied its history, we shall remain perfectly convinced
that not an opinion, not a custom, not a law, I may say not an event,
is upon record which the origin of that people will not explain. (Toque-
ville 1953:30)

Dealing with Spanish colonial culture in general, but basing his
conclusions to a considerable extent on Mexican material, Foster
has recently made the same point:
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The basic outlines of the new colonial cultures took shape at a rapid
rate. Once they became comparatively well integrated and offered
preliminary answers to the most pressing problems of the settlers, their
forms became more rigid: they may be said to have crystallized...
These stabilizing cultures were then less receptive to change and less
prone to accept new elements from the parent culture which had been
left behind or rejected in the initial movement. (Foster 1960:222)

While it is beyond the scope of this paper to delve any
deeper into questions of contemporary national character or the
composition of national cultures, it is perhaps not stretching our
mandate too far to suggest that a frontier past may be responsible
for the presence of identifiable regularities in societies that share
such antecedents. Certainly, it would be interesting, and perhaps
fruitful, to trace the effects of a frontier past in societies other
than those we have examined.

We can do no more than indicate what appears to be a
relevant area for ethno-historical study and block out an apparatus
that attempts to combine two complementary approaches to the
study of cultural phenomena: the historical and process oriented
focus that insists, in Kluckhohn's felicitous phrase, that culture is
always to some degree the “precipitate of history” (1954:922),
and the demand of the structural-functional analysts that the
rigor of controlled comparison be utilized in order to render cross-
culturally applicable regularities. Like Eggan (1954) and Vogt,
we are of the opinion that such an integration represents ‘one
of the key methodological and theoretical problems of our
generation” (Vogt 1960:18).

Case Institute of Technology
Cleveland, Ohio.
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