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Abstract

This study aims to carry out a critical and multidisciplinary analysis of the historical figure of La Malinche,
based on a visual corpus made up of three emblematic images and a set of primary and secondary documentary
sources. Through a methodological approach that combines tools, cultural anthropology and gender studies, it
seeks to unravel the multiple layers of meaning that have been attributed to this character over time. The relevance
of this research lies in the need to recontextualize the figure of La Malinche within the framework of the historical
and cultural processes that shaped New Spain. By analyzing the visual and textual representations of La Malinche,
we aim to identify the hegemonic discourses that have constructed and reconstructed her image, as well as the
resistances and reinterpretations that have arisen over the centuries. The preliminary conclusions point to the com-
plexity and ambiguity of this historical figure, who reveals herself as an indigenous woman trapped in a context
of conflict and radical transformation. Her role as interpreter, counselor and mediator makes her an emblematic

character, but also a controversial figure, whose interpretation remains the subject of debate.
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Introduction

“...When facing the problem of re-thinking Ma-
lintzin in the readings and interpretations of different
authors, it becomes necessary to incorporate a partic-
ularly open attitude to the recognition of “other sto-
ries” or other horizons of questioning that underline
the capacity for action and adaptation of the inhabit-
ants of “these lands”; the cunning and ingenuity they
had to deploy to deal with the obvious threat posed by

the arrival of the Europeans; the powerful feminine
and food, commercial and cultural networks they de-

ployed to incorporate them into their humanity and
their lineages, to appropriate their values and cultural
assets, to modulate and channel their violence, to use
them for their own benefit and survive...” Viveros Es-

pinosa, A. J. (2021-98)

This study, based on the analysis of three images
and various documentary sources, seeks to reexamine
the historical figure of La Malinche, unraveling the
multiple facets of this key character in the Conquest of
Mexico. Through an interdisciplinary approach, it aims
to overcome the stereotypical and polarized views that
have predominated in traditional historiography. The
relevance of this research lies in the need to understand
how the social construction of Malinche has influenced
Mexican national identity and interethnic relations. The
methodology used combines iconographic analysis of
the images with an exhaustive study of written sources,
which allows us to identify the dominant discourses and
changing representations of La Malinche over time.
The first findings suggest that the image of this woman
has been used instrumentally to legitimize diverse po-
litical and cultural projects, oscillating between demon-
ization and exaltation. Preliminary conclusions point to
the complexity and ambiguity of this historical figure,
who reveals herself as an indigenous woman caught in
a context of conflict and radical transformation. Her
role as interpreter, counselor and mediator makes her

an emblematic character, but also a controversial fig-
ure, whose interpretation remains the subject of debate.

Investigation

We began our research taking into account the
writings of Viveros Espinosa, A. J. (2021) on the par-
ticularity of this woman's name "... giving an account
of some clarifications about Malintzin. Her presence
alongside Herndan Cortés since 1519 is well known,
however, little is known for certain about her previous
life. Something we can affirm is that her name prior to
meeting Cortés is not known with certainty, which al-
lows us to persist in a still open and not just biograph-
ical approach to her figure. Therefore, an entry per-
spective is presented in the word Malintzin and its
meanings in the Nahuatl language. In our analytical
approach we recognize that the names: Marina, Ma-
linalli, Malintzin and Malinche are heteronymsl that
fragmentarily construct a historical experience that
transcends the individuality of a human life...”
(Viveros Espinosa, A. J. 2021, p.86) The text explores
the complexity of the name "Malintzin" and its mean-
ing in the context of the Conquest of Mexico. It is high-
lighted that this name is not unique and has been inter-
preted in various ways throughout history. The analysis
focuses on the Nahuatl roots of the name, where "Ma-
linalli" is translated as "twisted grass" or "liana", and
"Malintzin" is interpreted as "noble prisoner" or "noble
captive". It is argued that the transformation of the
name from Malinalli to Malintzin and then to Malinche
reflects the processes of colonization and acculturation,
where indigenous names were adapted and reinter-
preted by the Spanish.

For her part, Alcantara (2019) proposes a sym-
bolic interpretation of the multiple names attributed to
the indigenous woman in question. Onomastic poly-
semy stands as a metaphor for the life trajectory of this
historical figure, characterized by a profound social
transformation and upward and downward mobility in
the hierarchical scale of Mesoamerican society. She
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also suggests that the fluctuation between different
names reflects the identity versatility of this woman,
who moved from social marginality to occupy positions
of power and prestige, rubbing shoulders with influen-
tial figures of her time. However, this rise was ephem-
eral, as she later experienced a decline that led her to
historical ostracism. argues that the life of this indige-
nous woman represents an allegory of the power dy-
namics and social inequalities inherent to Mesoameri-
can societies, as well as the fragility of individual iden-
tities in the face of historical forces.

Santos, B. de S., and Meneses, M. P. (2014). offer
us in their work an epistemological framework to un-
derstand the figure of Malinche, placing her in the con-
text of intercultural and power relations during the Con-
quest of Mexico. By highlighting that knowledge is a
product of social experiences and power relations, the
text invites us to analyze the figure of Malinche as a
meeting point and conflict between different epistemol-
ogies. Malinche, by acting as an intermediary between
cultures, was exposed to multiple systems of beliefs
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and values, which generated in her a hybrid and com-
plex knowledge. Her role as translator and counselor
placed her in a space of tension between different ways
of validating knowledge, which is characteristic of sit-
uations of intercultural contact and inequality. In this
sense, the figure of Malinche becomes a paradigmatic
case to explore how power relations influence the pro-
duction and dissemination of knowledge. His story
shows us that knowledge is not a neutral product, but is
shaped by social structures and relations of domination.
In analyzing the figure of Malinche, Echeverria
(2005, pp. 161-184) immerses us in a historical-cultural
analysis of great depth. By positioning Malinche as a
central axis of his reflection, the author shows us how
this character embodies the tension between different
cultural worlds and how this encounter gave rise to a
new way of being in the world. The figure of Malintzin
thus becomes a lens through which we can better un-
derstand the processes of cultural hybridization that
characterized the Latin American colonial world and
that continue to influence our contemporary societies.
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Image 1 (Brooks, D. 2019) Pre-Hispanic codices showing Malinche in her role as messenger and advisor.

Brooks D. (2019) in his article refers to Malinche
“...Multilingualism put her in a very privileged place.
But she was also considered the visible face of Cortés
in the sense of the interpolation she could have with na-
tive peoples...”. The figure of Malinche, also known as
Malintzin or Dofia Marina, is one of the most complex
and controversial in the history of Mexico and the
Spanish conquest. As a translator and mediator between
the Aztecs and the Spanish, she played a crucial role in
the conquest of Tenochtitlan. Her origins and historical
context: Malinche was born around 1496 in the Ta-
basco region, the daughter of an Aztec chief. She was
sold as a slave to the Mayans and later given to Hernan
Cortés as a gift when he arrived on the coast of Mexico
in 1519. Her role as a translator and mediator, she
quickly learned Spanish and became Cortés's main
translator. Her knowledge of indigenous languages and
her understanding of Aztec culture were fundamental
to communication between the Spanish and the Aztecs.
Malinche, along with Cortez, receives food from an ab-
origine to supply Cortés' men, reflecting her role as a

mediator and facilitator of the conquest. The gold ob-
jects that are given are also notable, symbolizing the
wealth and power that the Spanish sought in New
Spain. The figure of Malinche has been the subject of
debate and reinterpretation throughout history. Some
see her as a traitor who collaborated with the Spanish
conquistadors, while others consider her a victim of cir-
cumstances who was forced to adapt to the new reality.
In the context of the conquest, Malinche represented a
cultural bridge between the Aztecs and the Spanish. Her
role as translator and mediator allowed Cortés to better
understand Aztec culture and politics, which facilitated
the conquest of Tenochtitlan. However, it is also im-
portant to highlight that Malinche was a woman who
lived in a context of violence and oppression.

In line with the findings of Salazar Lisboa (2017),
the iconographic analysis of pre-Hispanic codices is re-
vealed as a fundamental tool to unravel the sociocul-
tural and political dynamics underlying the Conquest of
America. By examining the visual representations of
key figures such as Hernan Cortés and Malinche, the
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author highlights the complexity of intercultural inter-
actions and the construction of hybrid identities in this
historical context. In particular, the figure of Malinche
emerges as a central axis in the exploration of the pro-
cess of mestizaje. Through a critical analysis of the var-
ious representations of this figure, Salazar Lishoa
shows how the concept of mestizaje, beyond a mere bi-
ological description, stands as an ideological construc-
tion that has served to legitimize and perpetuate colo-

nial power relations. The author provides us with a val-
uable contribution to the field of historical and cultural
studies by demonstrating the importance of analyzing
images as primary sources to understand the processes
of colonization and resistance. By revealing the hidden
meanings and subaltern perspectives present in pre-
Hispanic codices, the author invites us to reimagine
dominant historical narratives and to recognize the
complexity and diversity of human experiences in the
past.

Image 2. Salazar Lisboa, E. F. (2017, p. 32) Malinche with Cortés (1952), Roberto Cueva del Rio. Government
Palace of Chilpancingo (Chilpancingo, Mexico).

The Cueva del Rio work, "Malinche with Cortés",
presents us with a complex and symbolic vision of the
encounter between Spanish and indigenous cultures in
Mexico. Through the figure of Cortés, associated with
the return of the god Quetzalcoatl, the artist explores
the beliefs and expectations of the Aztecs, who saw the
arrival of the Spanish as the fulfillment of an ancient
prophecy. The painting not only portrays a historical
fact, but also delves into the realm of the mythical and
the religious. By surrounding Cortés with llamas,
Cueva del Rio evokes Aztec divinity and underlines the
confusion between the human and the divine experi-
enced by the indigenous people. The presence of the
nopal, a symbol rooted in Aztec culture, reinforces this
connection between the conquistador and pre-Hispanic
mythology. The figure of Moctezuma acquires special

relevance in this work. His submission to Cortés is in-
terpreted as a consequence of the belief in the return of
Quetzalcoatl. This situation reflects the complex power
dynamics established between conquerors and con-
quered, and highlights the importance of religious be-
liefs in the construction of identities and social rela-
tions. The relationship between Malinche and Cortés,
represented by their physical closeness, goes beyond
simple linguistic mediation. The painting suggests an
intimate union between both characters, anticipating
the racial and cultural mixture that will characterize
mestizaje. However, this union is not presented as a
process of cultural assimilation, but rather as a biologi-
cal fact, a meeting of bodies that will give rise to a new
identity. (Salazar Lisboa, E. F. 2017, pp. 32-33).
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Image 3. Fernandez, T. and Tamaro, E. (2024) Hernan Cortes and the Malinche

In a recent article by Fernandez, T. and Tamaro,
E. (2024) they describe the lights and shadows of the
figure of La Malinche ‘“Malinalli Tenépatl, called la
Malinche or Dofia Marina; Coatzacoalcos, present-day
Veracruz, c. 1500 - Mexico City, c. 1527”. A Mesoa-
merican indigenous woman, interpreter and companion
of Hernan Cortés, who played an important role in the
process of conquest of Mexico. she has been the subject
of numerous artistic and literary representations, often
simplifying her historical role and reducing her to a ste-
reotypical figure. The traditional image of Malinche
alongside Hernan Cortés, as a simple lover or compan-
ion, hides the complexity and relevance of her role in
the conquest process. These authors highlight the need
to analyze the role of Malinche beyond a binary per-
spective of victim-villain. La Malinche was an indige-
nous woman who, in a complex historical context,
played a fundamental role as interpreter, cultural medi-
ator and survivor. Her ability to adapt to new situations,
learn languages, and negotiate in a hostile environment
made her a key figure in the conquest of Mexico. It is
important to note that the representation of La Malinche
is not neutral, but rather reflects the social constructions
and dominant discourses of each era. The stereotypical
image of Malinche as a traitor has served to justify the
conquest and conceal colonial violence. However, this
view has been challenged by various voices that seek to
vindicate the figure of Malinche and recognize her his-
torical agency.

In relation to what we have been describing,
Dominguez A. (2023, pp.31-41) presents us with a
complex and nuanced vision of Malinche, dismantling
the historical stereotypes that reduce her to a simple
traitor or victim. The author presents a deep and nu-
anced analysis of the historical figure of Malinche, of-
fering a perspective that challenges traditional and ste-
reotypical interpretations. Arguing that, far from being
simply a traitor or a victim, she was an active agent in
the historical processes of the Conquest of Mexico. The
roles assigned to Malinche were key elements in her
process of personal and social empowerment. One of

the most relevant aspects of this analysis is the decon-
struction of the dominant historical narrative that has
reduced Malintzin to a simple object of desire or a tool
at the service of the Spanish conquerors. The author
demonstrates how Malintzin, by becoming Cortés' in-
terpreter and advisor, acquired significant power and
managed to negotiate her position within the new colo-
nial society. In this way, the author contributes signifi-
cantly to the rewriting of Mexican history, offering a
more complex and nuanced view of the figure of Ma-
lintzin. In doing so, the author invites us to reflect on
the importance of indigenous women in the formation
of Mexican national identity and to question the domi-
nant historical narratives.

First Findings

The name Malintzin presents a multifaceted vi-
sion, emphasizing its symbolic character and its con-
nection with the history and culture of Mesoamerica.
Through the analysis of the name, we seek to better un-
derstand the figure of Malintzin and her role in the Con-
quest.

The myth that communication was an insurmount-
able obstacle in the conquest is debunked by Restall
(2003, pp. 77-99). He shows us how mediation, espe-
cially through figures such as La Malinche, was a cru-
cial element in the process of negotiation and alliance
that led to the fall of the Mexica and Inca empires.
These mediating agents played an active role in shaping
historical events.

We look at the figure of Malinche from an episte-
mological perspective, emphasizing the complexity and
diversity of knowledge that coexisted during the Con-
quest. This perspective allows us to deconstruct sim-
plistic representations of Malinche and understand her
as a complex historical subject, whose actions were the
product of a particular historical and social context.

Image analysis is a fundamental tool for under-
standing the historical and cultural processes that
shaped colonial America. By unraveling the symbolic
meanings and visual narratives contained in these
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works, we can construct a more complete and nuanced
view of the Conquest and its consequences.

From the figure of Malinche, it is possible to delve
into the problem of historical consciousness Gadamer,
(2011, pp. 41-53), critically reexamining the processes
of construction of historical memory around the Con-
quest of Mexico. Through this figure, the importance of
hermeneutics can be revalued to understand the com-
plexities of historical interpretation and the multiple
perspectives involved in the construction of stories
about the past.

Conclusions

La Malinche is a pivotal figure in the complex his-
torical framework of the Spanish conquest of Mexico.
Her role as interpreter, counselor, and eventually as
consort to Herndn Cortés has placed her at the center of
a historical and sociocultural debate that continues to
this day.

Historical and Sociocultural Implications

From a historical perspective, La Malinche em-
bodies the confluence of multiple factors that radically
transformed the future of Mesoamerica.

- Cultural intermediation: Her linguistic mastery
and adaptive capacity made her an essential element in
the communication between Spanish and indigenous
cultures. This intermediary role not only facilitated the
conquest, but also accelerated it, by allowing a deeper
understanding of the social and political dynamics of
Mesoamerican civilizations.

- Symbol of cultural hybridization: The relation-
ship between La Malinche and Cortés represents a
milestone in the history of cultural hybridization. Her
mestizo offspring became a symbol of the new society
emerging from the conquest, a society marked by the
mixture of blood, cultures and traditions.

Contemporary Relevance

The figure of La Malinche continues to be the sub-
ject of study and debate today due to her ability to illu-
minate fundamental questions about identity, history
and the construction of power.

- Decolonization of history: La Malinche has be-
come a symbol of the need to decolonize history and
rewrite historical narratives from indigenous perspec-
tives and the place of women.

- Intersectionality: Her experience as an indige-
nous woman in a context of conquest allows us to ana-
lyze the intersections of gender, race and class in the
construction of identity and power.

-Debate on the nation: La Malinche is a starting
point for reflecting on the construction of the Mexican
nation and the processes of mestizaje that have shaped
its identity.

This research invites us to rethink the figure of this
woman independently of the names assigned to her:
Malintzin, Marina or Malinche, beyond the stereotype

of traitor, proposing her as a key figure in the process
of the conquest of Mexico. By analyzing her role as
translator and mediator between two cultures, the com-
plexity of the relationships established during this his-
toric encounter is highlighted. The conquest, far from
being a unilateral imposition, is revealed as a process
of constant interaction and negotiation, in which Ma-
lintzin emerges as a "codephagic agent”, capable of
moving between different cultural and linguistic
worlds. This new approach allows us to understand the
conquest as a multidirectional and constantly evolving
process, and challenges us to continue exploring Ma-
lintzin's legacy and her influence on the construction of
Mexican identity. Her story reminds us of the im-
portance of understanding the cultural and historical
complexity of the conquest and the impact it had on in-
digenous communities as well as society in general.

References:

1. Viveros Espinosa, A. J. (2021). Algunas lec-
turas en torno a Malintzin Logos: Revista de
Lingiiistica, Filosofia y Literatura, 34(1), 84-102.
doi.org/10.15443/RL3105 Recuperado de http://revis-
tas.userena.cl/index.php/logos/index

2. Alcantara, B. (2019). Marina-Malina-Ma-
lintzin-Malinche. Su origen, su lengua, su hombre. Re-
cuperado
de http://www.noticonquista.unam.mx/amoxtli/365/36
3.

3. Santos, B. de S., & Meneses, M. P. (Eds.).
(2014). Epistemologias del Sur: Perspectivas (Titulo
original: Epistemologias do Sul). Ediciones Akal, S. A.

4. Echeverria, B. (2005). La modernidad de lo bar-
roco. México: ERA.

5. Brooks, D. (2019). La Malinche: la desafiante
vida de la mujer mas despreciada de la historia de
México. BBC News Mundo. Recuperado de
https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-47503433

6. Salazar Lisboa, E. F. (2017). Cortés y Malinche:
El discurso del mestizaje en la representacion artistica
latinoamericana. ArtyHum, 33, 25-41.

7. Fernandez, T. y Tamaro, E. (2024) Biografia de
Malinche. En Biografias y Vidas. La enciclopedia bi-
ogrdfica en linea . Barcelona, Espafia. Recuperado de
https://www.biografiasyvidas.com/biografia/m/ma-
linche.htm [fecha de acceso: 10 de octubre de 2024].

8. Dominguez A. (2022). De Centla a Tenoch-
titlan. Conociendo a Malintzin: Entre la historia y el
mito. Eddhi Boletin Cientifico de Ciencias Sociales y
Humanidades del ICSHu, 10(2), 31-41. Recuperado de
https://repository.uaeh.edu.mx/revistas/index.php/ic-
shu/article/view/7878/8764

9. Restall, M. (2003). Seven Myths of the Spanish
Congquest. New York: Oxford University Press.

10. Gadamer, H. (2011). EIl problema de la con-
sciencia histdrica. Madrid: Técnos


http://revistas.userena.cl/index.php/logos/index
http://revistas.userena.cl/index.php/logos/index
http://www.noticonquista.unam.mx/amoxtli/365/363
http://www.noticonquista.unam.mx/amoxtli/365/363
https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-47503433
https://www.biografiasyvidas.com/biografia/m/malinche.htm
https://www.biografiasyvidas.com/biografia/m/malinche.htm
https://repository.uaeh.edu.mx/revistas/index.php/icshu/article/view/7878/8764
https://repository.uaeh.edu.mx/revistas/index.php/icshu/article/view/7878/8764

