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Introduction
This book argues that Mexico’s past and present make sense only when placed within
the wider webs of migration, trade, and cultural exchange that have bound distant
shores since 1500. Rather than treating “globalization” as a late twentieth‑century
novelty, we trace its deeper roots in early modern circuits of silver, faith, people, and
ideas. From the mines of Zacatecas to the markets of Seville and Guangzhou, from the
docks at Acapulco to the galleons crossing the Pacific, Mexican spaces became nodal
points where global forces converged and local actors negotiated their futures.

Our approach is synthetic and comparative. It brings together economic history, social
history, and cultural studies to show how external shocks and opportunities—imperial
reforms, commodity booms, financial crises, wars, and trade agreements—filtered
through regional ecologies and social hierarchies. Global currents did not wash
uniformly across the republic; they pooled, eddied, and sometimes receded, producing
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uneven development, complex identities, and enduring debates about sovereignty and
belonging. By following commodities, people, and stories across borders, the book
highlights how global forces were made and remade on Mexican ground.

Migration is a central thread. The movement of Indigenous communities under colonial
rule, the forced arrival of Africans, the itineraries of Asian sailors and merchants, the
nineteenth-century inflows of European capital and expertise, and the out-migration of
Mexican workers to the United States all shaped households and hometowns. These
trajectories produced transnational families, remittance corridors, and diaspora
cultures whose festivals, cuisines, and media travel as readily as money and labor. In
telling these stories, we attend to both constraint and agency, showing how migrants
navigated law, violence, and opportunity.

Trade provides a second throughline. Colonial silver anchored one of the first truly
global currencies, tying New Spain to Europe and Asia. Later, railroads, refrigerated
shipping, and tariff regimes reoriented production toward external
markets—henequen, coffee, copper, oil, automobiles, and electronics—each wave
transforming landscapes and labor regimes. Contemporary integration has intensified
cross-border supply chains and policy interdependence, even as crises expose
fragilities. By situating these shifts in a longue durée, we illuminate continuities
between early modern exchange and today’s complex value chains.

Cultural exchange is the third pillar. Mexican identities have always been
dialogic—formed through encounter, conflict, and creativity. Missionary grammars,
Indigenous literacies, scientific societies, film studios, border radio, migrant music, and
digital platforms have carried ideas and aesthetics far beyond their points of origin.
These circulations have not erased difference; they have provided shared repertoires
with which communities articulate belonging, critique power, and imagine futures. The
result is a cultural landscape that is at once deeply local and unmistakably global.

The chapters proceed roughly chronologically while foregrounding thematic arcs. Early
chapters map the creation of a transoceanic Mexico through conquest, mining, and the
Pacific connection. Middle chapters explore the making of borders, the tensions of
modernization, and revolutionary restructuring. Later chapters examine oil and
development, wartime labor programs, financial globalization, regional integration,
security regimes, environmental frontiers, and the cultural forms that knit dispersed
communities together. Throughout, we emphasize how global processes were
refracted through local institutions, ecologies, and social negotiations.

Finally, this is a book about choices—by rulers and rebels, merchants and miners,
migrants and media makers, technocrats and campesinos. Global forces set the stage,
but outcomes turned on local improvisations and struggles over who would bear costs
and reap gains. By placing Mexico in global context, we aim to provide readers with
tools to link the silver fleets to the shipping container, the colonial ledger to the digital
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remittance, and the local barrio to the world beyond, offering a fresh vantage on five
centuries of intertwined histories.

CHAPTER ONE: Worlds in Contact: Mesoamerica on
the Eve of Globalization
Before the arrival of Europeans, Mesoamerica was a vibrant and complex world,
teeming with diverse cultures, sophisticated societies, and extensive trade networks.
This was not a static or isolated realm; it was a dynamic region with its own long
histories of innovation, interaction, and exchange. The arrival of Cortés and his men in
1519 did not mark the beginning of history in this land, but rather a dramatic turning
point, a collision of worlds that would irrevocably alter the trajectory of both
Mesoamerica and Europe, and indeed, the globe.

The civilizations of Mesoamerica, such as the Maya, Aztec, and Zapotec, had
developed monumental architecture, intricate calendar systems, advanced
agricultural techniques, and complex religious and political structures. These societies
were deeply rooted in their environment, with sophisticated understandings of
astronomy, mathematics, and natural sciences. Their cities, like Tenochtitlan, the
Aztec capital, were marvels of urban planning, engineering, and organization, boasting
population densities that rivaled or exceeded those of contemporary European cities.

Trade was an essential component of Mesoamerican life, connecting disparate regions
and facilitating the exchange of goods, ideas, and technologies. Obsidian, for instance,
a volcanic glass prized for its sharpness, was traded over vast distances, forming an
early form of global commodity. Cacao, the source of chocolate, also moved through
these networks, becoming a valued luxury item. Luxury goods such as jade, feathers,
and intricate textiles were highly sought after, driving long-distance exchange and
fostering intricate social hierarchies.

The Aztec Empire, at its zenith, controlled a vast tribute network that stretched across
much of central Mexico. This empire, with its capital at Tenochtitlan, was a powerful
force, demanding regular payments of goods and labor from its subject peoples. This
system of tribute, while a form of internal exchange, also created a concentration of
wealth and resources that would later prove attractive to the Spanish conquistadors.
The empire's influence extended through a complex web of alliances, military might,
and economic dominance.

The political landscape of Mesoamerica on the eve of contact was not monolithic.
While the Aztec Empire was a dominant power, it was also a relatively young and often
resented entity. Many of the city-states and polities within its sphere of influence
harbored desires for autonomy, and internal tensions were simmering beneath the
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surface. This political fragmentation and underlying resentment would prove to be a
crucial factor in the Spanish conquest, as native groups allied with the newcomers
against their Aztec overlords.

Religious beliefs and practices were central to Mesoamerican life, deeply interwoven
with political power, social order, and daily existence. Complex pantheons of gods,
elaborate rituals, and cyclical cosmologies shaped their understanding of the world
and their place within it. These spiritual systems, while diverse, shared certain
fundamental elements, including a profound connection to the natural world and a
belief in the interconnectedness of all things.

The agricultural systems of Mesoamerica were remarkably productive, supporting
large populations in diverse ecological zones. Techniques such as chinampas, or
"floating gardens," in the Valley of Mexico, allowed for intensive cultivation in wetland
areas, producing abundant harvests of maize, beans, and squash—the staples of the
Mesoamerican diet. This agricultural ingenuity was a testament to their deep
understanding of their environment.

Beyond the great empires, numerous other societies thrived in Mesoamerica, each
with its own unique cultural traditions, political structures, and economic
specializations. From the coastal peoples skilled in fishing and maritime trade to the
mountain dwellers who produced valuable minerals, the region was a mosaic of
human ingenuity and adaptation, reflecting a rich tapestry of human experience.

The concept of time was also profoundly important in Mesoamerican cultures, often
understood through complex calendrical systems. These calendars, both ritual and
solar, were used for everything from agricultural planning to religious ceremonies and
divination. The cyclical nature of time, as perceived through these sophisticated
systems, informed their worldview and their understanding of history.

When the Spanish arrived, they encountered a world that was both remarkably
advanced and, in many ways, utterly alien to their own. Their initial encounters were
marked by curiosity, misunderstanding, and a profound clash of worldviews. The
Europeans, driven by a hunger for wealth, glory, and the expansion of Christendom,
saw Mesoamerica through a lens of conquest and conversion.

The indigenous peoples, in turn, viewed the newcomers with a mixture of awe,
apprehension, and strategic calculation. The Spanish, with their strange customs,
metal armor, and formidable horses, were unlike anything they had ever encountered.
Some saw them as divine beings, while others recognized them as a potential threat
or, perhaps, an opportunity.

The impact of the Spanish arrival was not immediate or uniform. For years, the
interactions were sporadic, characterized by skirmishes, trade, and attempts at
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diplomacy. However, the arrival of Hernán Cortés in 1519 marked a pivotal moment,
initiating a chain of events that would lead to the fall of the Aztec Empire and the
transformation of Mesoamerica.

The Spanish brought with them not only soldiers and weapons but also diseases
against which the indigenous populations had no immunity. Smallpox, measles,
influenza, and other pathogens swept through the native communities, causing
catastrophic mortality rates. This demographic collapse would profoundly weaken
indigenous societies, making them more vulnerable to Spanish domination.

The Spanish conquest was not a simple military victory. It was a complex process
involving alliances with disgruntled indigenous groups, strategic military maneuvers,
and the exploitation of internal divisions within native polities. The fall of Tenochtitlan
in 1521 was a symbolic and practical turning point, marking the end of Aztec
dominance and the beginning of Spanish rule.

The Spanish envisioned a New World, a terra nova, to be reshaped in their own image.
They sought to extract its riches, convert its peoples to Christianity, and impose their
own political and social structures. This ambition, coupled with their technological
advantages and the devastating impact of disease, set the stage for a radical and
often brutal transformation of Mesoamerican societies.

The indigenous world, however, was not passive in the face of this upheaval. While
subjected to conquest and colonization, native peoples actively resisted, adapted, and
negotiated their new reality. They maintained many of their traditions, syncretized
their beliefs with Christianity, and found ways to preserve their cultural identities in
the face of overwhelming pressure.

The concept of "globalization" as we understand it today, with its rapid communication
and interconnected markets, was nascent in 1500. However, the seeds of a globally
connected world were already being sown. The voyages of Columbus, though aimed at
Asia, had opened up new continents and initiated a profound exchange of goods,
peoples, and ideas that would, over time, knit the world together in unprecedented
ways.

Mesoamerica, with its rich history and complex societies, was on the cusp of this new
global era. Its inhabitants were not passive recipients of external forces but active
participants in the unfolding drama. Their encounter with Europeans would initiate a
process of exchange that would resonate across continents and centuries, forever
changing the course of human history.

The Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan, a city built on an island in Lake Texcoco, was a
testament to the engineering prowess and organizational capacity of its builders. Its
canals, causeways, and impressive temples showcased a level of urban development
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that was, at the time, unparalleled in the Americas. It was a thriving center of
commerce, religion, and political power, the heart of a vast empire.

The social structure of Aztec society was hierarchical, with a ruling elite, a priestly
class, merchants, artisans, farmers, and slaves. This intricate social order was
maintained through a combination of tradition, religious ideology, and military might.
The Mexica, the dominant group within the Aztec Empire, were known for their military
prowess and their ability to extract tribute from conquered peoples.

The agricultural economy of the Aztec Empire was highly sophisticated. In addition to
the chinampas, they employed terracing and irrigation techniques to maximize food
production in diverse environments. This ability to feed a large urban population was a
cornerstone of the empire's power and stability. The staples of maize, beans, and
squash formed the foundation of their diet and their economy.

Trade was not merely a matter of necessity but also a significant social and economic
activity. The Pochteca, a powerful class of long-distance merchants, played a crucial
role in the Aztec economy, facilitating the exchange of goods and acting as spies and
diplomats for the empire. They brought luxury items, raw materials, and exotic goods
to the capital, fueling both elite consumption and further economic development.

The religious life of the Aztecs was complex and deeply integrated into their
worldview. Human sacrifice, while often sensationalized by European accounts, was a
central element of their religious practice, believed to be necessary to appease the
gods and maintain cosmic order. Their pantheon of deities was vast, with gods
associated with various aspects of nature, human life, and the cosmos.

The political organization of the Aztec Empire was characterized by a triple alliance of
city-states—Tenochtitlan, Texcoco, and Tlacopan—with Tenochtitlan gradually
becoming the dominant power. This alliance allowed for the expansion of Aztec
influence and the establishment of a vast tribute network that enriched the capital and
its allies.

The Spanish arrival in 1519 was not an isolated event. It followed a period of increased
European exploration and contact with the Americas. The earlier voyages of Columbus
had already begun to connect the Eastern and Western Hemispheres, initiating the
Columbian Exchange—a vast transfer of plants, animals, culture, human populations,
technology, diseases, and ideas.

Hernán Cortés, a seasoned Spanish soldier, landed on the coast of Mexico with a
relatively small force of men and horses. His strategy was one of audacious diplomacy,
military force, and shrewd exploitation of existing political divisions. He quickly formed
alliances with groups, such as the Tlaxcalans, who were enemies of the Aztecs.
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The advanced weaponry of the Spanish, including steel swords, crossbows, and
firearms, gave them a significant military advantage in direct combat. However, it was
the psychological impact of their horses, unfamiliar to the Mesoamericans, and the
devastating effects of European diseases that proved most decisive in the long run.

The siege of Tenochtitlan, a brutal and protracted conflict, ultimately led to the city's
fall in 1521. This event marked the end of Aztec imperial power and the beginning of
three centuries of Spanish colonial rule, a period that would transform Mesoamerica
into "New Spain" and profoundly integrate it into a burgeoning global network.

The pre-Columbian world of Mesoamerica, with its intricate societies and dynamic
interactions, was a civilization in its own right. It was not a primitive or undeveloped
land waiting for European "civilization." Instead, it was a complex and vibrant region
with a rich history that was about to be violently intersected by forces from across the
Atlantic, initiating a new chapter in both its own history and the history of the world.

The sophisticated understanding of astronomy and mathematics among
Mesoamerican civilizations is evident in their accurate calendrical systems. The Maya,
in particular, developed a highly precise calendar that tracked long periods of time,
demonstrating a remarkable intellectual achievement. This deep engagement with
time and the cosmos reflects a worldview that was both scientifically advanced and
philosophically profound.

The artistic traditions of Mesoamerica were rich and diverse, producing stunning works
of sculpture, pottery, murals, and textiles. These art forms often served religious,
political, and social functions, conveying complex narratives and symbolic meanings.
The intricate craftsmanship and aesthetic sophistication of these pieces continue to
awe and inspire.

The diverse ecological zones of Mesoamerica, from tropical rainforests to arid
highlands, supported a wide array of plant and animal life. Indigenous peoples
developed specialized knowledge and techniques for exploiting these environments,
cultivating a variety of crops and domesticating animals like turkeys and dogs. This
deep ecological knowledge was crucial to their survival and prosperity.

The impact of the Spanish conquest extended far beyond military and political
subjugation. It also involved a profound cultural and religious transformation. The
Spanish actively sought to dismantle indigenous belief systems and impose
Christianity, leading to periods of iconoclasm, forced conversions, and the suppression
of native religious practices.

However, indigenous peoples often found ways to adapt and resist. They frequently
syncretized their own beliefs with Christian doctrines, creating hybrid religious
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practices that were both acceptable to the Spanish and meaningful to themselves.
This process of cultural negotiation and adaptation would become a hallmark of
colonial Mesoamerica.

The economic system of New Spain was fundamentally reoriented to serve the needs
of the Spanish Empire. The extraction of precious metals, particularly silver, became a
primary focus, driving the development of new mining centers and transforming the
landscape and labor systems of the region. This focus on resource extraction would
have long-lasting consequences for Mexico's economic development.

The introduction of new technologies, such as the plow and draft animals, along with
European crops like wheat and sugar, also began to reshape Mesoamerican
agriculture. While some of these innovations were beneficial, they also often led to the
displacement of indigenous farming practices and the introduction of labor-intensive
plantation systems.

The transatlantic slave trade brought thousands of Africans to New Spain, where they
contributed to the labor force in mines, plantations, and urban households. Their
presence added another layer of complexity to the social and cultural landscape of the
colony, introducing new traditions, languages, and forms of resistance.

The Spanish colonial administration established a complex bureaucratic system to
govern New Spain. Viceroys, audiencias, and local officials were appointed to
administer justice, collect taxes, and enforce royal authority. This administrative
structure, while often bureaucratic and inefficient, provided a framework for Spanish
rule and the integration of the colony into the empire.

The legacy of this pre-Columbian world, its achievements and its complexities, is
crucial for understanding Mexico's subsequent history. The encounter with European
forces did not erase this rich heritage but rather set it on a new and tumultuous
course, one that would be characterized by both profound disruption and remarkable
resilience. The world on the eve of globalization was far more intricate and
interconnected than often assumed.
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A broad survey linking Mexico's internal transformations to global economic and
cultural networks
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