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THE ENDURING ENIGMA OF MALINTZIN: UNDERSTANDING HER CHOICES IN AN AGE
OF CONQUEST

Few  figures  in  history  are  as  polarizing  and  profoundly  misunderstood  as  the  indigenous  woman
known as Malintzin. To some, she is the ultimate traitor, La Malinche, the mother of a mestizo nation
who sold out her people to the Spanish conquistadors. To others, she is a brilliant strategist, a
survivor, and a master linguist who navigated an impossible situation with remarkable agency. The
phrase Malintzins Choices is not just a historical footnote; it is a powerful lens through which we
can examine survival, power, and the complex nature of free will under duress. This article delves
deep into the life of Malintzin, exploring the decisions she made, the context that shaped them, and
the lasting impact of her legacy.

Who Was Malintzin? Setting the Historical
Stage
To  understand  Malintzins  Choices,  we  must  first  understand  the  woman  behind  the  myth.  Born
around  the  year  1500,  possibly  in  the  region  of  the  Gulf  Coast  of  Mexico  (near  present-day
Coatzacoalcos), she was originally called Malinalli. She was likely born into a noble family, a detail
that makes her later servitude all the more tragic. According to historical accounts, after her father's
death, her mother remarried and had a son. To secure the inheritance for her new son, Malinalli's
mother sold her into slavery to passing traders, claiming she had died. This act of betrayal by her
own family is the first, often overlooked, choice that was made for her, not by her.
From a noble birth, Malinalli became a slave, passed from one Mayan community to another. It was
in this crucible of displacement that she learned multiple languages, most notably Nahuatl (the
language of the Aztecs) and a Mayan dialect. When she was given as a tribute to the Spanish
conquistador Hernán Cortés in 1519, she was about 19 years old. It is at this point that she becomes
Malintzin (the Spanish called her Doña Marina), and her journey of conscious decision-making truly
begins.

The Framework of Coercion: How Much
Choice Did She Really Have?
Before we examine specific decisions, it is crucial to frame the conversation around agency. When
we talk about Malintzins Choices, we must acknowledge the brutal constraints of her reality. She
was  a  slave  in  a  foreign  military  camp,  surrounded  by  men  with  steel  swords,  guns,  and
horses—technologies she had never seen. The Spanish had already demonstrated their capacity for
extreme violence. In this context, the choice to cooperate versus resist is not a simple binary
between good and evil. It is a question of survival.
Many historians argue that labeling her a "traitor" is anachronistic. The concept of a unified "Mexico"
or "Indigenous people" did not exist. The Aztec Empire, led by Moctezuma II, was a hegemonic
power that extracted tribute and sacrifices from subject tribes, including Malintzin's own people. For
many  indigenous  groups,  the  Spanish  were  initially  seen  as  potential  liberators  from  Aztec
oppression.  Thus,  Malintzins  Choices  were  not  necessarily  a  betrayal  of  a  unified  "Mexico"  but
rather a series of tactical decisions made within a fractured political landscape.

Key Choices That Defined a Conquest
Let us break down the specific, pivotal moments that constitute the core of Malintzins Choices.

1. THE CHOICE OF LANGUAGE AND ALLIANCE

The most immediate and critical choice Malintzin made was to use her linguistic ability. When Cortés
first communicated with the Aztec ambassadors, his Spanish had to be translated into Mayan by a
Spanish priest, Jerónimo de Aguilar (who had been shipwrecked in Yucatán and learned Mayan).
However, the Aztecs spoke Nahuatl. The chain was broken until Malintzin stepped in. She could
speak Nahuatl and Mayan, allowing her to bridge the gap between Cortés and the Aztec world.
She chose not just to translate words, but to interpret culture. She didn't just turn phrases into a
different  language;  she  explained  the  political  dynamics,  the  fears  of  the  local  tribes,  and  the
internal  weaknesses  of  the  Aztec  Empire.  This  was  a  monumental  choice.  She  could  have
deliberately  mistranslated,  causing  confusion  and  conflict.  She  could  have  fed  Cortés  bad
information.  Instead,  she chose to  be an effective,  accurate,  and strategic  interpreter.  This  choice
made her indispensable. It elevated her from a slave to Cortés's most trusted advisor and consort.

https://web1.enteraskincare.com/


2

2 Malintzins Choices 2024-09-06

2. THE CHOICE TO BROKER PEACE AND VIOLENCE

One of the most debated aspects of Malintzins Choices is her role in the alliances formed with
other indigenous groups. The Spanish army was vastly outnumbered. They only succeeded because
of tens of thousands of indigenous allies, primarily from the Tlaxcala tribe, who were sworn enemies
of the Aztecs.
Malintzin was instrumental in negotiating these alliances. She would explain to the Tlaxcalan leaders
that Cortés was a powerful leader who could help them overthrow Moctezuma. Was this a choice for
liberation? Or was it a choice to invite a new, more powerful oppressor? She likely saw it as the only
viable path to survival and perhaps even vengeance against the empire that had kept her people
subjugated. She chose to use Spanish power as a tool against Aztec hegemony. The consequence
was a horrific war, but also the beginning of a new, mixed-race society.

3. THE CHOICE OF PERSONAL IDENTITY AND RELATIONSHIP

Perhaps the most personal of Malintzins Choices was her relationship with Hernán Cortés. She
became his primary translator, advisor, and eventually, the mother of his son, Martín Cortés. This
relationship has been the subject of intense scrutiny.
Was it love? Was it Stockholm syndrome? Was it pure pragmatism? Most evidence suggests that
Malintzin was a pragmatist. She understood that her power, influence, and safety directly depended
on her relationship with Cortés. By bearing his child, she secured a certain status. Her son was one
of the first mestizo (mixed-race) children of the conquest, a symbol of the new world order. Choosing
to have this relationship, and to raise her son in the Spanish tradition, was a foundational decision
for  the  cultural  blending  that  defines  modern  Mexico.  It  was  a  choice  that  gave her  a  measure  of
personal security but also cemented her legacy as the "mother" of a conquered people.

4. THE CHOICE OF MEMORY: LA MALINCHE VS. MALINTZIN

A less obvious but equally important set of Malintzins Choices concerns how she presented herself
to history. She dressed in Spanish clothing, adopted Christianity, and took the name Marina. She
chose to assimilate. This was not just survival; it was a form of social navigation.
However,  this  choice was also transformed by later  generations.  In  Mexican culture,  the term
"Malinchismo" refers  to  a  preference for  foreign things over  Mexican ones,  a  form of  cultural
betrayal. The name "La Malinche" became a slur. This is perhaps the cruelest twist of fate regarding
Malintzins Choices: she made decisions to survive and thrive in her own time, but those same
choices  were  reinterpreted  centuries  later  as  a  national  betrayal.  Today,  there  is  a  powerful
movement to reclaim her name. To call her Malintzin is to acknowledge her indigenous roots and to

see her as a woman of agency, not just a traitor or a victim.

The Legacy: Why Malintzin's Choices Still
Matter
Why do we still talk about a woman who lived 500 years ago? Because the questions raised by
Malintzins Choices are universal. They resonate with modern issues of colonialism, immigration,
and cultural identity.

Survival vs. Resistance: When oppression is overwhelming, what is the ethical choice? Is it
better to collaborate and live, or resist and die? Malintzin's story offers no easy answers, but it
forces us to ask the question.
The Role of the Intermediary: In our globalized world, translators and cultural brokers are
more important than ever. Malintzin was the ultimate intermediary. She walked between two
worlds, and the choices she made shaped the outcome of a civilization.
Women in History: Malintzin's story highlights how women's choices are often judged more
harshly than men's. Cortés is a conqueror; Malintzin is a traitor. Re-evaluating Malintzins
Choices is part of a larger effort to rewrite history with a more complex understanding of
female agency.

Conclusion: A Choice to Be Understood,
Not Judged
The narrative of Malintzins Choices is not a simple morality tale. It is a story of a young woman
who was sold into slavery, given to strangers, and forced to navigate a world at war. Her choices
were not made in a vacuum of freedom but within the narrow corridors of survival. She chose to
speak, to interpret, to ally, to love, and to live. In doing so, she became the architect of her own
destiny, even as she helped build a new world that would often demonize her.
To truly understand Malintzin is to move beyond the labels of "traitor" or "victim." It is to recognize
the profound weight of Malintzins Choices and to appreciate the courage it took to make them in a
time when the world as she knew it was crumbling. Her legacy is not one of shame, but of survival,
intelligence, and the complex, often painful, birth of modern Mexico. She was a woman who, despite
having the least power, used the tools she had—her mind, her voice, and her will—to make choices
that echo through the ages.


