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Series Prologue

The history of the Indigenous peoples of Mesoamerica has been
told, for far too long, through the eyes of the conqueror. This series
is born of the conviction that only by understanding the worldview,
science, art, and social organization of the Mexica from within their
own internal logic can we come close to their greatness and the

tragedy of their fall.

Ancestral Legacy: History of Mexico is the result of exhaustive
academic research drawing on primary sources —the codices— and
on the foundational works of Mexican anthropology and
archaeology: Jacques Soustelle, Miguel Ledén-Portilla, Alfredo Lépez
Austin, and Ross Hassig, among others. This is not another tale of
sacrifices and wars, but a deep immersion in the civilizational fabric

that built the Empire of Anahuac.

The thesis holding these twelve volumes together is clear: the
greatness of Mexica culture did not lie solely in its military might,
but in its exceptional capacity to create a civilizational synthesis. In
barely two centuries, the Mexica forged a complex imperial state
that articulated a structured religious worldview, a social
engineering of castes and guilds, a meticulously recorded tribute
economy, and a deeply ritualized everyday life —all of it in the lake
environment of Tenochtitlan. Its fall was not the end of a barbarian

culture, but the abrupt murder of a civilization in full development,
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whose legacy endures in Mexican identity today.

Each volume of the series explores one chapter of that story in
depth: the origin and founding, the prodigious city, religious
thought, the pantheon and sacrifice, the state, society, tribute, daily
life, science and war, the codices, the conquest, and finally the
legacy. Each book includes its own index, illustrations, a glossary of
Nahuatl terms, a timeline, and an annotated bibliography, so it can

be read on its own or as part of the whole.

May this work help vindicate the memory of a people murdered in
the fullness of their development, and may new generations come

to know —with rigor and with pride— the roots of Mexico.
Research: Esteban Gutiérrez A.

Edited by EGA
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1. The Tlatoani: "He Who
Speaks"”

At the center of the Mexica state stood a single person. Not an
anonymous council, not an assembly of notables, but a man whose
voice had the force of law and whose word could move armies,
open or close the granaries of the empire, and decide the life or
death of his subjects. His title was *tlatoani*, a Nahuatl word that
translates — precisely, and with all its political weight — as "he who
speaks." The Mexica did not call their ruler "he who commands" or
"he who owns"; they called him he who speaks, because in their
conception of power supreme authority resided not in the sword or
the treasure, but in the word pronounced with legitimacy. To speak,

in the Nahuatl world, was to govern.

This chapter reconstructs the figure of the tlatoani: how he was
chosen, where his legitimacy came from, what insignia set him
apart, who the great sovereigns were that forged the empire, and
how the last of them, Moctezuma Xocoyotzin, became the pivot of
the crisis that ended the Mexica world. It is a story of concentrated
power and, at the same time, of power limited and watched over by
the institutions around it: because he who spoke could not speak
alone, and his voice only carried force while the council, the army,

and the people recognized it as legitimate.

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 6



The Meaning of the Title

To understand the tlatoani, one must start with the language.
*Tlatoa* means to speak, and from that verb comes *tlatoani*: the
speaker par excellence, he whose discourse carries public weight.
But Nahuatl distinguishes finely between speaking in private and
speaking in public, between conversing and proclaiming. The
tlatoani was not a conversationalist; he was the proclaimer. When
the tlatoani spoke in the council, in the plaza, or from the terrace of
his palace, his words became decree, order of war, sentence.
Mexica tradition preserved the memory of sovereigns whose
eloquence was legendary: it was said their speeches could last for

hours, listened to in absolute silence by the assembled lords.

The word also had a sacred dimension. In the Mexica cosmovision,

the order of the world was sustained by ritual and by ritual speech.
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Priests spoke with the gods; the tlatoani spoke for the people before
the gods and for the gods before the people. He was intermediary in
both directions. That is why his investiture included fasts,
self-sacrifices, and rites of purification that separated him from
common mortals: he who was to speak with commanding voice had

first to learn to keep silence before the sacred.

The title of tlatoani was not exclusive to Tenochtitlan. In the Nahuatl
world of the Postclassic period, many altepetl — the city-states that
were the basic political unit of Mesoamerica — had their own
tlatoani. There were tlatoanis in Texcoco, in Tlacopan, in
Azcapotzalco, in dozens of valley towns and beyond. What
distinguished the tlatoani of Tenochtitlan was the scale of his
power: he was the *huey tlatoani*, the "great speaker," the
supreme sovereign of the Triple Alliance and, by extension, of the
most extensive empire Mesoamerica had ever known. When the
Spanish chroniclers wrote "emperor" to translate huey tlatoani, they
were not entirely wrong about the hierarchy, although the European
word carried an idea of absolute, hereditary power that does not

exactly match the Mexica reality.

Origins: From Migrant Chieftain to Sovereign

The institution of the tlatoani was not born with the empire; it was
born with the Mexica people on their long road to the Valley of
Mexico. During the pilgrimage from the mythical Aztlan, the Mexica
were guided by chieftains and by priests who carried the sacred
bundle of Huitzilopochtli. The sources — the Codex Boturini, the
Strip of the Pilgrimage — show an organization of charismatic,
religious leadership, not an established monarchy. Command was

exercised in assembly, under the authority of the bearers of the
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god.

The first tlatoani of Tenochtitlan, according to Mexica historical
tradition, was Acamapichtli, enthroned around 1375, half a century
after the founding of the city (1325 in the traditional count). The
election of Acamapichtli is revealing: the Mexica, still a poor people
tributary to the Tepanecs of Azcapotzalco, deliberately sought a
ruler of noble lineage, related to the aristocracy of Culhuacan, the
city that preserved the prestige of Toltec blood. Acamapichtli was
the son of a Mexica noble and a Culhua princess. With that choice,
the Mexica bought legitimacy: they grafted onto their young city the

sap of an ancient, respected lineage.

This founding gesture marked forever the logic of Mexica power:
legitimacy came from lineage, but lineage could be built,
negotiated, and reinforced through marriage alliances. Later
tlatoanis would systematically marry women of the nobility of
Texcoco, Tlacopan, and the great subjected cities, weaving a web of
kinship that made the sovereign of Tenochtitlan the brother-in-law,
son-in-law, or father-in-law of half the aristocracy of Mesoamerica.

The empire, in a sense, was also a family.

Acamapichtli was succeeded by Huitzilihuitl and then
Chimalpopoca, whose reigns unfolded under the shadow of Tepanec
power. The Mexica were still vassals: they paid tribute to
Azcapotzalco and contributed warriors to its campaigns. The
tlatoani of Tenochtitlan was, in that era, a subordinate prince, a
"speaker" whose voice fell silent before that of the great Tepanec
lord Tezozomoc. The transformation of that vassal prince into an
imperial sovereign is the story of the Mexica fifteenth century, and

it has a name: ltzcoatl.
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From Acamapichtli to Itzcoatl: A Century of
Learning

Between the first tlatoani and the forger of the empire stretched
half a century of history that is often told in haste, but which
contains the formation of the Mexica state. The reigns of
Acamapichtli (c. 1375-1395), Huitzilihuitl (1395-1417), and
Chimalpopoca (1417-1427) were the school where the Mexica

learned to govern.

Acamapichtli — "he who grasps the reed" — ruled a poor, tributary
city, but laid the foundations: he organized the calpulli, established
the first marriage alliances with Culhuacan and Texcoco, and
created the minimal administrative structure — stewards, judges,
ward chiefs — that his successors would expand. His reign was one
of dignified survival: holding together a subjected people without

provoking the wrath of the Tepanecs.

Huitzilihuitl — "hummingbird feather" — continued the work with
a risky wager: marrying a Tepanec princess, daughter of
Tezozomoc, the great lord of Azcapotzalco. The marriage sealed
Mexica submission, but also grafted Tepanec blood onto the
Tenochtitlan dynasty: future tlatoanis would be grandsons of the
lord of Azcapotzalco. It was a masterstroke of marriage diplomacy
— buying security with kinship — although its fruits would take a

generation to ripen.

Chimalpopoca — "smoking shield" — reigned in the most
dangerous era: the old age and death of Tezozomoc unleashed a
succession crisis in Azcapotzalco, and the Mexica were caught
between Tepanec factions. Chimalpopoca backed the wrong

candidate, was captured, and died — murdered or suicide, the
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sources do not agree — in 1427. His death was the humiliation that

precipitated war: the outraged Mexica chose Itzcoatl and rose up.

This half century teaches a lesson about the formation of states:
institutions are not born made; they are forged in adversity. The
Mexica learned to govern by being governed: they observed the
Tepanecs, copied their techniques, suffered their abuses, and when
the moment came, surpassed them with their own weapons.
Itzcoatl's empire was built on the learning of three generations of

vassalage. Patience, in politics, is also a virtue.

The Election: A Throne That Was Not Inherited

One of the most remarkable — and least understood — features of
the Mexica state is that the throne was not automatically inherited.
At the death of a tlatoani, power did not pass by right to the eldest
son. An electoral council met, composed of the highest dignitaries
of the realm, which deliberated and chose the successor among the
eligible candidates. It was an elective monarchy within a closed

aristocracy.

Who could be chosen? The fundamental rule was lineage: the
candidate had to belong to the royal family, to be a descendant of
previous tlatoanis. In practice, this meant the electors chose among
the sons, brothers, or nephews of the deceased sovereign. But
lineage was a necessary, not a sufficient, condition. The electors
also sought personal merit: proven courage in war, prudence in
council, eloguence, maturity, and a character capable of bearing
the weight of command. A prince of royal blood who was cowardly,

dissolute, or inept could be — and was — passed over.

The electoral council was formed by a core of great lords: the
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cihuacoatl, the chiefs of the four wards of Tenochtitlan, the high
priests, the great judges, and the allied kings of Texcoco and
Tlacopan, whose votes carried weight in the election of the huey
tlatoani. Deliberation was no mere formality: the sources describe
prolonged discussions weighing each candidate's virtues and
defects. Once agreement was reached, the election was publicly
proclaimed and the chosen man was led to the temple for the

investiture rites.

This system had an evident virtue: it largely avoided the two classic
evils of hereditary monarchies, the minority of the heir and the
ineptitude of the firstborn. The Mexica tlatoani reached the throne
in the fullness of life, seasoned in war and government. But it also
had a risk: deliberation could turn into factionalism, and Mexica
history knows moments when succession was disputed. The election
of Tizoc, for example, and the circumstances of his early death,

have fed centuries of suspicion about palace intrigues.

One point must be stressed, which the Spanish chroniclers — raised
on the divine right of kings — were slow to grasp: the tlatoani ruled
by delegation from the council and the nobility that had chosen him.
His power was immense but not unlimited. He could not, for
instance, alter the structure of the state at will or strip the great
lineages of their privileges without provoking a crisis. He was the
first among lords, raised above all, but sustained by all. When that
base of support cracked — as it would in the final years of

Moctezuma Xocoyotzin — the entire edifice trembled.
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The Insignia of Power

The tlatoani could be recognized at a distance. His person was
surrounded by a visual language of power as codified as that of any
European or Asian court, and the codices depict it with a precision

that allows almost piece-by-piece reconstruction.

The supreme insignia was the *xiuhhuitzolli*, the royal diadem: a
band of turquoise mosaic circling the forehead, symbol of fire and
solar power. Turquoise — *xihuitl* — was the precious stone par
excellence of the Mexica world, associated with the year, with fire,
and with royalty; only great lords could wear it. Above the diadem,
on solemn occasions, rose the *quetzalapanecayotl*, the
quetzal-plume headdress, made from the sacred bird whose
iridescent green feathers were worth more than gold. The famous

headdress attributed to Moctezuma — today in Vienna, the object of
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a long-standing Mexican claim — gives an idea of the magnificence

of these attires.

The tlatoani wore the finest *tilmatli*, the cotton cloak reserved for
nobility, with designs and colors indicating his rank; he wore
sandals with gold soles at great ceremonies; he carried the
*chimalli*, the ceremonial shield, and the staff of command. In war,
the sovereign could personally lead his troops — as Itzcoatl,
Ahuitzotl, and others did — and then his warrior attire, with the
*ehecailacozcatl* (the jewel of the wind) and the devices of his

lineage, made him the focal point of the battlefield.

But the tlatoani's power was expressed not only in adornment but in
protocol: no one could look him directly in the face without
permission; those who approached him had to remove their sandals
and wear humble clothing; his palace had courtyards and halls that
only initiates could enter. The sovereign ate alone, served by a
court of stewards, and his table — described with amazement by
the conquistadors — offered dozens of dishes. All this ceremonial
was not vanity: it was political technology. Ritual distance turned
the man into an institution and reminded every visitor that before

him stood not an equal, but the embodiment of the state.
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The Names of Power: Royal Titulature

The tlatoani did not have a single name: he had a constellation of
titles, epithets, and forms of address expressing the different facets
of his power. This titulature — as elaborate as that of pharaohs or

Chinese emperors — was a language in itself.

The fundamental title was tlatoani, "he who speaks," which we
have examined. But the sovereign of Tenochtitlan was also huey
tlatoani, "the great speaker," to distinguish him from local
tlatoanis. In the most solemn documents he was called
tlacateccatl — "he who cuts men," in his capacity as military chief
— or tlahtocan tlatoani — "speaker of the council," as its
president. Each title invoked a function: he who speaks, he who

commands in war, he who presides.

The reverential epithets were fixed formulas no one could use for
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another person: "our lord," "the precious one," "he who is upon the
mat and the cushion" — that is, upon the throne. Addressing the
tlatoani by his personal name — calling Moctezuma "Moctezuma" —
was an unthinkable familiarity: only his equals — the allied kings, in
private — could do so. For everyone else, he was "the lord," and
that was that.

The personal names of the tlatoanis were, in turn, programmatic:
ltzcoatl ("obsidian serpent"), Moctezuma ("he who frowns like a
lord"), Ahuitzotl ("the water thorn"), Cuauhtemoc ("the descending
eagle"). These were not casual names: they expressed a destiny, an
aspiration, a character. And the nicknames — llhuicamina ("the
elder"), Xocoyotzin ("the younger") — distinguished homonyms and

fixed their place in memory.

This titulature survived the conquest in degraded form: colonial
caciques kept the address of "don," indigenous governors that of
"lord," and Nahuatl documents continued using reverential formulas
for Spanish authorities. The language of power is the last thing to
die: when no tlatoanis remained, people still spoke as if there were.
And in modern Nahuatl, reverential forms — the *-tzin* that turns a
name into a title of respect — live on: every time a speaker says
*Malinche* instead of *Malinalli*, they are using the old grammar of

Mexica power.

Itzcoatl: Forger of the Empire

If a single man deserves the title of founder of the Mexica Empire, it
is Itzcoatl, fourth tlatoani of Tenochtitlan, who reigned from 1427 to
1440. His name means "obsidian serpent," and his reign was, in
effect, a blade that cut history in two: before him, the Mexica were

vassals; after him, they were lords.
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Itzcoatl took the throne at the most dangerous moment in Mexica
history. His predecessor, Chimalpopoca, had died in murky
circumstances during the Azcapotzalco succession crisis, and the
new Tepanec lord, Maxtla, demanded total, humiliating submission
from the Mexica. The Tenochtitlan nobility was divided: one faction
proposed surrender and acceptance of the yoke; another, led by the
young counselor Tlacaelel — ltzcoatl's nephew — demanded war.
Itzcoatl, already elderly, heard both sides and made the decision

that would define the next ninety years: war against Azcapotzalco.

But Itzcoatl did not fight alone. His political genius lay in forging the
alliance that made victory possible: the Triple Alliance of
Tenochtitlan, Texcoco, and Tlacopan. Texcoco contributed
Nezahualcoyotl, the poet-warrior prince who had recovered his
throne with Mexica help; Tlacopan contributed Totoquihuatzin and
dissident Tepanec legitimacy. In 1428, allied forces took
Azcapotzalco and destroyed Tepanec power. The division of spoils
and tribute was fixed in a proportion that already revealed Mexica

primacy: two shares for Tenochtitlan and Texcoco, one for Tlacopan.

Itzcoatl's work was not only military. With Tlacaelel as his counselor
and executor, he reorganized the state: he distributed lands and
titles among warriors who had distinguished themselves, creating a
new nobility of merit to balance the old nobility of blood; he
established the foundations of the tribute system that would sustain
the empire; and he undertook the boldest ideological reform in
Mesoamerican history: the rewriting of the past. According to the
account gathered by chroniclers, Tlacaelel proposed burning the
ancient codices so the people would not remember their humble
origin and so that history would begin, gloriously, with the founding

of the empire. Itzcoatl agreed. From then on, official Mexica history
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was a story of manifest destiny: a people chosen by Huitzilopochtli

to dominate the world.

Itzcoatl died in 1440, thirteen years after taking a vassal throne. He
left a new state, a victorious alliance, and an imperial ideology.
Without him, there would have been no empire to administer; that
is why this volume on the state begins, strictly speaking, with his

name.

Moctezuma llhuicamina: The Organizer

Itzcoatl was succeeded by his nephew Moctezuma Ilhuicamina —
"he who frowns like a lord," also called Moctezuma the Elder —
whose long reign (1440-1469) turned military victory into an
administered empire. If Itzcoatl was the conqueror, Moctezuma |
was the organizer, and his work is the true foundation of the state

this book describes.

Under his command, the Triple Alliance extended its dominion in
every direction: southward to the rich lands of present-day Guerrero
and Oaxaca; eastward to the Gulf; southeastward to the borders of
the Maya world. But more important than the list of conquests was
the institutionalization of conquest: Moctezuma | established the
system of tributary provinces with governors and collectors,
regularized tribute payment, and created the bureaucracy that

would run the imperial machine for decades to come.

His reign also knew the great trial by fire of the Mexica state: the
famine of 1450-1454, caused by successive frosts and droughts,
remembered in the annals as the "years of one rabbit."
Tenochtitlan, a lakeside city dependent on maize tribute to feed its

growing population, found itself on the brink of collapse. Moctezuma
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and Tlacaelel's response was a lesson in government: they opened
the royal granaries, organized food distribution, and when reserves
ran out, allowed families to sell themselves temporarily as slaves in
the Totonac regions in exchange for maize, with the right of later
redemption. The state survived because it acted as a state:
centralizing resources, making unpopular decisions, sustaining the

population.

Moctezuma | also began the great expansion of the Templo Mayor
of Tenochtitlan, turning the tribal sanctuary into the ceremonial
center of an empire, and consolidated the alliance with Texcoco at
its moment of maximum cultural splendor under Nezahualcoyotl. At
his death in 1469, the empire was already an administrative reality,

not just war booty.

Axayacatl and Tizoc: The Interlude

Moctezuma I's son Axayacatl (1469-1481) continued expansion
energetically: he subdued Tlatelolco, Tenochtitlan's twin and
commercial rival, in 1473, ending its autonomy; he carried Mexica
arms to the Tarascan west, where he suffered one of the empire's
few grave defeats; and he consolidated dominion over the Toluca
valley. His reign shows the Mexica state in normal operation: annual

campaigns, tribute flowing, nobility rewarded.

Axayacatl was succeeded by his brother Tizoc (1481-1486), whose
brief reign is one of the enigmas of Mexica history. The sources
describe him as a weak ruler whose military campaigns were few
and unsuccessful, and who died — according to some versions,
poisoned — barely five years after his election. The Stone of Tizoc,
the great cylindrical monument now displayed in the National

Museum of Anthropology, celebrates his conquests with traditional
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iconography, but the brevity of his rule and the circumstances of his
death suggest internal tensions in the elite. His successor would not

be his son, but his younger brother: Ahuitzotl.

Ahuitzotl: The Apex of Power

Ahuitzotl — "the water thorn," the mythical lake animal — who
reigned from 1486 to 1502, brought the Mexica Empire to its
maximum territorial extent. Under his command, Triple Alliance
armies reached the confines of Mesoamerica: south to the
Soconusco region, on today's Guatemalan border; southeast to
Tehuantepec; and along the Gulf to the Totonac and Huastec lands.
Tribute flowed to Tenochtitlan in fabulous quantities: cotton cloaks
by the thousand, warrior costumes, gold, jade, quetzal plumes,

cacao, foodstuffs.

The culminating moment of his reign — and, in a sense, of the
empire — was the dedication of the great Templo Mayor expansion
in 1487. Ahuitzotl summoned the lords of the entire empire to a
days-long ceremony in which, according to accounts, thousands of
war prisoners were sacrificed. The figures given by the sources —
tens of thousands — are almost certainly exaggerated, but the
political message was clear and deliberate: Tenochtitlan was the

center of the world, and its power had no rival.

Ahuitzotl was also a great builder: he expanded the Chapultepec
aqueduct to bring more water to the city, an engineering work that
would, ironically, cause a catastrophic flood. He died in 1502,
according to tradition, from a head blow suffered during that flood.
He left an immense, rich, apparently invincible empire. His nephew
and successor would inherit the summit of Mexica power — and the

vertigo of the fall.
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Moctezuma Xocoyotzin: The Crisis of Power

Moctezuma Xocoyotzin — "the younger," to distinguish him from his
grandfather Moctezuma llhuicamina — was elected tlatoani in 1502
and reigned until 1520. His figure has been wrapped in the black
and golden legend of the conquest: for some, the pusillanimous
sovereign who handed his empire to a handful of foreigners; for
others, the ruler trapped in a systemic crisis that no tlatoani could
have resolved. Modern research leans toward the second view, and
this volume adopts it: Moctezuma Il was no coward, but the

administrator of an empire that had reached the limits of its model.

The first thing Moctezuma Xocoyotzin did upon taking the throne
was a purge: he dismissed many officials appointed by Ahuitzotl
and replaced them with men of his confidence, mostly young nobles
educated in the calmecac. He wanted to surround himself with a
loyal, efficient bureaucracy and further centralize power in his
person. He increased court ceremonial to unprecedented levels: the
protocol surrounding the tlatoani — no one could look at him, speak
to him uninvited, enter shod into his presence — reached its
maximum rigidity under his reign. Power concentrated, but also

isolated itself.

His foreign policy combined consolidation with growing pressure on
subjected peoples. Tribute demands increased; Mexica garrisons
multiplied; and the famous "flowery war" against Tlaxcala — the
irreducible enemy — intensified without achieving definitive victory.
The empire was larger than ever, but also more hated than ever.
Subjected lordships paid, but conspired; obeyed, but awaited
opportunity.

When the Spaniards landed in 1519, Moctezuma faced a
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phenomenon his intelligence system could not classify: bearded
men with thunder weapons, horses — unknown animals — and
above all a diplomacy that wove alliances with the empire's
enemies. The tlatoani's initial response was the traditional one to
the unknown and powerful: send ambassadors with magnificent
gifts, gain time, observe. The gifts — including gold — had the

opposite of the intended effect: they inflamed the invaders' greed.

Cortés's entry into Tenochtitlan in November 1519 and
Moctezuma's house arrest in his own palace marked the collapse of
the tlatoani's authority. A prisoner sovereign ordering his people to
obey foreigners ceased to be sovereign in his people's eyes. The
nobility and the army, led by Cuitlahuac and then Cuauhtemoc,
disowned his authority. Moctezuma died in June 1520, during La
Noche Triste, in circumstances the sources dispute — stoned by his
own people, according to the Spaniards; murdered by the
Spaniards, according to the Mexica. With him died, in practice, the
imperial state this book describes. Its institutions would survive,
transformed: the pragmatic Spaniards would keep from the Mexica
system everything that served them to govern. That is the story of

the final chapter.

The Traveling Tlatoani: Visits to the Provinces

The tlatoani did not govern only from the palace: he traveled. Royal
visits to the provinces — announced months ahead — were at once
political theater and administrative inspection: the local tlatoani
received the sovereign with feasts, personally presented tribute,
showed public works; the huey tlatoani inspected granaries,
reviewed garrisons, heard complaints against calpixques. It was

government in motion.
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Moctezuma Ilhuicamina toured the southern provinces after
conquering them, leaving in his wake foundations and confirmations
of lordships. Ahuitzotl visited the Gulf coast after subduing it. Each
visit followed precise ritual: reception at the province's border,
solemn entry into the head town, welcome and response
discourses, the banquet, the inspection, departure with new gifts.
Codices record these visits with the footprint glyph and the

toponym: the royal journey was an event worthy of official memory.

The visit had a deep political function: it made power visible. For a
peasant of a distant province, the empire was an abstraction — a
calpixque, a cloak quota — until the tlatoani in person, with his
quetzal diadem and retinue, appeared in the plaza. The sovereign's
physical presence renewed loyalty in a way no messenger could
match. And for the tlatoani, seeing the provinces with his own eyes
— their riches, miseries, his lords' mood — was information no

report replaced.

But traveling had risks: a tlatoani ambushed on the road was a
catastrophe, and the retinue's safety demanded military logistics.
Moreover, the visit was costly for hosts: feeding the court for days
could ruin a small lordship, and some lords viewed the royal visit
with more fear than joy. The state knew it and regulated frequency:
neither so rare that power turned invisible, nor so frequent they

ruined the provinces.

After the conquest, viceroys inherited the custom: colonial "visitas"
— official inspections of districts — followed the tlatoani's journeys'
routes and rituals. Power, in Mexico, remained itinerant for
centuries: he who governs must let himself be seen. It was a lesson
the Mexica had learned on the lake and the Spaniards, unknowingly,

repeated in New Spain.
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The Oratory of Power: The Art of Speaking as
Tlatoani

The title said it all: tlatoani, "he who speaks." Speaking well was no
ornament: it was government's instrument. In the calmecac, young
nobles learned tecpillahtolli — "the lords' speech" — an elevated
Nahuatl register laden with flowery metaphors, parallelisms,
ceremonial formulas. A tlatoani's discourse before the council,
ambassadors, or people was a calculated oratorical piece: each
image, an affirmation of legitimacy; each pause, a demonstration of

mastery.

The huehuetlatolli — "words of the ancients" — supplied the moral
repertoire: maxims on moderation, duty, fortune's fragility, which
the orator inserted into discourses as one cites law. Speaking as

tlatoani was speaking with the ancestors' voice.

A tlatoani clumsy of word was a weak sovereign: eloquence ranked
among the ruler's expected virtues, with valor in war and prudence
in council. Moctezuma Xocoyotzin, by chroniclers' account, was a
formidable orator, and part of his authority was born of his voice:
when he spoke, even the Spaniards — who understood no Nahuatl
— perceived his word's weight. Oratory was, literally, power: he who
mastered the word mastered the assembly, and he who mastered

the assembly governed the empire.

The Inner Circle: The Tlatoani's Counselors

Beyond the formal council stood another power, invisible in protocol
but decisive in practice: the tlatoani's inner circle. Every Mexica
sovereign surrounded himself with a handful of confidants —

calmecac youth companions, veteran warriors who had fought at his
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side, aged priests of proven discretion, sometimes his mother or his
principal wife — with whom he spoke without formulas, doubted

aloud, and tested ideas before bringing them to the tlahtocan.

The archetype of this intimate counselor was Tlacaelel, whose story
we already know: for Itzcoatl, Moctezuma Ilhuicamina, and
Axayacatl he was the ear in which the tlatoani thought aloud, the
man who could tell the sovereign what no formal counselor dared
say. But every tlatoani had his own, and the quality of that inner

circle marked the quality of the reign.

The inner circle's function was frankness. In council one spoke with
flowery rhetoric and ritual respect; before the confidant one could
confess fear, doubt, error. Confidants were also the tlatoani's eyes
outside the palace: they brought news official reports sweetened,
warned of plots, told when a calpixque abused or a lord conspired. A
tlatoani without an inner circle was a deaf sovereign, governing

blindly among flatterers.

Moctezuma Xocoyotzin understood this power and used it to
centralize his own: on ascending the throne he dismissed many
counselors inherited from his uncle Ahuitzotl, replacing them with
men of his entire trust, young like him, formed in his shadow. The
measure had its logic — a new sovereign needs new loyalties — but
it had a cost: it broke the continuity of accumulated experience and
bred deep resentment among displaced lineages. When the 1519
crisis came, some of those set-aside counselors would not lift a
finger for the tlatoani who had humiliated them; others, worse, saw

in the Spaniards a chance for revenge.

Here lies a wuniversal lesson of power: every concentrated

government needs someone who can say "no" to the sovereign
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without losing his head. The Mexica inner circle fulfilled that
function when well constituted: the veteran confidant recalling past
errors, the priest warning of omens, the youth friend owing his post
not to favor but to shared history. When Moctezuma Il replaced that
circle with compliant courtiers, he lost his power's last internal
brake. Formal councils kept meeting, rituals kept being performed,
but the tlatoani now heard only echoes of his own voice. And a
power that only listens to itself is doomed not to hear the

approaching storm.

Balance: The Tlatoani as Institution

The Mexica tlatoani was a sophisticated political creation: a
sovereign elected within an aristocracy, legitimized by lineage and
merit, limited by the council that chose him and by the customs
surrounding him, yet endowed with immense effective power over
war, justice, and administration. He was neither an absolute king in
the European style nor a mere primus inter pares: he was an
intermediate figure, proper to a state that had grown too fast and
that solved the problem of command by concentrating speech —

and only speech — in a single mouth.

The great tlatoanis — Itzcoatl the founder, Moctezuma | the
organizer, Ahuitzotl the conqueror — show the institution in full
operation: chosen for ability, sustained by their council, able to
mobilize an empire's resources. Moctezuma Il shows the institution
in crisis: a system designed for expansion and tribute, facing an
external challenge it could neither buy nor defeat, and an internal

discontent that centralization had aggravated.

But the tlatoani did not govern alone. At his side — and sometimes

above him in everyday practice — stood the second figure of the
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Mexica state: the cihuacoatl, the "Serpent Woman," the tireless
administrator without whom the sovereign's voice would have been
mere words on the wind. Without understanding that duality of

power, nothing of Mexica government can be understood.

The Palace: A City Within the City

o
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The tlatoani's power had a physical address: his palace. The royal
palace of Tenochtitlan — the *tecpan* — was not a mere residence
but an administrative complex occupying several blocks in the heart
of the city, beside the Sacred Precinct. Those who saw it, like Bernal
Diaz del Castillo, described it with a mixture of awe and disbelief:
immense courtyards, halls with hundreds of wooden columns,
gardens, a zoo with beasts and birds from across the empire, an
armory, council halls, the wives' quarters, kitchens feeding

hundreds daily.
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The palace was organized by function, like a modern ministry. There
was a courtyard for the council (*tlahtocan*), where great
dignitaries met; an embassy hall, where envoys from subjected
peoples and foreign kingdoms were received; the tlatoani's private
apartments, which almost no one could enter; the stewards' and
scribes' offices, where tribute records were kept; the storehouses,
where the king's cloaks, cacao, and maize were guarded; and the

arsenal, where ceremonial weapons were kept.

Daily palace life was itself a ritual. The tlatoani rose before dawn,
bathed — the Mexica were famous for cleanliness — and received
his counselors. He ate alone, in a private hall, served by stewards
who presented dozens of dishes: turkey, duck, venison, lake fish,
tamales in a thousand forms, fruits, foaming chocolate served in
gilded gourds. While he ate, a jester or storyteller entertained him;
no one else could speak in his presence uninvited. After the meal,
the sovereign attended to government business: receiving judges,
calpixques arrived from the provinces, ambassadors. In the
afternoon, he might retire to his gardens or attend temple

ceremonies.

The palace employed hundreds of servants: cooks, porters,
gardeners, guards, artisans, musicians, dwarfs and hunchbacks
serving as court jesters — a custom shared with European courts.
All depended on royal favor and formed a small court society with
its own hierarchies and intrigues. He who controlled access to the
tlatoani — the majordomo, the chamberlains — controlled, in

practice, a share of power.

The Royal Family: Wives, Children, and Heirs

The Mexica tlatoani was polygamous. He had a principal wife —

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 28



generally of the highest nobility, often a princess of Texcoco or
Culhuacan — and numerous secondary wives, daughters of allied
lords or Tenochtitlan nobles. This polygamy was not caprice: it was
politics. Each marriage sealed an alliance, each wife was a bond
with a lineage, and each son was a potential throne candidate

related to half the aristocracy of Mesoamerica.

The tlatoani's children were raised in the palace under nurses and
tutors, and at a certain age entered the *calmecac*, the school of
the nobility, where they mixed with the sons of great lords. There
they learned their people's history, the art of war, rhetoric, the
calendar, and pictographic writing. The most promising were
destined for military or administrative careers; the less apt were
relegated to honorific positions. Competition among princes was
fierce and sometimes mortal: the history of Mexica successions is
full of discarded brothers, promoted nephews, and conspiring

cousins.

The women of the royal family played a political role that the
sources — written by men, Spanish and indigenous — tend to
minimize, but which was real. Queen mothers influenced
successions; princesses married to foreign lords were Tenochtitlan's
eyes and ears in allied courts; and in moments of crisis, like the
conquest, noblewomen were transmitters of dynastic legitimacy.
When the Spaniards wanted to legitimize their dominion over
indigenous peoples, they sought to marry — or take as concubines
— women of the Mexica aristocracy: they knew royal blood ran

through princesses' veins too.

The Word in Action: The Tlatoani Before His
People
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The tlatoani was no invisible sovereign: he showed himself to his
people on carefully staged ritual occasions. The great feasts of the
calendar — the dedication of the Templo Mayor, enthronement
ceremonies, royal funerals — were the moments when the
sovereign appeared in full splendor before tens of thousands.
Dressed in the turquoise diadem and quetzal headdress,
surrounded by his court, the tlatoani pronounced the discourses

that renewed the pact between ruler and people.

These speeches — of which chroniclers preserved echoes —
followed traditional formulas: the sovereign recalled his ancestors,
thanked the gods, exhorted obedience and virtue, and promised
justice. Nahuatl rhetoric, with its parallelisms and flowery
metaphors — "the skirt and the cloak," that is, protection; "the
water and the hill," that is, the people — turned each public
appearance into a lesson in imperial ideology. The people listened,

and in listening, consented.

But the tlatoani also showed himself in war. The great sovereigns —
Itzcoatl, Moctezuma |, Ahuitzotl — personally led campaigns, and his
presence on the battlefield was a psychological weapon: Mexica
warriors fought more ardently under their lord's gaze, and enemies
knew they faced not a general but the empire in person. Moctezuma
Xocoyotzin, by contrast, stopped campaigning personally in his later

years — another symptom of power's growing isolation.

Royal Funerals: Death of He Who Speaks

A tlatoani's death was the most dangerous moment of the Mexica
state: the voice sustaining order fell silent, and the empire stood
headless until the council chose a successor. Royal funerals were,

therefore, far more than mourning: they were a ritual of continuity,
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a demonstration that the state survived the death of its head.

The body was shrouded in royal insignia — the turquoise diadem,
the finest cloaks, jewels — and waked in the palace for days, while
lords from across the empire came to pay homage. Priests sang
funeral hymns, warriors mounted guard, and the people — allowed
to approach in procession — mourned the dead sovereign with grief

that was also an affirmation of loyalty to the state.

Cremation was the usual fate of great lords: the body was burned
on a monumental pyre, and the ashes deposited in a stone urn kept
in the temple or palace. With the dead were buried — symbolically
or really — his insignia of command, his weapons, and his vassals'
offerings: each subjected lord sent funeral gifts, and the magnitude
of those offerings was a public measure of the empire's extent. A
poor funeral would have been a symptom of weakness; the funerals

of the great tlatoanis were exhibitions of power.

The most delicate moment was the interregnum: between death
and the successor's election, the cihuacoatl assumed direction of
government, guards were reinforced, and subjected peoples —
always tempted to exploit transitions for rebellion — were watched.
Speed of election was a matter of state security: a prolonged
interregnum invited sedition. That is why the electoral council met
immediately, sometimes before the ashes had cooled. The Mexica
state could not afford prolonged mourning: the new tlatoani's voice

had to be heard as soon as possible.

The Tlatoani as Priest: The Sovereign Before the
Gods

The tlatoani was no god, but he was the state's first priest. His
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investiture included a ritual retreat of several days in the temple: he
fasted, sacrificed himself — shedding his own blood before the gods
— kept night vigils, and received instruction from the high priests.
Only after this purification could he don the turquoise diadem. The
message was clear: power came from the gods, and he who wielded

it must have earned their favor through sacrifice.

At the great feasts of the calendar, the tlatoani presided over rites:
he lit the new fire, offered the first victims, danced before the gods.
His presence sanctified ceremony, and his absence diminished it.
The annals record with scandal the occasions when a tlatoani
neglected his ritual duties: it was a failure of government, not just
of piety, because the empire's welfare — rains, harvests, victory —
depended on divine favor, divine favor on correct ritual, and correct

ritual on the sovereign.

This priestly dimension of the tlatoani had an important political
consequence: it made him irreplaceable in the short term. A general
could replace another general, a judge another judge, but no one
could replace the tlatoani before the gods except another
legitimately invested tlatoani. That is why Moctezuma's capture by
the Spaniards was so devastating: they lost not only their ruler but
their intermediary with the sacred. An empire without a tlatoani was
a body without a soul, and the Mexica knew it. The final resistance
under Cuauhtemoc was heroic, but lacked from the start the ritual

fullness only a functioning tlatoani could give.

The Tlatoani and the People: Everyday Legitimacy

The tlatoani's legitimacy was not exhausted in election or ritual: it
renewed daily in the relationship with the people. A sovereign who

governed well — keeping peace, securing supply, dispensing justice
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— enjoyed a consensus the sources describe as profound; one who
failed — losing wars, tolerating hunger, showing himself unjust —

lost that consensus, and with it, the base of his power.

The mechanisms of this everyday legitimacy were several. Public
audiences: on appointed days, the tlatoani received ward and town
representatives in the palace, heard complaints, and settled
disputes. These audiences were the empire's thermometer: an
accessible sovereign was an informed sovereign. Distributions in
crisis: when famine or disaster struck, the tlatoani opened the
granaries and organized relief, as Moctezuma | did in 1450-1454.
Royal generosity in adversity was the supreme test of good
government. And public works: each tlatoani left his mark on the
city — an expanded temple, a repaired causeway, a built agueduct

— and the people measured their sovereigns by their works.

But there was also a negative legitimacy: fear. The tlatoani who
severely punished the corrupt, pitilessly repressed rebellions, and
kept order with a hard hand was respected even if not loved. The
Mexica combination of generosity and severity — rewarding the
loyal, punishing the disloyal — was a conscious formula of

government: the sovereign had to be both father and judge.

When Moctezuma Xocoyotzin lost everyday legitimacy — shut in his
palace, a Spanish prisoner, ordering his people to obey the invaders
— the empire was quick to disown him. He who speaks' voice only
has power while the people recognize it as their own. That is the
final lesson on legitimacy: it is not a title one possesses; it is a

relationship one cultivates. And when it breaks, no army restores it.

Rivals for the Throne: Plots and Disputed
Successions
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The Mexica elective system avoided the worst evils of inheritance
but did not eliminate ambition. The history of the Tenochtitlan
throne is punctuated by plots, discarded candidates, and suspicious

deaths, showing the dark side of the struggle for power.

The most enigmatic case is Tizoc's: elected in 1481 after
Axayacatl's death, he reigned barely five years and died —
according to some sources — poisoned. Who poisoned him, and
why? Suspicions point to factions of the nobility discontented with
his military weakness, who would have promoted his brother
Ahuitzotl, a warrior of prestige. We will never know for certain, but
the episode reveals that the electoral council did not always act

from virtuous consensus: it was also a political battlefield.

Another tense moment was Moctezuma Illhuicamina's succession
in 1469: several princes aspired to the throne, and Axayacatl's
election — young but already proven in war — resulted from intense
negotiations among lineages. And after Ahuitzotl's death in 1502,
Moctezuma Xocoyotzin's election displaced the old guard: the new
tlatoani purged his uncle's officials, creating resentments that

would last years.

These internal struggles had unwritten rules: rivals were not openly
assassinated — magnicide would have destroyed the system's
legitimacy — but they were discarded, relegated, made "ill." Mexica
political violence was subtle, palatial, almost surgical. And its very
existence proves the system's vitality: a throne worth conspiring for

is a throne worth something.

The conquest brought these tensions to paroxysm: with Moctezuma
imprisoned, factions polarized between collaborators and resisters,

and the elections of Cuitlahuac and then Cuauhtemoc were also the
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victory of the warrior faction over the diplomatic one. The electoral
council functioned to the end, but it no longer chose among

candidates for government: it chose among ways of dying.

The King's Personal Estate: The Tlatoani as
Landowner

Imperial tribute sustained the state; but the tlatoani also had his
own personal estate: lands, pleasure palaces, workshops, and
servants belonging to him as family patrimony, not as crown
property. This distinction — between state revenue and the king's
revenue — is one of the subtleties of the Mexica system the

Spaniards were slow to grasp.

The tlatoani's lands (*tlatocamilli*) were scattered across the
empire: received as war booty, marriage dowry, or family
inheritance. They were worked by *mayeques* — tenant farmers
bound to the land — under royal stewards' supervision. Their
products — maize, beans, cotton, cacao — fed the palace directly,

bypassing tribute storehouses.

The tlatoani also owned pleasure palaces outside Tenochtitlan —
at Chapultepec, at Texcotzingo shared with Texcoco — with
gardens, baths, and hunting preserves. And workshops of artisans
— goldsmiths, featherworkers, lapidaries — laboring exclusively for
the court, producing the sovereign's insignia, jewels, and attire.
These palace artisans (*tolteca*, "artificers") enjoyed privileged

status: exempt from common tribute, living on royal favor.

This personal estate had a political function: it gave the tlatoani
economic independence from his own council. A sovereign totally

dependent on tribute administered by the cihuacoatl would be a
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prisoner of his administration; with his own estate, he kept room to
maneuver: he could reward, punish, and spend without going

through the bureaucracy. It was his imperial "petty cash."

At his death, the estate was divided among his heirs — it did not
automatically pass to the successor — generating family disputes
and forcing the new tlatoani to build his own patrimonial base. This
system — the sovereign's private property separate from state
patrimony — is notably refined: it distinguished the sovereign's
personal patrimony from the state's, something European

monarchies would take centuries to formalize.

The Economy of Prestige: Tribute as Theater of
Power

Mexica tribute was not just a transfer of goods: it was spectacle.
When a province's caravan reached Tenochtitlan — hundreds of
tamemes in file, bearing loads of cloaks, cacao, and plumes — the
whole city witnessed it. Delivery took place in the palace, before the
tlatoani or cihuacoatl, with the local lord — or his representative —
prostrate and scribes recording every bale. It was a ritual of

submission as important as the goods themselves.

This theatricality had a precise political function: it reminded
everyone — payer, watcher, collector — who commanded. Tribute
humiliated the vanquished and glorified the victor, and that ritual
humiliation was part of defeat's price. That is why the Mexica were
so punctilious about forms: a delay in delivery, an incomplete
quota, an unjustified absence of the local lord from the ceremony —

all were read as defiance and punished as such.

But the theater had two directions. The tlatoani, receiving tribute,
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was bound to ritual reciprocity: he feasted tributary lords with
banquets, gave them gifts — fine cloaks, insignia, cacao — and
dismissed them with honors. A stingy sovereign lost prestige; a
generous one bought loyalty. The prestige economy was a circuit:
tribute flowed up, gifts flowed down, and in the exchange the pact

of domination renewed itself.

Tribute objects also had symbolic value exceeding utility. Quetzal
plumes neither warmed nor fed, but they were the visible sign of
imperial power: only the state could demand them, only nobility
could wear them. Cacao was not just a drink: it was currency,
offering, and medicine. Gold was not just wealth: it was "excrement
of the gods," sacred matter. Tribute moved symbols as much as
goods, and the Mexica state was, in this sense, a great

administrator of meanings.

When the Spaniards took control of the tribute system, they kept
forms as much as substance: deliveries continued ceremonially,
caciques kept prostrating themselves — now before the corregidor
— and records kept being kept punctually. Power's theater changed
actors but not script. And in indigenous communities, the memory
of tribute — who paid, how much, to whom — endured for centuries
as a measure of collective identity: knowing what vyour

grandparents paid in tribute was knowing who you were.
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2. The Cihuacoatl: The
Serpent Woman

If the tlatoani was "he who speaks," the second man of the Mexica
state bore an even more evocative title: *cihuacoatl*, "Serpent
Woman." He was neither woman nor serpent, but the empire's
vice-sovereign, the head of internal administration, the president of
the council and, in everyday practice, the true engine of
government. The existence of this second supreme magistracy — a
dyarchy, power shared in two heads — is one of the most original

features of the Mexica state and one of the keys to its effectiveness.
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The Dyarchy: Two Heads for One Body

Most of the world's monarchies concentrate power in a single
person assisted by ministers. The Mexica did something different:
they divided sovereignty into two complementary poles. The
tlatoani embodied exterior, sacred power: war, diplomacy, ritual,
the state's representation before the gods and subjected peoples.
The cihuacoatl embodied interior, administrative power: the city's
daily government, finances, justice, tribute organization,

supervision of officials.

The analogy with Mexica cosmovision is profound and probably
deliberate. Nahuatl thought organized the world in complementary
dualities: sky and earth, day and night, masculine and feminine,
Quetzalcoatl and Tezcatlipoca. The state reproduced that structure:

two principles mutually needing each other, together forming the
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totality of government. The title itself says it: the "Woman" Serpent
is the feminine complement to the tlatoani's masculine power; the
serpent — *coatl* — is the symbol of earth, fertility, what crawls

and sustains, against the sovereign's solar eagle.

In practice, this division of functions had an immense administrative
advantage, evident to anyone observing the imperial government's
daily operation: while the tlatoani was on campaign — and Mexica
tlatoanis spent much of their reigns at war — the state kept running
under the cihuacoatl's direction. No power vacuums, no improvised
regencies. The administrative machine had its own permanent

chief, with delegated but real authority.

And if the tlatoani died? The cihuacoatl did not automatically
succeed him — the council chose the new sovereign — but he
presided over the interregnum, guaranteed continuity of
government, and often decisively influenced the election. He was, in
more than one sense, the empire's most powerful man after the
tlatoani, and sometimes — when the tlatoani was weak or absent —

the most powerful, period.

Tlacaelel: The Power Behind the Throne

No figure better illustrates the cihuacoatl's power than Tlacaelel,
the most influential statesman in Mexica history, who held the office
during the reigns of Itzcoatl, Moctezuma Ilhuicamina, and Axayacatl
— more than fifty years at the summit of the state. His name means
"he who does things with a valiant heart" or, in another reading,
“man of manly heart," and his career proves that in the Mexica

empire merit could elevate as much as blood.

Tlacaelel was the son of Huitzilihuitl, the second tlatoani, and
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therefore a prince of royal blood. But he was not chosen tlatoani: at
Chimalpopoca's death, the council preferred his uncle Itzcoatl, and
Tlacaelel — still young — became his counselor and general. It was
he who, according to tradition, convinced the wavering nobility to
accept war against Azcapotzalco; he who negotiated the Triple

Alliance; he who, after victory, designed the state's reorganization.

As cihuacoatl, Tlacaelel accumulated extraordinary power. The
sources credit him with the ideological reform — the burning of
codices and rewriting of history — the reorganization of the
priesthood and the cult of Huitzilopochtli as imperial god, the
creation of military orders, and the regulation of the tribute system.
It is said the throne of tlatoani was offered to him three times and
three times he refused, preferring the cihuacoatl's effective power
to the throne's ceremonial glitter. Whether legend or history, the
tale reveals how the Mexica understood the office: not as a

consolation prize, but as a magistracy with its own weight.

Tlacaelel's political longevity — he survived three tlatoanis and died
elderly, around 1480 — let him give continuity to imperial policy for
half a century. He was the newborn empire's institutional memory,
the man who remembered why each thing had been done. His
death marked the end of the founding generation and the start of
an era when the cihuacoatl's power, without so dominant a

personality, would grow more bureaucratic and less personal.

Functions: The Empire's Administrator

What exactly did the cihuacoatl do? The sources allow a detailed
portrait of his competencies, spanning nearly all interior

government.
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Presidency of the council. The cihuacoatl presided over the
*tlahtocan*, the supreme council, in the tlatoani's absence, and
participated in it with decisive voice when the sovereign was
present. He was the first counselor, the man whose opinion the

tlatoani heard before any other.

Finances and tribute. Supervision of the tribute system fell to the
cihuacoatl: the royal storehouses, tribute records, calpixques
(collectors), and distribution of goods among nobility, army,
priesthood, and court. The cihuacoatl was, in modern terms, the

empire's finance minister.

Justice. The cihuacoatl had jurisdiction over the courts and
appointed — or confirmed — judges. In the gravest cases, the
supreme court sat under his presidency or the tlatoani's. Mexica
justice, which we will examine in chapter 5, was largely the

cihuacoatl's justice.

Government of the city. Tenochtitlan was a metropolis of tens of
thousands — some calculations speak of 200,000 at its apogee —
requiring complex urban administration: street and canal cleaning,
causeway and aqueduct maintenance, market organization, police,
price control. All depended on the cihuacoatl's authority and his

subordinates.

Succession and regency. On a tlatoani's death, the cihuacoatl
ensured continuity of government until the successor's election. His
role in the electoral council was preponderant: his candidate was

usually the one chosen.

This concentration of functions made the cihuacoatl an
indispensable and potentially dangerous figure. An ambitious

cihuacoatl with a weak tlatoani could become the true ruler. The
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Mexica knew it, and the balance between both magistracies — the
dyarchy — was one of the subtlest control mechanisms of their
political system: the tlatoani needed the cihuacoatl to govern, and
the cihuacoatl needed the tlatoani's legitimacy to command.

Neither could do without the other.

The Cihuacoatls of Apex and Fall

After Tlacaelel, the office continued as the empire's second
magistracy, although the sources are less generous with its holders'
names. We know that under Ahuitzotl and Moctezuma Xocoyotzin
the cihuacoatl kept directing internal administration, and that
during the conquest he played a crucial role: it was the cihuacoatl
who, after Moctezuma's death and the Spaniards' expulsion in La
Noche Triste, organized the city's defense under Cuauhtemoc's

command.

The tlatoani-cihuacoatl duality survived even Tenochtitlan's fall in
transformed form: the Spaniards, organizing the government of the
subjected indigenous city, maintained a structure of indigenous
"governor" assisted by officers, which in more than one respect
reproduced the old dyarchy. The institution was too useful to

discard.

The Cihuacoatl's Succession: The Second Is Also
Chosen

The cihuacoatl did not inherit the office: he was designated.
Designation formally fell to the tlatoani, with the council: they
sought a man of proven administrative capacity, generally of noble

lineage with a career in government, judicature, or priesthood.
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Unlike the tlatoani — who could be a young prince — the cihuacoatl
was usually a mature man: to administer an empire, experience

weighed more than charisma.

Tlacaelel set the model with an exceptionally long tenure: he served
under Itzcoatl, @ Moctezuma Ilhuicamina, and Axayacatl,
accumulating over six decades a power and prestige no successor
would match. His successors had shorter, dimmer careers, which
fed among chroniclers the idea that the office had lost power; more
exact would be to say no successor could measure against the

archetype.

The cihuacoatl's succession was a delicate moment: the new second
had to earn the tlatoani's trust and the respect of a bureaucracy
accustomed to his predecessor. A weak cihuacoatl paralyzed
administration; one too strong threatened the sovereign. Balance,
like everything in the dyarchy, depended on persons more than

norms.

After the conquest, the office vanished with the tlatoani: without a
sovereign there is no second. But its shadow survived in the
"segundos" of colonial indigenous cabildos, and its lesson endures:
every concentrated power needs an administrator to sustain it, and

choosing the second well is government's first decision.

The tlatoani's relationship with his second defined the reign's tone:
a new sovereign could keep his predecessor's cihuacoatl — gaining
continuity — or designate his own — gaining loyalty. Moctezuma
Xocoyotzin, centralizing power, reduced the weight of the office
Tlacaelel had exalted; the dyarchy tilted toward the single throne. It
was one of the silent transformations preparing the crisis: the

empire lost one of its counterweights just when it needed it most.
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The sources preserve the names of only a handful of cihuacoatls
after Tlacaelel — a silence that itself speaks of the office's eclipse
under the last great tlatoanis. Recovering their individual stories is

still one of the great pending tasks of Mexica institutional history.

Provincial Cihuacoatls: The Office Beyond
Tenochtitlan

The cihuacoatl was no exclusive Tenochtitlan invention: most
altepetl of the Nahuatl world had their own. It was a Mesoamerican
pattern, not a Mexica whim: where there was a tlatoani there was,
almost always, a second who administered, judged, and governed in
his name. The Mexica, expanding, found the office everywhere and

knew how to turn it into an instrument of imperial control.

In subjected lordships, the local cihuacoatl became the Mexica
calpixque's natural interlocutor: he organized tribute collection,
mobilized the tamemes, informed Tenochtitlan of provincial events.
A collaborationist local cihuacoatl was worth more than a garrison:
he knew the territory, spoke the local tongue, commanded the
altepetl's bureaucracy. The Mexica knew it and cultivated him with

honors, gifts, and marriages.

In the most delicate cases, Tenochtitlan went further: it imposed a
Mexica cihuacoatl beside the local tlatoani. Formally a "counselor"
sent by the huey tlatoani; in practice, a veiled viceroy watching the
lord, controlling collection, reporting directly to the palace. The local
tlatoani kept throne and ceremonies; real power gradually shifted to
the second. It was an elegant form of intervention: deposing no one,
humiliating no local dynasty, the empire installed itself at the heart

of provincial government.
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Texcoco, the ally, had its own cihuacoatl, with functions analogous
to Tenochtitlan's: Nezahualcoyotl and his successors governed with
a second administering the Acolhua kingdom. The institution, then,
was pan-Nahuatl; specifically Mexica was its systematic use as an

imperial tool.

After the conquest, the office survived under other names: in
colonial indigenous cabildos, the "teniente de gobernador" or
"segundo" occupied the old cihuacoatl's place, with similar functions
of daily administration and substitution. Friars and corregidores,
without fully knowing it, governed with the pre-Hispanic dyarchy.
The tlatoani's second had outlived the tlatoani: one more proof that

good administrative ideas understand nothing of conquests.

A Lesson in Government

The Mexica dyarchy deserves a final reflection. In the history of
political institutions, division of supreme power is usually seen as a
source of conflict: two heads, they say, cannot command one body
without clashing. The Mexica proved otherwise for nearly a century:
functional division of power — one for the exterior and sacred,
another for the interior and administrative — produced a more

stable, more effective state than total concentration.

The secret lay in complementarity, not rivalry. The tlatoani and
cihuacoatl did not compete for the same power; they exercised
different powers over different domains. And both were subject to a
third instance: the council of the great, the *tlahtocan*, which was
ultimately the depositary of legitimacy. That is the next piece of the

puzzle: the councils and collegial government of the empire.

Tenochtitlan: The City as a Work of Government
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The best proof of the cihuacoatl and his administration's
effectiveness was Tenochtitlan itself. Governing a metropolis of over
200,000 inhabitants — among the largest cities in the world of its
time — built on a lake, without beasts of burden or the wheel,

demanded an urban organization we would today call modern.

The city was divided into four *campan* and these into *calpulli*,
and each calpulli had its local authorities: a chief (*calpullec*), a
council of elders, and its own police, teachers, and priests. The
calpullec organized collective labor — canal cleaning, causeway
maintenance, ward temple construction — distributed communal
lands among families, and recruited youths for the army and public
works. He was the link between state and daily life, and his

effectiveness largely explains Mexica social cohesion.

The city's cleanliness was legendary and regulated: there were
public sweepers, public latrines in streets and market, and garbage
collection. Canals were periodically dredged; causeways repaired;
the Chapultepec aqueduct — then Coyoacan's — carried fresh water
in constant flow. All required planning, organized labor, supervision:
that is, administration. The cihuacoatl and his stewards were

ultimately responsible for the urban machine's functioning.

Food supply was the greatest challenge. Tenochtitlan did not
produce enough to feed itself: it depended on Xochimilco's
chinampas and lakeside towns, and above all on maize tribute from
the provinces. The administration kept public granaries
(*petlacalco*) with reserves for lean times, and in famines — like
1450-1454 — the state intervened directly in distribution. Control of

granaries was control of life, and the cihuacoatl knew it.

Public safety fell to an urban police with night rounds: the *topilli*,
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constables armed with staffs, patrolled streets and canals, detained
thieves and drunks, and brought offenders before judges. Travelers
reaching Tenochtitlan — and there were many, for the city was
Mesoamerica's commercial center — marveled at the order: an
imperial capital where one could walk at night without fear, where
the market ran on strict rules, and where justice, though severe,

was predictable.

The Cihuacoatl in War and Feast

Although his main sphere was interior administration, the cihuacoatl
also had military and ritual responsibilities. In war, he handled
logistics: mobilizing ward contingents, stockpiling arms and
provisions, organizing the tamemes accompanying the army. While
the tlatoani directed the campaign, the cihuacoatl sustained the
rear; and on occasion — as Tlacaelel did in his youth — he

participated directly in operations as a general.

In ritual, the cihuacoatl had a prominent role in the calendar's great
feasts, especially those tied to fertility and earth — no accident that
his title invokes the Serpent, telluric symbol. He presided over
ceremonies, supervised festivities' organization, and ensured each
ward met its ritual obligations: offerings, dances, sacrifices. Feast,
in the Mexica world, was also administration: it mobilized
thousands, consumed considerable resources, and reaffirmed social

hierarchy.

This versatility — administrator, military logistician, ritual organizer
— made the cihuacoatl the Mexica state's most complete figure.
The tlatoani was the visible head; the cihuacoatl, the nervous
system. And above both, deliberating and deciding, stood the

council: the *tlahtocan*.
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The Empire's Treasure: What Tribute Was Spent
On

The tribute flowing to Tenochtitlan from over 400 towns did not pile
up in a motionless treasure: it was spent, and spent with precise
political logic. Understanding what tribute was invested in is

understanding Mexica state priorities.

The first destination was nobility and army: warriors received pay
in cloaks and food, officers lands and titles, veterans pensions. The
empire bought its warrior aristocracy's loyalty with conquest's
spoils, and this circuit — war, booty, reward, more war — was the
state's economic engine. Without rewards, no warriors; without

warriors, no tribute.

The second was cult: temples consumed enormous offerings —
copal, paper, food, animals, cloaks for the gods — and the
numerous, hierarchical priesthood lived on tribute. Great feasts
were expensive, and the state paid without haggling, for they were

the visible legitimation of order.

The third was court and administration: the palace with its
hundreds of servants; officials receiving rations and salaries in kind;
public works — temples, causeways, aqueducts — built with tribute
labor and imperial materials. The Mexica state was a great

employer and great builder.

The fourth was strategic reserve: public granaries (*petlacalco*)
stored maize and beans for famines, and royal storehouses
accumulated cloaks and goods for bad years. This reserve policy —
which saved Tenochtitlan in the 1450-1454 famine — shows a
conception of the state as collective insurer: tribute was not just

extraction; it was also an emergency fund.
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And the fifth, perhaps most revealing, was diplomacy: gifts to
allied lords and foreign ambassadors, marriage dowries, funeral
offerings. The empire spent on calculated generosity, because a
timely gift was worth more than a garrison. The cihuacoatl, as
finance minister, balanced these five destinations with an

accountant's precision and a statesman's vision.

Time as an Instrument of Government

The cihuacoatl also administered the scarcest resource: time. The
Mexica calendar — with its 365-day solar year (*xiuhpohualli*) and
260-day ritual calendar (*tonalpohualli*), interlaced in the 52-year
cycle — was not just a measuring system: it was administration's

skeleton.

Tribute was delivered on fixed calendar dates; military levies were
summoned by feasts; campaigns were planned not to interfere with
planting or principal ceremonies; important trials were held on
propitious days; and the tlatoani's coronation, temple dedications,
royal funerals — all followed sacred rhythm. Governing was, largely,
synchronizing: making thousands of people, in dozens of provinces,

act at once by the same calendar.

The priest-astronomers observing the sky from temples were also
state officials: their calculations determined when to plant, when to
march to war, when to celebrate. The dreaded 52-year "cycle's end"
— when the sun might not rise again — was the moment of
maximum political tension: the state organized the New Fire
ceremony as a demonstration of its capacity to renew the cosmos. If
the fire lit, the empire continued; astronomy was politics by other

means.
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This administration of time reveals a deep truth about the Mexica
state: it was a total state in the sense of not distinguishing sacred
from profane, ritual from bureaucracy. The calendar was both
liturgy and government plan, and the cihuacoatl — supervising both

— was the guardian of that unity.

The Stewards: The Cihuacoatl's Chain of Command

The cihuacoatl did not govern alone: he had a chain of command of
stewards and supervisors carrying his orders to the empire's every
corner. Understanding this chain is understanding how palace

decisions became provincial realities.

At the top, under the cihuacoatl, stood the chief stewards (*huey
calpixques*), each responsible for an administrative sector: one for
southern provinces' tribute, another for the east's, another for the
capital's storehouses, another for public works. These great
stewards were high-ranking nobles of proven experience, forming a
kind of cihuacoatl's cabinet: they met with him regularly, presented

reports, received instructions.

Below them, the provincial calpixques — already discussed — and
urban tequitlatos, in charge of Tenochtitlan's wards. And below
them, a multitude of minor officials: inspectors verifying harvests,
storekeepers guarding depots, collectors levying each town's
quotas, tameme captains organizing caravans. Each had precise
jurisdiction, subordinates, and superior: a bureaucratic pyramid

without apparent cracks.

Communication in this chain followed strict rules. Orders descended
in writing — as pictograms on amate paper — or by official

messengers; reports ascended the same way, on fixed schedule:
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calpixques reported every 80 days, coinciding with tribute
deliveries; chief stewards, monthly; and in emergencies — rebellion,
natural disaster, invasion — by the urgent relay system, day and

night.

Control over this bureaucracy was one of the cihuacoatl's
obsessions. Officials were regularly inspected: storehouses audited,
records verified, abuse complaints investigated. The corrupt official
— the calpixque demanding extra, the thieving storekeeper — faced
exemplary punishments, including death. The chain of command's
integrity was the state's integrity, and the cihuacoatl defended it

with the severity the office demanded.

This structure — cabinet, sectoral stewards, territorial officials,
inspectors, periodic reports, audits — recalls that of complex
administrations of any era. The Mexica developed it driven by the
need to govern an empire. When Spanish viceroys organized their
own bureaucracy — with royal officers, accountants, treasurers, and
visitadores — they were replicating, without fully knowing it, the

cihuacoatl's chain of command.

The Cihuacoatl and the Economy: Market Control

Beyond tribute finance, the cihuacoatl supervised the market
economy: the tianguis of Tenochtitlan and Tlatelolco, merchant and
artisan guilds, and the capital's supply policy. He was, in modern

terms, economy minister as well as finance minister.

Control began with prices: although the Mexica market was free in
daily operation, the state intervened at critical moments. In
scarcity, maximum prices were fixed for maize and staples, and

speculation — hoarding to sell dear — was severely punished.
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Market inspectors watched scales and measures, and commercial
fraud — false weights, adulterated cacao — was a crime judged on

the spot by tianguis judges.

The guilds — of pochtecas, goldsmiths, featherworkers, potters —
were hierarchically organized and state-recognized: each guild had
its chiefs, internal courts, and obligations — contributing goods for
feasts, public works. In exchange, the state guaranteed their craft
monopoly and protection on expeditions. It was a corporate pact:

the state protected, the guilds served.

Supply policy was the most delicate responsibility: feeding
200,000 people daily required coordinating chinampas, food tribute,
commerce, and reserves. The cihuacoatl and his stewards
calculated needs, scheduled deliveries, and in crises, rationed. The
1450-1454 famine was this system's trial by fire: the state rationed,
distributed, survived. Few cities of the era would have endured the
same: the famine tested the system and the state survived, though

the sources do not allow measuring its exact human cost.

This economic management — watched prices, organized guilds,
planned supply — shows a state understanding the economy as a
public matter, not a private game. The Mexica were not socialists —
private commerce flourished and merchants grew rich — but
neither were they liberals: the market operated within a state
framework guaranteeing the collective interest. It was a mixed

economy avant la lettre, and it worked.

The Sacred Dimension of the Serpent

The title *cihuacoatl* was no casual metaphor: it invoked

Cihuacoatl, the goddess "Serpent Woman," one of the oldest, most
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venerated divinities of the Nahua pantheon, patron of childbirth,
fertility and — significantly — of dire omens. That the state's second
man bore a goddess's name was no ornament: it was a theological

statement on power's nature.

The goddess Cihuacoatl was, in mythology, she who wept for her
lost children — a myth the Spaniards would identify with La Llorona
— and she who announced calamities. Her temple in Tenochtitlan
was among the most important, and her annual feast mobilized the
whole city. The human cihuacoatl, like his divine namesake, was
guardian of the interior, of what gestates in darkness:
administration, finances, justice — the invisible processes

sustaining the state.

This sacred dimension gave the office additional protection:
attacking the cihuacoatl was not just a political crime; it was
sacrilege. And it gave him moral authority in crises: when the
cihuacoatl spoke in the goddess's name — in ceremonies, in omens

— his word carried weight exceeding the administrative.

The tlatoani-cihuacoatl duality thus reproduced divine duality: the
solar sovereign — Huitzilopochtli, the eagle — and the telluric
administrator — Cihuacoatl, the serpent. The Mexica state was a
miniature cosmos, and its two heads were two gods on earth. This
theology of power is one of Mesoamerican political thought's most

original creations, with no exact equivalent in the Old World.

The Cihuacoatl's Shadow: Too Much Power?

The Mexica dyarchy worked for nearly a century, but contained a
structural tension: what prevented the cihuacoatl — controlling

administration, finances, justice — from eclipsing the tlatoani and
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becoming the true ruler? The question is not theoretical: Tlacaelel,
with power accumulated over fifty years, came closer to owning the

empire than any tlatoani he served.

The Mexica had several mechanisms to contain this risk. First,
differential legitimacy: the tlatoani was chosen by the council
and consecrated by ritual;, the cihuacoatl was appointed — in
practice, by the tlatoani with council agreement — and his authority
derived from delegation. A cihuacoatl attempting to usurp the
throne would face ritual illegitimacy: he had not been chosen by

gods or council.

Second, division of loyalties: the army — the state's real force —
answered to the tlatoani as supreme chief, not the cihuacoatl. Great
generals were appointed by the sovereign, and their personal
loyalty was to him. A rebel cihuacoatl would find himself without

swords.

Third, council control: the tlahtocan, which appointed both, could
remove a cihuacoatl who overstepped. And fourth, subtlest, the
culture of office: tradition — embodied in Tlacaelel's example,
thrice refusing the throne — presented the ideal cihuacoatl as the
loyal servant, the power behind the throne that does not covet the

throne. The ideology of service contained ambition.

Did these mechanisms work? Generally, yes: there is no record of a
cihuacoatl attempting to depose his tlatoani. But tension existed,
manifesting in palace rivalries, in purges — like Moctezuma
Xocoyotzin's against Ahuitzotl's men, which also affected the
cihuacoatl's administration — and in each reign's power
readjustments. The dyarchy was a dynamic equilibrium, not static

harmony: it required constant negotiation between the two heads.
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The lesson for political theory is notable: the Mexica discovered —
through practice, not philosophy — that division of power need not
produce paralysis, provided competencies are clear and a superior
instance — the council — arbitrates. It is a lesson in government
that retains its force: no concentrated power corrects itself without

an arbitrating instance.
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3. Councils and Government

Neither the tlatoani nor the cihuacoatl governed in a vacuum. The
Mexica state was, at its core, a government of councils: collegial
bodies of nobles, priests, judges, and military chiefs who
deliberated, elected, judged, and administered. Understanding
these councils is understanding that the Mexica "empire" was not a
personal tyranny but an organized oligarchy with precise rules,

established procedures, and notable institutional continuity.

The Tlahtocan: The Supreme Council
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The Mexica state's supreme council was the *tlahtocan* — "place
where one speaks," from the same root as *tlatoani*. If the tlatoani
was "he who speaks," the tlahtocan was the place where those who
counted spoke. It was at once council of state, supreme court, and

electoral college: the central institution of Mexica political life.

Who sat in the tlahtocan? The sources describe a body of twelve to
twenty great dignitaries, presided over by the tlatoani and, in his
absence, by the cihuacoatl. Its members were the chiefs of
Tenochtitlan's four wards (*calpulli* majors), the high priests of
Huitzilopochtli and Tlaloc, the great judges, supreme military chiefs,
and lords of the oldest noble houses. To the most solemn sessions
— election of the tlatoani, declaration of war, reception of

embassies — the allied kings of Texcoco and Tlacopan were invited.

The tlahtocan's functions were broad. It elected the tlatoani and
cihuacoatl, as we have seen. It deliberated on war and peace:
no important campaign was undertaken without its counsel, and
generals presented their plans before it. It legislated: the realm's
great ordinances — on tribute, markets, punishments — were
discussed and approved in council. It judged: the tlahtocan
functioned as supreme court for the gravest cases, especially those
involving nobility. And it controlled: the council was the instance

before which the tlatoani, in theory, answered for his acts.

Procedure was formal and ritualized. Counselors met in the royal
palace's council hall, seated in order of precedence on low mats and
cushions. They spoke in turns, from highest to lowest hierarchy, and
the tlatoani listened before pronouncing his decision. Eloquence
was a political virtue: a counselor was measured by the wisdom of
his words, and council speeches were rhetorical pieces young

nobles learned to admire in the calmecac. The final decision,
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however, belonged to the tlatoani, who "spoke" on behalf of all after

hearing them all.

This balance — collegial deliberation, unipersonal decision — is the
formula of Mexica government. It was no democracy: the people did
not participate. But neither was it pure despotism: custom obliged
the sovereign to consult, and a tlatoani who systematically ignored
his council risked losing its support, which was the real base of his

power.

The Council of the Four Wards

Tenochtitlan was divided into four great sections — *campan*,
"banners" — Moyotlan, Teopan, Atzacualco, and Cuepopan, each
subdivided into *calpulli*, the ward-clans that were the basic cell of
Mexica society. Each of the four campan had its chief, and these
four chiefs formed a council with its own attributions: they were
responsible for the city's daily government, ward organization,
levying warriors and laborers, and representing local interests

before central power.

This council's existence reveals a dimension of the Mexica state
often overlooked: its urban, communal base. The empire was not
governed only from the palace; it was also governed from the
wards, through chiefs who knew their people, organized collective
labor, distributed communal lands, and carried the calpulli's voice to
the supreme council. It was a system of double legitimacy: royal

lineage upward, ward community downward.

Priests in Government

The Mexica state did not separate the religious from the political:
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they were two faces of the same coin. The high priests — the
*quetzalcoatl-totec tlamacazqui* of Huitzilopochtli and of Tlaloc —
sat in the tlahtocan and participated in great decisions. The ritual
calendar set government's rhythm: military campaigns were
planned by feasts, tribute was delivered on sacred dates, and the

tlatoani's legitimacy renewed itself in every public ceremony.

But it would be a mistake to see a theocracy in this. Priests advised,;
they did not command: the final decision belonged to the tlatoani
and his council of lords. Religion legitimized power, but power was
not in priesthood's hands. This distinction matters because it
differentiates the Mexica state from other ancient systems —
pharaonic Egypt, for example — where the sovereign was a god.
The Mexica tlatoani was sacred, but no god: he was an elected man,
answerable to his council, whose authority depended on his

conduct.

The Judges: The Career of the Staff

Justice administration had its own hierarchy of officials, forming a
true bureaucratic career. At the base stood ward and town judges,
settling minor suits: land disputes, small debts, petty thefts, brawls.
Above them, city courts and, at the summit, Tenochtitlan's supreme

court.

Mexica judges were famous — even among the Spaniards, not
lavish with praise — for integrity and severity. The judge's office
was incompatible with any other activity: a judge could not trade,
receive gifts, or hold interests in suits he judged. Judicial corruption
was punished with death. Judges dressed distinctively, wore their
hair gathered in a particular way, and enjoyed a respect placing

them above factions.
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Mexica judicial procedure was oral and public, but with written
records: scribes noted testimonies, evidence, and sentences on
amate paper, preserved in palace archives. Important trials lasted
days; parties were heard, witnesses interrogated, deliberation held
before sentencing. The system provided for appeal: whoever felt

aggrieved by a lower judge could resort to the higher court, and

ultimately to the tlahtocan or the tlatoani himself.

The Bureaucracy: Stewards, Scribes, and
Messengers

Beneath the great dignitaries spread a bureaucracy of middle and
minor officials that ran the state machine. The *stewards*
(*calpixques* in the provinces, *tequitlatos* in the city)
administered royal storehouses, supervised collection, and

organized collective labor. The *scribes* (*tlacuilos*) kept records:
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tribute in and out, nobility's births and deaths, suits and sentences,
official history. The *messengers* (*painani*, "those who run
lightly") carried the tlatoani's orders to the empire's confines by the

relay system, relieving each other at stations along the roads.

This bureaucracy was recruited mainly among *calmecac*
graduates, the nobility's school, where youths learned not only
war's art but history, rhetoric, the calendar, pictographic writing,
and government's arts. The Mexica state trained its own officials: it
was, in this sense, a modern state before its time, with a
professional administration and an ideology of public service —
*tequitl*, work owed to the community — permeating the whole

structure.

How a Decision Was Made: The Case of War

To see the Mexica government in action, let us follow a typical
decision's process: declaring war on a rebellious or independent

lordship.

It all began with reports: merchant-spies (*pochtecas*),
ambassadors, and messengers brought news to the palace. The
cihuacoatl evaluated them and presented them to the tlatoani. If
the situation warranted, the tlahtocan was summoned. Counselors
heard reports, interrogated messengers, deliberated: was the war

just? Timely? With what forces? Which allies would join?

If the council approved war, a formal embassy was sent to the
target lordship, demanding submission and tribute payment. This
formality was no hypocrisy: it was law. In Mexica logic, war without
prior warning was unjust; the enemy had to have the chance to

submit peacefully. Only if he refused the offer — as the Tlaxcalans
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did again and again — did military operations begin.

The tlatoani then named the commander-in-chief (*tlacochcalcatl*
or *tlacateccatl*), ward and allied-town contingents mobilized, arms
were blessed in the temple, and the army marched. During the
campaign, the cihuacoatl governed the capital; on return, generals
rendered accounts before the council, booty was divided by fixed

rules, and the new territory was integrated into the tribute system.

This procedure — information, deliberation, ultimatum, war,
integration — shows a state that had rationalized violence and
subjected it to rules. It was not a despot's whim war, but the war of

a political machine working with bureaucratic precision.

The War Council: How a Campaign Was Planned

War was the empire's business, and its planning the gravest matter
the council treated. When a campaign was decided — and the
decision itself was tlahtocan matter — the war council convened:
the tlatoani presiding, the cihuacoatl with logistical calculations, the
great commanders (the tlacateccatl and tlacochcalcatl), veteran
captains from each ward, priests reading the tonalpohualli to fix
propitious dates, and pochtecas contributing information gathered

on expeditions.

Decision factors were many. The ritual calendar: there were
favorable and ill-fated days for starting a war, and no sensible
commander ignored the priests. The agricultural season: campaigns
launched after harvest, in the dry season, when roads were
passable and warriors could be absent from the chinampas.
Intelligence: pochteca reports on enemy defenses, internal

divisions, alliances. Logistics: how many tamemes were needed to
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carry provisions, how many march days to the objective, where
intermediate depots stood. And political motive: for a newly elected
tlatoani, the "coronation war" was nearly obligatory — the ritual

legitimizing his reign with victory.

Once decided, the machinery started: orders to provinces with each
one's warrior quota, departure ceremonies at the Templo Mayor,
the army's organization in calpulli and rank contingents. During the
campaign, the war council met each dawn in the commander's tent:
scout reports reviewed, plans adjusted, assaults decided. After
victory: booty division by fixed rules, rewards to the brave,

sacrifices of prisoners.

This planning's sophistication explains Mexica military success for
nearly a century: no neighboring lordship could match that
combination of intelligence, logistics, and discipline. Until 1519,
when the council had to plan against an enemy like no other: a few
hundred foreigners with unknown weapons, horses, and — worst —
the capacity to raise all the subjected in revolt. The old manuals
were useless; and the council, for the first time, did not know what
plan to draw. The empire's military defeat was also its war council's
defeat.

Mexica Diplomacy: The Art of the Courteous
Threat

The Mexica state did not only make war: it made diplomacy, with a
sophistication that would surprise European chancellors. The
principal instrument was the formal embassy: when Tenochtitlan
wished to subdue a lordship, it sent a delegation of nobles with gifts
— fine cloaks, gold, plumes — and a clear message: submit, accept

tribute, keep your throne; resist, and face war. The offer was
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presented with all Nahuatl protocol's courtesy, but no one mistook

its meaning.

Mexica ambassadors (*tlahtocan titlantin*, "the council's sent
ones") enjoyed diplomatic immunity: attacking an ambassador was
a most grave affront justifying immediate war. They traveled with
retinue, were received with honors, and were allowed to observe —
and report — everything they saw: the city's defenses, its nobility's
divisions, its riches. The embassy was at once negotiation and

military reconnaissance.

Alongside official diplomacy stood the *pochtecas™ information
network, the long-distance merchants. Pochtecas traveled all
Mesoamerica, to Central America, and on return reported to the
palace on visited peoples. They were, in practice, the empire's
intelligence agents, and their guild — organized, hierarchical, with
its own courts — was one of the state's most powerful institutions.
No accident that pochtecas enjoyed noble privileges: their

information was worth armies.

The third diplomatic instrument was marriage. Mexica tlatoanis
married their daughters and sisters to allied or subjected towns'
lords, and took wives from foreign dynasties. Each wedding was a
treaty: it created kinship, and kinship created obligations. A lord
rebelling against Tenochtitlan betrayed not only his sovereign but
his daughter's father-in-law or his sister's brother-in-law. The
empire's marriage network was a spiderweb of crossed loyalties

making disobedience very costly.

When diplomacy failed, war came — but even war had its rules, as
we saw. And when war triumphed, diplomacy returned: the

vanquished lord was confirmed on his throne through a submission
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ritual, tribute was fixed, a garrison established. The cycle closed:
threat produced submission, submission produced tribute, and

tribute sustained the threatening state.

The Army: The Other Administration

The Mexica army was, in many senses, a second administration
parallel to the civil one, with its own hierarchy, schools, and
promotion rules. Understanding it is understanding that the Mexica
state was, in essence, a military state: war was not a state activity

but its reason for being and principal industry.

The army's base was the *calpulli* warriors: all males received
military training in the *telpochcalli*, the ward youths' school, and
owed service in campaigns. Above them, the warrior elite trained in
the *calmecac* and military orders: the *cuauhtli* (eagles) and
*ocelotl* (jaguars), the famous orders of eagle and jaguar knights,
whose members — recognizable by ceremonial costumes — were

the aristocracy of arms.

Military promotion was the empire's main path of social mobility. A
humble-born youth capturing prisoners in battle — the supreme
feat, for the goal was capturing, not killing — could rise in rank,
receive lands, titles, wives, and enter nobility. The reward system
was precisely codified: so many prisoners, such insignia; so many
campaigns, such title. War was, for the ambitious macehual, what

university is today: the ladder upward.

Supreme command belonged to the tlatoani, but operational
direction lay with two great generals: the *tlacochcalcatl* ("man of
the house of darts") and *tlacateccatl* ("cutter of men"),

commanding army divisions. Beneath them, an officer hierarchy —
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each with insignia and jurisdiction — directed ward and allied-town
units. Discipline was iron: disobedience on campaign was punished
with death, cowardice with public dishonor — a worse punishment

than death for a Mexica.

Logistics for an army of tens of thousands — some sources speak of
100,000 or more, likely exaggerated but indicative of scale — was
an administrative feat: provisions for weeks, spare arms, porter
tamemes, campaign surgeons, priests for rites. The cihuacoatl and
his stewards organized this machinery with the same precision as

tribute. Mexica war was armed bureaucracy.

The Calmecac: The Factory of Rulers

No state survives without cadres, and the Mexica state
manufactured them serially in the *calmecac*, the nobility's school.
If the *telpochcalli* formed warriors for the wards, the calmecac
formed rulers for the empire: future tlatoanis, cihuacoatls, judges,

generals, priests, and ambassadors passed through its classrooms.

Calmecac education was comprehensive and brutal. Young nobles
— entering as children — learned their people's history in codices,
memorized great lords' speeches, studied calendar and astronomy,
practiced pictographic writing, trained in arms, and above all
learned discipline: fasts, vigils, self-sacrifices, absolute obedience.
The Mexica ruler's formation was a forging of character as much as

technical instruction.

The curriculum included what we would call "government sciences":
rhetoric — the art of speaking in council, essential for a future
tlatoani; customary law — crimes, penalties, procedures;

administration — the tribute system, ward organization, military
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logistics; and diplomacy — embassy protocol, neighboring lordships'
genealogies, foreign tongues. A calmecac graduate was a complete
bureaucrat, able to judge a suit, direct a work, negotiate an alliance,

or command an army.

Discipline was legendary: masters (*tlamatinime*, "those who know
things") severely punished laziness, lying, cowardice. Pupils slept
little, ate frugally, worked from before dawn to night. The Spaniards,
who knew European educational institutions, marveled at the
calmecac's austerity: it was more military seminary than courtly

school.

The calmecac was also a selection mechanism: not all nobles
graduated with honors, and those who excelled were destined for
key posts. Moctezuma Xocoyotzin, taking the throne, surrounded
his government with young calmecac graduates — his "new
bureaucracy" — displacing Ahuitzotl's old officials. The school was
thus an elite quarry and an instrument of power: whoever controlled

the calmecac influenced government's future composition.

The Elders: The Voice of Experience

Nahuatl culture venerated old age: the elder — the huehuetque —
embodied accumulated wisdom, and his word carried a moral
weight no office could grant. Retired warriors, priests who had left
active service, judges who had hung up the staff: all formed an
informal but most powerful body, whose opinion no sensible tlatoani

ignored.

The elders constituted no formal institution — there was no Mexica
"senate" — but they were an inescapable social fact. They advised

in council when consulted, educated in the calmecac transmitting
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experience to young nobles, and in succession crises their opinion
could tip the balance: a candidate backed by the lineage's old men
started with advantage. Nezahualcoyotl, in his old age, was
something more than Texcoco's king: he was the empire's sage, the

man to whom even Mexica tlatoanis asked counsel.

The elders were also guardians of oral memory. The huehuetlatolli
— "words of the ancients" — moral discourses the old addressed to
youth in schools and feasts, transmitted the Mexica people's values:
moderation, respect, sense of duty. Each generation received from

the elders the unwritten code of what it meant to be Mexica.

In the 1519-1521 crisis, the elders' voices were among the few
urging prudence: those who remembered the 1450 famine, the old
wars, all power's fragility, watched with skepticism Moctezuma's
vacillations and young warriors' euphoria. They were not heard —
crises rarely listen to the old — but their testimony, gathered by
chroniclers, lets us hear the empire's other voice: the one that knew

even the greatest empires are mortal.

The Interregnum: The Void Between Two Voices

Between a tlatoani's death and his successor's election opened a
dangerous void: the interregnum. For days or weeks, the empire
had no "he who speaks,"” and into that silence could slip ambition,
plot, rebellion. The Mexica system had foreseen the danger and

designed a protocol to conjure it.

On the tlatoani's death, the cihuacoatl automatically assumed the
regency: he governed in the dead sovereign's name, kept
administration running, ensured no power vacuum paralyzed the

state. Meanwhile royal funerals were celebrated — with their official
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mourning days — and the electoral council deliberated. The
interregnum thus had two tempos: mourning's, in which the
cihuacoatl sustained government, and election's, in which the

council designated the new voice.

Risks were real: ambitious princes intriguing for the throne,
provincial lords testing the center's weakness, external enemies
scenting opportunity. The Mexica minimized danger with speed: the
council usually had a candidate ready even before the sovereign's
death — successions were cooked during the tlatoani's lifetime —
and Tlacaelel's refusals of the throne show the system working with
discipline: power was offered, ritually refused, accepted by the

designated.

Tranquil successions — Itzcoatl to Moctezuma llhuicamina, his to
Axayacatl — confirm the protocol's effectiveness. Difficult ones —
the Tizoc to Ahuitzotl transition, amid poisoning rumors — show
what happened when the system strained. And the 1520
interregnum, mid-conquest, is the extreme test: Moctezuma
Xocoyotzin dead on the Noche Triste, the council elected Cuitlahuac
within days; Cuitlahuac dead of smallpox months later, it elected
Cuauhtemoc. The empire was crumbling, the Spaniards besieging
the city, and still the protocol worked: there was always a tlatoani,
always a voice. The Mexica state died with its voice in place: that

was its last lesson in government.

The Council in Times of Crisis: 1519-1521

Mexica collegial government was tested, as never before, during
the conquest. The years 1519-1521 are the laboratory where the
state machinery is seen working — and failing — under extreme

pressure.
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When Cortés landed, Moctezuma summoned the *tlahtocan*. The
sources — indigenous and Spanish — agree there was debate: one
faction, led by young warriors, demanded immediate war on the
foreigners; another, more cautious, proposed observing,
negotiating, gaining time. Moctezuma, influenced by unfavorable
omens and reports on Spanish arms, chose caution: embassies,

gifts, vigilance. The council complied, but division was sown.

The Spaniards' entry into Tenochtitlan and Moctezuma's arrest split
the government in two. The prisoner tlatoani ordered submission;
the council — or what remained of it at liberty — prepared
resistance. When Pedro de Alvarado massacred the nobility during
the Toxcatl feast, in Cortés's absence, rupture was total: the people
rose, the Spaniards were besieged in Axayacatl's palace, and
Moctezuma — trying to calm the crowd from the rooftop — met his
death.

Cuitlahuac's election as successor shows the system working
under fire: the electoral council met in full war, chose Moctezuma's
brother — a proven warrior and partisan of total resistance — and
the new tlatoani organized the Spaniards' expulsion in La Noche
Triste. The Mexica state, decapitated, regenerated in weeks: that is

the measure of its institutional solidity.

Cuitlahuac died of smallpox within months — the epidemic the
Spaniards brought, killing millions — and the council chose
Cuauhtemoc, young, brave, inflexible. Under his command,
Tenochtitlan resisted a three-month siege against Spaniards,
Tlaxcalans, and all the empire's risen towns. The defense was an
organizational feat: food rationing, nightly repair of breaches,
counterattacks, desperate diplomacy with former tributaries. The

Mexica state died fighting, its institutions working to the end.
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The lesson of 1519-1521 is double. On one hand, the system
showed extraordinary resilience: it lost its sovereign, its capital, and
half its population to epidemic, and kept governing, electing,
resisting. On the other, it showed its limits: a state designed for
gradual expansion and regular tribute could not adapt to total war
against an enemy with superior technology and the capacity to
raise all the subjected at once. The council deliberated well; history

simply gave it no time.

The Lords' Oath: The Tribute of Obedience

When a lordship was subdued, its tlatoani did not only deliver
tribute: he swore an oath. The ceremony — before the huey tlatoani
or his representative — included the symbolic delivery of insignia,
the submission discourse, the fidelity promise, sealed with offerings
to the gods. The oath created a juridical-religious bond: breaking it

was not only rebellion, it was perjury before the gods.

The Mexica renewed these oaths at great feasts, when subjected
lords came to Tenochtitlan and declared obedience anew before the
court. The system had its logic: sworn obedience was cheaper than
permanent garrison. A lord who had sworn before the gods thought
twice before rebelling, for rebellion made him a perjurer, exposed to

divine wrath besides military.

And when a lord broke the oath, punishment was exemplary
precisely because he had sworn: the perjurer's rebellion was
punished with a severity mere initial resistance did not deserve.
Punitive expeditions against rebel towns included a ritual
component of "punishment of the perjurer" the sources clearly
record. The oath, thus, was the empire's ideological cement: it

turned domination into sacred obligation and rebellion into
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sacrilege.

Protocol: Power's Silent Language

Mexica government spoke two languages: that of words — in
council, speeches, trials — and that of ritual silence — in protocol.
Court protocol was a code as precise as laws, serving the same

purpose: ordering power relations without violence.

The rules were minute. No one could enter the tlatoani's presence
shod: removing sandals acknowledged treading sacred ground. No
one could look at him directly: lowering the gaze acknowledged his
superiority. No one could speak to him uninvited, sit in his presence,
or turn his back when withdrawing — one left walking backward.
Those approaching the throne wore humble clothes, however great

their lordship: before the sovereign, all were small.

Precedence — who sat where, who spoke first, who entered before
— was fixed by custom and jealously watched. A change in
precedence order was a political message: promoting someone
favored him; demoting, humiliated. Mexica courtiers read these
signs as avidly as Versailles's, and palace intrigues revolved around

who sat closest to the tlatoani.

Protocol extended beyond the palace. In ambassador receptions,
public feasts, funerals, each gesture was prescribed: how gifts were
offered, how received, in what order the banquet was served, who
danced first. Masters of ceremony — specialized officials — ensured
nothing failed, because a protocol error was a political error: it

revealed ignorance, contempt, or weakness.

The Spaniards at first mocked these "Indian ceremonies”; later, they

adopted them. Viceregal ceremonial — the viceroy under canopy,
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the guard, receptions, precedences — reproduced Mexica palace
protocol in baroque dress. And in indigenous communities, the
cargo system — with its staffs of command, processions, hierarchies
— preserved echoes of the old protocol to this day. Power, in
Mexico, has always needed staging: that is a lesson Tenochtitlan's

palace taught forever.

The Empire's Ambassadors: Tenochtitlan's Voice
Abroad

If the tlatoani was "he who speaks" within the empire, his
ambassadors were those who spoke for him without. The Mexica
diplomatic corps — the *tlatocan titlantin* — was a permanent
institution, with rules, ranks, privileges, projecting Tenochtitlan's

voice to Mesoamerica's confines.

Ambassadors were recruited among high nobility: they had to be
eloquent — rhetoric was their main weapon — upright — they
represented the sovereign's honor — and brave — they traveled to
foreign courts where they could be mistreated or murdered. Their
training included neighboring peoples’ tongues, genealogies,

customs, weak points: a good ambassador was also a good spy.

Embassy protocol was codified. The embassy of requirement —
demanding a lordship's submission — followed precise ritual: arrival
with retinue, gift presentation, solemn audience, message
pronounced in formal, flowery language, awaiting reply. The
message combined extreme courtesy with explicit threat: "our lord
offers you his friendship and protection; refuse it, and you will know
his wrath." Lords who accepted kept their thrones; those who

refused signed their sentence.
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But not all embassies were ultimatums. There were alliance
embassies — sealing marriage or military pacts — condolence
embassies — to great lords' funerals, where Mexica presence was
honor and vigilance — commercial embassies — accompanying
pochteca expeditions — and observation embassies — sent to
foreign kingdoms' great feasts, where the empire's eyes saw and

were seen.

Ambassador inviolability was a sacred principle of Mesoamerican
international law: killing or mistreating an envoy was an affront
justifying immediate war and uniting all civilized peoples against
the offender. The Mexica respected this norm — and used it: when a
lordship mistreated their ambassadors, Tenochtitlan had the perfect

*casus belli*, announcing it as such before all kingdoms.

The Spaniards, arriving, found this diplomatic system in full
operation, and Cortés — a born politician — used it masterfully: he
sent embassies to the Totonacs, Tlaxcalans, subjected towns,
offering alliance against Tenochtitlan. He spoke Mesoamerican
diplomacy's language better than the Mexica themselves, because
he understood before they did that the empire could be dismantled
by diplomacy as much as by arms. Tenochtitlan's fall was also a

diplomatic defeat.

The Council's Archive: The Memory of Decisions

The *tlahtocan* did not just deliberate: it recorded. Each important
council session — elections, war declarations, great sentences,
treaties — was set down by scribes in palace annals. This council
archive was the state's institutional memory: the record of why

each thing had been decided.

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 75



The annals (*xiuhamatl*, "books of years") narrated year by year
the reign's events: campaigns, enthronements, funerals, famines,
eclipses. They were not literary chronicles but administrative
records: they served to calculate tributes — how many years had
each province paid? — verify precedents — how was a similar case

resolved? — and legitimize decisions — what did our ancestors do?

Council scribes held special status: they were guardians of official
truth, their work protected by law. Falsifying a record was a grave
crime; destroying an archive, sacrilege. When Tlacaelel proposed
burning the ancient codices, he was not destroying old papers: he

was rewriting the state's memory, knowing exactly what he did.

This archive's existence explains Mexica historiography's precision:
indigenous annals — like Tlatelolco's or Cuauhtitlan's — record
dates, names, events with accuracy astonishing modern historians.
The Mexica state remembered itself with bureaucratic rigor, and
that memory lets us, five centuries later, reconstruct its history.

Without the council's scribes, this book would not exist.

Women in Government: Power Behind the Throne

The sources — written by men — tend to present Mexica
government as an exclusively male world. Reality was more
nuanced: noblewomen wielded real, if informal, power influencing

state decisions.

Queen mothers were the most powerful figures: the tlatoani's
mother — or the previous one's widow — held moral authority over
the royal family and voice in successions. Her opinion weighed in
the electoral council, though she did not sit in it: electors knew

ignoring the gqueen mother meant gaining a dangerous enemy.
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Some queen mothers acted as de facto regents during minorities or

interregnums.

Diplomatic princesses — married to foreign lords — were Mexica
influence's most effective agents abroad: they informed
Tenochtitlan, intervened for relatives, and at times governed as
regents in their husbands' courts. A well-placed princess was worth

more than a garrison.

The tlatoani's wives competed among themselves and their
lineages for influence: the principal wife — the *cihuapilli* — held
ceremonial precedence, and her sons were preferred throne
candidates. Harem intrigues — a universal phenomenon of
polygamous courts — were state intrigues: each wife was a lineage,

each son a political project.

And beyond the palace, the people's women — family heads,
market traders, midwives, healers — sustained the economy and
society the state governed. Tlatelolco's market was full of women
traders; chinampas were worked by whole families; and children's

education — the citizen's first school — lay in mothers' hands.

The conquest brutally altered this structure: the Spaniards imposed
a more rigid patriarchy, stripped noblewomen of influence, reduced
indigenous women to subordination. But in the communities — in
the republica de indios — women kept spaces of power: markets,
confraternities, feasts. Mexica female power did not disappear: it
became invisible to chroniclers, but kept operating where it always

had: at society's base.
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4. Territorial Organization:
The Empire as a Tribute
Network

The Mexica Empire was not a continuous territory painted one color
on the map, like modern European empires. It was a network: a set
of tributary provinces, allied lordships, independent enclaves, and
trade routes, articulated around Tenochtitlan by tribute's flow and
by the ever-present threat of force. Understanding this political
geography is understanding how a state without coinage, horses, or

alphabetic writing could govern millions.
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The Altepetl: Cell of the Nahuatl World

Mesoamerica's basic political unit was the *altepetl*, "water hill,"
the city-state. Each altepetl had its territory, ruling dynasty, main
temple, market, and identity. The fifteenth-century Valley of Mexico
was dotted with altepetl: Tenochtitlan, Texcoco, Azcapotzalco,
Culhuacan, Xochimilco, Chalco, and dozens more. Beyond the
valley, across the empire's reach, the pattern repeated: each town

was an altepetl with its own local tlatoani.

The Mexica's administrative genius lay in not destroying this
structure but in mounting themselves upon it. When an altepetl was
subdued — by war or war's threat — the Mexica rarely deposed its
local dynasty. The vanquished town's tlatoani kept his throne,
palace, privileges, but stood subordinated to Tenochtitlan's huey

tlatoani: he had to pay tribute, contribute warriors to imperial
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campaigns, receive garrisons, and accept Mexica officials'
supervision. It was a system of indirect rule, cheap and effective:
the Mexica did not need to administer each town; controlling those

who administered them sufficed.

This model had an important consequence: the empire was
politically  discontinuous. Among tributary provinces lay
independent lordships — most famously Tlaxcala, enclaved in the
empire's heart, never submitting — allied towns with special status,
and disputed frontier zones. The Mexica empire's map was no solid
block but an archipelago of obediences surrounded by a sea of

watched autonomies.

The Tributary Provinces

The system's core was the tributary provinces: subdued regions
paying regular tribute to Tenochtitlan. The *Matricula de Tributos*
— the pre-Hispanic codex recording each province's obligations —
and the *Codex Mendoza* — its colonial copy — list 38 tributary
provinces, each with its head town and subject peoples. In total,

over 400 towns paid the empire tribute.

Each province had an assigned quota, fixed by its production and
capacity: the south's warm lands paid cotton, cacao, plumes, gold;
the Gulf's, cloaks and foodstuffs; the highlands', maize, beans,
labor. Tribute was delivered in kind and labor, on fixed calendar
dates — every 80 days, by some sources — transported to

Tenochtitlan along imperial roads on tamemes' backs, the porters.

A rich province's tribute list gives the system's magnitude:
thousands of cotton cloaks, hundreds of warrior costumes and

insignia, tons of maize and beans, cacao by loads, honey, copal,
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quetzal plumes, gold dust and pieces, jade, turquoise. All flowed to
Tenochtitlan's royal storehouses, whence it was redistributed: to
nobility and army as pay and rewards, to priesthood for cult, to

court for upkeep, and to the people in scarcity.

The Empire's Expansion: Waves of Conquest

The empire was not born at a stroke: it was built in waves, each
tlatoani adding his layer to the tributary map. Following those

waves is reading the Mexica state's territorial biography.

The first wave was ltzcoatl's (1428-1440): the valley's liberation.
Azcapotzalco's fall opened the door; then came Xochimilco and
Cuitlahuac, the chinampa zone whose agricultural wealth would
feed the capital. The empire was born where the Mexica people

were born: on the lake.

The second wave was Moctezuma llhuicamina's (1440-1469): south
and east. Cuernavaca and the Toluca valley, the warm lands of
today's Morelos and Guerrero, first incursions toward the Gulf. The
empire learned to govern the hot country: new tributes — cotton,

cacao, plumes — new calpixques, new routes.

The third wave was Axayacatl's (1469-1481): the west and the
valley's consolidation. Toluca's definitive subjection, Tlatelolco's
annexation (1473) — putting the great market under direct control
— and the great failure: the expedition against Michoacan's
Tarascans, the only enemy the Mexica could not defeat. The

western frontier was fixed forever.

Tizoc (1481-1486) added little: his brief reign and Metztitlan defeat
showed the limits of a tlatoani without military talent. But his

successor, Ahuitzotl (1486-1502), starred the fourth and greatest
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wave: the empire reached maximum extent. Southeastward,
conquests reached Soconusco, on today's Guatemalan border; on
the Gulf, the Totonac coast stood subjected; Oaxaca was
consolidated. Tribute reached never-seen levels, and with it

Tenochtitlan's wealth.

Moctezuma Xocoyotzin (1502-1520) expanded less than he
consolidated: he raised tribute demands, multiplied garrisons,
intensified pressure on the subjected, and obsessed over Tlaxcala,
the enclave resisting in the empire's heart. The 1519 map was that
of maximum splendor and, at once, maximum tension: an empire

too large for its internal enemies.

Each wave answered a logic: tribute's needs, strategic corridors, the
tlatoani's prestige. And each wave met its limits: mountains, rival
states, tameme logistics. The empire's map in 1519 was not that of
a state in indefinite expansion: it was that of the maximum possible
with available means. Beyond stood the Tarascans, distant
lordships, the unknown. The empire had reached as far as it could

reach; what came after was not expansion, but defense.

The Calpixques: The Empire's Hand in the
Provinces

In each tributary province resided a *calpixque* — "he who guards
the house," the steward-collector — the imperial official charged
with watching tribute payment, supervising the local tlatoani, and
representing Tenochtitlan's authority. The calpixque was the
empire's eyes and hands in the territory: he inspected provincial
storehouses, verified quotas, resolved disputes between local lord

and subjects, and sent regular reports to the capital.
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The calpixque's post was both coveted and dangerous. Coveted, for

it gave access to tribute's flow and influence over local lords;
dangerous, for the calpixque was the visible face of foreign
domination and, in rebellion, popular wrath's first target. The
sources record calpixques murdered by risen towns — and the
Mexica response was invariable: a punitive expedition restoring

order with exemplary severity.

Beside the calpixque, in the most important or unruly provinces,
military garrisons were installed under a Mexica chief. These
garrisons were not permanent occupation armies — the empire
lacked resources for that — but deterrent detachments: their mere
presence reminded local lords of disobedience's price. On the
frontier, moreover, were fortresses and watch posts protecting

trade routes and containing exterior enemies.
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Texcoco and Tlacopan: The Unequal Allies

A special case within territorial organization was the Triple Alliance's
two partners. Texcoco and Tlacopan were not tributary provinces:
they were allied kingdoms, with their own tlatoanis —
Nezahualcoyotl and successors in Texcoco — their own councils,
their own administration. The alliance guaranteed them a share of
imperial tribute — the famous proportion of two-fifths for
Tenochtitlan, two for Texcoco, one for Tlacopan — and privileged

position in booty division.

But equality grew more formal than real. As Tenochtitlan's power
grew, Texcoco and Tlacopan's influence shrank: Mexica tlatoanis
intervened in their successions, imposed candidates, treated allied
kings more as honorific vassals than partners. Texcoco's
Nezahualpilli, Nezahualcoyotl's son, watched Moctezuma Xocoyotzin
openly interfere in his kingdom's affairs. The Triple Alliance, born as
a pact among equals, had become an empire with a single capital:
Tenochtitlan.

Roads, Messengers, and Control of Space

Governing a discontinuous empire demanded dominating space:
moving fast, informing fast, punishing fast. The Mexica built and
maintained a road network — *otli* — connecting Tenochtitlan with
the provinces, with relay stations where messengers relieved each
other. An urgent message could cover in a day the distance an

army took a week to march.

The *pochtecas*, long-distance merchants, were also the empire's
eyes: on commercial expeditions they gathered information on

neighboring towns — riches, internal divisions, defenses —
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reporting it to the palace. More than one "commercial expedition"
was really pre-conquest reconnaissance. Commerce and espionage

were, in the Mexica world, two faces of one activity.

Space control was completed by the calendar: the whole empire
moved to Tenochtitlan's feasts' rhythm, which subjected lords had
to attend or send representatives to. These ceremonies were not
just religion: they were demonstrations of power, occasions to
exhibit the center's wealth and for provincial lords to publicly renew

submission. Missing a great feast was a political act, interpreted as

such.

The Empire's Signals: Smoke, Mirrors, and Urgent
Posts

A discontinuous empire needs fast news, and the Mexica developed

a communications system making the most of available means.
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Information's speed was, literally, a matter of state.

On the hills surrounding the valley, signal posts were kept: by day,
smoke columns; by night, bonfires. A simple but effective code
transmitted essential alarms: enemy attack, rebellion in a province,
the imperial army's arrival. Signals repeated from hill to hill, and
urgent news could cross dozens of kilometers in minutes. During
the 1521 siege, Spaniards and natives used these same posts: who

controlled the signals controlled information.

For complex messages there were the posts: the painani — "those
who run" — youths selected in the telpochcalli for speed and
endurance, trained to cover long distances by relays. An urgent
message traveled from Tenochtitlan to the provinces in days, not
weeks: each runner covered his stretch at full speed, delivering the
message — oral, memorized, or pictographic — to the next. The
painani enjoyed official protection: assaulting the tlatoani's courier

was a grave crime, for it attacked the state's very voice.

There was, moreover, a permanent information network: the
pochtecas reported to the palace; calpixques sent periodic reports;
ambassadors brought news from foreign courts. And Tenochtitlan's
great feasts functioned as information events: subjected lords
attending brought news from their lands, spies heard rumors, the

council took the empire's pulse.

The system was tested in 1519: news of foreigners landed on the
coast reached Tenochtitlan before they did, brought by couriers and
porters, with details on their weapons, horses, numbers. Moctezuma
knew of Cortes long before seeing him; his embassies — with gifts
and questions — were also information missions. The empire saw

the storm coming; what it did not know was how to face it.
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After the conquest, the Spaniards kept the system: New Spain's
“correos" followed Mexica routes, with relays and posts in the same

places. Information, like tribute, changed owners but not roads.

The Scribes and the Memory of Tribute

This whole system rested on an invisible but fundamental pillar:
record-keeping. The *tlacuilos*, scribe-painters, noted on amate
paper every aspect of territorial administration: each province's
quotas, deliveries made, arrears, local lords' names, land
boundaries. The *Matricula de Tributos* was the empire's great
account book, its precision legendary: every cloak, every cacao

load, every warrior contributed was set down.

These records were kept in the royal palace's archives under
specialized officials' custody. When a calpixque was sent to a
province, he carried that region's obligations copy; when a local lord
disputed his quota, the record was consulted. Mexica pictographic
writing — combining pictograms, ideograms, phonetic signs — was
perfectly capable of this complex accounting, as surviving codices

prove.

These archives' importance revealed itself after the conquest: the
Spaniards, needing to know how much tribute to demand from each
town, preserved and copied Mexica records. The *Codex Mendoza*,
commissioned by Viceroy Antonio de Mendoza around 1541, is
largely a copy of the pre-Hispanic Matricula, adapted to colonial
administration's needs. The conquistadors destroyed temples but
kept account books: the empire had fallen, but its bureaucracy

survived in the archives.

The Empire's Census: Counting People, Not Just
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Cloaks

Tribute in kind can be counted; but the empire needed something
harder to measure: people. Warriors for campaigns, tamemes for
transport, gangs for public works — the coatequitl, obligatory
collective labor. How did the state know how many men each town
could mobilize? With the census: the Mexica administration's other

great register.

Scribes kept rolls by calpulli: each ward head reported households
in his charge, with members, ages, trades. Births and deaths were
noted; rolls were periodically updated. The calpixque verified his
province's figures; the cihuacoatl consolidated them in the palace.
The state knew, with functional approximation, how many people it

governed.

The census served to distribute burdens: each altepetl had to
contribute work gangs for the Templo Mayor, causeways,
aqueducts, organized in shifts not to ruin harvests. It also served for
war: each province's warrior quota was calculated on its useful
population. And it served political control: knowing a province's
population was knowing its military potential, information the center

jealously guarded.

No precise figures have reached us — pre-Hispanic rolls are nearly
all lost — and modern estimates of the empire's population
(between five and six million, by the most accepted calculations)
are reconstructions from colonial sources. But the system's
existence is beyond doubt: the Spaniards found it working and
adopted it at once. The sixteenth century's "tasaciones" — the
Crown's periodic counts of tributaries — were built on Mexica rolls,

with the same indigenous scribes and methods.
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Counting people is every state's foundational act: who counts,
governs. The Mexica counted cloaks, cacao loads, and persons with

the same meticulousness, and that meticulousness was the empire.

The Tamemes: The Empire's Logistical Blood

An empire without beasts of burden or the wheel depends on the
human back, and the Mexica state turned that limitation into a
precision logistics system: the *tamemes*, professional porters,

were the arteries through which tribute circulated.

Each tributary province had to contribute, besides goods, tameme
contingents to carry tribute to Tenochtitlan. A tameme bore 20 to
30 kilos — a cloak load, a cacao bale, a maize basket — walking 20-
or 25-kilometer days along imperial roads, relaying at post stations.
Tameme caravans were a daily spectacle: hundreds of men in
single file, mecapal tumplines on foreheads, bearing the empire's

riches to the capital.

Organizing this transport was an administrative feat: calculating
how many tamemes each delivery needed, feeding them en route,
protecting caravans from raiders, coordinating arrivals not to
saturate storehouses. Calpixques supervised their province's
caravans; capital stewards received and recorded them. A delivery

delay could mean hunger in Tenochtitlan, and the state knew it.

Tamemes held ambiguous status: they were free workers fulfilling
their *tequitl* — communal obligation — not slaves, and their labor
was regulated: maximum distances, maximum loads, obligatory
rests. Abusing tamemes — overloading, not feeding — was a crime
judges punished. The empire needed their backs, caring for them as

an army cares for horses.
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When the Spaniards arrived, they were impressed by this system
and adopted it at once — too much, in fact: colonial *tamenazgo*,
the use of indigenous porters, became one of the conquest's most
denounced abuses, until the 1542 New Laws tried limiting it.

Another Mexica institution outliving its creator, for good and ill.

Provincial Markets: The Empire's Commercial
Network

Tlatelolco was the heart, but the empire had hundreds of markets.
Each important altepetl held its tianguis on fixed calendar days,
supervised by local authorities with the same rules as the capital:
market judges, measures inspectors, fraud punished. The imperial
state did not directly administer each tianguis, but set the frame:
calpixques watched that provincial markets did not become

smuggling hubs or tribute-evasion foci.

The pochtecas traveled this network, and their routes drew the
empire's commercial map: from Gulf to Pacific, valley to Soconusco,
caravans connected the tianguis in a circulatory system moving
merchandise and information alike. On the frontier, some markets
functioned as exchange zones with independent peoples — true
"border markets" — where commerce crossed frontiers armies

could not cross.

The tianguis network was the empire's soft infrastructure: less
visible than causeways, equally essential. When a town was
subdued, among the first measures was integrating it into the
market calendar: fixing its tianguis days, assigning inspectors,

connecting it to routes. Governing was, also, making trade.

Tlatelolco: The Market Under the State's Gaze
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No description of the Mexica state is complete without Tlatelolco's
market, Tenochtitlan's twin city, subdued in 1473 by Axayacatl but
preserved as the empire's great commercial center. The
conquistadors who saw it — Bernal Diaz del Castillo in his *True
History*, Hernan Cortes in his letters — were stunned: a plaza larger
than Salamanca's, tens of thousands trading daily, whole streets
dedicated to each merchandise: gold and silver, quetzal plumes,

cacao, cotton cloaks, maize and beans, ceramics, medicines, slaves.

But Tlatelolco was no free market in the modern sense: it was an
administered market. The state set rules with a firm hand. There
were market judges settling disputes on the spot, inspectors
verifying weights and measures, surveillance punishing fraud.
Prices, though formed by supply and demand, were watched:
speculation in scarcity was severely punished. Selling outside the
market — evading state control — was a crime. Each merchant had
his assigned place, each guild its street, each major transaction its

witnesses.

The market was also state revenue: merchants paid stall duties, and
tribute in kind arriving from provinces was partly redistributed
through commerce. The *pochtecas*, moreover, ran their
long-distance expeditions from Tlatelolco under palace protection
and supervision. The Mexica economy was mixed: vibrant market
below, omnipresent state above. Neither the total collectivism some
imagined nor the free market others fantasized: a pragmatic system
where commerce enriched merchants and the state ensured that

enrichment served the empire.

The market's political importance was immense. It was where the
empire showed itself to itself: where a subjected town's peasant

saw the capital's riches, where spies heard rumors, where foreign
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ambassadors measured Tenochtitlan's power. Controlling Tlatelolco
was controlling the empire's economic pulse, which is why
Axayacatl, subduing the city, did not destroy it: he put it to work for
the state. The market kept beating even after the conquest, under

new rules and masters, because it was too useful to close.

Frontiers and Enclaves: The Case of Tlaxcala

The empire's map had a hole in its center: Tlaxcala, the
confederation of four lordships that resisted for a century all Mexica
attempts to subdue it, enclaved barely a hundred kilometers from
Tenochtitlan. Tlaxcala's existence proves the limits of Mexica power

— and, paradoxically, its rationality.

Why could the Mexica, able to conquer Soconusco, not take
Tlaxcala? Reasons were geographical and political: Tlaxcala was
mountainous, well defended, with a warrior population and
confederal organization resistant to political decapitation — there
was no single tlatoani to depose, but four lords mutually supporting
each other. Conquering it would have demanded disproportionate
effort, and the pragmatic Mexica chose an intermediate solution:

*xochiyaoyotl*, the "flowery war."

The flowery war was a ritualized, permanent conflict: Mexica and
Tlaxcalan armies met in appointed battles, with rules, on set dates,
aiming to capture prisoners for sacrifice, not conquer territory. For
the Mexica, Tlaxcala was a quarry of sacrificial victims and a
training ground for warriors; for Tlaxcalans, affirmation of
independence. Both sides, in a sense, needed the war, and the
system held for decades. Historians debate whether the flowery war
was a deliberate policy or, in part, the rationalization of a military

failure; what is certain is that the system never subdued Tlaxcala,
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and its strategic cost was revealed in 1519.

But the solution had a fatal strategic cost: when the Spaniards
arrived, they found in Tlaxcala a natural ally, a people with a
century of accumulated hatred for Tenochtitlan and an intact army.
Without Tlaxcalan warriors — tens of thousands — Cortes would
never have taken Tenochtitlan. The enclave the empire had
tolerated for ritual convenience became the instrument of its

destruction. History sometimes collects its debts with interest.

The empire's other frontiers posed different problems: westward,
the Tarascans of Michoacan, a rival state as powerful as the Mexica,
with a militarized frontier and tense peace maintained; southward,
Mixtec and Zapotec lordships, subdued but restless; in the Gulf, the
Totonacs, resentful tributaries who would also ally with the
Spaniards. The empire was a fortress surrounded by contained, not
eliminated, enemies. It worked while the center was strong; when
the center faltered, every siege broke at once. That is the strategic

lesson no tlatoani could learn in time.

Frontier Towns: Garrisons and Military Colonists

The empire's frontiers were not lines on a map but zones of
watched transition, and their administration reveals another facet of
the Mexica state: its capacity to project power at distance with

limited resources.

At strategic points — mountain passes, road crossings, near unruly
towns — garrisons were installed: detachments of Mexica warriors
under an officer, with families and provisions. These garrisons were
not large — dozens or hundreds of men — but their value was

deterrent: they represented the promise that any rebellion would be
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swiftly punished. Garrison troops drew upkeep from local tribute,
lived in fortresses or separate wards, and sometimes married

regional women, creating bonds softening occupation.

On some frontiers military colonies were established: groups of
Mexica families transferred to strategic zones, receiving lands in
exchange for permanent military service. These colonists —
premodern antecedents of Spanish presidios — were the most
stable Mexica presence in distant provinces: they spoke Nahuatl,
kept capital customs, served as loyalty's nucleus in uncertain

territories.

The most delicate frontier was the Tarascan: Michoacan's
Purepecha empire was Mesoamerica's only state comparable to the
Mexica in power and organization, and the border between them —
in today's State of Mexico and Guerrero — was a militarized
no-man's-land, with fortresses both sides and frequent skirmishes.
The Mexica never subdued the Tarascans — Axayacatl tried and
failed — and two rival empires' coexistence is one of the
Postclassic's most interesting geopolitical facts: Mesoamerica might
have evolved toward a balanced great-power system, had the

conquest not interrupted it.

Frontiers show the Mexica imperial model's limits: a state
dominating by tribute and threat needed stable borders, and had
them where neighbors were weak or divided; where it met a rival of
its stature — the Tarascans — or an irreducible enclave — Tlaxcala
— the system jammed. The empire was a network, and networks

have edges: beyond them began the unknown.

The Rich Provinces: Gulf, South, and Cacao
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Not all tributary provinces were worth the same, and the Mexica
state knew it: its tribute geography was a geography of greed,
where the richest regions were also the most watched. Two zones

stood out: the Gulf coast and the tropical south.

The Totonac provinces of the Gulf — today's Veracruz — paid in
exceptional-quality cotton cloaks, vanilla, sweetgum, foodstuffs.
They were fertile, populous lands with a refined culture the Mexica
admired and exploited at once. The Totonacs — subdued by
Axayacatl — never accepted the yoke gladly: they were among the
first to ally with Cortes, offering not just warriors but knowledge of
the tribute system from within. Their rebellion was the first link in

the chain strangling the empire.

The southern provinces — Guerrero, Oaxaca, Soconusco — paid
the most precious goods: cacao, gold, quetzal plumes, jade.
Soconusco — on today's Guatemalan border, conquered by
Ahuitzotl — was the empire's jewel: its cacao fed nobility's banquets
and served as currency in Tlatelolco. Controlling Soconusco meant
controlling Mexica luxury's economy, and the Mexica defended it

with permanent garrisons.

These rich provinces held special status: their calpixques ranked
among the empire's most important, their quotas were negotiated
directly with the cihuacoatl, and their lords were received with
honors at court — courtesy not disguising vigilance. They were too
valuable to govern softly and too distant to govern harshly: the

balance was delicate and permanent.

The economic lesson is clear: the Mexica empire was a system of
differentiated extraction, each region contributing by productive

specialization. It was no uniform tribute but a mosaic of obligations
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adapted to geography. This fiscal sophistication — which modern
economists would recognize as "administered comparative
advantage" — is another proof of Mexica state rationality. And when
the Spaniards inherited the system, they inherited wealth's map

too: regions rich for the Mexica stayed rich for viceroys.

The Lake as Territory: The Empire's Aquatic
Dimension

The Mexica empire was governed from a lake, and the lake was also
territory: Texcoco's waters — with chinampas, fisheries, saltworks,
canoe routes — fell under the same administration as dry land, with

its own officials and rules.

The chinampas — floating gardens — were the capital's
agricultural base, organized by riparian calpulli: each ward had
assigned chinampas, with hereditary rights and maintenance
obligations. Inspectors verified boundaries — marked with stakes
and canals — settled disputes, supervised production. The

chinampa was regulated property, not a free garden.

Fishing and gathering — fish, frogs, axolotls, algae, salt — were
subject to state dues: fishermen paid part of their catch, and
shoreline saltworks — a considerable wealth source — were royal

monopoly. The lake produced, and the state collected.

Lake traffic — thousands of canoes daily crossing between
Tenochtitlan, Texcoco, Xochimilco, riparian towns — was regulated:
established routes, checkpoints on causeways, toll duties. War
canoes — the Mexica "navy" — patrolled waters, and in the final
1521 defense were the last resistance line: Spanish brigantines had

to destroy them one by one.

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 96



This aquatic dimension of the state is unique in empires' history: no
other great premodern state was built on a lake. And its
administration — water officials, fishing dues, lake tolls — shows
Mexica system adaptability: where there was a resource, there was
an official administering it. The lake was no obstacle to the state: it
was its cradle, pantry, fortress. When Cortes cut the aqueduct and
blocked causeways, he attacked precisely that dimension: without

water and canoes, the lakeside city died of thirst amid water.

Marriage Alliances: The Empire as Family

We have mentioned dynastic marriages as a diplomatic instrument;
they deserve closer examination, for they were among the empire's
most effective glues. The Mexica state was, in a very real sense, a
great extended family, and marriage alliances were the threads

weaving it.

The logic was simple and powerful: a subjected lord delivering his
daughter as wife — principal or secondary — of Tenochtitlan's
tlatoani, or receiving a Mexica princess as wife, was bound to the
imperial dynasty by blood. His grandchildren would be the future
tlatoani's cousins; his family would have relatives in the palace; and
rebellion against Tenochtitlan would be rebellion against one's own

family. Kinship turned domination into moral obligation.

Mexica tlatoanis practiced this policy on a grand scale. Moctezuma
Ilhuicamina, Ahuitzotl, and Moctezuma Xocoyotzin had dozens of
wives among subjected and allied lords' daughters, marrying their
own daughters and sisters to local tlatoanis. The result was a
kinship network covering the whole empire: no important lord was

not, somehow, the huey tlatoani's relative.
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This network had concrete administrative advantages. The tlatoani's
sons- and brothers-in-law were natural informants: a Mexica
princess married in a provincial court wrote — or had written — to
her family about events; a Tenochtitlan-related local lord thought
twice before conspiring, knowing his treason would also be a family
affront. And in subjected altepetl's disputed successions, the
candidate related to the imperial dynasty held decisive advantage:

Tenochtitlan backed him, and all knew it.

But marriage policy had risks too. Ambitious relatives could use
throne proximity to conspire — courts' history is full of treacherous
brothers-in-law; and rivalries among wives and lineages generated
palace factions. Moctezuma Xocoyotzin, centralizing power and
surrounding himself with his own camarilla, upset this family
network's balances, earning enemies among displaced lineages.
When the conquest crisis came, some of those lineages would not

lift a finger for him.

The Spaniards understood this logic perfectly — it was European
monarchies' own — and used it: they married — or took as
concubines — indigenous noblewomen, seeking to graft themselves
onto local kinship networks. These unions' mestizo children — most
famously Martin, son of Cortes and Dona Marina — were the first
links of a new family network that would in time replace the Mexica

one. The empire as family was conquered by another family.

The Empire's Maps: The Cartography of Power

The Mexica had no maps in the European sense — with projections
and scales — but they had something equivalent and, for their
purposes, more apt: pictographic maps recording imperial

territory with admirable functional precision. These documents —
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painted on amate paper or hide — were government tools.

Tribute maps — like the Matricula — showed territory not as
continuous space but as a relationship network: each province
appeared with its toponymic glyph, subject towns, quotas. What
mattered was not distance in kilometers but obligation in cloaks:
the map was a power diagram, not a landscape portrait. For a
calpixque, knowing how many cacao loads each town owed beat

knowing how many march-days away it was.

Boundary maps recorded borders between altepetl and calpulli:
they were the pre-Hispanic world's property titles, used in land
suits. Scribes updated them with each sentence, elders memorized

them: land was memory, the map its writing.

Road maps marked imperial routes: causeways, mountain passes,
relay stations, staging towns. Messengers carried them; generals
consulted them before campaigns; pochtecas expanded them with
each expedition. They were living documents, corrected by

experience.

The Spanish conquest greatly valued this cartography: the
Relaciones Geograficas' maps — the reports the Crown
requested from each town in the sixteenth century — were made on
indigenous maps' basis, with toponymic glyphs and boundaries.
Indigenous painters — the same tlacuilos — drew for Spaniards the
territories they had drawn for tlatoanis. Power's cartography

changed owners, not hands: the hands stayed indigenous.

Today these maps are among the most valuable sources for
imperial history: they show how the Mexica saw their world — not
as territory but as an obligation network — reminding us that

power, first of all, is a way of organizing space. He who draws the
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map, governs.
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5. Justice, Laws, and the
Living Inheritance

Every self-respecting state needs more than armies and collectors:
it needs justice. The capacity to resolve disputes, punish crimes,
and enforce norms is what distinguishes a state from an armed
band. The Mexica understood this thoroughly, and their judicial
system — severe, formalist, and surprisingly protective in procedure
— was one of the empire's pillars. This chapter examines Mexica
courts, laws, punishments, and procedure, closing with history's
most unexpected turn: how the Spanish conquistadors, far from

destroying that system, adopted it to govern the viceroyalty.

The Courts: From Ward to Palace

Mexica justice was administered on three levels, like a pyramid

culminating in the throne.

At the base stood local judges: in each *calpulli* and town, a
minor judge settled daily suits — land and boundary disputes, small
debts, petty thefts, brawls. These judges were chosen among the
community's respected elders, knew the parties, judged swiftly.
Most daily-life conflicts were resolved here, never reaching higher

instances.

At the intermediate level stood city courts: in Tenochtitlan,
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Texcoco, and great provincial capitals, colleges of professional
judges heard grave cases — homicides, major thefts, adulteries,
inheritance disputes among nobles. These judges were career
officials, trained in the *calmecac*, dedicated exclusively to
judicature: they could not trade, receive qifts, or hold other jobs.
Their integrity was protected by the severest law: the corrupt judge

was condemned to death.

At the apex stood the supreme court, sitting in Tenochtitlan's
palace under the cihuacoatl's or the tlatoani's own presidency, with
*tlahtocan* participation. Before it came the empire's gravest
cases: treasons, rebellions, high nobility's crimes, appeals against
lower courts' sentences. Its word was definitive: no instance stood

above the sovereign's court.

Beside this pyramid stood special jurisdictions: market judges of
Tlatelolco, settling commercial disputes on the spot; military
courts, judging warriors for campaign crimes; and priestly courts,
judging religious faults. Each life sphere had its judge, and each

judge, his procedure.

The Laws: An Unwritten but Known Code

The Mexica had no written legal code in the modern sense — there
was no "Code of Moctezuma" comparable to Manu's Laws or the
Justinian Corpus — but they had something practically equivalent: a
body of customary norms, transmitted by tradition, taught in
schools, regularly applied by courts. Children learned in the
*telpochcalli* and *calmecac* what was permitted and prohibited;
judges applied precedents; scribes recorded important sentences,

creating de facto jurisprudence.
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The main crimes were those expectable in any complex society,

with nuances of Nahuatl culture:

Homicide was punished with death, without rank distinction: killing
a macehual was as grave as killing a noble. Self-defense and
accidental homicide had attenuated penalties, but premeditated
murder admitted no pardon. Life, in Mexica ethics, was the gods'

gift no one could take with impunity.

Theft was punished with slavery or multiplied restitution: the thief
had to return the stolen and pay the victim compensation; if he
could not pay, he became the offended's slave. Theft in market or
temple — sacred places — was punished with death. Property,

though communal at base, was fiercely protected.

Adultery ranked among the gravest crimes: punished with both
culprits' death, by stoning or strangling. Severity reflected lineage's
importance: in a society where inheritance and marriage alliances
sustained social order, infidelity was no private matter but an attack

on kinship's structure.

Drunkenness was regulated with extraordinary rigor. *Pulque* —
maguey's fermented drink — was prohibited for youths and
commoners generally; only elders — over fifty — could drink freely,
and even they with moderation. A young noble caught drunk was
severely punished; a commoner, with death on repeat offense. The
Spaniards marveled at this Mexica "dry law," so different from
European wine tolerance. The reason was practical: a warrior people

could not afford alcohol's indiscipline.

Treason and rebellion were the supreme crimes: the noble
conspiring against the tlatoani, the town rising against tribute, the

calpixque selling out to the enemy — all faced death, often
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preceded by public torment and followed by goods' confiscation and
family's dishonor. The state built on loyalty did not forgive

disloyalty.

Religious crimes — profaning a temple, stealing offerings, failing
ritual obligations — were judged by priestly courts with penalties

from fasting and penance to death, by gravity.

Punishments: Severity as Pedagogy

Mexica justice was severe, and there is no whitewashing it: the
death penalty was frequently applied, for many crimes. Methods
varied: strangling, stoning, ritual sacrifice for gravest cases, hurling
from heights. Executions were public, serving a pedagogical

function: exemplary punishment deterred the rest.

But beside severity were nuances revealing elaborate juridical
thought. Slavery for debts or crimes was not perpetual or
hereditary in all cases: the Mexica slave (*tlacotli*) kept certain
rights — he could have family, own goods, buy freedom — and his
condition did not automatically transmit to children. It was more

temporary servitude than absolute slavery.

Exile served for disgraced nobles: losing rank, lands, court
presence was, for a Mexica aristocrat, worse punishment than
death. Goods' confiscation ruined the convict's family, extending
punishment beyond the culprit — a collective logic unjust to us, but

coherent with a lineage-based society.

And there was royal pardon: the tlatoani could grant mercy, doing
so on ritual occasions — his enthronement, an heir's birth, great
feasts. The pardon was not arbitrary: it followed traditional rules

and was publicly proclaimed. Dosed clemency was also a
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government instrument: it showed the sovereign's justice had two

hands, one punishing, one forgiving.

The Cuauhcalli: The Mexica Jail

The Mexica judicial system had jails: the cuauhcalli — "the wooden
house," "the cage" — where the accused awaited trial and the
condemned awaited execution. It was no long-term prison —
penalties were corporal, not carceral — but a temporary depot with

guards, registers, rules.

Sources describe wooden cages in which prisoners awaited their
fate, sometimes during the days before the feasts when they would
be sacrificed. Preventive imprisonment existed: a homicide accused
did not go free until trial, and escape was punished with death.

Conditions were harsh, as befitted severe justice.

The cuauhcalli reveals a little-known facet of the Mexica state: the
capacity to deprive of liberty in organized form. It was no
penitentiary system in the modern sense — no one pretended to
“rehabilitate" the prisoner — but one more piece of the machinery:
between crime and punishment there were a place, a procedure, a
term. Mexica justice was not only sentence and scaffold: it was also
watched waiting, custody, the prisoner's record. Even in

confinement, the state administered.

The Trial: Procedure and Evidence

The Mexica judicial system's most notable feature was not penalties
but procedure. Trials followed formal rules protecting — within the

era's limits — parties' rights.

Process began with accusation: anyone could denounce a crime
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before the judge, and in grave cases the state acted ex officio. The
accused was summoned and had the right to defend himself: he
could speak for himself or present someone to speak for him — an
antecedent of defense counsel. Both sides' withesses were heard,
and false testimony was punished with the same penalty the
innocent accused would have faced: a rule effectively discouraging

slander.

Evidence included testimonies, material indications, and in some
cases ordeals — ritual tests — though these were less common than
in medieval Europe. Scribes recorded everything on amate paper:
accusation, declarations, sentence. Trials could last days in complex

cases, judges deliberating before pronouncing.

There was a right of appeal: whoever felt unjustly condemned by
a lower judge could resort to the higher court, ultimately to the
sovereign. Sources record sentences reversed on appeal, indicating
the mechanism worked. And there was de facto non-retroactivity:
new ordinances were not applied to prior acts, a juridical principle

Europe would take centuries to formulate clearly.

None of this makes Mexica justice a model of modern guarantees —
it was severe, unequal between nobles and commoners in practice,
ultimately subject to political power — but it places it among the
premodern world's most elaborate juridical systems. The Spaniards
who knew it respected it, and that respect would have unexpected

consequences.

Commercial Law: Contracts, Debts, and Honest
Measures

Tlatelolco's market did not run on custom alone: it had its law.
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Large-scale commerce demands predictable rules — on contracts,
debts, fraud, measures — and the Mexica state provided them with

the same rigor it applied to criminal matters.

Contracts were verbal but formal: celebrated before witnesses, with
ritual formulas making them binding. The word given in the market
obligated, and breaking it was a grave fault the tianguis judges
punished. For large operations — pochteca expeditions — there
were partnerships with profit-and-loss sharing rules: each partner
contributed capital or labor, benefits divided as agreed. It was

corporate law without writing, but not without precision.

Debt was regulated in detail: the insolvent debtor could become his
creditor's slave — the commonest origin of debt slavery — but the
law protected certain limits: a whole family could not be enslaved
for one's debt, and redemption mechanisms existed. Credit, in an
economy without coinage, was a matter of personal trust

guaranteed by law.

Commercial fraud was pursued with exemplary severity:
adulterating cacao — mixing it with earth or false beans — falsifying
measures, selling defective merchandise hiding its flaws, were
crimes market inspectors detected and judges swiftly punished.
Tlatelolco market's reputation — its fame for honesty — was a state
asset: a market famed as fraudulent attracted few merchants, and

the empire needed commerce as much as tribute.

The pochtecas had, moreover, their own internal law: the guild
judged its members in its tribunal, with a code of honor regulating
expeditions, sharing, conduct in foreign lands. It was a quild

jurisdiction within state jurisdiction, recognized by the palace.

The state's interest in all this was direct: honest commerce
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generated stable revenues — stall duties, tributes in kind
redistributed through the market — while fraud and endless suits
eroded them. Mexica commercial justice was no philanthropy: it was

administration.

The conquest did not destroy this law at a stroke: indigenous
tianguis kept functioning with their customs for centuries, and many
practices — sale before witnesses, word deals, measures' vigilance
— survived in popular markets to this day. Whoever buys in a
Mexican tianguis, haggles before witnesses, and distrusts the scant
measure, is participating — unknowingly — in a juridical tradition

born in Tlatelolco.

The Conquest of Law: How the Spaniards Adopted
the Mexica System

And here we reach this story's least-known turn. The traditional
conquest image is of a tabula rasa: the Spaniards destroyed the
Mexica state and built a wholly new order on its ruins. Reality was
more complex and interesting: in territorial administration, tribute,
and local government, the conquistadors preserved — from

pragmatism, not admiration — much of the Mexica system.

The reason was simple: it worked. The Spaniards were a few
hundred; subjected towns, millions. They had neither men nor
knowledge to directly administer each altepetl. They needed to
collect tribute, mobilize labor, keep order, and the Mexica system

did exactly that. Why invent a wheel already rolling?

The first step was keeping local lords. Subdued altepetl's
tlatoanis were confirmed in office with the Spanish title of

“caciques" or Indian "governors." They kept governing their towns,
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collecting tribute — now for the encomendero or Crown —
administering first-instance justice. Indigenous nobility became
colonial power's transmission belt: below Spaniards, above

macehuales, as before.

The second step was keeping tribute. The *encomienda* — the
institution by which a Spaniard received an Indian town's tribute
and labor — was mounted directly on the Mexica tribute system:
the same towns, the same in-kind quotas, the same delivery
calendars. Encomenderos used indigenous calpixques for collection,
and Mexica records — the Matricula de Tributos — to know how
much to demand. The *Codex Mendoza*, commissioned by Viceroy
Antonio de Mendoza around 1541, is documentary proof of this
continuity: a copy of the pre-Hispanic tribute record, annotated in

Spanish, for colonial administration's use.

The third step was keeping territorial organization. Colonial
corregimientos were drawn over old tributary provinces; new
districts' head towns were old pre-Hispanic head towns; and the
*repUblica de indios* — indigenous communities' juridical regime —
recognized altepetl's corporate personality, with communal lands,
elected authorities (the indigenous cabildo, with governor, alcaldes,
regidores), customs. The Indian cabildo was, in more than one

respect, the old altepetl council with Spanish names.

Even justice kept Mexica traces: indigenous alcaldes and governors
kept judging minor suits by "their uses and customs," and colonial
legislation — the Laws of the Indies — expressly ordered respecting
indigenous customs not contradicting faith or Spanish laws. In
practice, this meant much Mexica customary law survived, adapted,

through three colonial centuries.
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This continuity was no idyll: the colonial system was more
extractive, brutal, destructuring than the Mexica. Encomienda
derived into terrible abuses; epidemics decimated population;
pressure on communities grew. But the structure — local lords,
in-kind tribute, records, jurisdictions — was the inherited one. The
Spaniards conquered Tenochtitlan with cannon and Tlaxcalans; they

governed New Spain with calpixques and codices.

The perfect symbol of this paradox is the Codex Mendoza itself: a
manuscript painted by indigenous tlacuilos, with Spanish glosses,
recording tlatoanis' conquests and provinces' tributes,
commissioned by a Spanish viceroy to collect better. Its pages hold
two worlds: the empire that was and the viceroyalty inheriting it.
The Mexica state died in 1521; its administration survived in the

archives.

Family Law: Marriage, Inheritance, and Lineage

Mexica law regulated family life in detail, because the family — the
lineage — was social order's cell. Marriage, inheritance, and

legitimacy were no private matters: they were matters of state.

Marriage among nobles was, as we saw, a diplomatic instrument:
polygyny for lords, with a principal wife and several secondary ones,
each union sealed with ceremonies and gifts. Among macehuales,
monogamy was the norm, though a prosperous man might have
more than one woman. Marriage was celebrated with rites — the
knotting of the couple's cloaks — and recorded in the calpulli's
memory. Divorce existed and was regulated: by mutual agreement

or judicial decision, as we saw speaking of women's rights.

Inheritance followed precise rules. Among nobles, goods were
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divided among sons, with preference for the principal wife's but
recognized rights for the secondary ones'. The tlatoani's personal
estate — we saw it — was divided among his heirs without
automatically passing to the successor. Among macehuales, the
calpulli plot transmitted within the family while worked: land
belonged to the lineage in usufruct, not to the individual in absolute

property.

Legitimacy mattered: the principal wife's children inherited rank
and precedence; secondary wives' had rights but a subordinate
place; children of irregular unions might be recognized or not, by
the father's will. Adoption and fosterage existed as institutions: a
sonless noble could adopt a nephew to ensure the lineage's

continuity.

The lineage — the tlacamecayotl — functioned as a juridical person:
it had collective goods, collective honor, collective responsibility.
One member's crimes stained all; one's merits exalted all. This logic
explains certain punishments' severity — family dishonor as penalty
— and succession suits' importance: inheritance disputes among
nobles were the courts' daily bread, judges dedicating much time to

untangling genealogies.

The conquest altered this law without wholly abolishing it: the
Church imposed indissoluble Christian marriage, but communities
kept transmitting lands and offices by the old rules for generations.
The lineage, like the calpulli, survived in colonial twilight: invisible

to Spanish law, in force by custom.

Slavery: Penalty, System, and Social Valve

No honest portrait of the Mexica state can skip examining slavery,

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 111



an institution that existed and which law regulated in detail. But
Mexica slavery — *tlacotli* — was very different from American
plantation slavery or classical antiquity's, and grasping the

difference is grasping the empire's social logic.

One became a slave several ways: as penalty for crimes — the
thief who could not make restitution, the insolvent debtor; as
voluntary sale in famine times — parents selling children, or
themselves, to survive, with redemption right; as war prisoner —
though most prisoners ended in sacrifice, not slavery; or by birth,

although the condition was not automatically inherited in all cases.

The Mexica slave kept rights astonishing Spaniards: he could have
family, own goods, even own slaves in turn. He could buy freedom,
and traditional manumission mechanisms existed — at great feasts,
masters freed slaves as piety. Extreme slave mistreatment was
frowned upon and, in some cases, punished: the slave reaching the

royal palace or taking temple refuge could claim freedom.

Slavery thus functioned as a social valve: absorbing debtors,
delinquents, famine's desperate, without creating a permanent
hereditary caste. It was a condition, not an identity; a temporary
state, not a destiny. This does not make it less harsh — loss of
freedom is always tragedy — but distinguishes it from slave

systems dehumanizing the slave by birth.

The state requlated the slave market with the same attention as
other commerce: Tlatelolco's market had a sector for its sale, with
rules on information sellers must give — defects, background —
under judges' supervision. Even in buying and selling persons,

Mexica administration demanded order.
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Pardon and Clemency: Justice's Other Face

Mexica justice was severe, but not implacable: beside punishment
stood pardon, regulated by custom and exercised by the tlatoani as
sacred prerogative. Understanding clemency is understanding that
the Mexica juridical system was no punishing machine but a

government instrument dosing rigor and mercy.

Royal pardon was proclaimed on ritual occasions: a new tlatoani's
enthronement — beginning his reign with magnanimity — an heir's
birth, the 52-year cycle's great feasts, a temple's dedication. Then
the sovereign freed minor-crime prisoners, condoned state debts,
lifted exiles. Pardon was not arbitrary: it followed traditional rules —
traitors and homicides were not pardoned — was publicly

announced, scribe-recorded.

There was also asylum: whoever took refuge in a temple or
reached the royal palace could claim sovereign protection. The
mistreated slave reaching the palace went free; the pursued
sheltering in the temple could not be forcibly extracted. Asylum was
the system's safety valve: recognizing human justice could err,

reserving space for divine and royal mercy.

And there was composition: in some crimes — especially
patrimonial — the offender could avoid punishment by
compensating the victim. The thief restoring stolen goods with
increase, the debtor paying, he who caused damage repairing it,
could be judge-pardoned. Mexica justice preferred, when possible,
restoration to vengeance: social order repaired better with

compensation than the scaffold.

This dosing of severity and clemency was conscious government

technigue. A state only punishing breeds hatred; one only
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pardoning breeds contempt. The tlatoani knowing when to be
implacable and when magnanimous — like Moctezuma | in the
famine, combining discipline with generosity — built lasting

legitimacy. Clemency, in apt hands, was as powerful as terror.

The Spaniards kept this prerogative: the viceroy — like the tlatoani
— could pardon, doing so on the same ritual occasions: a new
viceroy's arrival, a prince's birth, great feasts. Royal pardon crossed
the Atlantic and survived conquest, being one of those institutions

all power needs: the capacity to say "enough" to its own severity.

Military Justice: Army Discipline

The Mexica army had its own justice system, separate from civil and
severer: military justice. On campaign, discipline admitted no

delays or appeals, crimes judged and punished on the spot.

Military crimes endangered army effectiveness: disobeying
orders, desertion, cowardice before the enemy, stealing common
booty, raping women of towns the army passed — prohibited under
death penalty, not to alienate allies — espionage or treason. All
were punished with death, executed at once and publicly, before

formed troops.

Military  judges were officers designated by the
commander-in-chief, acting with summary procedures: brief
interrogation, immediate sentence, execution at dawn. No appeal
on campaign: discipline could not await return. But there was
record: military scribes noted sentences, and back in Tenochtitlan
the general rendered council accounts of ordered executions.
Military justice was expeditious, not arbitrary: it answered to civil

power.
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Dishonor was, for the Mexica warrior, worse punishment than
death. The coward was not always executed: sometimes publicly
degraded — hair shorn, insignia stripped, expelled from his military
order — returned to his ward as a pariah. Living dishonored, in a
society valuing warrior honor above all, was perpetual
condemnation. Many preferred death in the next battle: heroic

suicide was dishonor's only wash.

This military justice produced Mesoamerica's most disciplined army:
Spanish chroniclers — who knew their own tercios' indiscipline —
marveled at Mexica hosts' order, march silence, combat obedience.
Discipline was the empire's true secret weapon: more decisive than
obsidian macanas. And when that discipline broke — in the siege's

final days, with hunger and smallpox — the empire broke with it.

Women Before the Law: Rights and Restrictions

Mexica law treated men and women differently, but did not reduce
women to juridical minority: Mexica women held rights the era's

European women did not dream of.

Noble women inherited: they could receive lands and goods from
parents, transmitting them to children. They administered dowries
independently, and in widowhood kept properties. Inheritance suits
among women — or women and men — were judged by the same

rules as men's, sentences often protecting female rights.

Common women traded: in Tlatelolco's market, many traders were
women, handling their own capital, answering for debts. A woman
could be guarantor, witness in trials — her testimony worth as much
as a man's — party in suits. Mexica women's juridical capacity was

full in civil sphere.
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In marriage, women kept juridical personality: they did not merge
into husbands'. Adultery was punished with death for both culprits
— a severe equality — and a husband's mistreatment of his wife
was divorce cause: the mistreated woman could resort to the judge
and obtain marriage dissolution, keeping goods and small children's
custody. Divorce — agreed or judicial — was a recognized

institution, not a scandal.

There were, of course, restrictions: women could not be tlatoanis or
cihuacoatls, did not sit in council or army, and their education — in
the *ichpochcalli*, maidens' school — prepared them for marriage
and motherhood, not government. Mexica patriarchy was real, but a
patriarchy with guaranteed female rights: a combination
sixteenth-century Europe — where the married woman was

juridically nonexistent — did not know.

Conquest worsened matters: Spanish law reduced indigenous
women's juridical capacity, the Church imposed a more rigid
marriage model. But in communities, women kept their spaces:
markets stayed theirs, and land suits show women defending rights
well into the colony. The memory of women with rights survived,

like so much, at society's base.

The Law of the Vanquished: Justice in the
Provinces

The judicial system described worked in Tenochtitlan; but what
happened in the provinces? Did subjected towns have access to
imperial justice, or lay at local lords' and calpixques' mercy? The
answer reveals another facet of the Mexica state: its capacity to

project juridical order beyond the capital.

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 116



In principle, each subjected altepetl kept its own judges and
customs: local justice stayed local. The town's tlatoani judged
subjects by local traditions, Tenochtitlan not interfering in minor
suits. It applied indirect rule's principle: while tribute flowed and no

rebellion, towns' internal life was their business.

But there were limits. Local lords' abuses against their own
subjects could be denounced before the calpixque, and from him to
Tenochtitlan's supreme court. Sources record lords deposed for
tyranny: the empire did not tolerate vassals oppressing peoples to
revolt's point, for revolts interrupted tribute. Imperial justice thus
functioned as a protection instance — self-interested, but real — for

provinces' macehuales.

Calpixques' abuses — the coin's reverse — were judged with
special severity. The collector demanding extra, mistreating
tributaries, or illicitly enriching himself faced the supreme court and
often the death penalty. The state needed tribute predictable and
bearable: an abusive calpixque was not just unjust but dangerous,
sowing hatred feeding rebellions. Severity against corrupt officials

was stability's investment.

There was, moreover, the right of petition: any imperial subject —
even a macehual from the remotest province — could, in theory,
carry his complaint to Tenochtitlan. In practice few did: the journey
was long and costly, intermediaries could block access. But the
right's existence mattered: local lords knew their abuses could

reach palace ears, and that possibility moderated them.

This system — autonomous local justice, imperial supervision,
exemplary punishment of abuses — is colonial justice's direct

antecedent: alcaldes mayores and corregidores inherited
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calpixques' role, the Audiencia the supreme court's. And Indian
towns' most frequent colonial complaint — Spanish officials' abuses
— shows the problem did not change, only uniforms. Justice at
distance is always imperfect; but the Mexica, at least, attempted it

with a rigor their successors did not always match.

The Incorruptible Judges: The Official's Ideal

The Mexica judge's figure deserves a close portrait, for he embodied
the public official's ideal in an era when Europe barely dreamed it.
Chroniclers — even the most hostile — agree in admiration:
Tenochtitlan's judges were famous for seemingly superhuman

integrity.

The Mexica judge led a life of deliberate austerity: dressed
simply, ate frugally, avoided feasts and suspicious company. It was
no pose: it was an independence technique. A judge owing favors,
frequenting the powerful, living beyond means, was a buyable

judge. Austerity was his armor.

His incompatibility was absolute: he could not trade, own lands
beyond necessity, receive litigants' gifts — not even a gourd of
cacao. Any gift, however small, was read as bribery. And bribery
was punished with death: the law admitted no mitigation for the
corrupt judge, for judicial corruption destroyed trust in the entire

state.

Judges were irremovable in practice: once appointed — by the
cihuacoatl with tlatoani approval — they kept office for life, save
grave cause. This permanence shielded them from political
pressures: they owed their post not to momentary favor but proven

merit. And their prestige was immense: in public ceremonies they
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occupied honor places, the people greeting them with respect

bordering veneration.

Was this ideal reality or pious fiction? Probably both: there were
corrupt judges — human systems always produce them — but the
norm was integrity, deviation punished with a rigor making it rare.
Comparison with colonial justice — where office sale and corruption
were endemic — is revealing: the Spaniards admired the ideal but
could not reproduce it. The ideal of the incorruptible judge was one
of the Mexica state's noblest creations, and one of the least

surviving the conquest.

Balance: Law as Foundation

The Mexica justice system — hierarchical courts, professional
judges of proverbial probity, formal procedure with defense and
appeal, known laws, exemplary punishments — was one of the
imperial state's solidest achievements. It was neither perfect nor
just in the modern sense, but it was predictable, and predictability

is any juridical order's first virtue.

And its most lasting legacy was no particular law but the structure
itself: the idea that an immense, diverse territory can be governed
through supervised local lords, precise records, regular tributes.
Viceroys inherited that idea, and through them, in transformed
forms, it reached independent Mexico. When the nineteenth-century
Mexican state organized its municipalities, political headquarters,
and collection, it was — unknowingly — walking paths calpixques
had traced.

The Mexica state, as a government machine, was too useful to

disappear. It changed owners, changed tongue, changed gods, but
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kept working. That is, perhaps, the tlatoani and cihuacoatl's
posthumous victory: governing, three centuries after death, through

the institutions they invented.

Tenochtitlan fell on August 13, 1521. Cuauhtemoc was captured,
the Templo Mayor demolished, and on the ruins rose Mexico City,
capital of the Viceroyalty of New Spain. Traditional history presents
this moment as a clean break: one world ends, another begins. But
institutions — as we have seen — do not die so easily. The Mexica
state lost its head, but its administrative body kept moving for
centuries, now animated by Spanish masters. This chapter's second

part traces that inheritance to the present.

The Republica de Indios: The Altepetl Under the
Cross

The Spanish Crown, needing to govern millions of indigenous with a
handful of officials, adopted a solution of pragmatic genius: the
republica de indios, a separate juridical regime for indigenous
communities, with their own authorities, communal lands, customs.
In practice, the republica de indios was the old *altepetl* in

Christian dress.

Each Indian town had its cabildo: a governor — the old tlatoani,
now with Spanish title — alcaldes, regidores, constables, elected
annually by the town's principals and confirmed by Spanish
authorities. The cabildo collected tribute, organized communal
labor, administered town lands, judged minor suits. These cabildos'
minutes — thousands preserved in Mexican archives — show
vibrant municipal life, with debates, disputed elections, tenacious

defense of community interests.
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Communal lands — pre-Hispanic *calpullalli*, rebaptized as fundo
legal and ejido — survived as towns' economic base. The Crown
protected them — from fiscal interest, not philanthropy: a town with
lands paid tribute; a despoiled town died or rebelled — and towns
defended them with endless suits before the Audiencia. Indigenous
communities' tenacity defending their lands is one of three
centuries of New Spanish history's threads, originating in the Mexica

calpulli.

The republica de indios also had its dark side: it was a tutelage
regime treating Indians as juridical minors, subjecting them to
tribute and forced labor — encomienda first, repartimiento after —
evangelizing them by force. But it gave them something colonial
empires rarely gave their subjected: collective juridical personality,
inalienable lands, their own authorities. That relative protection
explains why indigenous communities survived as such into the
nineteenth century, when the Reform Laws disamortized them —
and why their dispossession sparked the Revolution's agrarista

rebellions.

From Calpixque to Corregidor: Collection's
Continuity

The colonial collection chain reproduces, link by link, the Mexica
one. Where there was a *calpixque*, there was an encomendero
then a corregidor; where a local tlatoani, a cacique-governor;
where a Matricula de Tributos, padrones and assessments. Names
changed; the function — extracting communities' surplus

channeling it to the center — remained.

The corregidores — royal officials in charge of Indian districts —

were calpixques' direct heirs: they resided in the head town,
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supervised indigenous governors, collected tribute for the Crown,
administered justice. Like calpixques, they were both necessary and
hated: necessary, for without them the system did not work; hated,
for embodying extraction. And like calpixques, they frequently fell
into corruption: the repartimiento de mercancias — forced sale of
products to Indians — was colonial administration's great scandal,
an abuse the Mexica system, with its judges of proverbial probity,

would have punished with death.

The Audiencia of Mexico — the high colonial court — inherited the
*tlahtocan's* functions as supreme court: it judged grave cases,
resolved Spanish-Indian conflicts, supervised officials. And the
viceroy — the king's "alter ego" — occupied the huey tlatoani's
symbolic place: a distant sovereign, surrounded by ceremonial,
whose word was law but who governed through councils and
officials. The colonial power pyramid was the Mexica pyramid with a

Spanish apex.

This continuity was no accident: it was conscious policy. The Laws
of the Indies ordered respecting Indian "uses and customs," and
the ablest viceroys — Antonio de Mendoza, Luis de Velasco —
studied the pre-Hispanic system to govern better. The Codex
Mendoza is no antiquarian curiosity: it is a colonial administration
manual. The Spaniards conquered an empire and inherited its

bureaucracy; wisdom lay in not wasting it.

The Tlatoani's Shadow in Modern Mexico

And after independence? Nineteenth-century Mexico formally
destroyed the republica de indios — the Reform Laws disamortized
communal lands — but deep structures took long to die. The

Mexican municipio — local government's cell — occupies in many
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cases the old altepetl's territory; Porfirian jefaturas politicas
reproduced calpixque logic — a center official supervising local
authorities; and Mexican presidency's centralism — a strong
Executive, surrounded by ceremonial, concentrating real power —

has distant echoes of the huey tlatoani.

This is no direct continuity — drawing a straight line from
Moctezuma to presidents would be absurd — but a persistent
political logic: in Mexico, power tends to concentrate in a central
figure legitimized by a mix of election and acclamation, surrounded
by a notables' council, sustained by a bureaucracy administering
from above and communities self-governing from below. Mexican
presidentialism, with its "dedazo" succession — the outgoing
president choosing his successor within the elite, like the electoral
council choosing the tlatoani among princes — is an involuntary

echo of Mexica elective monarchy.

Deeper still is the cultural inheritance: the idea that the state must
protect the weak — public granaries, reserves against hunger,
communities' tutelage — reappears in revolutionary agrarismo, in
the twentieth-century ejido — direct heir of calpullalli — and in the
Mexican social state's rhetoric. The Mexica state did not invent
social justice, but practiced a premodern version of it, and that
memory — transmitted by communities that lived it — was never

fully lost.

Nahuatl as the State's Language

A multiethnic empire needs a common tongue, and the Mexica state
imposed its own: Nahuatl became the administration's,
commerce's, diplomacy's language across the empire's reach. It

was no brutal imposition — towns kept mother tongues — but
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practical necessity: calpixques, judges, ambassadors, merchants

needed to understand each other, and Nahuatl was power's idiom.

Nahuatl's expansion followed the empire's: in each subdued
province, Mexica officials — calpixque, garrison, scribes — spoke
Nahuatl, local lords learning it from need. Provincial nobility's
children were educated in Tenochtitlan — or with Mexica tutors —
returning home bilingual. Tlatelolco's market was a Babel where
Nahuatl served as lingua franca. And pochtecas carried it to Central
America, where Nahuatl — in its Pipil variant — was spoken to El

Salvador.

The state tended this tongue as a government instrument: the
calmecac taught cultured Nahuatl — *tecpillahtolli*, "the lords'
speech" — with flowery rhetoric and ceremonial formulas; scribes
fixed pictographic orthography; official discourses — tlatoani's,
council's, ambassadors' — were pronounced in elevated Nahuatl

marking power-people distance.

Conquest did not destroy this linguistic hegemony: it transformed it.
The friars — needing to evangelize — learned Nahuatl and used it
as catechesis's tongue; colonial administration employed it in Indian
courts; indigenous cabildos' documents were written in Nahuatl! for
two centuries. Nahuatl was the Mexica state's language, remaining
the vanquished's tongue — and their victors', when they needed to

address them — throughout the colony.

Today over a million and a half people speak Nahuatl in Mexico: the
country's liveliest indigenous tongue. Each time an official, teacher,
or judge addresses a Nahua community in its language, the
empire's old linguistic policy resonates — unnoticed: the state's

tongue outlives the state. Words, like institutions, outlast empires.
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The Codices as Constitutions: The State's Written
Memory

The Mexica state had no written constitution in the modern sense,
but had something serving similar functions: the codices. These
pictographic manuscripts — painted on amate paper or deerskin,
folded screen-like — recorded official history, royal genealogies,
tributes, ritual calendars, customary laws. They were the empire's

institutional memory, their custody a state function.

Historical codices — like the Boturini or annals — narrated
pilgrimage, founding, tlatoanis' feats: they were the dynasty's
written legitimation. Tribute codices — the Matricula — recorded
each province's obligations: they were the fiscal code. Ritual
codices — the Borgia, the Borbonicus — prescribed ceremonies:
they were the official cult's manual. And genealogical codices
fixed lineages and succession rights: they were nobility's civil

registry.

These codices' production and custody fell to *tlacuilos* —
scribe-painters — trained in the calmecac, organized in a guild with
its own rules. Palace archives guarded originals, copies made for
provinces and officials. When Itzcoatl and Tlacaelel ordered ancient
codices burned, they were exercising the state's most radical power

over memory: deciding what was remembered and forgotten.

Conquest destroyed most of these manuscripts — friars burned
them as the devil's works — but survivors — or colonial-era copies,
like the Mendoza — are our window onto the Mexica state. And
there is a final irony: the Spaniards, who burned codices as idolatry,
kept tribute ones as government tools. The memory the empire

wrote to legitimize itself served its conquerors to exploit it. Codices
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were the Mexica state's unwritten constitutions; and like all

constitutions, they outlived their drafters.

The State's Memory in Stone: Architecture of
Power

The Mexica state was not only administered: it was built.
Architecture was a language of power as eloquent as council
speeches, and imperial buildings — palace, Templo Mayor,
causeways, aqueducts — were political organization's physical

materialization.

The royal palace — already discussed — was government's seat
and symbol: a complex occupying the city's heart, visible from
everywhere, with council courtyards, embassy halls, tribute
storehouses. Each tlatoani expanded or remodeled it, leaving his
signature in stone: the palace was the dynasty's architectural

autobiography.

The Templo Mayor — the great double pyramid of Huitzilopochtli
and Tlaloc — was the empire's sacred center and, at once, a
political monument: each expansion — and there were seven —
celebrated a victory, a reign, an era. Ahuitzotl's 1487 expansion
dedication, with multitudinous ceremonies, was the moment the
Mexica state showed itself at maximum greatness. The temple was

the empire made stone.

The causeways — three great roads joining Tenochtitlan to dry
land — were engineering and government works: they allowed army
movement, tribute flow, city control. Their drawbridges — so
surprising Spaniards — were also military devices: in rebellion,

raised, the city stood isolated. Infrastructure was strategy.
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The aqueducts — Chapultepec's, expanded by Ahuitzotl — carried
fresh water to a city of hundreds of thousands: a technical feat
requiring state planning, organized labor, permanent maintenance.
Water was power: whoever controlled the aqueduct controlled the

city's life.

All this architecture was solidified tribute: built with subjected
towns' labor — *coatequitl*, obligatory collective work — and
imperial materials. Each stone reminded of domination, each
building affirmed the state was eternal. The Spaniards understood:
they demolished the Templo Mayor and built the cathedral on its
ruins, reusing the same stones. Power changes hands but keeps
needing buildings. And Moctezuma's palace stones today support
Mexico's National Palace: power's architecture, like administration,

outlives its builders.

The Mexica State in World History

To finish, let us place the Mexica state in world history. The great
premodern states — pharaonic Egypt, imperial China, the Roman
Empire, the Inca — share traits: bureaucracy, tribute, standing
army, administrative writing, monumental capital. The Mexica state

had them all, developed independently, without Old World contact.

This independence is what fascinates: it is history's experiment,
proof that political complexity is no single civilization's invention but
a universal human response to universal problems — how to govern
many, how to collect, judge, legitimize. The Mexica reached
solutions like the Old World's — councils, judges, records, provinces
— by their own paths, with their original dyarchy, sacred calendar,

prestige economy.
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And they went far: in barely two centuries, they built a state
governing millions, with an administration the conquistadors — men
of Europe's mightiest empire — deemed worth preserving. That is
their achievement's measure: not retrospective compassion, but

their victors' respect.

The Mexica state was not perfect: it oppressed the vanquished, was
severe with its own, its tribute model held its destruction's seeds.
But it was a work of collective intelligence, proof of what a people
can build organizing its talent. Honoring it is not idealizing it: it is

recognizing it for what it was, one of history's great states.

Closing: The State as Civilizational Work

Closing this volume, let us return to the opening question: how was
Mesoamerica's mightiest empire governed? The answer, after this
journey, is richer than at the start. It was governed with a word —
the tlatoani's — sustained by a second word — the cihuacoatl's;
with councils deliberating and electing; with judges of proverbial
probity and formal procedures; with provinces supervised by
calpixques and recorded by scribes; with a calendar synchronizing
millions; with an army that was also a school of merit; and with an
idea of power as service — *tequitl* — binding sovereign and

lowliest tameme alike.

The Mexica state was a civilizational work comparable to humanity's
great political constructions: as original as the Greek polis, as
effective as Chinese bureaucracy, as lasting in effects as Roman
law. It lasted barely two centuries in imperial form — 1428 to 1521
— but its institutions governed, transformed, for three more colonial

centuries, their echoes reaching today.
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Ilts fall resulted not from institutional inferiority — whose
administrative effectiveness the conquistadors themselves
recognized — but from a fatal conjunction: European military
technology, epidemics decimating population, and subjected towns'
rebellion which the tribute system itself had aggravated. The

empire died of its contradictions and bad luck, not primitivism.

And yet — this volume's final thesis — the Mexica state did not
wholly die. It survived in Indian cabildos, tribute padrones, codices
copied by viceroys' order, communal lands defended for centuries,
in municipio and ejido. It survived because it was useful, and the
useful is not destroyed: it is inherited. The Spaniards understood;

we, studying it, should understand too.

He who speaks — the tlatoani — fell silent in 1521. But his state
kept speaking, in Nahuatl and Spanish, for three hundred more
years. And in a sense, it speaks today: whenever a town defends
communal lands, whenever a judge invokes custom, whenever the
Mexican state presents itself as the dispossessed's protector, the
voice of he who spoke from Tenochtitlan's palace resonates —
distant, transformed, unrecognizable, yet real. Studying it rigorously
and telling it respectfully is the best way to keep it alive. That is the
Mexica state's legacy. That is the inheritance this volume has

sought to honor.
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Glossary of Nahuatl Terms

Aztlan — "Place of herons" or "place of whiteness." Mythical

homeland of the Mexica.

Calmécac — School of the nobility, where priests, rulers, and judges

were trained.
Calpixque — Official in charge of tribute collection in the provinces.

Calpulli — Clan or ward; the basic unit of social and territorial

organization.

Chinampa — Agricultural platform built on the lake; "floating
garden."”
Cihuacéatl — "Serpent Woman." Second-in-command of the empire,

in charge of internal administration.

Codex (plural: codices) — Pictographic manuscript on amate paper

or deerskin.
Cuauhtli — Eagle; the military order of the eagle warriors.

Huehuetlatolli — "Discourses of the elders." Moral maxims and

philosophical reflections.

Huitzilopochtli — Patron god of the Mexica; the sun in its warrior

aspect.

Macehualtin — The common people; the agricultural and artisan

base of society.
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Mexica — The name the so-called "Aztecs" gave themselves.
Mictlan — The underworld, place of the dead.

Nahuatl — Language of the Mexica, still spoken by over a million

people.
Ocelotl — Jaguar; the military order of the jaguar warriors.

Ometeotl — "Dual God." The supreme creator principle, abstract in

nature.

Pipiltin — The hereditary nobility.

Pochteca — Professional long-distance merchant; also spy and
ambassador.

Quetzalcéatl — "Feathered Serpent." God of wisdom, wind, and life.

Telpochcalli — School of the common people, where warriors were
trained.

Tezcatlipoca — "Smoking Mirror." God of night, magic, and destiny.
Tianguis — Marketplace.

Tlacotin — Slave; a status neither hereditary nor necessarily

permanent.

Tlaloc — God of rain and water.

Tlamatinime — "Those who know." Sages guarding memory and
knowledge.

Tlatoani — "He who speaks." The supreme ruler.

Tonalpohualli — Ritual calendar of 260 days.

Triple Alliance — Pact of Tenochtitlan, Texcoco, and Tlacopan

(1428), the empire's foundation.
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Xiuhpohualli — Solar calendar of 365 days.
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Timeline

1110 (tradition) — Departure from Aztldn; the Mexica pilgrimage

begins.

1325 — Founding of Mexico-Tenochtitlan on the islet in Lake

Texcoco.
1376 — Acamapichtli, first tlatoani of Tenochtitlan.

1428 — Defeat of Azcapotzalco and formation of the Triple Alliance

(Tenochtitlan, Texcoco, Tlacopan).

1440-1469 — Reign of Moctezuma llhuicamina; expansion of the

empire.

1450-1454 — The great famine; the Flower Wars become

institutionalized.

1486-1502 — Reign of Ahuitzotl; the empire reaches its greatest

extent.

1502-1520 — Reign of Moctezuma Xocoyotzin.

1519 — Hernan Cortés lands at Veracruz; alliance with Tlaxcala.
1519 — The Spaniards enter Tenochtitlan (November 8).

1520 — La Noche Triste, the Night of Sorrows (June 30); death of

Moctezuma.

1521 — Fall of Tenochtitlan (August 13); end of the Mexica empire.
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1521-1821 — The viceregal era; Nahuatl becomes the lingua franca

of New Spain.

1821 — Independence of Mexico; the eagle of the founding myth

inspires the national coat of arms.

1910-1920 — The Mexican Revolution; the Indigenous past is

revalued.
1978 — A chance discovery launches the Templo Mayor Project.

1978-2026 — Excavations of the Templo Mayor in the heart of
Mexico City.

Today — Over 1.5 million Nahuatl speakers; the chinampas of

Xochimilco still in production.
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ANCESTRAL LEGACY - HISTORY OF MEXICO - VOLUME 5

The State and
Administration

How was the most powerful empire of Mesoamerica actually
governed? "The State and Administration" reconstructs, with
academic rigor and accessible prose, the political machinery
that allowed the Mexica to build an empire upon a lake: the
tlatoani, the council-elected sovereign whose word was law;
the cihuacdatl, the "Serpent Woman" who ran the internal
administration; the councils of dignitaries, judges, and
governors; and the network of calpixques who collected tribute
from more than 400 subjected peoples.

From the election of Itzcéatl to the crisis of Moctezuma
Xocoyotzin, this fifth volume of Ancestral Legacy examines the
justice of Mexica courts, their punishments and laws, and
reveals the least-known turn of the story: how the Spanish
conquistadors adopted and perpetuated much of that system
to administer the Viceroyalty of New Spain. An original account
of power, law, and the continuity of a civilization that never
truly disappeared.
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