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The Whole Thing in One Page

The Aztecs are usually remembered backwards. The story begins with skull
racks, gold, a nervous emperor and Hernan Cortés entering a city that
seems to exist mainly so Europeans can destroy it. Start earlier and the
picture changes.

The people at the centre of this book called themselves Mexica. They were
late arrivals to the Basin of Mexico, one group among many
Nahuatl-speaking peoples organised into competing city-states called
altepetl. Their capital, Tenochtitlan, rose on islands in Lake Texcoco.
Causeways controlled access. Canoes moved food and people. Aqueducts
brought fresh water. Dikes managed the lake. Chinampa farming in the
southern freshwater lakes supplied dense urban populations, while markets
connected the basin to distant regions.

In 1428, Tenochtitlan joined Texcoco and Tlacopan in the Triple Alliance.
The alliance became an empire, but not a modern state. Conquered cities
usually kept their rulers, gods, landholding systems and local identities.
What changed was obligation. Provinces sent cloth, maize, cacao, feathers,
rubber, armour and precious materials on fixed schedules. Armies punished
rebellion, and local rulers learned that autonomy survived only inside a
hierarchy backed by force.

The same world also ran on markets. Tribute and trade were different
systems. One was coerced transfer to rulers; the other was exchange
among households, merchants and towns. Tlatelolco’s huge market
concentrated a wider commercial economy in which cacao beans, cotton
cloth and other standard goods could serve as media of exchange without a
single coinage.

Society was sharply ranked. Nobles held privileges, offices and elite
education. Commoners farmed, crafted, traded and paid obligations.
Slavery existed, but it was not a hereditary racial caste. Households
produced much of what they used, women'’s textile labour fed tribute and
markets, and military success offered some commoner men a route to



status.

Religion ordered time, agriculture, war and legitimacy. Offerings ranged
from flowers, food and bloodletting to human lives. Human sacrifice was real
and archaeologically documented. Colonial claims of enormous victim totals
are much harder to trust. What matters is that rulers made cosmic
repayment visible at the same ceremonial centre from which they claimed
imperial authority.

Then came 1519. Cortés did not defeat a united Aztec nation with a few
hundred Spaniards. Totonacs, Tlaxcalans, Texcocans and many others
made choices for their own reasons. Translation through Malintzin made
diplomacy possible. Horses, steel, crossbows, guns and ships mattered. So
did thousands, eventually tens of thousands, of Indigenous allies, porters
and boatbuilders. So did smallpox, which struck after the Spaniards had
already been driven from Tenochtitlan.

The siege of 1521 was both a Spanish conquest and a Mesoamerican war.
Brigantines challenged canoe traffic, causeways became battle corridors,
water and food routes were cut, and epidemic disease deepened the
damage. Cuauhtemoc was captured on 13 August 1521 and the city
surrendered.

The empire fell when foreign technology and ambition became attached to
local enemies, epidemic disease and a political system that had never
erased the states beneath imperial rule. The same structure that made rapid
expansion possible left local political capacity alive beneath imperial
obedience.

That is the book.



Why You Should Care

Stand in the centre of Mexico City and the Aztec capital is under your feet.
The cathedral sits beside the remains of the Templo Mayor. Modern streets
cross old causeways. Building works still expose sculptures, offerings, walls
and human remains. In 1978, electricity workers uncovered the great stone
disk of Coyolxauhqui at the foot of the temple. The find triggered decades of
excavation in one of the least convenient archaeological sites imaginable:
the heart of a living megacity.

That overlap gives the subject its first power. Tenochtitlan is not a distant
ruin in an empty field. One capital was built through another. Conquest
changed rulers, religion and architecture, but the Indigenous population,
labour systems, waterways and political geography did not disappear
overnight. The modern metropolis contains the defeated capital because
history rarely replaces one world cleanly with another.

The second reason is explanatory. The fall of Tenochtitlan has long been
used as a parable about technological superiority. A few hundred Spaniards
had steel, guns and horses; millions of Indigenous people did not; therefore
Europe won. This is tidy and wrong. Technology affected battle, often
dramatically, but a few hundred men could not feed themselves, gather
intelligence, guard roads, build ships, besiege a huge island city and occupy
central Mexico alone. The better question is why so many Indigenous states
joined them, and why those alliances held long enough to destroy the
regional hegemon.

That question leads into the empire itself. Tenochtitlan could demand tribute
while allowing local rulers to remain. It could punish a rebellious town
without replacing every institution inside it. This made expansion fast and
comparatively cheap. It also meant the empire contained political
communities with their own soldiers, ambitions and memories of
independence. A map coloured as one empire hides the joints that mattered
most in 1519 to 1521.

The third reason is that the Aztecs force several categories apart that are



often lazily fused. Tribute was not trade. Human sacrifice was not random
killing. “Aztec” was not “Mexica”. Religion was not a private belief system
separate from government. Slavery was not equivalent to Atlantic racial
slavery. Each correction replaces a familiar label with a mechanism.

Then there is the city. Spanish witnesses were struck by its scale and order.
Tenochtitlan stood amid water, crossed by canals, linked by broad
causeways and fed by surrounding towns, farms and markets. Population
estimates vary, but a figure around 200,000 for Tenochtitlan and Tlatelolco
combined is plausible enough to place it among the major cities of its age.

The blood cannot be pushed aside. Human sacrifice was central enough to
state ritual that removing it creates another distortion. Archaeology confirms
it. The difficult task is to understand a religious system of debt, fertility,
warfare and cosmic maintenance without romanticising it or letting horror
flatten everything else.

Finally, the conquest is a lesson in interacting causes. Military technology,
disease, local rivalry, imperial extraction, dynastic politics, translation,
logistics, lake warfare and Spanish ambition accumulated over two violent
years. Remove any major piece and the sequence changes. The Spaniards
were expelled before smallpox ravaged the capital. Their return became
more dangerous after they gained Texcoco, rebuilt their alliance and
launched brigantines on the lake. Sequence mattered as much as
ingredients.

That makes the fall of Tenochtitlan useful far beyond conquest history. It is a
case study in how systems fail when political, biological and logistical
shocks reinforce one another.

The useful inheritance is therefore a better way to read power. Ask who
feeds the capital, who pays it, who still governs locally, who can switch
sides, and what happens when a new force learns where the joints are.



The Core Ideas

1. The Lake Made the Capital

The first fact about Tenochtitlan is that it was built in the wrong place, then
made the wrong place useful.

The Basin of Mexico was a high enclosed valley holding a chain of shallow
lakes. The Mexica founded their city on islands in Lake Texcoco in the
fourteenth century, conventionally dated to 1325. Later histories wrapped
the foundation in sacred migration: the promised sign of an eagle on a
cactus, divine instruction, a people arriving at the place chosen for them.
Political memory improved the story. The practical setting was harsher. The
island settlement had limited fresh water and farmland and sat among older,
stronger neighbours.

Water changed the cost of movement. Canoes could carry bulky loads into
the city with less effort than human porters could move the same weight
over land. Causeways connected the islands to the shore while controlling
access. Canals penetrated neighbourhoods. Aqueducts carried fresh water
from springs, especially Chapultepec, because the surrounding lake water
was not suitable for drinking. A major dike associated with the ruler
Nezahualcoyotl helped separate fresher western waters from more saline
eastern water and reduced flooding and salinity problems, though no
hydraulic work made the basin fully tame.

The agricultural system is often reduced to one word: chinampas. A
chinampa was a raised field built in shallow lake zones using mud,
vegetation and boundary structures, separated by canals. Intensive
cultivation could produce high yields close to water transport. The densest
chinampa districts lay mainly in the southern freshwater lakes around
Xochimilco and Chalco, not as a neat ring around Tenochtitlan itself. That
distinction matters. The capital depended on a regional food system of
farmers, lake towns, markets, tribute and transport. Its brilliance was
logistical, not self-sufficiency.



The city’s dependence was also strategic. A capital fed by daily movement
can be starved by interrupting movement. Causeways that channel traffic
can channel attackers. An aqueduct can be cut. Canoes can be challenged
by war craft. The same infrastructure that made an island metropolis
possible created obvious targets once an enemy could operate on land and
water at once.

By 1519 Tenochtitlan and adjacent Tlatelolco formed a dense urban centre
divided into wards, crossed by streets and canals, with a monumental
sacred precinct at the centre. Houses ranged from modest compounds to
elite residences. Market goods entered constantly. Waste, fuel, water and
food had to be managed at scale. The city was less a miracle floating above
nature than an engineered node inside a lake economy.

Lake engineering also changed ordinary urban form. Many streets ended at
canals or ran beside them. Houses had canoe access. The city’s western
side faced the salinity problem of Texcoco while the southern basin offered
sweeter water and intensive cultivation. Floods remained a recurring danger
because the basin had no natural outlet. Later rulers expanded dikes,
channels and embankments, but there was never a final conquest of water.
Maintenance was part of government. A broken embankment or neglected
canal was a political problem because it threatened food, movement and
neighbourhoods at once.

The distinction between engineering and domination is useful. The Mexica
did not drain the lake to create a dry-land capital. They accepted that water
would remain the medium of the city and invested in controlling where it
could flow, what it could carry and which kinds of water could mix. That
produced a city whose most efficient vehicle was the canoe. Tens of
thousands of journeys were distributed across a network rather than
concentrated on a few roads.

This is the first mental model to keep. Capitals do not sit on top of supply
systems. They are made by them. Tenochtitlan’s temples were visible
because farmers, canoeists, builders, porters, craftspeople and tributaries
kept matter moving towards the island every day.



2. The Empire Was a League of Unequal
City-States

“Aztec Empire” sounds more unified than the political world it describes.

Central Mexico was organised around altepetl, usually translated as
city-states or local polities. Each combined territory, population, sacred
identity and rulership. Nahuatl-speaking communities shared language and
many cultural forms while remaining politically separate. Texcoco was not
Tenochtitlan. Tlaxcala was not a rebellious Aztec province. Cholula,
Huexotzinco, Chalco and dozens of others had their own histories and
interests.

The Mexica themselves were not ancient masters of this world. They rose
inside it. In the early fifteenth century Tenochtitlan was subordinate to the
Tepanec power centred at Azcapotzalco. A regional war in 1428 broke that
dominance. Tenochtitlan allied with Texcoco and Tlacopan, defeated
Azcapotzalco and formed the Triple Alliance. Tribute from later conquests
was formally divided among the three partners, though Tenochtitlan became
the dominant military and political centre.

Expansion usually did not mean replacing every local ruler with a Mexica
governor. Many conquered altepetl kept dynasties, councils, landholding
arrangements, local temples and internal administration. They now owed
tribute and obedience, might be required to support campaigns, and could
face intervention if they rebelled or occupied a strategic position. Some
areas experienced stronger control than others. The emperor at
Tenochtitlan did not issue legislation for every household in the empire. His
leverage lay in war, tribute, diplomacy and the status hierarchy among
rulers. Tribute provinces were administrative conveniences assembled from
conquered towns rather than equivalent to modern counties. Some tributary
relationships ran through local collection systems; some border regions
were managed differently; some places paid in goods while others owed
labour or military cooperation.

The system was unequal inside the alliance itself. Texcoco remained
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prestigious, wealthy and culturally influential, with its own court and ruler.
Tlacopan received a smaller share of tribute. Tenochtitlan increasingly
dominated strategic decisions. Calling the whole system “the Aztec Empire”
therefore hides both the persistence of subject cities and the unequal
partnership at the top.

The empire was therefore layered: local government continued beneath
imperial extraction.

That method solved a problem. Directly administering every conquered
community would have required far more officials, information and force
than the Triple Alliance possessed. Leaving local structures in place made
conquest cheaper. A ruler who knew the fields, families and obligations of
his town could continue governing, provided he sent the required goods and
recognised the new hierarchy.

It also preserved independent political capacity. A tributary town did not stop
being itself because a tribute collector arrived. Its elite could resent the
burden, benefit from it, compete for imperial favour or wait for a chance to
defect. Some communities prospered within the imperial order. Others were
punished harshly. Unconquered enemies such as Tlaxcala remained
outside the system and fought the Mexica repeatedly.

This is where the common phrase “the Aztecs” becomes dangerous. It can
mean the Mexica of Tenochtitlan, the peoples of the Triple Alliance,
Nahuatl-speaking central Mexicans, or the wider civilisation archaeologists
label Aztec. Those are not interchangeable groups. During the conquest,
people whom an outsider might casually call Aztecs fought on both sides.

The arrangement could be stable because it did not demand cultural
conversion. Subject towns kept local gods and languages. Nahuatl spread
widely in politics and commerce, but the empire included Mixtec, Otomi,
Huastec and many other speakers. Religious images and cults travelled in
several directions.

The empire’s strength came from making many cities pay without having to
absorb them completely. Its weakness was the same. Imperial colour on a
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map did not erase the borders inside it.

3. Tribute and Markets Were Two Different
Economies

The famous tribute lists are almost hypnotic. Cotton mantles by the
thousand. Warrior costumes. Maize and beans. Cacao, rubber, feathers,
jaguar skins, gold dust, shells and paper. The Codex Mendoza, produced
after the conquest from Indigenous pictorial traditions for a Spanish
audience, preserves province-by-province demands on an imperial scale.

Tribute was political. A conquered place owed specified goods or services at
specified intervals because it had lost. The exact burden varied by province,
local production and imperial policy. Some goods fed courts, temples and
armies. Others clothed officials or displayed rank. Exotic materials allowed
the capital to turn distant landscapes into visible proof of reach. Tribute also
moved through regional centres and local rulers, so extraction depended on
existing institutions rather than a universal imperial bureaucracy.

Markets worked differently. Tlatelolco, the Mexica city joined physically to
Tenochtitlan and politically subordinated to it in 1473, hosted the most
famous market. Colonial descriptions speak of specialised sections, market
judges and enormous crowds. Exact attendance figures are impossible to
recover, but archaeology and ethnohistory leave no doubt that exchange
was extensive. Smaller markets operated throughout central Mexico on
rotating schedules.

People bought and sold food, pottery, tools, salt, cloth, sandals, animals,
medicines, obsidian blades and luxuries. Professional merchants known as
pochteca moved high-value goods across long distances, gathered
information and sometimes operated in politically sensitive areas. They
were not free-market businessmen in the modern sense. Merchant
organisations had ritual duties, internal hierarchies and connections to state
interests.

There was no single minted currency. Cacao beans could function as a
medium for small transactions. Cotton cloth units called quachtli were useful
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for larger values. Copper objects and other standard goods could also
mediate exchange in some contexts. Barter remained possible. The result
was a commercial system with prices and specialist traders without a
universal coinage.

Why separate tribute from markets? Because merging them makes the
economy look like one command system. Tenochtitlan did not obtain
everything by taxation. Households produced for themselves, sold
surpluses, bought necessities and participated in regional exchange.
Imperial demand sat on top of this economy rather than replacing it.

The distinction also changes how we understand imperial power. Tribute
enriched rulers because ordinary production already existed. An empire can
seize cloth only if households, workshops, fields, traders and transport
networks are capable of making and moving cloth in the first place.
Extraction relies on an economy it does not fully control.

Long-distance commerce reveals another layer. Pochteca travelled beyond
secure imperial territory, sometimes in groups large enough to defend
themselves and sometimes under identities designed to reduce political risk.
They moved feathers, cacao, gemstones, cotton and other high-value
goods, but also information. A merchant returning from a distant region
could report roads, rulers, hostility and wealth. Trade and intelligence could
therefore overlap without every merchant becoming an imperial spy.

Markets also limited what rulers could know. Tribute lists could tell officials
what a province owed. They could not tell the state every price negotiated in
a neighbourhood market or every household shortage. Market exchange
decentralised information. People responded to availability, season, quality
and local need in ways no tribute schedule could reproduce. That is why
one system did not replace the other.

The capital’s wealth therefore had two engines: goods arriving because
people had been forced to send them, and goods arriving because people
chose to exchange them. The first advertised conquest. The second made
daily urban life possible.
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4. Rank Was Built Into Daily Life

Aztec society was not divided into two neat classes, but rank was visible
almost everywhere.

Nobles, the pipiltin, had privileged access to land, offices, education, tribute
and prestigious goods. Rulers came from noble dynasties. Senior judges,
priests, commanders and administrators were drawn heavily from elite
families. Sumptuary rules could govern clothing, ornaments and the right to
display certain materials. Status was therefore worn on the body as well as
written into office.

Commoners, the macehualtin, formed the majority. They farmed, crafted,
traded, carried loads, served in armies and met household and community
obligations. Many were organised through neighbourhood or kin-based units
often called calpolli, though the term covered arrangements that differed
across places. Landholding could be communal, household-based, noble or
institutional. The useful point is that ordinary people lived inside corporate
groups that organised work, worship, taxation and identity.

Households were productive units. Women spun thread, wove cloth,
prepared food and managed domestic production; men more often
performed heavy field labour and military service, though real work never
obeyed a perfect diagram. Cotton cloth mattered so much to tribute and
status because thousands of women produced it through repeated domestic
labour. Imperial wealth therefore rested on work that political histories often
leave offstage.

Children were trained for adult roles through households and schools. Elite
youths commonly attended the calmecac, associated with priestly,
administrative and noble training. Many commoner boys attended the
telpochcalli, where discipline, public labour and military preparation were
central. Girls were educated chiefly through household and ritual settings,
though some served in temples. Colonial descriptions emphasise strict
discipline, and should be read with caution, but education clearly linked
moral conduct to social function.
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War offered one route to status for commoner men. Capturing enemies
could bring honours, distinctive clothing and advancement. That did not
dissolve hereditary inequality. A successful warrior could rise, but elite birth
still shaped access to power. The system combined inherited rank with
limited achievement-based mobility.

Slavery, tlacotlaliztli, requires its own distinction. Enslaved people worked in
households and agriculture and could be bought and sold. Debt,
punishment, self-sale and family crisis could lead to enslavement. Yet status
was not automatically inherited by children, and legal routes to freedom
existed. This does not make slavery benign. It means it operated differently
from the racialised hereditary plantation slavery that later transformed the
Atlantic world.

Marriage, inheritance and household reputation mattered because social
position was reproduced through families. Noble lineages guarded
genealogies and marriage connections. Commoner households depended
on access to fields, tools and reciprocal labour. Women could own property
in some contexts and participated in markets, while elite women could carry
dynastic significance. Colonial legal records later reveal women defending
land and household claims, a reminder that male-dominated narrative
sources do not exhaust economic agency.

Food also marked social difference. Maize, beans, chillies, squash,
amaranth and other staples formed the base of diet, with fish, insects,
waterfowl, turkey, dog and other animal foods appearing unevenly by region
and status. Cacao drinks were associated strongly with elite consumption
and ceremony. Feasting converted stored goods into political relationships:
rulers and nobles could reward service by giving food, drink, cloth and
prestige objects to followers.

Daily life was therefore where empire became real. Tribute schedules
reached households as work. War reached families as absence, promotion
or death. Religion reached calendars and meals. Rank reached clothing,
schooling and speech. The imperial capital was sustained by thousands of
routines too ordinary to appear in conquest narratives.
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5. War Was About Power, Status and Captives

Aztec warfare is often explained through one dramatic idea: armies went out
mainly to capture people for sacrifice. Captives mattered. That is not enough
to explain the wars.

The Triple Alliance fought to impose tribute, punish defection, secure routes,
support allies, settle dynastic disputes and expand political prestige. Armies
could destroy crops, burn buildings, attack fortifications and demand
submission. Conquered rulers might be confirmed or replaced. Strategic
towns could face tighter oversight. Warfare was therefore a tool of empire
before it was a ritual supply chain.

Military organisation also shaped male status. Boys learned that battlefield
achievement could transform what they were allowed to wear, where they
sat and how others addressed them. Capturing an enemy alive could be
more prestigious than killing him, because a captive was both proof of skill
and a valuable ritual person. Elite military societies, often represented
through eagle and jaguar imagery, concentrated honours among
experienced warriors.

Weapons were adapted to a world without large domestic draft animals or
iron metallurgy. The macuahuitl, a wooden weapon edged with obsidian
blades, could inflict severe cutting wounds. Spears, darts thrown with the
atlatl, bows, slings and clubs all mattered. Quilted cotton armour could
protect effectively against many local weapons and was later adopted by
Spaniards because it was lighter than European metal armour in the
climate. Shields were both defensive and markers of identity and rank.

The so-called Flower Wars between the Triple Alliance and enemies
including Tlaxcala have attracted inflated explanations. Later sources
associate them with captive-taking, training and ritualised combat. They also
belonged to real interstate rivalry. Treating them as agreed sporting contests
held solely to gather sacrificial victims strips away politics and overstates
how cleanly ritual and strategy can be separated.

War’s political meaning was public. Captives could be paraded. Victories
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entered temple ritual. Tribute from defeated provinces funded elite display.
The state linked successful violence to cosmic order and social promotion.
That link is one reason human sacrifice cannot be isolated from imperial
power.

Yet military success had limits. The Mexica never conquered Tlaxcala. The
Tarascan state to the west resisted Triple Alliance expansion and
possessed a strong frontier. Distance, terrain, logistics and organised rivals
constrained conquest. The empire could launch large expeditions, but
keeping forces supplied far from the Basin of Mexico was difficult in a
transport system based on human carriers and canoes rather than wheeled
freight or pack-animal armies.

Campaigning depended heavily on logistics. Without horses, oxen or
wheeled military transport, armies relied on human porters, local provisions
and tribute infrastructure. Large forces could move quickly across familiar
routes, but feeding them for long periods was difficult. Imperial power
therefore worked best when campaigns could draw on allied towns, stored
tribute and short operational distances. Frontier wars far from the basin
were more expensive and less decisive.

Command also remained political. Subject and allied contingents fought
under their own leaders inside larger expeditions. Victory could strengthen
Tenochtitlan while rewarding subordinate elites. Failure could expose
disagreement over who had paid the cost. The military system therefore
resembled the empire itself: coordinated from the centre without becoming
one homogeneous institution.

The army was formidable inside its political world. It was not a machine built
for every kind of war. In 1519 it met opponents who combined unfamiliar
weapons and animals with familiar enemies in unfamiliar coalitions. The
result exposed both its strengths and the narrow conditions under which
those strengths had developed.
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6. Sacrifice Made Cosmic Order Political

The hardest part of Aztec religion for modern readers is not believing that
sacrifice happened. It is understanding why intelligent people could treat
killing as necessary.

Mexica religion belonged to a much older Mesoamerican world. Gods were
connected to rain, maize, fertility, fire, war, craft, rulership, particular places
and cycles of time. The two great shrines atop Tenochtitlan’s Templo Mayor
were associated with Tlaloc, a deity of rain and agricultural fertility, and
Huitzilopochtli, the Mexica patron tied to war and the sun. Their paired
presence joined subsistence and conquest at the centre of the capital.

Ritual rested on reciprocity and debt. Humans depended on divine forces
and repaid them through offerings. Most offerings were not human lives.
Food, flowers, incense, precious objects, animals, dance, fasting and
self-bloodletting all formed part of religious practice. People pierced ears,
tongues or other body parts to offer blood. Calendrical festivals structured
the year and gave different deities, crops and social groups their own ritual
moments.

Human sacrifice occupied the extreme end of that logic. Victims could be
war captives, enslaved people purchased for ritual roles, children offered in
rain ceremonies or people who embodied deities during festival cycles.
Methods varied. Heart extraction became the most famous, but decapitation
and other forms also occurred. Some victims were honoured, dressed and
ritually transformed before death. None of this reduces the violence. It
explains the categories through which participants understood it.

Archaeology has removed any serious basis for claiming that human
sacrifice was a Spanish invention. Excavations at the Templo Mayor have
recovered sacrificial human remains with cut marks and ritual treatment.
The Huei Tzompantli, the great skull rack described in early sources, has a
substantial archaeological base. The Coyolxauhqui stone connects myth,
temple architecture and the treatment of bodies at the foot of the
Huitzilopochtli shrine.
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Numbers are less secure. Colonial writers transmitted huge totals for events
such as temple dedications. Modern scholars have repeatedly shown that
such figures cannot be treated as counts. Archaeology proves regular and
significant ritual killing, not the largest numbers in hostile or rhetorical texts.
A precise annual total for the empire is not recoverable.

Sacrifice also had political force. Foreign rulers and tributaries could witness
ceremonies at the capital. Captives turned victory into spectacle. Offerings
displayed the reach required to acquire rare materials and people. The ruler
appeared as mediator between cosmic necessity and human society.
Sincere belief and political advantage were not alternatives. A ceremony
could be religiously necessary to participants and useful to a state at the
same time.

Sacrifice sat inside a dense calendar. The 260-day ritual count interacted
with the 365-day solar calendar, producing named days, festivals and
divinatory associations that ordered decisions from agriculture to naming.
Priests and ritual specialists interpreted dangerous or auspicious
combinations. Every fifty-two solar years the two calendars completed a
larger cycle, marked in central Mexico by the New Fire ceremony. The fear
was not that the sun would certainly go out on schedule, but that renewal
had to be ritually secured.

Religion also linked conquered peoples rather than dividing them into a neat
Mexica faith versus everyone else. Tlaloc had ancient roots far older than
Tenochtitlan. Quetzalcoatl, Tezcatlipoca and many other deities circulated
through Mesoamerican traditions in locally distinct forms. The Mexica state
inherited, rearranged and monumentalised this shared sacred vocabulary.
Its religion was imperial without being invented from scratch by the empire.

This is the correction that matters. The Mexica were neither uniquely
blood-crazed nor innocent victims of Spanish propaganda. Their ritual
system included organised human killing, and their civilisation cannot be
understood by pretending otherwise. It also cannot be understood by
making that one fact explain everything else.
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7. The Conquest Was a Coalition War in an
Epidemic
By 1519 the Triple Alliance had created the strongest power in central

Mexico. It had also created a regional field full of people who knew exactly
what Mexica dominance cost them.

Cortés landed on the Gulf coast with a few hundred Spaniards, horses, steel
weapons, crossbows and firearms. None of these made conquest
automatic. His expedition was itself politically precarious, launched in
defiance of the governor of Cuba. What changed his prospects was
Indigenous politics. Totonac communities provided early support. Tlaxcala
first fought the invaders, then chose alliance after hard battles. Malintzin, an
Indigenous woman who spoke Maya and Nahuatl and learned Spanish,
became central to translation, diplomacy and intelligence.

When the coalition reached Tenochtitlan, Moctezuma Il admitted the
Spaniards into the city. His motives are unrecoverable in full. What followed
was not peaceful misunderstanding. Cortés seized Moctezuma and tried to
govern through him. While Cortés left to confront a rival Spanish force on
the coast, Pedro de Alvarado ordered a massacre during the festival of
Toxcatl. The city rose. Moctezuma died in circumstances still disputed. The
Spaniards and their allies fled in June 1520 with heavy losses.

That defeat matters because it disproves inevitability. Tenochtitlan had
expelled them.

Then smallpox arrived. The disease spread through a population with no
prior exposure and killed many, including the new ruler Cuitlahuac. Exact
mortality for the city cannot be calculated, and disease alone did not
conquer it. But epidemic death weakened households, leadership, defence
and food production while enemies were regrouping.

Cortés rebuilt the alliance. Texcoco became especially important.
Indigenous workers and Spanish specialists constructed brigantines from
material prepared around Tlaxcala and moved in pieces to the lake. Recent
scholarship has emphasised the scale of Native labour and hydrological
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knowledge behind this naval force. Tens of thousands of Indigenous allies
took part in the final campaign, though totals vary by source and phase.

The siege attacked the system described in Core Idea 1. Brigantines
challenged canoe movement. Forces advanced along the causeways. The
aqueduct was cut. Food and fresh water became harder to obtain. Fighting
moved block by block as defenders repeatedly reopened channels and
barricades. Tenochtitlan and Tlatelolco became a landscape of hunger,
disease, rubble and close combat.

Cuauhtemoc, the last Mexica ruler, was captured on 13 August 1521 while
trying to leave by canoe. The city surrendered.

The causal loop is now complete, but not in the simplistic form that empire
created enemies and therefore deserved to fall. The same layered politics
that allowed Tenochtitlan to collect tribute without abolishing local states left
those states capable of making new alliances. The same lake system that
concentrated wealth created chokepoints under siege. Spanish weapons
and Atlantic reinforcement changed what coalition warfare could do.
Smallpox changed who could keep fighting. None of these causes was
sufficient alone.

The coalition victory did not create one stable Indigenous front behind
Spain. Tlaxcalans, Texcocans and other allies bargained for privileges after
1521 and used their service in later colonial litigation. Some Indigenous
nobles retained status, land and authority under Spanish institutions. Others
lost power quickly. Spanish commanders then recruited Native forces for
further campaigns across Mesoamerica. The category “conquistador”
therefore included Indigenous veterans as well as Europeans, even though
colonial rewards and sovereignty were deeply unequal.

That aftermath matters to the causal model because it shows that alliance
was never cultural surrender. The same political communities that had
preserved themselves under Mexica dominance tried to preserve
themselves under the new regime. They had chosen one coalition against
another. What they could not control was the arrival of a transatlantic
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monarchy, colonial church, settler population and repeated epidemic shocks
that changed the scale of the settlement.

Cortés destroyed the empire named on the cover. He did it as commander
of a war in which most combatants on his side were Indigenous, against an
Indigenous capital weakened by epidemic disease and attacked through the
political and material networks that had once made it powerful.

How It Actually Works

Before the Mexica

Tenochtitlan arrived late in Mesoamerican history.

Long before the Mexica entered the Basin of Mexico, cities, states and
religious traditions had risen and fallen across the region. Teotihuacan had
dominated the basin in the first millennium CE. Tula later became
associated with Toltec power and prestige. By the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries, the basin contained numerous competing altepet/ whose rulers
married, fought, traded and claimed descent from prestigious pasts.

The Mexica remembered themselves as migrants from a place called
Aztlan. The migration stories were written down after conquest and combine
political memory, sacred geography and dynastic legitimation. They should
not be read as a travel diary. What is clear is that the Mexica were
newcomers who entered an already crowded system and initially lacked the
status of older powers.

They hired themselves as warriors, formed dynastic ties and settled first
under stronger rulers. Tenochtitlan developed on the lake islands while
Tlatelolco formed nearby. Both communities exploited canoe transport and
lake resources. Their marginality was temporary because warfare, alliance
and location gave them routes upward.
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From clients to hegemons

The decisive break came in 1428. Azcapotzalco, centre of the Tepanec
empire, had dominated much of the basin. A succession struggle opened
space for revolt. Tenochtitlan, Texcoco and Tlacopan defeated the
Tepanecs and formed the Triple Alliance.

Expansion accelerated under rulers later remembered as ltzcoatl,
Moctezuma |, Axayacatl, Tizoc, Ahuitzotl and Moctezuma Il. This sequence
should not be imagined as an uninterrupted march. Campaigns failed.
Subject towns rebelled. The Tarascan frontier held. Tlatelolco was
conquered by Tenochtitlan in 1473. Yet across the fifteenth century the
alliance did extend tribute obligations from the Gulf coast towards Oaxaca
and other regions far beyond the basin.

Conquest followed a recognisable pattern without obeying one template.
Demands could begin with diplomatic pressure. Refusal invited war. After
defeat, local rulers often remained, tribute was assessed and imperial
interests were represented through local elites or officials. Strategic
corridors and rebellious areas might receive tighter intervention. Garrisons
existed in some frontier zones, but the empire was not covered by
permanent occupation forces.

Tribute brought distant ecology into the capital. Tropical cacao and feathers,
cotton from warmer lands, food staples, paper, rubber and crafted goods
moved towards the basin. Conquest therefore expanded what rulers could
distribute as well as what they could consume. Fine cloth rewarded service.
Warrior costumes marked rank. Temple offerings accumulated materials
from across the political map.

Collection itself required information. Provincial demands had to be
assessed against what places could produce or obtain, then transmitted
through local authorities and imperial agents. Pictorial accounting helped
record quantities and categories. Tribute collectors could be hated precisely
because they made distant defeat recurring: conquest was remembered
every time cloth or grain left a community on schedule. Yet local elites could
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also benefit by managing those obligations, keeping authority over their own
people while gaining recognition from the imperial centre. The empire
therefore reproduced itself through intermediaries whose interests were
never identical to Tenochtitlan’s.

There was no single imperial civil service comparable to Rome or modern
bureaucratic states. That absence should not be mistaken for administrative
incompetence. The Triple Alliance used the institutions available to it: rulers,
tribute assessors, market supervisors, judges, military commanders,
merchants and local corporate groups. Its administration was selective
because its objective was selective. The centre needed obedience, revenue
and strategic support, not uniform paperwork for every aspect of life.

A day in the imperial capital

Before dawn, households were already working. Fires had to be lit. Maize
was processed. Women ground grain and prepared tortillas and other foods.
Men went to fields, workshops, market activity, transport work or public
obligations depending on status and season. Canoes carried produce along
canals and across the lake.

The city was divided into neighbourhoods with local temples and corporate
life. Commoner families lived in compounds rather than isolated
modern-style houses. Gardens, storage, work areas and domestic ritual
occupied the same spaces. Craftspeople produced pottery, stone tools,
featherwork, textiles and other goods. Nobles lived in larger residences and
drew on tribute, land and dependent labour.

Tlatelolco’s market concentrated the regional economy. Sellers grouped by
goods. Judges and officials supervised exchange. A buyer might obtain
chillies, fish, maize, salt, pottery, cloth, tools or medicinal plants. Elite
consumers could find feathers, cacao, jewellery and distant luxuries.
Professional porters carried loads overland, while canoes handled bulk
movement wherever water routes allowed.

Education and ritual shaped childhood. Boys and girls learned disciplined
work in the household. Boys entered schools associated with commoner or
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elite status. Priestly training could be severe. Military preparation mattered
because adult male honour was closely tied to service and capture. Girls
learned textile production and domestic responsibilities that were
economically central even when political sources gave men more space.

The sacred calendar repeatedly interrupted ordinary work because ritual
was ordinary work at another scale. Neighbourhoods held local ceremonies.
Temples received offerings. Priests maintained fires, images and festival
preparations. Markets and courts did not exist in a secular world from which
religion occasionally intruded.

Ordinary experience also varied sharply by place. A farmer in a chinampa
district lived inside a different ecology from a craft household in the capital
or a cotton-producing tributary community in warmer country. “Aztec daily
life” therefore risks turning one imperial centre into a civilisation-wide norm.
The safest generalisations concern recurring institutions: households
produced food and textiles, local communities organised obligations,
markets linked regions, rulers demanded labour and goods, and ritual
calendars structured time. The mix changed from one altepetl to another.

Health and comfort were equally uneven. Elite houses had space, servants
and access to rare foods. Commoners worked long hours in agriculture,
transport and craft. Human waste was collected and reused rather than
abandoned indiscriminately, while bathing and cleanliness had ritual and
practical importance. None of this made the city hygienic by modern
standards, but it corrects the old colonial contrast between ordered
Europeans and filthy Indigenous cities. Spanish observers themselves often
praised the cleanliness and organisation they encountered.
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The sacred centre

The Templo Mayor dominated the ceremonial centre because it gathered
several kinds of authority into one structure. Its twin shrines associated
Tlaloc and Huitzilopochtli with the prosperity and war power of the Mexica
state. Repeated enlargements buried earlier phases inside later ones.
Conquest wealth could therefore become architecture, and architecture
could claim that current rule repeated sacred history.

The Coyolxauhqui relief lay near the foot of the Huitzilopochtli side. In the
myth, Huitzilopochtli defeats and dismembers his sister after emerging
armed at birth. Sacrificial bodies thrown from the temple repeated elements
of that divine victory. The physical arrangement joined story, place and
political spectacle.

Other offerings broaden the picture. Excavations have found animals,
shells, minerals, weapons, masks, sculptures and human remains brought
from diverse environments. Tlaloc received major attention alongside
Huitzilopochtli. The Mexica sacred centre was therefore not a single-minded
cult of war. Rain, fertility, agricultural continuity, dynastic legitimacy and
conquest were built into the same complex.

The strangers on the coast

In spring 1519 Cortés established a foothold on the Gulf coast. The details
matter because later legend makes the route look predetermined. It was not.
His force had to negotiate food, interpreters, guides and political permission
while remaining vulnerable to both Indigenous armies and Spanish rivals.

Malintzin changed the possibilities of communication. Enslaved before
entering Spanish hands, she spoke Nahuatl and a Maya language. At first
she worked through the Spanish priest Jeronimo de Aguilar, who knew
Maya; as she learned Spanish, she became a direct interpreter. Translation
was more than replacing words. Diplomacy required explaining titles,
intentions, threats and cultural expectations across political systems. Her
position gave her unusual influence inside a violent process she did not
choose.
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The Totonacs around Cempoala complained of Mexica demands and
became early allies. Tlaxcala was more consequential. The Tlaxcalans
fought Cortés before negotiating alliance, which alone should end the story
that Indigenous people mistook Spaniards for gods and surrendered at the
sight of horses. They tested the newcomers militarily, suffered losses,
inflicted them and then made a political calculation.

The allied force marched towards Tenochtitlan. At Cholula, Spaniards and
Tlaxcalans killed large numbers of inhabitants in a massacre whose causes
and immediate trigger remain disputed in the sources. The event showed
what the coalition could become: local enmities, Spanish fear and
pre-emptive violence combining into mass killing before the capital had even
been reached.

Spanish military technology changed encounters without deciding them in
advance. Horses gave mounted men speed, height and shock in open
ground, but animals could be wounded and were less useful in broken
streets or narrow causeways. Steel swords and lances held edges longer
than obsidian weapons, while metal armour protected against some blows
at the cost of heat and weight. Crossbows and early firearms could kill at
distance, but both were slow to reload. Cannon frightened, damaged
formations and breached obstacles, yet ammunition and mobility
constrained them. The Spaniards themselves adopted Indigenous cotton
armour because local technology solved a local problem better.

The deeper advantage was combination. Spaniards could place cavalry,
steel, projectile weapons and later lake vessels inside armies that supplied
Indigenous numbers and terrain knowledge. The coalition could therefore
create tactical situations no single central Mexican army had faced before. It
was the package, not one magic weapon.

Numbers changed from campaign to campaign. Allies went home, new
towns joined, and Spanish reinforcements arrived after Cortés defeated the
force sent against him from Cuba. That fluidity is another reason fixed totals
mislead. The relevant unit was coalition capacity: how many fighters could
be assembled for a particular operation, how much food they could carry or
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obtain, and whether political agreements survived the losses of the previous
week.

Communication was equally practical. Orders had to pass through
interpreters and allied commanders. Maps existed, but local guides knew
routes, water, town loyalties and where supplies could be found. An
expedition that later looked like one army was a negotiated collection of
forces whose members did not share language, command traditions or
long-term aims.

Moctezuma’s gamble

Moctezuma Il met Cortés outside Tenochtitlan in November 1519. Later
accounts turned the encounter into theatre: the emperor supposedly
recognised the returning god Quetzalcoatl and handed over his dominion.
The evidence does not support that story.

Moctezuma faced a stranger who had survived hostile territories, assembled
Indigenous allies and arrived with unfamiliar animals and weapons.
Admitting the Spaniards may have been an attempt to observe and contain
them within the capital. Formal Nahua diplomacy used elaborate courtesy
that Spaniards could misread as submission. We cannot recover every
thought behind the decision.

Cortés soon seized Moctezuma and tried to use him as a captive ruler. This
was a recognisable Spanish tactic from earlier Caribbean and American
encounters, but it did not produce stable control. Mexica elites and
commoners had their own institutions and could reject commands issued
under obvious coercion.

When a Spanish expedition sent by the governor of Cuba arrived to arrest
Cortés, he left Tenochtitlan to defeat and absorb it. During his absence,
Pedro de Alvarado attacked participants at the Toxcatl festival. Spanish
explanations later claimed an imminent Indigenous attack; Nahua accounts
emphasised an unprovoked massacre of unarmed celebrants. Whatever the
immediate trigger, the killings destroyed the fragile arrangement.
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The seizure of Moctezuma had already created a constitutional
impossibility. A ruler whose authority depended on commanding tribute, war
and ritual was visibly taking orders from foreigners quartered in his own
capital. Mexica government did not collapse because the ruler was captive.
Other nobles, priests and commanders still existed, and neighbourhoods
could mobilise. The hostage strategy gave Cortés temporary leverage but
steadily damaged the legitimacy of the person through whom he hoped to
rule.

The city revolted. Moctezuma died during the crisis. Spanish accounts

blamed stones thrown by his own people; Indigenous traditions include
claims that the Spaniards killed him. No surviving evidence settles the

matter. Cuitlahuac succeeded him and led resistance.

On the night of 30 June to 1 July 1520, the Spaniards and their allies
attempted to escape along a causeway. Mexica forces attacked from land
and canoe. Men drowned under the weight of armour and stolen treasure.
Artillery and horses could not make a narrow night retreat safe. Cortés
survived, but the expedition had been thrown out of Tenochtitlan.

Epidemic and return

Smallpox then entered the basin, probably carried by someone connected to
the forces from Cuba. It spread through central Mexico in 1520. Nahua
accounts describe widespread illness and inability to move, eat or care for
others. Cuitlahuac died. Cuauhtemoc eventually became ruler.

Disease did several kinds of damage at once. It killed fighters and leaders. It
overwhelmed households that supplied food and care. It disrupted ordinary
work. It struck communities on both sides, including Spanish allies, so it was
not a precise weapon aimed only at Tenochtitlan. But the timing was
disastrous for a capital preparing for renewed war.

Cortés spent months rebuilding. Tlaxcala remained the critical base.
Texcoco then became a major ally, giving the coalition a position on the
eastern lake and access to local dynastic support. Other towns joined for
reasons ranging from anti-Mexica grievance to fear, opportunism and local
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rivalry. Alliance did not mean a shared vision of Spanish colonial rule. Most
allies expected a postwar Mesoamerican political settlement, not the system
that later emerged.

The construction of brigantines gave the coalition a new capability.
Components were prepared with enormous Indigenous labour, transported
to Texcoco and assembled for lake warfare. The vessels carried European
sails, artillery and fighting crews, but Native workers built the logistical
conditions that allowed them to exist on an inland lake.

The siege

The final siege began in May 1521. Coalition armies pressed the causeways
while brigantines attacked canoes and supported movement on the water.
The aqueduct from Chapultepec was cut. Towns around the lake were
brought into or forced into the coalition. Food routes narrowed.

Mexica defenders adapted. They broke causeways and created gaps to trap
attackers. Barricades rose repeatedly. Canoes used shallow water and local
knowledge. Captured Spaniards were sacrificed in view of their comrades,
turning Mexica ritual into psychological warfare for an enemy that
interpreted it through horror and fear.

Cortés learned that occupying ground by day was useless if defenders
reclaimed it at night. Coalition forces began filling canals and demolishing
buildings to create stable routes. This changed the character of the fight.
The city’s own fabric was destroyed to make conquest possible. Hunger and
disease deepened. Bodies accumulated in water and streets. Civilians were
trapped inside the shrinking defended zone.

Tlatelolco became the final centre of resistance. By August, organised
defence had been compressed into a devastated part of the island.
Cuauhtemoc attempted to leave by canoe and was captured on 13 August.
He asked to be killed according to later Spanish accounts; whether the
phrasing is exact matters less than the political fact. Once the ruler was
taken and resistance had collapsed, surrender followed.
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The human cost is impossible to total. Siege accounts describe corpses,
hunger and civilians moving through destroyed districts. Later narratives
sometimes turn the fall into a clean military climax on 13 August. For
residents it was a prolonged urban catastrophe. Disease had already
stripped households of carers and workers. Demolition removed shelter.
Food became scarce. Defenders and civilians occupied the same shrinking
space. Victory and survival were not separate questions.

The Spaniards did not inherit an intact city. Tenochtitlan had been wrecked
by fighting, demolition, hunger and epidemic disease. Mexico City rose from
the same site because the location still mattered: the basin’s political centre,
routes and population had not ceased to exist. Indigenous labour rebuilt
what conquest had destroyed, now under Spanish rule.

How we know

The Aztecs left abundant evidence, but almost none of it is a neutral
pre-conquest narrative. Archaeology provides buildings, offerings, human
remains, household debris and landscapes. Pictorial manuscripts preserve
tribute, genealogy and calendrical information, many through copies made
after 1521. Alphabetic Nahuatl histories written in the colonial period record
Indigenous voices, but they were produced after catastrophe and within new
institutions. Spanish witnesses such as Cortés and Bernal Diaz had their
own reputations, legal claims and audiences to serve.

The strongest reconstruction therefore comes from overlap. Archaeology
confirms that sacrifice occurred and that the Templo Mayor described in
texts was real. Tribute records can be compared with production zones and
excavated goods. Nahuatl accounts correct the Spanish tendency to make
Cortés the only political actor. Spanish records sometimes preserve details
unavailable elsewhere. Where these sources conflict, certainty should
shrink rather than migrate automatically to whichever side is more
sympathetic.
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What People Get Wrong

"Aztec was the name of one united people"

No single pre-conquest nation called itself the Aztecs. “Aztec” is a useful
later umbrella. The Mexica of Tenochtitlan were one Nahua people among
many, and the Triple Alliance ruled numerous communities that kept
separate identities and governments.

The mistake survives because maps need one label and conquest stories
prefer two sides. In reality, Tlaxcalans, Texcocans, Totonacs and others
pursued their own interests. Some spoke the same language as the Mexica
and fought against them.

The label also hides political geography outside the empire. Tlaxcala was
not a province that “rebelled” when Cortés arrived. It was an independent
confederated enemy that had resisted Mexica pressure for years. The
Tarascan state farther west likewise remained outside Triple Alliance rule.
Even inside tributary territory, local rulers could preserve armies, dynastic
claims and religious authority.

The correction matters because the conquest becomes incomprehensible if
all Indigenous people are put on one side. Central Mexico was a political
system before Spaniards entered it, with borders and rivalries that mattered
to contemporaries more than the later category “Aztec”. The category is
useful for archaeology and broad cultural discussion, but poor at explaining
who chose whom in a war.

"Tenochtitlan was a crude city built in a swamp"

It was an engineered metropolis in a lake environment. Causeways, canals,
aqueducts, dikes, markets and intensive agriculture connected an island
capital to the basin around it.

Calling the setting a swamp implies that civilisation appeared despite the
environment. The more accurate picture is that water transport and shallow
lakes were part of the city’s design. Chinampas were especially important in
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southern freshwater zones, and the capital depended on regional supply
rather than feeding itself from gardens beside every house.

The correction matters because the same infrastructure later shaped the
siege. Urban achievement and military vulnerability came from the same
lake system. Calling the city primitive erases the engineering; calling it
invulnerable erases the dependence that engineering created.

"Human sacrifice was either a Spanish invention
or an industrial slaughter"

Both extremes fail. Archaeology proves repeated human sacrifice at the
Templo Mayor and other sites. Cut marks, skull racks, sacrificial burials and
ritual deposits cannot be explained away as Spanish propaganda.

The huge totals reported for some ceremonies are another matter. They
come from later texts with rhetorical and political problems and cannot be
converted into reliable annual statistics. Recent scholarship accepts
substantial ritual killing while rejecting false precision.

The correction matters because denial erases a central institution, while
sensational numbers reduce religion to arithmetic. The important questions
are who was sacrificed, in which rituals, why participants thought it
necessary, and how rulers used the spectacle. Archaeology is strongest at
establishing practice and context, not empire-wide annual totals.

"Aztec armies mainly fought to collect victims"

Captive-taking carried prestige and supplied sacrificial victims, but imperial
war had broader political aims. The Triple Alliance fought to impose tribute,
punish rebellion, secure strategic routes, intervene in dynastic disputes and
expand power.

The simplified view grows from the visibility of sacrifice and the distinctive
value placed on live captives. It also turns Flower Wars into ritual sport
stripped of interstate rivalry.

The correction matters because an empire financed by tribute cannot be
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explained by religious appetite alone. War produced revenue, rank and
political hierarchy as well as captives. It also protected routes, intimidated
undecided neighbours and kept subject elites aware that tribute demands
were backed by organised force.

The myth also distorts battlefield behaviour. Killing remained necessary in
combat. Fortifications were assaulted, towns were burned and enemies
were routed. A warrior might prefer a prestigious live captive when
circumstances allowed, but no army could make every tactical decision
around keeping opponents alive. Captive-taking was a valued outcome
inside war, not a replacement for war, territorial coercion or the destruction
of resistance.

"Moctezuma believed Cortes was a god"

There is no solid contemporary basis for the familiar claim that Moctezuma
thought Cortés was Quetzalcoatl returned. The story grew in later colonial
accounts shaped by hindsight and European expectations.

Moctezuma’s cautious welcome can be explained without supernatural
confusion. He faced an armed stranger with local allies and unusual military
tools. Nahua elite speech used elaborate courtesy that Spaniards could
interpret as submission. Admitting the expedition may have been an attempt
to control a dangerous situation.

The correction matters because the god story converts political calculation
into Indigenous credulity. It also excuses the conquerors by making victory
look like a misunderstanding rather than a war built through hostage-taking
and alliance. Mexica forces attacked Spaniards effectively, killed horses,
drove the expedition from the capital and later adapted to brigantines and
artillery. Their behaviour is incompatible with a society paralysed by belief
that the newcomers were divine.

Moctezuma made choices under uncertainty. Some failed. That is different
from surrendering reality to prophecy. His captivity and the later revolt show
that Mexica politics continued around him rather than stopping because one
ruler had supposedly recognised a supernatural destiny.
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"A few hundred Spaniards conquered millions"

A few hundred Spaniards entered central Mexico. They did not conduct the

final war alone. Indigenous allies supplied the majority of fighting men on the
coalition side, along with porters, food, local intelligence, diplomatic access,

boatbuilding labour and knowledge of the lake.

Spanish weapons still mattered. Horses could shock formations. Steel
blades and armour offered advantages. Crossbows, firearms and cannon
changed some tactical problems. Brigantines altered lake warfare. The
correction is not that technology meant nothing. It is that technology had to
be embedded in an army and supply system large enough to use it.

Recent work on the brigantines makes the same point in material form.
Timber had to be cut, shaped and transported. Canals had to be modified.
Hull components had to reach Lake Texcoco. Native workers supplied much
of that labour and knew the hydrology in which the vessels would operate.
The ships embodied European naval technology, but they were also
Indigenous logistical projects.

The final siege included at least tens of thousands of Indigenous allies.
Remove them and Cortés has no conquest army. Remove Spanish
command, Atlantic reinforcement and the brigantines, and the coalition
faces a different war. The explanation requires both sides of the partnership.

This does not require reversing the myth into “Indigenous allies conquered
Tenochtitlan while Spaniards merely watched”. Cortés held overall
command of the Spanish expedition, organised alliances, incorporated
reinforcements, drove the brigantine plan and pursued a political settlement
in the name of the Spanish Crown. European weapons and military habits
mattered. The accurate correction is a shared causal account with unequal
later rewards, not a new single-agent story.
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"The conquest liberated the peoples of Mexico"

Many Indigenous states joined the war to break Mexica power. Calling the
result liberation projects later Spanish rule backwards into motives formed
before anyone knew what that rule would become.

Tlaxcalans and other allies expected rewards, autonomy, territory or
advantage over rivals. Some gained privileges for a time. Indigenous
conquistadors then participated in Spanish campaigns elsewhere. Yet
colonial demands, epidemic collapse, Christianisation, land seizures and
new forms of labour coercion transformed the political order in ways allies
had not signed up to in 1519.

The opposite mistake is to treat allies as traitors to a nation that did not yet
exist. Tlaxcala was an independent enemy of the Triple Alliance. Texcocan
factions were pursuing their own dynastic claims. Political loyalty was local
and regional, not Mexican in the modern national sense. Judging
sixteenth-century actors by a nineteenth-century national border invents a
community they were supposed to betray.

The correction matters because Indigenous agency does not require
pretending every choice produced the intended future. People can make
rational alliances and still be overtaken by the settlement that follows victory.
Political intelligence is not the same as control over consequences,
especially when a new imperial power enters the system.

Use It

Read capitals as supply problems

Tenochtitlan teaches a useful way to look at any impressive centre: trace
what must move towards it every day.

A monumental skyline hides inputs. Food, fresh water, fuel, labour,
construction materials, waste removal and information have to arrive on
time. The more concentrated the centre, the more specialised its
dependencies become. Tenochtitlan could support a huge urban population
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because canals, markets, tribute and surrounding agriculture moved those
inputs efficiently.

The same map reveals vulnerability. Which route can be blocked? Which
resource has no substitute? Which infrastructure was designed for ordinary
efficiency rather than siege? The Spaniards and their allies did not defeat
the temples first. They cut water, contested the lake and narrowed food
movement.

Then ask which dependency is visible only during failure. A city may have
several food routes but one water source. An organisation may have many
employees but one person who knows a critical process. A military may
have weapons but no fuel or transport. Redundancy has to be traced by
function rather than by counting assets.

The lens is simple: when a system looks powerful, ask what has to happen
every morning for it to remain powerful by evening.

Separate extraction from exchange

Tribute and markets coexisted because coercion and voluntary exchange
solve different problems.

Imperial rulers wanted predictable transfers. Markets let millions of local
decisions match particular buyers and sellers without the palace knowing
who needed chillies, sandals or obsidian blades that day. Tenochtitlan
benefited from both.

Modern institutions often blur the same distinction. A company may
command resources internally while buying others on markets. A state taxes
and also purchases. A platform may host voluntary transactions while
imposing compulsory fees on participants. Treating every flow as “the
economy” hides who chose it and who could refuse.

When analysing a system, label each major flow. Is it tax, rent, gift, wage,
market exchange, debt, tribute or theft? The nouns carry different power
relationships. Confusion begins when coercion borrows the language of
trade or when exchange is treated as free despite one side having no
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practical alternative.

Measure reach by what the centre leaves in place

The Triple Alliance ruled much of central Mexico without turning every
subject community into Tenochtitlan. Local rulers and institutions survived
because they were useful to imperial extraction.

That gives a better measure of power than a coloured map. Ask what the
centre controls directly, what it delegates, what it merely demands and what
it cannot reach. Two empires of equal area may exercise sharply different
kinds of authority.

Delegation saves cost because local institutions already know people, land
and custom. It also preserves alternative centres of loyalty. The trade-off
appears in companies, federations, alliances and political unions as well as
empires. A centre gains scale by leaving capability outside itself.

This also prevents a common analytical mistake: assuming that delegated
systems are automatically fragile. They can be resilient because local units
continue functioning when the centre is slow. Tenochtitlan did not collapse
the first time a ruler died or a province rebelled. Delegation becomes
dangerous when local capability combines with a credible alternative
coalition. The outside option changes the meaning of autonomy.

The relevant question is not “Who owns this territory?” It is “Who can still
organise here if the centre becomes weak?” In 1519 that question mattered
more than the imperial map.

Count coalition capacity, not headline numbers

“A few hundred Spaniards” is memorable because it compares one visible
number with millions of inhabitants. It counts the wrong unit.

A fighting force is a network of soldiers, food, transport, interpreters, guides,
labour, replacement equipment, political permission and intelligence. Cortés
had access to some technologies no Indigenous state possessed, but
Indigenous allies multiplied his capacity by orders of magnitude and solved
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local problems he could not solve from European knowledge.

The same error appears whenever a small organisation seems to defeat a
much larger one. Count the assets it can borrow, buy, recruit or coordinate.
Count the institutions willing to cooperate. Count who feeds it and who
shares information. A nominally small actor sitting at the centre of a strong
coalition may command more usable capacity than a much larger actor
whose members are divided.

Treat catastrophe as interaction

Smallpox did not conquer Tenochtitlan by itself. Spanish weapons did not.
Indigenous rebellion did not. The siege did not. Together they produced an
outcome none of them guarantees alone.

This is a general method for reading disasters. Ask which pressures amplify
one another. Disease removes labour, which worsens food supply, which
weakens defence, which increases crowding and displacement, which can
worsen disease again. Political division changes who receives help.
Infrastructure built for normal times can become a bottleneck under stress.

Single-cause stories are attractive because they give one lever to pull.
Interacting systems rarely offer that comfort. The useful work is to identify
the few links where several pressures meet. In Tenochtitlan, the political
coalition and the lake supply system were such links.

A further question is sequence. The same factors in another order might not
have produced conquest. Spanish forces were expelled before smallpox
devastated the capital. Brigantines mattered only after the coalition had
bases, labour and time to build them. Texcoco’s defection mattered because
it gave access to the eastern lake. Causation is therefore about timing as
well as ingredients. A list of causes is weaker than an account of how one
changed the effect of the next.
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The limits

The Aztec case is unusually well documented for pre-conquest America and
still full of uncertainty. Most written narratives were produced after 1521.
Indigenous-language texts preserve voices that Spanish chronicles miss,
but they were written in colonial settings decades after some events.
Spanish witnesses had legal, religious and personal reasons to shape their
stories. Archaeology samples what has survived and what modern Mexico
City allows excavators to reach.

Do not turn the conquest into a universal rule that tribute empires always
collapse through rebellion. Many tributary states survived for centuries. Do
not conclude that decentralisation is weakness. It can be an efficient
solution to information and administration. Do not romanticise coalition
members as freedom fighters or reduce them to dupes. Their motives
differed.

And do not use understanding to dissolve judgement. Human sacrifice killed
real people. Spanish and allied massacres killed real people. Siege warfare
starved civilians. Epidemic disease created suffering on a scale no political
calculation could control. Explaining why actors behaved as they did is
compatible with naming what their systems did to bodies.

The one thing to keep

Keep the political map underneath the political map.

Tenochtitlan looked like the centre of one empire because tribute arrived,
rulers obeyed and armies marched. Underneath that surface were hundreds
of communities that still had names, rulers, rivalries, soldiers and memories.
The empire was powerful because it did not have to erase them. When the
balance changed, those same surviving institutions could choose again.

That is why the conquest cannot be reduced to Cortés. His distinctive
achievement was not personally overpowering millions of people. It was
attaching a small Spanish expedition, dangerous technologies and Atlantic
ambition to a conflict system large enough to magnify them. Smallpox then
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altered that system further, and the siege attacked the material networks
that kept the capital alive.

The second permanent change should be to resist hero-sized explanations
for system-sized events. Cortés mattered. So did Malintzin, Tlaxcalan
councils, Texcocan factions, Cuitlahuac, Cuauhtemoc, shipbuilders, porters,
epidemic victims and thousands of unnamed fighters. None needs to
replace Cortés as the new single hero. The improvement is learning to see
the event at the scale at which it happened.

After this book, a map shaded one colour should look incomplete. Ask what
remains underneath it, who still has the capacity to act, and what would
happen if an outsider found the right alliance.

Terms

Aztec. A modern umbrella for peoples and culture of Late Postclassic
central Mexico and, more narrowly, the Triple Alliance empire. Useful
shorthand, dangerous when treated as one ethnic identity or as the name of
a unified nation.

Mexica. The Nahua people centred on Tenochtitlan and Tlatelolco. They
became the dominant force within the Triple Alliance and are the group most
often meant when popular histories say “the Aztecs”.

Nahua. A broad term for Nahuatl-speaking peoples. Nahua communities
could be Mexica allies, tributaries, enemies or independent states, so
shared language never implied a shared foreign policy.

Nahuatl. The language spoken by the Mexica and many neighbouring
peoples. Colonial alphabetic Nahuatl texts preserve crucial Indigenous
accounts and reveal concepts distorted by Spanish translation.

Mesoamerica. A historical culture area extending from central and southern
Mexico into Central America, linked by long-standing crops, calendars,
exchange and religious traditions rather than one government, ethnicity or
fixed frontier.

41



Altepetl. A local polity or city-state combining people, territory, ruler and
sacred identity. It remained the basic political unit beneath empire, which is
why conquest could change tribute obligations without dissolving local
government.

Triple Alliance. The partnership of Tenochtitlan, Texcoco and Tlacopan
formed after the defeat of Azcapotzalco in 1428. It became the core of the
Aztec Empire, with Tenochtitlan increasingly dominant but never legally
identical to the whole alliance.

Tenochtitlan. The Mexica island capital in Lake Texcoco. Its ceremonial
centre lies beneath modern central Mexico City, while much of the
pre-conquest city remains inaccessible beneath later buildings.

Tlatelolco. The neighbouring Mexica city famous for its market.
Tenochtitlan conquered it in 1473; it became the final centre of resistance in
1521 and is essential to understanding the capital as a twin urban complex.

Huey tlatoani. The supreme ruler, a title meaning the great speaker. The
office combined dynastic legitimacy, war leadership, diplomacy, tribute and
ritual authority, but succession still depended on elite selection within the
royal house.

Pipiltin. Hereditary nobles with privileged access to office, land, education
and prestige goods.

Macehualtin. Commoners who formed most of the population and supplied
farming, craft, trade, tribute and military labour.

Calpolli. A corporate neighbourhood or social unit that could organise land,
work, tribute, worship and local identity. Its exact form varied by community,
so it should be treated as a flexible institution rather than one standard clan
system.

Tlacotli. An enslaved or bonded person. Aztec slavery was coercive but
differed from later Atlantic hereditary racial slavery in legal form and
inheritance. Debt, punishment and sale could create the status, while some
routes to freedom remained open.
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Chinampa. A raised agricultural field built in shallow lake environments,
especially around Xochimilco and Chalco. Chinampas supported intensive
cultivation linked to canoe transport and should not be confused with
free-floating gardens.

Causeway. A raised road connecting Tenochtitlan to the mainland.
Causeways enabled movement and defence but became narrow battle
corridors during the siege, especially when defenders cut gaps across them.

Pochteca. Professional long-distance merchants who moved high-value
goods, organised within specialist groups and sometimes served political or
intelligence functions. Their existence shows that imperial extraction and
long-distance commerce were overlapping but distinct systems.

Quachtli. A standard cotton cloth unit that could function as a high-value
medium of exchange as well as a useful good, showing how value could
circulate without minted coinage.

Macuahuitl. A wooden hand weapon edged with obsidian blades. It could
cause severe cutting injuries and was one of several Aztec battlefield
weapons, alongside darts, spears, bows, slings and clubs.

Atlatl. A spear-thrower that extends the arm’s leverage and launches darts
with greater speed and force.

Telpochcalli. A school associated mainly with commoner boys, discipline,
communal work and military preparation.

Calmecac. An elite educational institution associated with priestly,
administrative and noble training.

Templo Mayor. The principal temple complex of Tenochtitlan, with twin
shrines associated with Tlaloc and Huitzilopochtli and repeated phases of
enlargement. Its archaeology joins conquest wealth, cosmic ideology and
state ritual in one place.

Huitzilopochtli. Mexica patron deity associated with war, the sun and the
migration tradition. His shrine occupied one half of the Templo Mayor
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summit.

Tlaloc. Major Mesoamerican deity associated with rain, water and
agricultural fertility. His shrine shared the Templo Mayor summit.

Tzompantli. A skull rack used to display human skulls in ritual contexts.
Archaeology has identified the base of Tenochtitlan’s great Huei Tzompantli
and associated skull towers near the sacred precinct.

Malintzin. Indigenous interpreter and political intermediary central to
Cortés’s campaign. Spanish sources often call her Dona Marina or La
Malinche. Her work made diplomacy across Nahuatl, Maya and Spanish
political worlds possible.

Brigantine. A small sailing war vessel. Thirteen were assembled for the
1521 lake campaign, giving the coalition a major advantage against canoe
traffic and shoreline defence after a large Indigenous construction and
transport effort.

Tribute. Compulsory goods or services owed by subordinate communities
to rulers. In the Triple Alliance it financed courts, temples, armies and elite
distribution without replacing market exchange, making imperial power recur
as a scheduled material obligation.

Flower War. A conventional English label for recurrent warfare associated
especially with Tlaxcala and neighbouring enemies. Captive-taking, training
and ritual mattered, but the conflicts were also political and military rivalry
between states with real strategic interests.
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Go Deeper

For the best accessible history: Camilla Townsend, Fifth Sun: A New
History of the Aztecs (Oxford University Press, 2019). Townsend builds the
story from Nahuatl accounts and Indigenous political memory rather than
treating Cortés as the narrative centre. It is especially strong on Mexica
migration traditions, rulers, ordinary voices and the conquest as
experienced by Nahuas. Read this first if the standard conquistador story is
the version already in your head. Townsend also shows how later Nahua
writers remembered pre-conquest rulers selectively, so the book doubles as
an introduction to the problem of writing Indigenous history from colonial-era
texts.

For the material civilisation: Frances F. Berdan, Aztec Archaeology and
Ethnohistory (Cambridge University Press, 2014). Berdan combines
archaeology, pictorial manuscripts and colonial texts to explain households,
markets, tribute, social rank, religion and empire. It is more academic than
Townsend but gives the cleanest route from objects and settlement patterns
to social institutions. Use it when a vivid narrative claim needs to be
checked against what households, burials, buildings and exchange patterns
can support. The advantage is methodological as much as factual: Berdan
repeatedly shows where archaeology and colonial text agree, where they
diverge and why neither source type deserves automatic priority.

For Indigenous conquest testimony: James Lockhart, ed. and trans., We
People Here: Nahuatl Accounts of the Conquest of Mexico (University of
California Press, 1993). This gives the Nahuatl conquest narrative from
Book 12 of the Florentine Codex with translation and commentary. It is not
an untouched eyewitness transcript, but it puts Indigenous language and
priorities beside the better-known Spanish accounts. The parallel text
makes translation visible, which is valuable in a conquest where interpreters
shaped every negotiation. It also makes clear how much emotional texture
disappears when Nahuatl categories are flattened into familiar Spanish
conquest vocabulary.
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For the conquest argument: Matthew Restall, When Montezuma Met
Cortés: The True Story of the Meeting that Changed History (Ecco, 2019).
Restall attacks the two-man legend, especially the myths of divine
confusion, effortless Spanish superiority and passive Indigenous politics.
His revision is deliberately forceful, so it is best read beside broader
syntheses rather than as the final word on every disputed detail. It is
especially useful after reading the narrative in this book because you can
see which familiar scenes are later constructions, which rest on interested
testimony and which survive serious scrutiny. The book’s strongest
contribution is methodological: it shows how conquerors can win a second
victory by becoming the default narrators of the first.

Notes and Sources

Names, scope and political structure

The manuscript uses Mexica for the people centred on Tenochtitlan and
Tlatelolco, Nahua for the wider field of Nahuatl-speaking peoples, and Aztec
as the familiar umbrella for Late Postclassic central Mexican culture and the
Triple Alliance empire. These distinctions follow Frances F. Berdan, Michael
E. Smith, Susan Kellogg and the Oxford Handbook of the Aztecs. The core
political model of an empire layered over persistent altepet/ draws on
Berdan, Smith, Ross Hassig and the collective work Aztec Imperial
Strategies. It does not imply that imperial control was uniformly loose. Direct
intervention, imposed rulers, garrisons, intimidation and strategic marriage
all occurred.

The conventional date 1325 for the founding of Tenochtitlan belongs to later
Mexica chronology and should not be treated as an archaeologically fixed
day. The formation of the Triple Alliance in 1428 and the defeat of
Azcapotzalco are secure anchors for fifteenth-century expansion.

46



Tenochtitlan, water and food

The treatment of Tenochtitlan as a regional hydraulic and supply system
draws on Barbara Mundy, Michael E. Smith, archaeological work on the
Basin of Mexico and Metropolitan Museum syntheses. Population estimates
vary substantially; the text uses “around 200,000” as a plausible order of
magnitude for Tenochtitlan and Tlatelolco rather than a census figure. The
distinction between island urbanism and the main chinampa districts around
Xochimilco and Chalco is retained to avoid the common image of a
self-feeding capital surrounded uniformly by its own floating gardens.

The great dike is conventionally associated with Nezahualcoyotl, though
hydraulic works were collective achievements built and maintained through
organised labour. Aqueducts from Chapultepec and later sources on water
management support the description of urban dependence on mainland
fresh water.

Tribute, markets and social order

The Codex Mendoza is the principal pictorial source used for the scale and
diversity of tribute demands, checked against Berdan, Kenneth Hirth and
archaeological evidence. It was produced after conquest for colonial
purposes and is not treated as a transparent pre-conquest tax ledger.
Tribute and market exchange are kept separate following Hirth and Smith.
Cacao beans and cotton cloth could function as media of exchange without
implying a single currency system.

Descriptions of nobles, commoners, schools, household production and
slavery draw chiefly on Berdan, Kellogg, Smith and the Florentine Codex
tradition. The text avoids presenting calpolli as one uniform institution across
all cities. Aztec slavery is distinguished from Atlantic racial chattel slavery
without minimising coercion or sale.
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Warfare and sacrifice

Ross Hassig remains central for Aztec military organisation and imperial
logistics. Robert William Martin’s 2023 reassessment of captives supports
resisting the claim that warfare can be reduced to victim collection. Flower
Wars are presented as combining ritual, military training, captive-taking and
genuine interstate rivalry rather than as bloodless scheduled contests.

Human sacrifice is supported by converging archaeological, pictorial and
textual evidence. Leonardo Lopez Lujan, Ximena Chavez Balderas, Susan
Kellogg and Templo Mayor research document sacrificial remains and ritual
treatment. Archaeological work on the Huei Tzompantli confirms a major
skull-display structure in the sacred precinct. The manuscript deliberately
avoids an annual victim total. Colonial dedication figures are too uncertain to
use as statistics, while denial of sacrifice is incompatible with material
evidence.

The interpretation of the Coyolxauhqui disk and bodies descending the
Huitzilopochtli stairway is based on the object’s location, imagery, Mexica
myth and ritual accounts. It is presented as part of a ritual system rather
than as evidence for any specific numerical scale.

Conquest, alliance and disease

The conquest sections draw on Camilla Townsend, Matthew Restall, James
Lockhart, Laura Matthew and Michel Oudijk, Susan Kellogg, Barbara Mundy
and Ross Hassig. The emphasis on Indigenous allies is now standard in
scholarship. Recent work by Kristina J. Fabian on Native ship and canal
building during the siege documents Indigenous labour and hydrological
knowledge behind the brigantine operation and notes that at least 24,000
Indigenous allies participated in the final siege, while exact totals remain
uncertain.

Malintzin’s role follows Camilla Townsend’s Malintzin’s Choices and later
scholarship that treats translation as political action without inventing private
motives. The Tlaxcalan alliance followed hard fighting rather than immediate
submission. The Cholula massacre is retained while its trigger is left
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disputed.

The claim that Moctezuma believed Cortés was Quetzalcoatl is rejected
following Restall, Townsend and broader modern scholarship. Moctezuma’s
motives in admitting the Spaniards are therefore presented as
unrecoverable political calculation rather than divine confusion.

Smallpox in 1520 is supported by Nahua and Spanish accounts and
demographic scholarship. The disease killed Cuitlahuac and caused severe
mortality and social disruption. No exact city mortality percentage is
supplied. Disease is treated as a major interacting cause, not a
self-sufficient conquest mechanism.

The final surrender date of 13 August 1521 is secure. The number thirteen
for the brigantines is well attested in conquest narratives. Indigenous allied
troop totals vary widely across sources and are therefore expressed as tens
of thousands rather than as one definitive army figure.

Evidence and reconstruction

The source model follows Berdan’s archaeological and ethnohistorical
method, Lockhart’s Nahuatl-language work, Townsend’s use of Indigenous
annals, and Mundy’s reconstruction of the city across conquest. Cortés’s
letters and Bernal Diaz are used as interested Spanish testimony rather
than neutral narration. The Florentine Codex is indispensable but colonial,
collaborative and produced decades after the invasion. Archaeology is
therefore used wherever material evidence can test written claims.
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Neighbouring-title boundaries

This book stops the global cacao story before it becomes Chocolate in a
Hurry. 1t ends the Spanish story at the establishment of conquest rather than
expanding into the institutions, silver economy and global reach owned by
The Spanish Empire in a Hurry. Comparison with The Incas in a Hurry is
limited to the general reminder that small European expeditions required
Indigenous politics and local systems; the Andean mechanisms of roads,
labour taxation, khipu and royal succession remain with that title. The book
also avoids turning the Mexica into a generic case of premodern empire at
the expense of its distinct lake economy, tribute system, market integration
and ritual politics.

Bibliography

Primary and early colonial sources

Berdan, Frances F., and Patricia Rieff Anawalt, eds. The Codex Mendoza. 4
vols. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992.

Cortes, Hernan. Letters from Mexico. Translated and edited by Anthony
Pagden. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986.

Diaz del Castillo, Bernal. The True History of the Conquest of New Spain.
Translated by Janet Burke and Ted Humphrey. Indianapolis: Hackett, 2012.

Lockhart, James, ed. and trans. We People Here: Nahuatl Accounts of the
Conquest of Mexico. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993.

Sahagun, Bernardino de. Florentine Codex: General History of the Things of
New Spain. Edited and translated by Arthur J. O. Anderson and Charles E.
Dibble. 12 books in 13 vols. Santa Fe: School of American Research and
University of Utah, 1950-1982.

Modern works

Berdan, Frances F. Aztec Archaeology and Ethnohistory. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2014.

50



Berdan, Frances F., Richard E. Blanton, Elizabeth H. Boone, Mary G.
Hodge, Michael E. Smith, and Emily Umberger. Aztec Imperial Strategies.
Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 1996.

Chavez Balderas, Ximena. Sacrificio humano y tratamientos
postsacrificiales en el Templo Mayor de Tenochtitlan. Mexico City: Instituto
Nacional de Antropologia e Historia, 2017.

Fabian, Kristina J. “Masters of the Land: Native Ship and Canal Building
during the Spanish-Aztec War.” The Americas 81, no. 1 (2024): 1-31.

Hassig, Ross. Aztec Warfare: Imperial Expansion and Political Control.
Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1988.

Hirth, Kenneth G. The Aztec Economic World: Merchants and Markets in
Ancient Mesoamerica. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016.

Kellogg, Susan. A Concise History of the Aztecs. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2024.

Lopez Lujan, Leonardo. The Offerings of the Templo Mayor of Tenochtitlan.
Revised ed. Translated by Bernard R. Ortiz de Montellano and Thelma Ortiz
de Montellano. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2005.

Martin, Robert William. “A Reevaluation of the Role of War Captives in the
Aztec Empire.” Latin American Antiquity 34, no. 2 (2023): 423-437.

Matthew, Laura E., and Michel R. Oudijk, eds. Indian Conquistadors:
Indigenous Allies in the Conquest of Mesoamerica. Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 2007.

Mundy, Barbara E. The Death of Aztec Tenochtitlan, the Life of Mexico City.
Austin: University of Texas Press, 2015.

Nichols, Deborah L., and Enrique Rodriguez-Alegria, eds. The Oxford
Handbook of the Aztecs. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017.

Restall, Matthew. When Montezuma Met Cortés: The True Story of the
Meeting that Changed History. New York: Ecco, 2019.

51



Smith, Michael E. The Aztecs. 3rd ed. Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012.

Townsend, Camilla. Fifth Sun: A New History of the Aztecs. New York:
Oxford University Press, 2019.

Townsend, Camilla. Malintzin’s Choices: An Indian Woman in the Conquest
of Mexico. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2006.

52



	The Whole Thing in One Page
	Why You Should Care
	The Core Ideas
	How It Actually Works
	What People Get Wrong
	Use It
	Terms
	Go Deeper
	Notes and Sources
	Bibliography

