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         For centuries and across continents religious communities have shaped the ways in
            which individuals position themselves within their societies. While historians and
            anthropologists have increasingly focused on the phenomenon of religious conversion,
            studies on the relationship between conversion and imperial rule have remained sporadic
            and geographically isolated. To remedy this, the present volume adopts a global and
            comparative approach. Focusing on efforts to spread Christianity and responses from
            different faith communities, the authors engage in a debate that goes beyond specific
            confessions or imperial configurations. The case studies presented here powerfully
            illustrate the multidirectional nature of religious conversion practices. They demonstrate
            how local structures both enabled and limited the changes brought about by conversion.
            The volume also addresses notions of subjectivity within convert communities which
            shaped their reactions to imperial strategies. “Religious Conversion and Imperial
            Rule” thus illuminates the interplay between power, conversion, agency, and social
            transformation.
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Preface
            

         

         This volume emerged from the international conference “Locating the Self, Negotiating the Other: Conversion and Imperial Rule in the Early
               Modern Period,” held at the University of Münster from 5 to 7 October 2023. Organized by Prof. Dr.
            Ricarda Vulpius and Nikolas Ender, MLitt, of the Department of East European History,
            and generously supported by the Cluster of Excellence “Religion und Politik,” the conference provided a stimulating forum for interdisciplinary exchange on the
            dynamics of conversion and empire.
         

         In the process of preparing the present collection, we have expanded the scope beyond
            the conference proceedings by including additional contributions from distinguished
            scholars in the field. Their perspectives significantly broaden the comparative framework
            and thematic reach of the volume, ensuring a more comprehensive treatment of the subject
            than the conference alone could provide.
         

         We gratefully acknowledge the Cluster of Excellence “Religion und Politik,” whose support made both the conference and this publication possible. Our thanks
            also go to Maria Pauli for her invaluable assistance throughout the entire editing
            process, to Maren Barton for her careful proofreading of the English texts, and to
            the team at Campus Verlag, in particular Jürgen Hotz and Catharina Kubin, for their
            professionalism and commitment. We are likewise indebted to the editors of the series
            “Religion und Moderne,” whose support has been essential to the realization of this volume.
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Locating the Self, Negotiating the Other: Conversion and Imperial Rule in the Early
                  Modern Period
               

               Ricarda Vulpius and Guillermo Wilde

            

            Over centuries and continents, religious communities have been functioning as both
               a link and a driving force in people’s self-positioning within a community. The study of conversion in imperial contexts
               offers a way of accessing far-reaching processes of change within the incorporated
               communities and the elites’ understanding and shaping of imperial rule. Although studies on the phenomenon of
               religious conversion have grown considerably in the historical-anthropological literature,
               the relationship between conversion and imperial rule, both in the context of the
               global spread of Christianity and beyond, has been limited to only a few geographical
               areas. The uniqueness of different imperial (or state) configurations, the type of
               relationship such configurations established with the dominant religious structures,
               the particularities of each geopolitical situation and the local structures and traditions
               of knowledge have been some of the reasons for the limited development of comparative
               studies in this field.
            

            Empirical research so far has been focused on: a) religious institutions and their
               relationship to secular power, hardly separable in the early modern ages; b) missionary
               strategies and methods implemented by political and religious elites; and c) local
               responses, elaborations, appropriations and responses to the conversion. These analytical
               levels have defined a set of research questions oriented to understand a range of
               attitudes of domination, negotiation and resistance: To what extent did conversion
               function as a tool for (forcibly) integrating newly conquered communities into institutional
               and social structures of early modern and modern empires? In what ways did incorporated
               communities react to imperial politics of conversion? In what ways did conversions
               facilitate the emergence of new categories of belonging in an imperial framework?
               How did people negotiate belonging on different interconnected levels: locally, nationally,
               intra- and transimperially over the long term?
            

            This book promotes a global and comparative approach to the relationship between empire
               and religious conversion. Although most of the studies included in this book focus
               on the spread of Christianity (Catholic and Orthodox) and the responses of communities
               of different faiths, we seek to contribute to a debate that goes beyond a particular
               confession or religion and imperial configuration. The wide range of regional variations
               and the diversity of sources available point to a fragmented panorama from a geographical-cultural,
               chronological and even disciplinary point of view, which makes it difficult to produce
               a common approach to the topic. It is worth asking to what extent the methodological
               tools used for the analysis of a particular type of imperial configuration can be
               applied to other politico-religious bodies.1 At the conceptual level, a debate on the limits and limitations of the definition
               of ‘empire’ or ‘religion’ – analytical categories usually applied in a transhistorical
               and transregional way – is far from being solved.2

            The first section of this introduction proposes a conceptual review of the notion
               of religious conversion in the light of recent developments of the literature. The
               second section explores different types of historical situations in which the relationship
               between conversion and empire can be analysed. The third and final section presents
               the main thematic axes of the book and the works that comprise it.
            

            Approaches to religious conversion

            In the introduction to the Oxford Handbook of Religious Conversion, Lewis Rambo and Charles Farhadian note that the term ‘religious conversion’ was
               used in at least three senses: a) as ‘change of religion’; b) as ‘intensification
               of religion of origin’; and c) as ‘encounter of new religion.’ The definition presented
               variations linked to situations of empirical analysis, such as more general historical
               changes (at the macro level what Karl Jaspers called ‘axial ages’), levels of social
               analysis (e.g. that of the individual or the collective), or the practical and doctrinal
               scope of the religions involved, from local or indigenous religions to ‘world religions.’3 The authors also identify themes, aspects and phenomena that more recent scholarship
               on religious conversion has driven, many of which, it is worth noting, relate directly
               to the shifts in social theory over the last forty years. One of these is the emphasis
               on active agency of converts in the conversion process, which involved considering
               not only impositions but also appropriations. At the individual and collective level,
               the motivations for conversion also acquired a complex and multifaceted character,
               involving elements beyond the religious field. Methodology has also shifted to the
               “pragmatics of conversion” including a growing interest in narratives and language,
               corporality (or embodiment), experience, and ritual. Undoubtedly, the pragmatic dimension
               also relates to the reconceptualization of the very concept of religion in terms of
               materiality and experience, rather than beliefs, doctrine and ideas.4 The study of ‘conversion careers’ has shown the gradual and reversible character
               of conversion processes, namely that they could involve ‘deconversion,’ and a problematic
               relationship between the past religion and the acquired one.5

            If we move beyond the Western early modern context and get closer to specific regions
               recently analyzed in socio-anthropological studies on religious conversion (such as
               Latin America, Africa and Oceania) it is possible to identify three kinds of approaches.6 The first, structural in nature, emphasized the capacity of local populations to
               absorb hegemonic religious discourse and practices on their own terms, generating
               appropriations and spaces for the reproduction of pre-existing cosmologies. Second,
               processualist approaches emphasized the disruptive and destructive nature of dominant
               structures that, in both the short and medium term, radically transformed host populations.
               Third, relational or transactional approaches emphasized interaction practices in
               which local populations negotiated their incorporation into dominant systems, measuring
               their own benefits, and creating a “middle ground.” In any of these cases, the emphasis
               on concrete historical situations is what matters, going beyond the traditional treatment
               of official and institutional narratives. Conversion is thus presented as a field
               of play, and ultimately of power, in which conceptions and practices of subjectivity,
               materiality, space, and temporality are negotiated.
            

            None of the above-mentioned studies and approaches has paid special attention to the
               relationship between conversion and empire. This book reframes such approaches in
               what we will call imperial configurations.
            

            Imperial configurations

            The understanding of the relationship between religious conversion and empire requires
               the identification of different types of historical power settings that would allow
               for a comparative approach. At least three distinct historical configurations can
               be identified that serve as a historical framework for the analysis of this relationship,
               each shaped not only by imperial strategies but above all by the characteristics of
               the communities being converted.
            

            The first situation is that of ‘colonial regimes,’ where empires’ monopoly of force was exercised in a decisive way over local structures, in the context
                  installing a state bureaucracy and a system of economic exploitation and political
                  and cultural domination. This was the case in Africa and the Americas, from the second
                  half of the 15th century until the beginning of the 19th century, where Christianity
                  was coercively imposed on the Indigenous populations. The African and American situations
                  are, however, quite different from a philosophical and legal point of view. While
                  in Africa the spread of the Christian religion accompanied the spread of trade and
                  the imposition of a slave regime, especially on the west coast,7 in America, the spread of Christianity was based on a set of reforms that sought
                  to ‘protect’ the Indigenous populations, excluding, at least from a legal and juridical
                  point of view, populations that had accepted the Christian faith from the imposition
                  of slavery.8 Evangelization of the American Indians to Christianity is a fundamental topic in
                  Latin American colonial history. In other words, conversion is directly associated
                  with the construction of the colonial state or what was called a “Christian civility”
                  of ancient roots. Especially in the frontier regions of the Iberian Empires, missionary
                  ventures were not only an instrument of religious change but also motivated the radical
                  transformation of cultural, political, spatial and linguistic traditions.9 On the edges of the Iberian Empires we also find the promotion of Catholic devotions
                  as an instrument of imperial self-representation as well as an instrument of persuasion
                  of local populations.10 In turn, local traditions of knowledge played a fundamental role in the adaptation
                  of imposed religion. American cases in particular show that the confrontation between
                  missionaries and shamans resulted in the reformulation of Christianity.11

            A second situation relates to negotiation regimes that we could call ‘inter-imperial,’
                  i.e. that involved the persuasive interaction of imperial agents within a certain
                  framework of symmetry and equality with the subjects of conversion. The strategies
                  were deployed in a framework of disadvantage on the part of European imperial officials
                  vis-à-vis other imperial polities endowed with hierarchies and bureaucracies comparable
                  to European ones, as in the case of China, Japan or India.12 In some of these cases, the conversion methods used by the missionaries placed technical
                  and scientific knowledge at the center as a bargaining chip. In this sense, the Jesuit
                  experience in China is paradigmatic.13

            A third situation is represented by what we could call ‘regimes of internal colonialism’
                  designated to control internal divergence, i.e. imperial structures and elites acting
                  within territorial boundaries that coercively disseminated the official religion and
                  repressed any kind of heterodox expression. This would be the case with Spain and
                  Portugal, which within their European dominions exercised control of Judaizing and
                  Moorish currents and heterodox divergences within Christianity itself, through instruments
                  such as the repressive Inquisition or “interior missions.”14 This also briefly applied to the Russian Empire, when Tsar Peter I and his successors
                  spent a good half-century attacking all religions other than Christianity, discriminating
                  against “foreign believers” or seeking to convert them by force.15

            In any of these situations, language diversity was a frequent obstacle to religious
               conversion. Hence, empires systematically sought to translate doctrinal texts, concepts
               and practices of the official religion into the different languages of the subjects
               of conversion. This was also the case for traditions that had kept written records
               for centuries. The imperial policy of conversion was accompanied by a systematic linguistic
               policy based on the creation of vocabularies and grammars and the translation of texts.16

            Chapters and sections of the book

            The general aim of this book is to shed light on the impulses and dynamics that influenced
               imperial elites’ potential for success in pursuing different strategies regarding conversion, the
               ways converts used conversion to their own advantage, and the ways local third parties
               managed to exert formative influence on one side or the other. By delving into these
               aspects, we aim to identify the limits of imperial agency on the one hand and the
               possibilities for the actors involved on the other, as reflected in religious conversions.
               At the core of this endeavor is the tension between imperial imposition and individual
               appropriation, the scope for negotiation offered by conversions, and thus the space
               between imperial power and imperial subjects.
            

            This volume brings together ten case studies that explore the entanglement of conversion
               and imperial rule in a global perspective, ranging from sixteenth-century Mexico and
               India to the late Russian Empire in the early twentieth century. While diverse in
               geography and chronology, the chapters converge on a shared question: how did religious
               conversion function as a medium of imperial power, and how did subjects of empire
               reshape that power through their own choices, strategies, and cultural frameworks?
               By juxtaposing missionary encounters in the Americas with the multiconfessional politics
               of the Russian Empire, the book highlights both cross-cultural constants and the profound
               variations in imperial approaches to religion.
            

            Although the studies included in this book represent concrete cases, our aim is to
               establish nuclei of reflection that go beyond the cases, emphasizing some of the main
               aspects pointed out by recent literature. We seek to show, by addressing diverse cases
               and regions, firstly, the multidirectional character of religious conversion practices,
               which were far from being ‘one-sided.’ Secondly, we seek to explore the degrees of
               change involved in religious conversion in relation to the possibilities and limits
               imposed by local structures. Thirdly, we inquire into the notions of subjectivity
               implied in the group of converts as a basis for articulated responses to imperial
               strategies.
            

            The chapters are organized thematically into four sections. The first section, “Knowledge,
               Texts, and Translation” (chapters by D’Amato and Leathley), examines how the production of linguistic and ethnographic knowledge
               served imperial evangelization but also provided tools for Indigenous intellectual
               agency. The second, “Hybridity and Indigenous Appropriation” (chapters by Croisez,
               Carvalho and Wilde), explores the creative ways in which Native communities in the
               Americas appropriated, reinterpreted, and blended Christian practices with their own
               cosmologies. The third, “Imperial Control and Coercion” (chapters by Kalashnikova,
               Vulpius and Skinner), shifts to the Russian Empire, showing how conversion could be
               subordinated to economic imperatives, imposed through coercion, or used to consolidate
               national identity. Finally, the fourth section, “Confessional Politics and Individual
               Agency” (chapters by Werth and Gerasimova), analyzes how, in the nineteenth and early
               twentieth centuries, conversion became a matter of law, diplomacy, and personal negotiation,
               revealing the enduring agency of imperial subjects even within rigid confessional
               regimes. While each section emphasizes particular dimensions of conversion, the themes
               of state power, pragmatic adaptation, boundary-making, and the complexity of agency
               resonate throughout the volume, shaping discussions across most of the chapters in
               one way or another, and independently from references to specific periods or regions.
            

            Knowledge, Texts, and Translation

            In the first chapter Andrea Maria D’Amato analyzes a seminal source of the early evangelization in Mexico, the Florentine Codex, a 16th-century encyclopedia of Nahua culture compiled by Franciscan friar Bernardino
               de Sahagún with crucial Indigenous collaboration. It argues that the evangelization
               strategy itself—which required learning Native languages to identify and eradicate
               “idolatry”—unintentionally created a space for Indigenous agency. Nahua intellectuals,
               educated in both their own traditions and Christian theology, became active co-authors
               in documenting their pre-Hispanic past. The analysis of sections on divination (tetzahuitl) reveals how these scribes negotiated the representation of their beliefs, sometimes
               subtly infusing them with Christian concepts to make them acceptable or projecting
               them onto a safely distant past. The chapter concludes that the Codex is a product
               of colonial negotiation, where imposition and appropriation meet, resulting in a hybrid
               document that served both the missionaries’ investigative goals and the Indigenous elites’ need to reassert their identity and authority within the new colonial order. While
               Franciscan missionaries sought to eradicate pre-Hispanic religions through linguistic
               and cultural immersion, Indigenous elites used the same tools to preserve, adapt,
               and reinterpret aspects of their traditions. The Codex emerges as a negotiated text—part
               missionary manual, part Indigenous re-appropriation—that reveals the tensions between
               domination, negotiation, and resistance in early colonial Mexico.
            

            The second chapter, by Benjamin Leathley, moves us to India to examine the connections
               between intellectual history of missionary activity. The chapter shows how European
               scholars used emerging comparative methods not to promote tolerance but to devise
               more effective conversion strategies. Based on the analysis of Abraham Rogerius’s 1651 work on South Indian Hinduism, Leathley argues that the work was both a foundational
               text of ethnography and a missionary manual. He highlights the tension between a genuine
               scholarly fascination with another religion and the ultimate goal of its supersession.
               Its extensive annotations used an antiquarian comparative method to frame Brahmanical
               religion as a repository of ancient wisdom (prisca sapientia), thereby creating an intellectual framework for a top-down, accommodationist conversion
               strategy aimed at elites.
            

            Hybridity and Indigenous Appropriation

            This section includes three chapters. Thomas Croisez’s chapter explores the evangelization of the Illinois Country as a paradigmatic case
               of missionary activity in French North America in the 17th and 18th centuries. It
               argues that conversion was inextricably linked to and often secondary to geopolitical
               strategy, diplomacy, military alliance, and trade. The process was shaped by intense
               rivalries between Jesuits and secular priests from the Missions Etrangères de Paris,
               which Indigenous peoples adeptly instrumentalized for their own benefit. Furthermore,
               the chapter highlights Indigenous agency through the concept of manitou, demonstrating how the Illinois interpreted the Christian God and rituals through
               their existing spiritual worldview. Key factors such as intermarriage, the role of
               women as cultural mediators, and the disruptive influence of French settlers and alcohol
               reveal a process of conversion characterized by negotiation, hybridity, and strategic
               adoption rather than wholesale spiritual transformation. Rather than a straightforward
               “success or failure” story, Croisez presents conversion as a contested, hybrid process
               shaped by political instrumentalization, missionary rivalries, and Indigenous agency.
            

            Francismar Alex Lopes de Carvalho’s chapter examines the fraught evangelization efforts of Jesuit missionaries in the
               Spanish Amazonian territory of Maynas (1638-1768). In a context of extreme linguistic
               diversity, persistent Indigenous mobility, and a lack of colonial resources, the Jesuits
               were forced into a pragmatic, long-term approach. The analysis reveals that conversion
               was a deeply ambiguous process. Indigenous peoples actively appropriated Christian
               elements—sacraments, festivals, and symbols—but interpreted them through their own
               cultural frameworks, often viewing missionaries as shamans and baptism as a form of
               healing magic. The chapter argues that an official distinction between tolerable “civil
               customs” (dances, music) and intolerable “religious rites” created a space of ambiguity
               that Indigenous communities skillfully exploited, resulting in a lived Christianity
               that often diverged sharply from Jesuit doctrinal intentions. By framing conversion
               as “lived religion,” Carvalho highlights hybrid devotions, partial appropriations,
               and the persistence of Indigenous worldviews beneath Catholic forms.
            

            Guillermo Wilde’s chapter “Imperial Catholicism and Indigenous Cosmologies” examines the dynamics
               of religious conversion in the Jesuit missions on the frontiers of colonial Latin
               America. Using case studies from South America, he explores how Indigenous communities
               engaged with Christianity under the dual pressures of colonial imposition and missionary
               evangelization. Conversion, he argues, was neither uniform nor solely coercive; it
               involved resistance, negotiation, adaptation, and selective appropriation. Indigenous
               peoples integrated Christian practices into their own cosmologies, sometimes maintaining
               traditional rituals alongside Christian observances, and reconfigured urban and political
               organization according to the models introduced by missionaries (the Iberian resettlement
               policy known as “reducciones”). The chapter situates missionary activity within the
               broader framework of the Iberian imperial project, emphasizing its role in consolidating
               colonial governance, while also highlighting Indigenous agency. Wilde proposes a periodized
               framework for understanding conversion as a long-term process of interaction and transformation,
               rather than a one-time imposition. The result is the emergence of new subjectivities
               that reflect both colonial pressures and Indigenous strategies of survival, autonomy,
               and cultural continuity.
            

            Imperial Control and Coercion

            The third section includes three chapters all devoted to the conversion policies of
               the Russian Empire. In “Baptism and Bureaucracy: Religious Conversion of the Yakut
               under 17th-Century Russian Rule,” Angelina Kalashnikova overturns the assumption that
               religious conversion was a tool of imperial integration in Siberia. She argues that
               in the 17th century, the state actively discouraged the baptism of indigenous Yakuts
               to protect the fur tribute (yasak) economy, resulting in a unique, secular bureaucracy
               of conversion managed by civil authorities, not the church. The chapter offers a crucial
               corrective to teleological narratives of Russian expansion. By focusing on local administrative
               archives, it reveals a conversion process driven by practical concerns (e.g., enabling
               interfaith marriage) rather than ideological or missionary zeal. It powerfully illustrates
               the subordination of religious goals to economic imperatives. This chapter provides
               a sharp contrast to the other studies, showing an empire that, in its early expansionist
               phase, saw conversion as an economic liability rather than an asset, thus highlighting
               the historical contingency of imperial conversion strategies.
            

            Barbara Skinner’s chapter “Conversion by Deception: The Case of the Uniates inside the Russian Empire”
               analyzes the 1839 mass “reunion” of 1.5 million Uniates with Orthodoxy as an act of
               state-sponsored deception. Under the guise of “purifying” the Uniate rite of Catholic
               influences, the tsarist state systematically erased the Uniate Church through bureaucratic
               coercion, material transformation of churches, and information control, violating
               its own laws on voluntary conversion to achieve political integration. This chapter
               is a powerful case study of forced assimilation. It exposes the myth of the “confessional
               state”’s tolerance, revealing how imperial security and nationalist ideology (the myth of
               the “all-Russian nation”) could trump legal and religious principles. It demonstrates
               the mechanisms of top-down conversion: secrecy, disinformation, and the suppression
               of dissent.
            

            In her chapter, Ricarda Vulpius examines the intersection of Russian imperial ambitions
               and the adaptive strategies of the Kalmyks, a Western Mongol nomadic group, in the
               18th century. Unlike the Portuguese and Spanish empires, Russia initially allowed
               non-Russian ethnic groups to maintain their traditional religions. This changed under
               Tsar Peter I, who initiated a half-century campaign of violent proselytization aimed
               at Muslims, Buddhists, and followers of indigenous beliefs. The Russian Orthodox Church
               supported this effort, though financial and political considerations limited its full
               implementation. Focusing on the Kalmyks, Vulpius demonstrates how conversions were
               negotiated acts with differing goals: while the Russian state sought religious and
               political consolidation, the Kalmyks used conversion strategically, balancing survival,
               military service, and allegiance. The chapter details how the state encouraged resettlement
               of baptized Kalmyks to strengthen imperial control, counter the influence of the Kalmyk
               Ayuki Khan, and integrate them into military structures. Resistance from Kalmyk elites
               led to ongoing negotiation, conflict, and compromise, illustrating the complex and
               multidirectional nature of imperial influence and indigenous adaptation.
            

            Confessional Politics and Individual Agency

            The fourth and last section integrates two chapters also related to the Russian Empire.
               In “Negotiating Faith: Jewish Conversions, Imperial Policies, and Confessional Choices
               in Russia,” Victoria Gerasimova examines Jewish conversions to Christianity and the
               legal, social, and personal complexities surrounding them in the Russian Empire, particularly
               after the 1905 Edict on Strengthening the Foundations of Religious Tolerance. Using
               archival case studies, including the Markman family from Siberia, the chapter illustrates
               how Jews navigated geographic, denominational, and legal obstacles to convert from
               and sometimes revert to their previous faith. The story of the Markmans highlights
               the multi-layered nature of conversion: it involved long journeys, interactions with
               foreign missionary organizations, and the recognition of religious authorities from
               different denominations. The chapter situates these personal experiences within broader
               imperial policies, including state-led campaigns to convert Jews in the army during
               the 1840s and intensified residency restrictions in the 1890s. It emphasizes the agency
               of individuals, showing that conversions were not merely imposed by law or coercion
               but were negotiated acts shaped by social networks, legal structures, and the interplay
               between the imperial center and regional peripheries. The chapter calls for a nuanced
               understanding of Jewish conversions that accounts for individual experiences, institutional
               frameworks, and the complex hierarchies of ethnicity, confession, language, and social
               status.
            

            In “Armenians, Empire, and the Politics of Conversion in 19th-Century Russia,” Paul
               W. Werth demonstrates that conversion into and out of the Armenian Apostolic Church
               in the Russian Caucasus was a complex political act, meticulously regulated by the
               state to manage inter-confessional relations and leverage the Armenian Church as a
               tool of foreign policy. The chapter deconstructs the blurred lines between Orthodoxy
               and Armenian Christianity, showing how confessional identities were fluid and contested.
               It highlights the state’s dilemma in balancing its role as protector of the Armenian Church with its commitment
               to a hierarchy of religions that privileged Orthodoxy. The analysis of Protestant
               conversion is particularly revealing of the clash between ideals of religious liberty
               and imperial realpolitik.
            

            Taken together, the chapters reveal conversion not as a unidirectional process of
               religious transformation but as a dynamic field of interaction between empires and
               their subjects. They show that imperial projects of evangelization, integration, and
               control were never complete or uncontested, and that Indigenous peoples, minority
               confessions, and individual converts consistently reshaped the religious landscapes
               of empire. By adopting a global and comparative perspective, this volume invites readers
               to rethink the history of conversion as a history of encounter, negotiation, and power.
            

            To sum up, this volume examines religious conversion as a dynamic and multidirectional
               process deeply embedded in imperial contexts, where state power, missionary projects,
               and the agency of subject populations interacted in complex ways. Rather than a simple
               top-down imposition, conversion emerges as a site of negotiation shaped by the ambivalent
               role of the state, the constant tension between ideological goals and pragmatic concerns,
               and the decisive influence of local actors and intermediaries. The chapters reveal
               how conversion blurred and redefined boundaries between confessions, nations, and
               the sacred and profane, while also exposing both the possibilities and limits of imperial
               control. Comparative in scope, the case studies highlight the disruptive role of “third
               parties”—from rival missionaries to competing institutions—and demonstrate that conversion
               was never merely spiritual, but a political, social, and cultural arena where authority,
               identity, and belief were continuously contested and remade.
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               With the surrender of Mexico-Tenochtitlan in August 1521, a gradual process of military
                  conquest of the Valley of Mexico began, leading, in the following decade, to the formation
                  of a new institutional entity: the Viceroyalty of New Spain.18 This political-military conquest was accompanied by what Robert Ricard, in a renowned
                  1933 work, defined as the “spiritual conquest” of Mexico.19 In that region of Mesoamerica which today corresponds to the central highlands of
                  Mexico, the process of evangelizing the Indigenous populations and eradicating pre-Hispanic
                  religions was primarily undertaken by groups of Franciscan and Dominican missionaries.
                  These religious orders embarked on an ambitious endeavor throughout the 16th century,
                  aiming to convert millions of souls.20

               In this essay, I intend to examine a specific context—the colonial Mexico of the 16th
                  century—through which we will observe how certain conversion strategies implemented
                  by missionaries stimulated the production and circulation of hybrid religious forms.21 In other words, we will explore how evangelization methods and the power dynamics
                  established within conversion processes created the conditions for appropriations,
                  adaptations, and reinterpretations, employed as ideological tools for political legitimization
                  and social promotion by Indigenous elites.22

               Specifically, I will analyze a case study—more precisely, a source commonly referred
                  to in historiography as Historia general de las cosas de Nueva España, which today survives in its definitive form as a manuscript known as the Florentine Codex, dated to 1577.23 This document allows us to observe a local response to the global expansion of Christianity.
                  The reasons for this choice will be discussed further. However, before delving into
                  the pages of the Florentine Codex, I will focus on the relationship between the policies of imperial elites, evangelization
                  strategies, and the emergence of a space for Indigenous agency, expressed through
                  the reappropriation of missionary knowledge.
               

               In the introduction to this edited volume, Ricarda Vulpius and Guillermo Wilde refer
                  to different attitudes characterizing the global expansion of Christianity in the
                  early modern period, summarized in the triad of domination, negotiation, and resistance.24 Regarding the relationship between colonizers and the colonized in the New Spain
                  context of the 16th and 17th centuries—particularly in the field of religious beliefs
                  and practices—there are numerous cases of direct opposition to the establishment of
                  a new religious order. Studies have demonstrated that the eradication of “idolatrous
                  cults” was a constant concern of both civil and ecclesiastical elites, culminating
                  in the widely debated mass baptisms and evangelization campaigns.25 However, the active participation of Indigenous informants, intellectuals, and tlacuiloque (painter-scribes) in reinterpreting the pre-Hispanic religious past (and shaping
                  the present) within the Florentine Codex offers insight into the outcomes of the imposition of Christian doctrinal and moral
                  imaginaries. If, in the decades immediately following colonization, certain sectors
                  of the Indigenous population contributed to the creation of a representation of their
                  past and worldview, we may identify literary traces of the appropriation and reuse
                  of evangelization content within texts like the Historia general de las cosas de Nueva España. Before doing so, however, we must examine the characteristics of the conversion
                  strategies employed by Franciscan missionaries, which—despite their intentions—led
                  to the opening of a space for appropriation and negotiation, albeit within the limits
                  of the imposed (and, at least formally, Indigenous-accepted) official religion. In
                  the following paragraphs, I will explore the interrelation between imperial policies,
                  evangelization practices, and the attention given by missionaries to the use of Indigenous
                  languages in the processes of conversion.
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               Within just a few years after the fall of Mexico-Tenochtitlan—an event traditionally
                  considered by historiography as marking the beginning of the conquest of Mexico—the
                  Spanish Crown, the Council of the Indies, and emerging colonial administrative bodies
                  began vigorously compiling resource inventories, geographical reports, and investigative
                  reports on Indigenous populations. For example, in 1533, the Segunda Audiencia of Mexico City—the most significant administrative and judicial body at the time—commissioned
                  a Franciscan friar, Andrés de Olmos, to draft a work on the antigüedades of the Indigenous populations of central Mexico. This region, where Mexico-Tenochtitlan
                  once stood (now Mexico City), was to become the focal point of the Viceroyalty of
                  New Spain.26 The term antigüedades referred both to the pre-Hispanic past of the indios and, anachronistically, to what we might simply call “native cultures”.
               

               Thus, it was a strongly political impetus, perfectly aligned with the Franciscan missionaries’ conviction of the necessity of thoroughly understanding Indigenous languages, beliefs,
                  and practices in order to carry out effective evangelization and achieve genuine conversions.
                  This conviction—combined with the urgency of converting the Indigenous populations,
                  which stemmed from millenarian expectations and the apocalyptic optimism of the missionaries,
                  many of whom came from Extremadura, a region where Joachimism had taken strong root27—led some of them to devote decades to the study of the main Indigenous languages,
                  which were early transliterated into the Latin alphabet. Since linguistic diversity
                  could have hindered the dissemination of the evangelical message and the foundational
                  values of a new societas christiana, the necessity arose to preach in native languages and to translate texts on scriptural,
                  doctrinal, and moral subjects. As a structural feature of Iberian colonial expansion,
                  conversion dynamics were supported by systematic linguistic policies.28

               In the Mesoamerican region, as early as the 1520s, the friars of the Seraphic Order
                  dedicated themselves to learning the principal Indigenous languages, which they themselves
                  referred to as lenguas generales.29 This choice was not arbitrary; rather, it fell on the most widely spoken languages
                  in the area, which had already served as linguae francae among Indigenous groups with different mother tongues in the pre-Hispanic period.
                  In this regard, the missionaries skillfully leveraged the geo-linguistic characteristics
                  of the context in which they operated.
               

               Among the lenguas generales was Nahuatl, which had experienced significant expansion in the decades preceding
                  the arrival of the Spaniards. As with other lenguas generales, the Franciscan missionaries working in the Nahua linguistic area did not limit themselves
                  to learning the language orally but instead transliterated it into the Latin alphabet.
                  This decision had profound consequences, as Nahuatl had previously been used primarily
                  in oral form (although pictographic writing systems did exist). The process of transliteration,
                  however, opened up new expressive possibilities and, together with the introduction
                  of the printing press, revolutionized the circulation of ideas and texts in the region.30 These expanded possibilities for written expression benefited not only the missionaries
                  but also the literate sectors of the Indigenous population. The first Nahuatl grammars
                  and dictionaries published in the sixteenth century thus became indispensable tools
                  not only for the pastoral, catechetical, and pedagogical activities of the evangelizers
                  but also as instruments of integration into colonial society, which Indigenous elites
                  actively utilized.
               

               However, knowledge of Indigenous languages proved to be an indispensable tool not
                  only for the conversion of the masses but also for the investigative reports in which
                  missionaries engaged. This linguistic proficiency allowed them to ask Indigenous informants
                  questions about their beliefs and religious practices directly in their native languages,
                  thereby opening the possibility of establishing direct dialogue. At the same time,
                  mastery of these languages was primarily instrumental in identifying emic concepts that could effectively translate the theological and moral content at the
                  heart of evangelization. Missionaries sought Nahuatl terms that could best serve as
                  equivalents for the key concepts of the evangelical message.31

               For this reason, I have argued that, through a process of unintended consequences,
                  evangelization and conversion strategies facilitated and stimulated the formation
                  of a hybrid conceptual and ritual heritage. Had evangelization been conducted exclusively
                  in Castilian, following a strict policy of forced Hispanicization, it would have been
                  extremely difficult—if not impossible—for the first generations of “new Christians”
                  to reinterpret and re-signify what they had learned. However, we shall return to this
                  point later.
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               Just like the aforementioned treatise entrusted to Andrés de Olmos, the source we
                  will closely examine in this study also originated from a convergence of opinions—albeit
                  temporary, as we shall see—between imperial authorities and missionary circles. Indeed,
                  in 1566, a report on the state of the overseas possessions was completed, having been
                  requested a few months earlier by Diego de Espinosa, President of the Council of Castile,
                  Inquisitor General, and a close confidant of Philip II.32 The report’s assessment was unequivocal, portraying a disastrous situation for which the negligence
                  of the Council of the Indies was deemed primarily responsible. This led the king himself
                  to appoint a counselor of the Spanish Inquisition, Juan de Ovando, to inspect the
                  activities of the Council of the Indies. Ovando concluded that the core issue lay
                  primarily in the limited knowledge of the territories and populations of the New World:
                  “[…] the Council of the Indies is the head and mind that has to govern the world of
                  the Indies, and it doesn’t know anything on the subject of the Indies and the things that are there.”33

               The effects of this realization were manifold. For instance, in 1570, a compilation
                  of laws was published, aiming to rationalize and systematize the legal framework of
                  the Viceroyalty. However, what is of particular interest here is another consequence:
                  the shift in the Crown’s approach, marked by the initiation of a new phase of investigative inquiries into Indigenous populations.34 Examples could be multiplied, but I will limit myself to a single document, signed
                  in 1573 by King Philip II, which explicitly emphasized the need for a deeper understanding
                  of native populations:
               

               
                  [it is ordered that they] speak with the people of the land and engage in discussions
                     and conversations with them, striving to understand their customs, qualities, and
                     way of life […], gathering information on their religion, whom they worship, with what sacrifices and forms of worship; whether they possess any doctrine or system of writing, and how they govern and rule themselves.35

               

               The insistence on religion, forms of worship, systems of writing, and systems of governance
                  is explicit.
               

               During these same years of intense colonial knowledge-making and fervent interest
                  on the part of colonial institutions in documenting Indigenous societies, the Florentine Codex took its definitive form, its history inextricably linked to that of another renowned
                  friar of the Seraphic Order, Bernardino de Sahagún. I say definitive form because the composition of the so-called Florentine Codex—which was certainly completed in 1577—was preceded by two decades of information
                  gathering and the drafting of intermediary texts that were ultimately reworked into
                  the Codex’s final version.
               

               As we observed with Olmos’s treatise, in this case as well, there was a patronage behind the composition of
                  the work. Sahagún himself makes this known in the general prologue of the work:
               

               
                  As I have stated in other prologues of this work, I was ordered by holy obedience
                     to my highest prelate to write down in the Mexican language what seemed useful to
                     me for the teaching, culture, and sustainment of the Christianity of these natives
                     from this New Spain, as well as for an aid to the workers and ministers who indoctrinate
                     them.36

               

               Two key points seem particularly relevant to our discussion. First, this text was
                  conceived as a tool for supporting evangelization, meaning it was intended to circulate.
                  Second, it was not an isolated case: other treatises composed in the preceding decades
                  by Franciscan friars—such as Andrés de Olmos, or Toribio de Benavente, better known
                  as Motolinía—were likewise designed as essential instruments for understanding and
                  identifying the very beliefs and practices they sought to eradicate. At least in principle,
                  this circulation was meant to remain internal to the Order, as these works were specifically
                  intended for the obreros of the faith. Indeed, we will see that the confiscation measures affecting these
                  texts a few years later seem to have been driven precisely by the Crown and the Council’s concerns over the possibility of their uncontrolled circulation. After all—and this
                  brings us to the passage I emphasized in italics—in the case of Sahagún’s work, the language itself was inaccessible to the king, the members of the Council
                  of Castile, and even those of the Council of the Indies. More broadly, while imperial
                  elites faced the challenge of controlling the vast sixteenth-century production of
                  texts written in Nahuatl, this situation simultaneously created a space for agency
                  among the small segment of the Indigenous population that, in the early colonial period,
                  retained access to education and learned to read and write Nahuatl in Latin alphabet.
               

               Regarding the genesis of the Historia general, it is not possible within this discussion to examine in detail the complex compositional
                  phases that led to its final redaction.37 However, it is essential to emphasize that the Florentine Codex refers to the manuscript that preserves the definitive version of a text with a gestation
                  period spanning two decades. From a methodological perspective—at least concerning
                  early modern Mesoamerica—Bernardino de Sahagún’s work stands out more than any other due to its rigor and its (at least purported)
                  systematization. While the manuscript is dated to 1577, we know that as early as 1558,
                  Sahagún had begun composing Nahuatl-language questionnaires explicitly designed to
                  facilitate dialogue with Indigenous informants while also rendering the inquiry systematic
                  and structured. The work, therefore, is the result of two decades of research, marked
                  by multiple phases of material collection, preliminary drafts, and intermediate texts
                  that were ultimately reworked into a final manuscript—accompanied by a rich pictographic
                  apparatus—structured in two columns: one written in Nahuatl and the other a paraphrased
                  version of the Nahuatl text in Spanish, composed by Sahagún himself.
               

               Let us turn to the final stages in the gestation of the Historia general. As previously mentioned, the work was completed in 1577. After a series of financial
                  difficulties that had temporarily halted its progress, the year 1575 marked a decisive
                  turning point: Rodrigo de Sequera, the newly appointed Franciscan Commissary General,
                  arrived in Mexico and provided both ideological and material support for Sahagún’s project.38 Sequera, in fact, shared the views of Juan de Ovando—whom we have already mentioned
                  in connection with his inspection of the Council of the Indies and who, in the meantime,
                  had become its president. Both men were convinced that effective governance and evangelization
                  required an in-depth understanding of the political, social, and religious institutions
                  of Indigenous populations.
               

               During these same years, as we have emphasized, both the Crown and the Council were
                  actively promoting the composition of geographical accounts and descriptive reports
                  of native customs and lifeways. There was also an expressed desire for the creation
                  of a historia moral of the Indigenous populations of Mexico. In this context, the Florentine Codex was identified as a work that aligned perfectly with royal objectives—so much so
                  that Philip II himself was informed of its existence by the Archbishop of Mexico City.39

               At this point, the Crown’s sudden change of course may come as a surprise. Only a few months later, on April
                  22, 1577, Philip II issued direct orders to Viceroy Martín Enríquez to confiscate
                  Sahagún’s work—along with other similar texts. Below, we examine excerpts from the royal cédula:
               

               
                  From certain letters we have received from those provinces, we have learned that Friar
                     Bernardino de Sahagún […] has composed a Historia Universal on the most notable aspects of New Spain, which is a very extensive account of all
                     the rites, ceremonies, and idolatries that the Indians practiced in their infidelity
                     […]; and although it is understood that the intentions of the said Friar Bernardino
                     were good […], it has been deemed inappropriate for this book to be printed or circulated
                     in any manner in those regions, for various significant reasons. Therefore, we order
                     you to […] ensure that these books are collected and, without leaving behind either
                     the original or any copies, have them securely sent at the first opportunity to our
                     Council of the Indies so that they may be reviewed there. And be advised that you
                     must not allow, under any circumstances, anyone to write about matters concerning
                     the superstitions and way of life that these Indians once had, in any language whatsoever
                     […].40

               

               Certain key elements emerge clearly from this document. On the one hand, the measures
                  are explicitly directed at Sahagún’s work—he would never see his manuscript again, and even in 1585, just a few years
                  before his death, he would still wonder about the fate of his writings.41 On the other hand, it is evident—especially in the final lines—that the scope of
                  this provision was far broader, at least in intent: the decree explicitly orders that
                  no one be permitted to write about the supersticiones and ways of life that the indios practiced in the pre-Hispanic period. Moreover, we should not naively assume that
                  the Crown and the Council were unaware of the persistence of pre-Hispanic beliefs
                  and practices.
               

               Indeed, in the following years and decades, no documentary enterprises comparable
                  in depth and ambition to those of Sahagún and his predecessors would be undertaken.
                  Moreover, according to some scholars, the cédula may have had retrospective consequences as well. In the communications between the
                  Crown and the Viceroyalty, Philip II was explicitly informed of the existence of numerous
                  works similar to Sahagún’s, and Georges Baudot has identified these texts with the treatises of Olmos, Motolinía,
                  and other Franciscan missionaries not previously mentioned. In fact, almost no trace
                  of these treatises remains. They have largely been lost, despite having circulated
                  to a certain extent within the Order in the decades preceding the measures of 1577.
                  Furthermore, contemporary sources indicate that multiple copies of some of these works
                  existed at the time.42

               The ambivalent stance of Philip II in managing relations with the Indigenous population
                  oscillated between an awareness of the necessity for dialogue and adaptation to the
                  Indigenous world and a tendency toward forced hispanicization—understood, of course,
                  in a sense that extends beyond mere language. Several factors have been considered
                  as possible contributing causes of this policy shift between the 1560s and the 1570s,
                  which, in a short span, moved from encouragement and support to the confiscation of
                  works such as the Florentine Codex. Among these factors were the death of Juan de Ovando, the president of the Council
                  of the Indies, who had strongly supported such projects; the conspiracy of Martín
                  Cortés, son of Hernán Cortés, who was closely associated with Franciscan circles;
                  and the renewed claims of the descendants of the deposed local rulers.43

               What I wish to emphasize, however, is the growing awareness of the potential danger
                  posed by a work like the Florentine Codex. While these texts were conceived as manuals for identifying and remedying “spiritual
                  diseases”, missionary activity paradoxically also resulted in the preservation of
                  pre-Hispanic customs, traditions, beliefs, and myths—sometimes even in Indigenous
                  languages themselves. Moreover, this was not merely an act of preservation; despite
                  its intended role in the eradication of idolatry, the Florentine Codex ultimately provided a space in which the colonized found avenues for expression.44
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               As previously mentioned, the Historia general was primarily conceived as an auxiliary tool for the evangelization of Indigenous
                  populations, intended for the circulation among missionaries operating in the Mesoamerican
                  region—that today corresponds to the central highlands of Mexico. Sahagún’s working method, based on the re-elaboration of information collected directly in
                  Nahuatl from Indigenous informants, reflects, in my view, his beliefs about the requirements
                  that could make the conversion of the indios effective. As explicitly stated by Sahagún himself in the prologue of the Historia general, identifying the disease is a necessary condition for its cure45: beyond the metaphor, a fruitful evangelization cannot take place without a deep
                  understanding of the beliefs and practices that must be eradicated and replaced. The
                  structure of the work is also closely linked to the beliefs and intentions that motivated
                  the Franciscan friar to undertake such an endeavor. The encyclopedic ambition that
                  characterizes the Historia general is best understood as the result of an attempt to compile the most comprehensive
                  possible inventory of the enfermedades espirituales (spiritual diseases) of the indios: the topics covered in the twelve books of the Historia indeed range from beliefs about gods, ceremonies, and rituals, to myths and divination;
                  from the structures of society and politics, to notions concerning animals, plants,
                  and minerals.
               

               It is necessary to briefly mention the issue of authorship, to which we will return
                  in the analysis of the passage on which I will focus. During his fieldwork, Sahagún
                  was assisted by some of his students of Indigenous descent (among whom, to mention
                  just two of the most well-known, Antonio Valeriano and Martín Jacobita).46 I refer to them as students since, starting in 1536, Sahagún had taught at the Franciscan
                  Colegio de la Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco.47 These students came from the highest strata of Indigenous society (although there
                  were also some Nahuas del común)48: they were the sons of those who, in the pre-Hispanic period, had been the Indigenous
                  political elites. At the Colegio, they learned to read and write their native language using the Latin alphabet—which
                  they learned orally within the family—but they also studied Castilian and Latin. Their
                  education included the study of classical Latin literature, patristic and scholastic
                  writings, and the Western Christian theological tradition. The context of the Colegio de Tlatelolco illustrates how evangelization and conversion also functioned as a means of integrating
                  a restricted segment of Indigenous society into colonial institutional and social
                  structures. For this small and privileged group of converted Indigenous people, it
                  thus became possible to be part of an educational system that produced political leaders
                  and intellectuals. In fact, some students became teachers at the Colegio, while others, in adulthood, held prominent political and administrative positions.49

               As made known by Sahagún himself,50 some of these Indigenous students played a key role in mediating between Sahagún
                  and the native informants. However, over the past two decades, there has been growing
                  historiographical recognition of the role played by some of these students, not only
                  in facilitating communication with local informants but also in the final drafting
                  of the Nahuatl-language text of the Florentine Codex. This recognition challenges the vulgate according to which Sahagún’s students merely acted as intermediary-interpreters with Indigenous informants and
                  that Sahagún was the sole author of the Nahuatl text of the Florentine Codex. According to Kevin Terraciano, “Sahagún was more coordinator, compiler, editor,
                  and translator than author. […] Although Sahagún contributed to this notion by calling
                  himself the ‘author’ in the text, he also refers to himself as a compiler, and he
                  credits many (but not all) of the Nahuas who played a pivotal role in the project.”51 In this sense, we can consider the Florentine Codex as a negotiated product, in which Sahagún and the students of the Colegio de Tlatelolco collaborated in the drafting of a text that was the result of a dual process of adaptation—one
                  that cannot be imagined as a freely creative act, given that it was conditioned by
                  power dynamics and thus by the political and religious conditions of the colonial
                  context. Moreover, as previously mentioned, it is essential to take into account the
                  hybrid education of these students—which ranged from the classics of humanistic culture
                  to theology—as well as the texts available to them in the Colegio’s library.52 The intellectual framework of these letrados indígenas was deeply imbued with Christian theology. Additionally, it is reasonable to assume
                  that Sahagún alone could not have fully controlled the semantic richness of the Nahuatl
                  language or the vast diversity of topics covered in the Historia general de las cosas de Nueva España.
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               There are various reasons why we have attempted to address some of the questions this
                  volume seeks to explore by starting with a reflection on the Florentine Codex. First of all, as has been highlighted, this work is the result of a decades-long
                  process of evangelizing Indigenous populations and exemplarily reflects the conversion
                  strategies conceived and implemented by the Franciscan missionaries who operated in
                  colonial Mexico during the sixteenth century. Secondly, the history of this text shows
                  how imperial political elites actively supported and influenced evangelization strategies
                  and, consequently, the dynamics of conversion of the native population. At the same
                  time, the change in attitude of the Crown demonstrates the institutions’ clear awareness of the risk of uncontrolled circulation of the missionary treatises,
                  as these texts preserved the memory of that pre-colonial religious and political system
                  that was feared to be restored and which, instead, had to be definitively erased.
               

               But there is another fundamental reason why we have chosen the Florentine Codex. One of our aims, in fact, is to give greater historiographical prominence to the
                  reactions of the colonized in relation to the dynamics of evangelization and conversion.
                  The historiographical debate on the Florentine Codex—and more specifically on the role assumed by Sahagún’s Indigenous informants and collaborators in the process of composing the work—has
                  highlighted that tension between imposition and appropriation which, from the perspective
                  of this volume, characterizes the processes of evangelization. Although fully aware
                  that the Florentine Codex is the result of the collection—during the colonial period—of information about the
                  pre-Hispanic past, mediated and reworked to the point of distorting and partially
                  reinventing it, some authors have celebrated the modernity of Sahagún’s method of gathering and organizing information, hailing him as a pioneer of cultural
                  anthropology.53 Almost as a corollary of this historiographical image, the Florentine Codex has long been (and, in part, rightly so) considered an indispensable source for the
                  study of Classical Nahuatl, as a space for the reproduction of precolonial cosmologies—and,
                  for the most enthusiastic scholars, almost as a living fossil of a vanished world.
               

               Recently, the debate has been rekindled over the quality of the testimonies on Indigenous
                  cultures produced by missionaries. David Solodkow has questioned the hermeneutic value
                  of missionary interpretations, emphasizing that Novohispanic chronicles reflect the
                  symbolic and material influence exerted over Indigenous cultures.54 In explicit opposition to the portrayal of Sahagún as a modern anthropologist and
                  ethnographer, Victoria Ríos Castaño has underscored the distorting nature of the re-conceptualization
                  of the Nahua past carried out by the friar.55 However, as Sergio Botta aptly states, while it is necessary “to recognize the significant
                  contribution that these critical perspectives provided […] to value the influence
                  of the European thought in the representation of the indigenous religious systems,”
                  on the other hand, “this view runs the risk of overestimating the effectiveness of
                  the instruments that the chroniclers used in an ‘interreligious’ confrontation,” since
                  such ethnographic projects “have not always been able to manufacture discourses capable
                  of definitively assimilating the indigenous religions.”56 Kevin Terraciano has likewise noted that scholars have tended to present Sahagún
                  in polarized terms, either “as a learned scholar who sought to record indigenous language
                  and knowledge, or as a physician of souls who employed inquisitorial methods of collecting
                  information for pragmatic missionary purposes […] firmly rooted in a sixteenth-century
                  Euro-Christian framework […]”.57

               It is undeniable that the Florentine Codex is also the product of an attempt, partly successful, to impose the taxonomies, concepts,
                  and hermeneutic frameworks of the Western Christian tradition upon the information
                  gathered from Indigenous informants. From this perspective, the source has been read
                  with the aim of identifying traces of the distortions produced by Sahagún and the
                  effects of contact between colonizers and the colonized, thereby revealing the transformations
                  that occurred during the colonial period.58 Conversely, the authenticity of the information conveyed by the source should be
                  assessed on a case-by-case basis. While recognizing “the European influences on the
                  content and organization of the work,” it is necessary “to discern indigenous or Nahua
                  modes of categorizing knowledge, underscoring the discretionary power of the tlacuiloque over their sources and interpretative strategies.”59 The Florentine Codex is undoubtedly also the result of the imposition of missionary perspectives, but
                  the lengthy process of its creation opened a space for the negotiation of a representation
                  of the past, in which the agencies of Sahagún, the Indigenous informants, and the
                  Nahua scholars all played a part. Berenice Alcántara Rojas has described it as “the
                  most captivating testimony of the complex process of interaction and negotiation that
                  took place between Sahagún and the Nahuas, each with their respective legacies and
                  aspirations,” in which “various ‘Indian’ and Western voices converge while distancing
                  themselves, asserting and refuting, covering and transforming.”60 The aim of the following pages will be to examine these processes of imposition,
                  negotiation, and appropriation through the description of the Nahua divinatory practices
                  found in Book V of the Florentine Codex.
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               This section of the work consists of two parts, but we will only consider the first,
                  which is made up of a list of 15 tetzahuitl. This is a Nahuatl term that refers to a broad semantic field, making it impossible
                  to formulate a single, and at the same time exhaustive definition.61 In lexicographical works and missionary chronicles, the concept of tetzahuitl has been predominantly and reductively associated with the divinatory sphere and
                  has been consistently translated as agüero, señal, or pronóstico (omen, sign, or forecast). Regarding the Castilian text of Book V, Sahagún opts for
                  the term agüero. However, since it is not possible to delve into the complexity of the Nahua concept
                  here, it suffices for our purposes to say that in Book V the term tetzahuitl indicates present events that foretell future occurrences.
               

               Beyond the translation choices, in the prologue of Book V, we find the explicit association
                  of tetzahuitl with the sphere of divination. Sahagún, in fact, places the belief in tetzahuitl within the realm of sins against the First Commandment, as is traditionally done
                  in doctrinal, inquisitorial, and confessional texts of the period:
               

               
                  Since, with a hunger for more knowledge, our first parents deserved to be deprived
                     of the original knowledge that was given to them and to fall into the very dark night
                     of ignorance in which they left all of us, and since we have not yet lost that wretched
                     hunger, we do not cease to persist, to wish to investigate—rightly or wrongly—what
                     we do not know about both natural and supernatural things. And even though we have
                     many and very true paths by which to know many of these things, we are not content
                     with this, but instead we attempt to know, through illicit and forbidden paths, those
                     things that our Lord God does not want us to know, such as future events and secret
                     things.62

               

               The position that this section of the work takes in relation to the other eleven books
                  is another indication that Sahagún places the tetzahuitl of Book V under the umbrella of divination. Indeed, the close connection between
                  Book IV, dedicated to the description of the divinatory calendar and its use, and
                  Book V is evident. In fact, the taxonomic choices obey the imperative to identify
                  and eradicate: categories such as divination or witchcraft serve a function that is
                  not purely epistemological, as they are instrumental in stigmatizing beliefs and practices
                  identified as divinatory or witchcraft-related.63 In the taxonomic choices, in the translation options, and in the interpretative key
                  provided in the prologue, Sahagún’s hand is clearly evident. However, it is only by examining the contents of the Nahuatl
                  text of Book V that we can go beyond the organization of the information provided
                  by the Indigenous informants to look at its reworking—a process that was also shaped
                  by Sahagún’s Nahua collaborators.
               

               Let’s delve into the text. The first paragraph of Book V records a tetzahuitl constituted by the roar of a tecuani (a Nahuatl term that generally refers to a wild beast, probably a jaguar in this case),
                  which would foretell an unfortunate event to the one who hears it.64 This first paragraph is anomalous compared to the following ones, as it is the only
                  one where the recipient of the omen, in order to interpret its meaning, addresses
                  a ritual specialist—called tonalpouhque in Nahuatl. In the other paragraphs, the description of the tetzahuitl is simply followed by a list of possible interpretations of the event, without mentioning
                  the intervention of a ritual specialist precisely assigned to decipher the omen. This
                  anomaly suggests that it may be a rhetorical device aimed at providing a general interpretive
                  framework for the following tetzahuitl, appealing to the authority of the diviner.
               

               The response of the tonalpouhque is surprising. Let us examine a passage. Before offering the consulter the ritual
                  remedies to counteract the effects of the tetzahuitl manifestation, the tonalpouhque admonishes him as follows:
               

               
                  But on the other hand, enough! Perchance thou hast been negligent. Perchance already,
                     tomorrow or the day after he by whom we live will be wroth or require appeasement.
                     […] Shall I, perchance, in truth, frighten and terrify thee? For the master our lord
                     hath wished this upon thee. By no means hath the beast become as man.65

               

               Even if implicitly, it seems to me that these few lines enclose a precise conception
                  of the relationship between the premonitory sign, the human world, and the divine
                  plane. To decipher the meaning of the tonalpouhque’s response, it is necessary to consider that the theonyms Ipalnemohuani and Totecuyo were among the terms preferred by the Franciscan missionaries to refer to the Christian
                  God during the process of evangelization and conversion of the native populations.66 While the term Totecuyo represents the resemanticization of a Nahua term already used during the pre-Hispanic
                  period, Ipalnemohuani might even be considered a colonial neologism, primarily due to the fact that no
                  depiction of this entity is attested in pre-Hispanic pictographic codices. This passage
                  could therefore be interpreted as the effect of a missionary imposition, that is,
                  as Sahagún’s attempt to impose a concept of divination that replaces the emic understanding,
                  while also appealing to the legitimizing power of the Indigenous ritual specialist,
                  the tonalpouhque. The diviner is asked about the meaning of the agüero-tetzahuitl and explicitly states that the tecuani is devoid of intentionality, as it does not roar with the purpose of announcing to
                  the individual what awaits them in the future, precisely because it does not possess
                  the same “mental faculties” as humans: “[…] the beast does not think like a man,”
                  the text reads. What will happen in the future, therefore, will be the fulfillment
                  of the will of Ipalnemohuani, “He by whom we live.” In my view, it is evident that this paragraph already reflects
                  a process of Christianization of the Indigenous imaginary, transferring to the hands
                  of the one God the decisions about human destiny that were once foretold by the tetzahuitl. A confirmation of this interpretation lies precisely in the choice of the terms
                  Totecuyo and Ipalnemohuani, which, as mentioned, were two of the Nahuatl terms favored by the missionaries in
                  their search for emic equivalents of the Christian God.
               

               It is no coincidence that, precisely in the first paragraph at the beginning of Book
                  V, it is emphasized that the future of humankind is subject to divine will; as if
                  to say: the tetzahuitl discussed in this book are signs that fall within the plan of divine providence. The
                  following paragraph also contains a reference to the one God: the leader of an expedition
                  urges his companions not to be discouraged by the ominous omens received and to pray
                  to “Our Lord,” “Totecuyo.”67 This could be not necessarily an insertion by Sahagún but rather a rhetorical strategy
                  employed by the informants or Indigenous co-authors, aimed at making the practices
                  referenced in Book V acceptable, or at least understandable from a Christian perspective,
                  and at projecting onto past beliefs a faith in the oneness of God. However, as the
                  informants proceed in the following chapters to describe what their ancestors considered
                  tetzahuitl, all monotheistic references disappear, and the Mesoamerican deities reemerge onto
                  the scene. Tezcatlipoca (certainly not God the Father!) assumes the role of a tutelary
                  deity of human fate and the sender of premonitory signs. I speak of retroprojection
                  because it seems clear that, already from the first paragraph, there is a conscious
                  and cautious distancing on the part of the informants from the beliefs they are witnesses
                  to: “In olden times, when false gods were still being worshipped, thus said some of
                  the old men, the ancient people, […] when we believed these things to be true, when
                  still in our land we spoke of that which the departed ones testified to us—our ancestors
                  who are no more.”68 From the very first lines of Book V, it is clear and explicit that the beliefs in
                  omens are exclusively attributed to the ancestors, with a clear dissociation from
                  that idolatrous past. It is significant that this occurs precisely at the beginning
                  of the book. In general, almost all of the verbs used in the Nahuatl text of the fifth
                  section of the Florentine Codex are conjugated in the past tense, as if all the beliefs and practices described belong
                  to a time long gone: at least in the rhetorical setting of the text, there is a constant
                  reference to a distant past. It is at least reasonable to suspect that the picture
                  painted by the informants was, in fact, far from the truth. Firstly, uprooting such
                  beliefs must have been arduous and problematic, since, at least according to what
                  we read in Book V of the Florentine Codex, the interpretation of the tetzahuitl is generally entrusted to the recipients of the omen themselves (or to some sort
                  of shared collective knowledge), and does not involve ritualized, externalized deciphering
                  procedures that could have been visible to the attentive eyes of the missionaries.
                  On a general level, this implies a distance between formal conversion—which is evidenced
                  in the interruption of ritual practices, through the delegitimization and political
                  annihilation of Indigenous religious elites—and the continuation of beliefs that shape
                  the worldview and the daily social relations. Secondly, we must constantly reckon
                  with the preconceptions that influence our perspective: what Matthew Restall has defined
                  as “the myth of completion”69 might lead us to overlook the fact that, while in Tlatelolco or Tenochtitlan missionary
                  activity was early, well-structured, and to some extent effective, in other areas
                  of central Mexico, this was not the case in the early decades of the colonial period.
                  The notable attention devoted to agüeros in the manuales de ministros—such as Jacinto de la Serna’s Manual de ministros de indios para el conocimiento de sus idolatrías y extirpación
                     de ellas and Hernando Ruíz de Alarcón’s Tratado de las supersticiones y costumbres gentílicas—of the 17th century should raise our doubts regarding the narrative we have just examined.
               

               At this point, one might speculate that the very fact that in the first chapter of
                  Book V there is an attempt to treat the tetzahuitl as part of the divine plan for humanity might be a sign of Sahagún’s keen interest in controlling those divinatory practices by placing them within a
                  Christianizing framework. In the Castilian column of the manuscript, the tonalpouhque even more explicitly asserts that “the lord god himself wished that this should happen
                  to you and come to pass. And the animal is not to be blamed, for it does not know
                  what it is doing because it lacks understanding and reason.”70 Sahagún, therefore, would attribute to the presumed voice of the tonalpouhque the expression of a conception of the relationship between the premonitory sign and
                  extra-human entities that is foreign to Nahua thought. However, this interpretation
                  is not convincing, primarily because Sahagún, a staunch fighter in the war against
                  pre-Hispanic rituals, clearly marks the tetzahuitl with the stigma of sins against the First Commandment, and in his translation choices,
                  he constantly uses lexical tools from the anti-divinatory and anti-witchcraft polemics
                  of the early modern period. If we interpret any textual trace of hybridization as
                  a result of the imposition of the missionary perspective, we would have to admit (in
                  the case we are examining) a discrepancy between the prologue, the translation choices,
                  and the idolatrous imagery referenced on one hand, and the contents of the Nahuatl
                  text of Book V on the other. The most economical and least contradictory explanation,
                  then, might be another.
               

               If we take into account what has been said regarding the issue of authorship of the
                  Florentine Codex, we must admit the admissibility of another interpretive hypothesis. We could indeed
                  consider the possibility that in the drafting of the text (and/or already in the mediation
                  between Sahagún and the informants), the Indigenous co-authors consciously resort
                  to a providential conception, of a missionary origin, in which the protagonists are
                  formally Nahua extra-human entities (Totecuyo and Ipalnemohuani), but essentially we are facing a reworking of the Nahua conception of divination
                  that echoes a view of the relationship between humans, the premonitory sign, and the
                  divine entity that would be the result of missionary influence. In a sermon for the
                  Feast of the Epiphany, Sahagún admonished the faithful who encountered an event they
                  mistakenly believed to be a tetzahuitl (in the friar’s perspective) to turn not to the tonalpouhque—“who know nothing”—but only to the teopixqueh—a term sometimes used as an equivalent of the word sacerdote (‘priest’) in Nahuatl Christian texts written during the colonial period.71 However, in the first paragraph of Book V, the tonalpouhque provides a providential and moral interpretation of the tetzahuitl, signaling the negligence of the consultant and the fulfillment of the divine will
                  in human destiny. In this paragraph, we might be facing a trace of the intervention
                  of the Indigenous co-authors, who attempt to make the Nahua conception religiously
                  acceptable within the symbolic competition for the (re)construction of the pre-Hispanic
                  past. They are attempting, that is, to produce a discourse about the self that is
                  acceptable to the other—a discourse based on creative imitation, learning, and reworking.
                  Discerning Sahagún’s hand from the interventions of the Indigenous students and co-authors is not philologically
                  sustainable, but we can try to identify all the possible sites of formation for a
                  hybrid discourse and reflect on the meanings it conveys. With respect to the textual
                  case we’ve just examined, and returning to the historiographical debate surrounding the Florentine Codex, we might therefore speak of reinvention, as an effect of the active reception of
                  the contents of evangelization—without falling into the excess of disregarding the
                  usefulness of such sources for the reconstruction of pre-Hispanic religious heritage.
                  Without naive trust or blind suspicion, we can only analyze the Florentine Codex closely, case by case.
               

            







OEBPS/cover.jpg
Ricarda Vulpius, Guillermo Wilde (eds.)

RELIGIOUS CONVERSION
AND IMPERIAL RULE










