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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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Introduction. The Pyramid
and Its Doors

Every human society must order the coexistence of its members:
deciding who commands and who obeys, who works the land and
who administers tribute, who prays and who fights. The answers to
these questions form what scholars call social stratification, and
each civilization has invented its own. That of the Mexica —the
people who founded Tenochtitlan and built, in two centuries, one of
the most impressive empires of pre-Hispanic America— was a
system of remarkable complexity and coherence, which this volume

sets out to explore in depth.

The most common image of Mexica society is that of a pyramid: at
the apex, the tlatoani and the hereditary nobility of the pipiltin; in
the middle, merchants and distinguished warriors; at the broad
base, the great mass of the macehualtin, the common people; and
at the bottom, the tlacotin, the slaves. The image is useful as a
map, but —like all maps— it simplifies. Reality was more nuanced:
between the strata there were intermediate steps, the boundaries
were porous, and mechanisms existed —war, trade, priesthood,
marriage— that allowed vertical movement. The Mexica pyramid
had doors, and people moved through those doors in both

directions.

This volume is organized as a descent down the pyramid, stratum
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by stratum, but with a thesis that unfolds chapter by chapter:
Mexica society combined a rigid hierarchy with real mobility,
profound inequality with institutions that limited it, severe discipline
with spaces for festivity and solidarity. Each chapter examines one
stratum in its inner logic —its origins, organization, daily life,
horizons— and the last reconstructs the system in motion: the paths
of ascent, the limits of merit, and the final balance between rigidity
and permeability. It was neither an arbitrary tyranny nor a primitive
democracy: it was a civilizational order with its own logic, virtues,
and limits, which deserves to be understood on its own terms before

being judged by ours.

The sources for reconstructing that order are abundant, though
indirect. The Mexica left no sociology treatises: they left codices
with tribute records, genealogies, and rituals; they left a language
—Nahuatl— whose words reveal mental categories; and they left
descendants who, after the conquest, told the friar chroniclers
—Sahagun, Durdn, Motolinia— what their world had been like. To
these sources is added a century of anthropological and historical
research —Soustelle, Ledén-Portilla, Lépez Austin, Hassig, Berdan,
among many others— which has debated, nuanced, and sometimes
corrected the traditional picture. This volume draws on that
heritage, but its voice is its own: an original synthesis that aspires
to present Mexica society with academic rigor and with the respect
owed to a civilization that thought seriously about how to organize

communal life.
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Chapter 1. The Pipiltin:
Hereditary Nobility

Mexica society in Tenochtitlan was not an undifferentiated mass of
people subject to the whim of an absolute ruler. It was, on the
contrary, a carefully articulated network of social groups, each with
defined functions, its own rights, and precise obligations toward the
whole. To understand that network is to understand the empire: its
military force, tribute, religion, and economy rested on the way
society was ordered. The most important unit of that order was the
distinction between those born to command and those born to work
—although, as we shall see, the boundary between the two proved

more permeable than the word "nobility" suggests at first glance.

At the apex of the social pyramid stood the pipiltin, a Nahuatl word
usually translated as "the nobles" or "the principal ones." The term
comes from pilli, which literally means "child" —with the nuance of
“child of a principal house"— so that the pipiltin were, in the most
direct sense, "the children of the lords." Status was inherited: one
was born pipiltin by being the son or daughter of those who already
were, and that noble blood constituted a capital that no feat could
entirely manufacture. The Mexica believed that the legitimacy of
rule flowed from lineage, and that lineage traced back, in their
imagination, to the Toltecs, the wise builders of Tula whose

civilizational prestige functioned as a kind of divine title of origin for
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whoever could invoke their blood.

Lineage as the Foundation of Power

The hereditary principle organized access to the highest offices of
the state, but it is worth specifying what "hereditary" meant to the
Mexica, because it was not automatic succession from father to son,
as in European monarchies. The tlatoani —the supreme ruler— did
not inherit the throne by primogeniture: upon the tlatoani's death, a
council elected his successor from among the members of the royal
family. The election, however, was circumscribed to the circle of
blood: only a male of the ruling lineage could be considered, and in
practice the choice almost always fell on a son, brother, or nephew
of the deceased. Nobility of birth was thus a necessary though not
sufficient condition for reaching the summit: it opened the door, but

did not guarantee the seat.

The same principle governed the empire's other great offices. The
cihuacoatl —"the woman serpent,” second in command and
responsible for internal administration—, the generals tlacochcalcatl
and tlacateccatl, the provincial governors, the supreme judges, and
the high priests all came from pipiltin families. The nobility was thus
a ruling class in the literal sense: the government of the empire was
in its hands by right of birth. But birth was not everything. The
Mexica deeply valued personal competence, and an inept or
cowardly pipiltin could see his career stall, while a noble of
secondary lineage who demonstrated valor in war or administrative
talent could climb within the state apparatus. Blood gave access to

the stage; merit decided the role.

Lineage consciousness was cultivated from childhood. Noble

children learned the names of their ancestors, the feats of their
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house, the titles and offices their fathers and grandfathers had held.
The chroniclers of the colonial era, such as Friar Bernardino de
Sahagun and his Nahua informants, collected discourses —the
huehuetlatolli, "words of the elders"— in which a noble father
instructed his son on the dignity of his lineage and the obligation to
honor it. Being pipiltin was not a passive privilege: it was a burden
demanding decorum, discipline, and service. The noble who
dishonored his lineage through cowardice, drunkenness, or
negligence lost the respect of his peers and, with it, his political

future.

The Tlatoani and the Great Offices of State

The apex of the nobility was the tlatoani, "he who speaks" —a title
revealing a conception of power as word and command, not mere
possession. The tlatoani of Tenochtitlan was at once supreme
military chief, high priest in the great ceremonies, judge of last
resort, and representative of the people before the gods. His palace,
the tecpan, was the administrative center of the empire: there
councils met, ambassadors were received, the gravest cases were
judged, and the most precious tributes were stored. Living in the
palace or in the noble houses surrounding it was the visible mark of

belonging to the ruling elite.

Beneath the tlatoani extended a hierarchy of offices that scholars
have reconstructed in some detail. The cihuacoatl administered the
city and territory in peacetime: he supervised collection, appointed
lesser judges, organized public works, and acted as regent when the
tlatoani went on campaign. The military commanders —the
tlacochcalcatl, "the man of the house of darts," and the tlacateccatl,

"the cutter of heads"— led the armies and, in practice, constituted a
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warrior aristocracy within the nobility. There were also specialized
officials: local rulers of the barrios, the calpixques who collected
tribute in the provinces, ambassadors, administrators of the
granaries. Each office had its insignia, vestments, and privileges,
and the whole formed a surprisingly complex bureaucracy for a

society without alphabetic writing or coinage.

It is important to note that many of these offices, though reserved
for the pipiltin, were not themselves hereditary. The office of
tlatoani was elective; that of cihuacoatl as well. What was inherited
was eligibility: the right to be considered. This distinction is crucial
because it introduces an element of competition within the nobility
and partly explains the system's vitality: the sons of the great knew
their lineage opened the doors of power, but also that they would
have to prove they deserved to cross them. Education in the
Calmecac, the school of the nobility, was precisely the workshop

where that proof was forged.

Priests and Judges: The Power of Temple and Law

Within the noble class there were two bodies of special importance:
the priesthood and the judiciary. Mexica priests were not mere
ritual officiants: they were the guardians of the calendar, the
astronomers, the educators, the ritual physicians, and the
chroniclers of the people. The priesthood constituted a career within
the nobility —though some minor posts could be held by pious
macehualtin— and was organized in a strict hierarchy, crowned by
two high priests who served Huitzilopochtli and Tlaloc at the Great
Temple. Priests dressed in black, wore their hair long and matted,
fasted, and performed autosacrifice with maguey thorns: their

moral authority rested on a bodily discipline that visibly separated
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them from the rest of society.

The judges, for their part, formed a judicial apparatus of notable
sophistication. In the palace there was a supreme tribunal, the
tecalco, where noble judges —the tetecuhtin— resolved the gravest
cases: treason, homicide, adultery among the nobility, disputes over
land. In each barrio there were lesser judges who attended to
everyday matters, and there was a system of appeals allowing a
case to be taken from the local judge to the palace tribunal. Laws
were applied with legendary severity: theft, adultery, and public
drunkenness were punished with death in many cases, and the
nobility was not exempt —on the contrary: exemplary conduct was
expected of the pipiltin, and their faults were punished more
rigorously precisely because they dishonored their class. Mexica
justice was, in this sense, an instrument of social cohesion: it

demonstrated that the law stood above persons, including nobles.
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Privileges, Duties, and the School of the Calmecac

The privileges of the nobility were visible and numerous. The pipiltin
were exempt from the tribute in labor and kind that weighed on the
common people; they owned their own lands —the pillalli, "lands of
the nobles"— worked by tenants or by tlacotin; they inhabited stone

houses with patios, some of two stories, in the barrios near the
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ceremonial center; they wore fine cotton mantles adorned with
feathers and embroidery, wore sandals and jewels of jade,
turquoise, and gold; they could have several wives —polygyny was
an elite privilege—; and the choicest foods were reserved for them,
such as cacao, the drink of lords. In public ceremonies they
occupied the places of honor; in war they commanded the troops; in

peace they governed the city.

But each privilege had its counterpart in duties. The noble had to
serve the state in war, administration, or priesthood; maintain his
house with decorum and hospitality; educate his children in the
discipline of his class; and uphold public morality by his example.
Drunkenness, tolerated with relative indulgence in the elders of the
people, was a scandal in a young noble. Cowardice in battle could
cost him his office and honor. The Mexica nobility was not a
parasitic class: it was a functional class, whose legitimacy depended

on continuous service to the empire.

The principal instrument of that formation was the Calmecac, "the
house in a row" or "the house of measurement," the school of the
nobility. There, the children of the pipiltin —and also the children of
rich merchants and distinguished warriors aspiring to the priestly
career— received a rigorous and prolonged education. The
curriculum included religion and rites, the calendar and astronomy,
the pictographic writing of the codices, rhetoric and the art of public
speaking, the history of the people, the mathematics needed for
tribute administration, and a severe moral formation based on the
huehuetlatolli. Discipline was legendary: students rose before dawn
to sweep the temple patios, fasted, bathed in cold water, slept little,
and were harshly punished for any fault. The goal was not erudition

for its own sake, but the formation of character: the future ruler,
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priest, or judge had to master his appetites before governing

others.

Noble girls also received education, though of another kind. They
did not attend the Calmecac —reserved for males— but the
daughters of the great houses learned at home the arts of fine
weaving, ceremonial cooking, music and song, and the manners
proper to their rank. Some entered temple service as maidens,
weaving the sacred vestments and participating in rites. The
marriage of noble daughters was a matter of state: it sealed
alliances between powerful houses and, at times, between
Tenochtitlan and allied or subjected cities. The noble woman,
though excluded from public offices, exercised considerable

influence in the kinship network that sustained the elite.

As a whole, the pipiltin formed a small class —scholars estimate

they did not exceed five percent of the population— but an
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omnipresent one: they occupied every command post, controlled
the best lands, monopolized higher education, and defined the
taste, fashion, and morality of the age. Their power, however, was
neither absolute nor arbitrary: it was limited by law, by internal
competition among noble houses, by the need to legitimize
themselves before the gods and the people through service, and
—as we shall see in the final chapter— by the existence of paths of
ascent that allowed talented men of the common people to join
their ranks. The Mexica nobility was a functional elite, not a
decorative one, and that functionality largely explains the stability

of the empire it governed.

The Court of the Tecpan: Ceremonial and Daily
Life of Power

The tlatoani's palace —the tecpan, "the place of the lord"— was
much more than a residence: it was the administrative, judicial, and
ceremonial heart of the empire, and its daily functioning reveals
how the nobility exercised power in practice. The tecpan of
Tenochtitlan, according to the descriptions of the conquistadors and
Nahua informants, was a complex of patios, halls, storehouses, and
gardens occupying several blocks beside the ceremonial precinct. It
had audience halls where the tlatoani received ambassadors and
petitioners, tribunals where justice was dispensed, armories,
granaries, workshops of artisans serving the court, kitchens feeding
hundreds, and the private apartments of the royal family. It was, in

miniature, a city within the city.

Court life was governed by strict ceremonial. No one appeared
before the tlatoani without following protocol: visitors removed their

sandals, wore plain mantles as a sign of humility, bowed three
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times, and spoke in low voices using formulas of respect. The
tlatoani, for his part, cultivated a sacred distance: he appeared in
public on appointed occasions, surrounded by his guard, and his
word —once pronounced— was law. This theatricality of power was
not vanity: it was an instrument of government. In a society without
alphabetic writing or impersonal bureaucracy, authority was
embodied in the person of the ruler, and ceremonial was the

language through which that authority communicated.

The palace was also the center of imperial hospitality. Ambassadors
from allied and subjected cities were received with banquets;
distinguished warriors were feasted after campaigns; venerable
elders were honored at special festivals. The tlatoani's generosity
—the distribution of mantles, cacao, jewels, and food— was an
essential political virtue: the lord who gave much demonstrated his
greatness and purchased loyalties. Chroniclers tell that Moctezuma
Xocoyotzin kept hundreds of servants in his palace, dwarfs and
hunchbacks as jesters, musicians, and a zoo with eagles, jaguars,
and serpents: the court was a microcosm of the empire, displaying

the diversity and wealth of the governed world.

But the tecpan was also a place of intense work. Each morning,
counselors met with the tlatoani to dispatch the day's business:
reports from the calpixques on tribute, news from the provinces,
disputes among nobles, preparations for festivals, decisions of war
and peace. The judges of the supreme tribunal held their hearings;
scribes recorded decisions, tributes, and genealogies in codices;
ambassadors departed and arrived. The palace hummed like an
administrative hive, and its efficiency —admired even by the
Spaniards, who compared it to European courts— rested on the

discipline of the functional nobility that served it.
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Noble Women: Influence Without Public Office

Pipiltin women held no public offices —military command, the
higher priesthood, and the judiciary were reserved for males— but it
would be a mistake to conclude they lacked power. Their influence
flowed through other channels: marriage, motherhood,
administration of the noble household, and the kinship network

binding the great houses.

A noble daughter's marriage was, as noted, a matter of state.
Parents negotiated alliances with the same care as a treaty: a
daughter married to the tlatoani of an allied city sealed peace; a
daughter given to a victorious general rewarded merit; a daughter
married within Tenochtitlan itself consolidated elite cohesion. The
bride brought a dowry —lands, jewels, slaves, fine mantles— and
entered her husband's house as principal lady, the cihuatecpan,
with authority over secondary wives, servants, and the domestic
economy. Her position gave her access to information, favors, and
the ears of the powerful: many political decisions were gestated in

the conversations of noble women, far from the official halls.

Motherhood was the other great source of female power. The
tlatoani's mother —or the mother of a candidate to the throne—
occupied a place of honor at court, and her lineage reinforced her
son's legitimacy: a tlatoani son of a princess from an allied city
embodied the alliance between the two peoples. Noble mothers
raised their sons in consciousness of their lineage, transmitted
family histories, and at times intervened actively in succession
intrigues. The annals record noble women who promoted their sons'
candidacies to the throne, wove alliances, and even took part in
conspiracies: informal female power was a reality the men of the

court knew and feared.
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At home, the noble lady administered a considerable economy: the
family's lands, tribute in kind, weaving workshops, reserves of
cacao and mantles. She supervised secondary wives, servants, and
domestic slaves; organized banquets and family festivals; and
directed her daughters' education. Some noble women excelled as
weavers of exception —fine weaving was a prestigious art—, as
healers, or as priestesses of the women's temples. And elderly
noble women, freed from the restrictions of fertile age, enjoyed
singular freedom and respect: they could speak in public, advise

rulers, and participate in rites closed to younger women.

Taken together, pipiltin women formed the invisible weave
sustaining the visible nobility. Without their marriages there would
be no alliances, without their motherhood no heirs, without their
administration no noble households. Official history —written by
men— mentions them little, but their absence from offices does not
mean their absence from power: it means, simply, that their power

took another form.

Intermediate Commands: Tetecuhtin,
Calpulleques, and Provincial Nobility

Between the high nobility of Tenochtitlan and the common people
there was an intermediate stratum of commanders deserving its
own attention: local chiefs, district judges, provincial administrators,
barrio captains. They were the gears transmitting the center's
orders to the periphery and the periphery's needs to the center, and
without them the empire —an entity spanning hundreds of cities

and millions of people— would have been ungovernable.

The tetecuhtin —"lesser lords" or "little chiefs"— were lower-ranking

nobles holding local posts: governors of subjected towns, district
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judges, garrison chiefs. Many were members of secondary branches
of the great houses, or nobles of the allied cities —Texcoco,
Tlacopan— incorporated into the imperial administration. Their
power was limited but real: they collected their jurisdiction's tribute,
kept order, organized communal labor, and represented the empire
before the local population. They lived between two worlds: owing
loyalty to the tlatoani of Tenochtitlan, but governing people with
their own traditions and, at times, their own resentments. The good
tetecuhtli was a diplomat as much as an administrator: he knew

when to apply the law rigorously and when to look the other way.

In the capital's barrios, the calpulleques —calpulli chiefs— exercised
similar authority on a smaller scale. Though technically
distinguished macehualtin rather than pipiltin —the post was
elected among the barrio's elders and men of merit— their function
placed them on the frontier between people and nobility: they
distributed lands, organized tribute, judged minor disputes, and
represented the barrio before the authorities. A successful,
respected calpullec might see his children educated in the
Calmecac and married into noble families: it was one of the silent

paths of ascent, that of local administrative service.

The provincial nobility —the pipiltin of subjected cities— constituted
a group with interests of its own, sometimes contradicting
Tenochtitlan's. Local lords kept their titles, lands, and much of their
authority in exchange for paying tribute and supporting the empire
militarily: the basic imperial pact. But their loyalty was conditional:
when the empire showed weakness, provinces rebelled, and Mexica
history is full of uprisings that had to be crushed. Provincial nobles
thus lived in permanent tension between profitable collaboration

and dreamed autonomy, and that tension was one of the empire's
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structural fragilities —as would be seen dramatically during the
conquest, when many subjected cities allied with the Spaniards

against Tenochtitlan.

This intermediate stratum —tetecuhtin, calpulleques, provincial
nobility— shows the social pyramid was not a simple division
between "above" and "below": it was a continuum of ranks, offices,
and dignities, with multiple rungs between apex and base. Each
rung had its privileges and duties, insignia and protocols, and the
whole formed a scale graduated enough for nearly everyone to find

a place —and open enough for the ambitious to climb.

The Priesthood as Career: Temple Hierarchy and
Power

Within the nobility, the priesthood constituted a world of its own,
with its hierarchy, rules, and power. It was not a mere religious
occupation: it was a state career as important as the military or
administrative one, and the principal path of influence for nobles

who did not follow the career of arms.

The apex was occupied by the two high priests of the Great Temple:
those of Huitzilopochtli and Tlaloc, the two patron deities of
Tenochtitlan. They were figures of immense prestige, counselors to
the tlatoani, guardians of the ritual calendar, and directors of the
great ceremonies. Beneath them stretched a complex hierarchy:
the senior priests of each temple, those in charge of the sacred fire,
the singers, the Calmecac educators —who were priests—, the
diviners, the ritual physicians. Each post had its insignia, fasts,

obligations, and privileges.

Entry into the priesthood followed several paths. The most common
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was the Calmecac: young nobles inclined to religious life remained
at the school past military age and were ordained in successive
grades. But there were also late vocations: retired warriors,
disgraced officials, pious youths of plebeian origin who showed
aptitude. The priesthood valued discipline, memory —one had to
memorize the songs, calendars, and rituals—, physical endurance
—fasts, vigils, autosacrifice— and moral purity. It was no career for

vulgar climbers: it demanded total dedication.

Priestly power was threefold: religious, educational, and ideological.
Religious, because it controlled access to the gods: without priests
there were no ceremonies, and without ceremonies the world —in
the Mexica worldview— collapsed. Educational, because it directed
the Calmecac and supervised the Telpochcalli: it formed the elites
and indoctrinated the people. Ideological, because it elaborated and
transmitted the justification of the social order: the priests
explained why the tlatoani commanded, why tribute was just, why
war was sacred. This threefold function made the priesthood a
power comparable to the tlatoani's own, and the relationship
between the two —alliance, tension, balance— was one of the axes

of imperial politics.

The priest's life was one of legendary austerity. They dressed in
black, did not bathe —water "cooled" fervor—, wore their hair long
and matted with the blood of autosacrifices, fasted frequently,
pierced their ears, tongues, and thighs with maguey thorns, slept
little, and lived in the temple precincts. This bodily discipline was
their symbolic capital: the people respected them because they saw
men who had conquered their own appetites. And it was also a
filter: only the truly vocationed endured that life, which guaranteed

—in theory— the moral quality of the priestly body.
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Kinship Diplomacy: Alliances Between Cities

The Mexica nobility did not operate only within Tenochtitlan: it wove
a network of marital and political alliances spanning the entire
valley and the provinces, and that network was one of the subtlest
instruments of imperial power. To understand kinship diplomacy is

to understand how the empire expanded without firing an arrow.

The mechanism was elite exogamous marriage. The tlatoani of
Tenochtitlan took wives —besides the principal Tenochca ones—
among the princesses of allied and subjected cities: a daughter of
the lord of Texcoco, another of Tlacopan, another of a distant
tributary city. Each marriage was a treaty: it sealed the alliance,
produced heirs of mixed blood, and created a personal bond
between the ruling houses. The children of these unions —princes of
double lineage— were natural candidates to govern the maternal
cities or hold high imperial offices: they embodied the union of

peoples.

The system worked in both directions. Tenochca nobles married
their daughters to provincial lords, extending Tenochtitlan's
influence by marriage; and provincial lords sought Tenochca wives
to legitimize their position before the empire. Over time, the valley's
noble houses formed an elite endogamy: all were related to all, and
the empire's nobility was —literally— one great family. This
consanguinity had political advantages —cohesion, crossed
loyalties, communication channels— and genetic and factional risks

the sources barely mention.

But kinship diplomacy also had its dark side: forced marriages.
When a city was conquered, its lord could be compelled to deliver

his daughter to the victorious tlatoani, and the children of that
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union —hostages of blood— guaranteed future obedience.
Princesses were, in these cases, human tribute: their bodies sealed
their people's submission. The sources are silent about their
feelings —official history does not record the pain of forced brides—
but it is hard not to imagine the intimate violence of those alliances:
young women torn from home to marry their city's destroyer,

mothers of children who would govern the vanquished people.

On the eve of the conquest, this kinship network showed its
fragility. When the Spaniards arrived, the subjected cities —whose
lords were related to Tenochtitlan but also resented the tribute—
calculated their interests: some remained loyal, others rebelled,
many allied with Cortés. Blood ties did not suffice to sustain the
empire when the correlation of forces shifted: kinship diplomacy
worked in times of strength, but could not compensate for
weakness. The lesson endures: personal alliances sustain empires,

but do not save them.

The Writing of Power: Codices, Genealogies, and
Memory

Mexica noble power rested not only on arms and blood: it rested
also on writing —or, more precisely, on the pictographic system of
the codices. Whoever controlled the records controlled memory,
and whoever controlled memory controlled legitimacy. This section

examines the documentary dimension of noble power.

Codices were books painted on amate paper or deerskin, folded like
screens, where the tlacuilos —the scribe-painters— recorded the
state's essential information in pictograms and ideograms: each
province's tributes, the noble houses' genealogies, the annals of

reigns, ritual calendars, land maps. They were not "books" in the
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alphabetic sense: they were visual recording systems combining
images, symbols, and phonetic glyphs, legible to the initiated. Their
production demanded vyears of Calmecac training, and their

interpretation was elite knowledge.

Genealogies were the most politically sensitive documents. Each
noble house kept its genealogical codices, tracing descent from
founding ancestors —sometimes back to the Toltecs— to the
present. These documents were the proof of legitimacy: in
succession disputes, the candidate with the strongest genealogy
had the advantage; in marriage negotiations, lineage purity was
verified in the codices. And they were also propaganda instruments:
genealogies were "edited" —inconvenient ancestors suppressed,
prestigious links invented— because the past was a political
resource. Tlacaelel —the great reformer— ordered the ancient
codices burned to rewrite official history: a reminder that whoever

controls the past controls the present.

Tribute records —like the Matricula— were the empire's
administrative foundation: without them, collection would have
been impossible. Land maps fixed parcel boundaries and prevented
disputes. Annals narrated the people's official history. Together, the
codices formed a state archive that made it possible to govern an
empire without an alphabet: an administrative feat the Europeans
—accustomed to paper and pen— were slow to grasp and, once

grasped, admired.

Control of writing was thus an elite monopoly: only nobles —and
their scribes— could read and write the codices. The common
macehualli was illiterate in this system —though he "read" the basic
pictograms of calendars and markets— and that exclusion was a

form of power: whoever cannot read the records cannot question
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them. Mexica writing did not democratize knowledge: it
concentrated it. And that concentration was deliberate: knowledge

was an attribute of command, like arms or lands.

The conquest destroyed most codices —burned by friars as "works
of the devil"— but those that survived are invaluable windows onto
the world this volume describes. And the tlacuilos' descendants
—the indigenous scribes of the colonial era— kept painting,
adapting their art to new needs: the colonial codices are the bridge
between the pre-Hispanic world and ours, proof that the writing of

power survived the fall of power itself.

Noble Leisure: Games, Hunting, and Poetry

The pipiltin's life was not only government and ceremony: there was
also leisure, and noble leisure had its own forms, regulated like
everything else. The ball game —tlachtli— was the ritual sport par
excellence: two teams faced each other on the I-shaped court,
striking a heavy rubber ball with their hips, in a game that was at
once sport, cosmological ritual, and, at times, high-stakes betting.
Nobles were players and patrons: great matches —between barrios,
between cities— drew crowds and moved considerable wagers.
Patolli —the board game— was the other passion: a cross-shaped
board where pieces advanced by the throw of marked beans, a
game of chance and strategy that could ruin a player —as we saw in

the case of the debt slave— or enrich him.

Hunting was the warrior's leisure: nobles hunted deer, rabbits, and
birds in the valley's woods and hills, with bow, net, and dogs, in
expeditions that were at once sport and military training. And
poetry —the Nahua songs— was the leisure of the spirit: cultured

nobles composed and recited poems on life's fleetingness, the
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beauty of flowers, the glory of ancestors, at gatherings where the
word was the greatest pleasure. Noble leisure —games, hunting,
poetry— completed the pipiltin's formation: a lord had to know how
to govern, fight, and also enjoy with measure, because life —as the
tlamatinime taught— was brief and had to be honored in all its

dimensions.

Sumptuary Laws: Dress as Rank

In Mexica society, clothing was not a matter of taste: it was a
matter of law. The sumptuary regulations —codified especially
under Tlacaelel's reforms— dictated with precision who could wear
what, and their detail reveals how seriously the system took visible
hierarchy. To dress above one's station was not bad taste: it was a

crime.

The basic distinction was fiber. Cotton —soft, fine, laborious to
work— was reserved for the nobility and those the state honored:
distinguished warriors, high priests, rich merchants on ritual
occasions. The common people wore maguey fiber —ixtle—, coarser
but resistant, the cloth of labor. A macehualli dressed in cotton on
an ordinary day committed an infraction; a noble dressed in ixtle
committed a degradation. The fiber of your mantle announced your

place before you opened your mouth.

Beyond fiber, the laws regulated ornaments, colors, and lengths.
Feather adornments —especially quetzal— were restricted to
warriors and nobles of certain grades; gold and jade jewels to the
high elite; sandals —a seemingly trivial object— were a privilege:
commoners went barefoot, and wearing sandals in the palace was
an honor granted for merit. Mantle length, embroidery patterns,

even hairstyles were coded: the cuachic's shorn head, the priest's
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matted locks, the warrior's topknot each signaled a status. The

Mexica body was a billboard of rank, legible to every observer.

These laws had a double function: they made hierarchy visible
—reinforcing it daily— and they made merit visible too —for the
insignia earned in war or service were displayed with pride. The
farmer turned tequihua could at last wear cotton, and everyone who
saw him knew what those mantles had cost: four prisoners, years of
campaigns, scars. Dress was thus not only oppression but also

reward: the system's language for saying "this man has risen."

Violation was punished, sometimes severely: the commoner
usurping noble dress could be stripped publicly, fined, even
executed in grave cases. But the laws were also flexibly applied at
festivals, when ritual license allowed temporary inversions. The
sumptuary code was, in the end, another expression of the Mexica
genius for order: a society that legislated even the threads of its
mantles was a society convinced that the visible order sustained the

cosmic one.

Princes and Succession: The Royal Family's Inner
Life

The royal family —the tlatoani's household— was the nobility's
innermost circle, and its dynamics shaped imperial politics. The
tlatoani typically had a principal wife —the cihuapilli— and
numerous secondary wives and concubines, daughters of allied
nobles, provincial lords, and distinguished warriors. The result was a
numerous progeny: dozens of princes —tlatocapipiltin, "royal

children"— competing for favor, offices, and eventually the throne.

The princes' education was the Calmecac's most demanding

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 28



version: besides the standard curriculum, they learned statecraft
—accompanying the tlatoani in audiences, observing councils,
commanding detachments in war. Each prince was assigned a
household, lands, and servants, and expected to distinguish
himself: in battle, in administration, in priesthood. The most capable
accumulated prestige and partisans; the mediocre faded into
comfortable obscurity. Rivalry was institutionalized: the system
needed several qualified candidates for each succession, and

competition produced them.

Succession itself was the moment of maximum tension. Upon the
tlatoani's death, the electoral council —composed of the cihuacoatl,
high priests, great generals, and rulers of Texcoco and Tlacopan—
deliberated, sometimes for weeks. Factions formed around
candidates; alliances were negotiated; bribes —in lands, titles,
marriages— circulated. The sources describe successions that were
orderly —the council's choice ratified by acclamation— and others
that bordered on civil war. Women of the royal house —mothers,
widows, sisters— lobbied intensely: the next tlatoani's mother
would be the court's most powerful woman, and each candidate's

maternal kin mobilized accordingly.

Once elected, the new tlatoani faced the delicate task of managing
his rivals: brothers and nephews who had lost the throne but
retained ambition. The Mexica solution combined cooptation and
vigilance: defeated candidates received high offices —generalships,
governorships, priesthoods— binding their interests to the new
regime, but were watched for conspiracy. Some successions ended
in purges; most, in negotiated accommodation. The royal family
was thus at once the dynasty's strength —providing qualified

rulers— and its permanent risk: every succession was a roll of the
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political dice, and the empire's stability depended on the council's

wisdom in choosing well.

The Cihuacoatl: The Empire's Administrator

If the tlatoani was the empire's voice, the cihuacoatl —"woman
serpent"— was its hands: the official who turned decisions into
administration. This office, the second in the Mexica state, deserves
attention as the keystone of the noble bureaucracy, the post where

hereditary status met managerial competence.

The cihuacoatl's responsibilities were vast: he supervised tribute
collection through the calpixques, appointed lesser judges,
organized public works, managed the granaries, oversaw the city's
markets and canals, and acted as regent when the tlatoani
campaigned. In practice, he governed Tenochtitlan's daily life while
the tlatoani governed its destiny: one managed, the other reigned.
The relationship required delicate balance —a strong cihuacoatl
could overshadow a weak tlatoani— and history records both

harmonious partnerships and tense rivalries.

The most famous cihuacoatl was Tlacaelel, who held the office
under four tlatoque and became the empire's gray eminence:
architect of the Triple Alliance's ideology, reformer of laws and
religion, the man who —according to tradition— refused the throne
itself to remain the power behind it. Tlacaelel's career illustrates the
office's potential: a noble of royal blood but not in the direct
succession line, who built his influence on competence, longevity,
and vision rather than the crown. His story —part history, part
legend— embodies the Mexica ideal of service: power exercised
without the throne, authority derived from wisdom rather than birth

order.
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The cihuacoatl was always a pipiltin of the highest rank —usually
the tlatoani's brother or uncle— but his effectiveness depended on
administrative talent, not just blood. He commanded a staff of
secretaries, accountants, and inspectors; he toured the provinces;
he received daily reports. In modern terms, he was the prime
minister to the tlatoani's monarch —and like all prime ministers, his
power was as great as his master's trust allowed. The office
survived until the conquest: the last cihuacoatl died defending

Tenochtitlan, administrator to the end.
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Chapter 2. The Macehualtin
and the Calpulli

If the pipiltin were the head of the empire, the macehualtin were its
body: the immense majority of the population, the common people
whose labor sustained everything else. The Nahuatl word
macehualli —plural macehualtin— is often translated as "vassal" or
“subject," but its root, macehua, means "to deserve" or "to earn
through effort," suggesting a conception of the common people not
as a servile mass but as those who earn their living by work. They
were farmers, artisans, fishermen, porters, builders, weavers: every
trade that made the city and countryside function. Without them
there would have been no tribute to collect, no temples to raise, no

armies to feed.

Macehualli status was inherited like pipiltin status: one was born
into the common people by being the child of common parents. But
unlike the nobility, whose status depended on blood, the
macehualli's status depended on work and belonging to a concrete
community: the calpulli. No macehualli existed socially in isolation;
each person belonged to a calpulli, a barrio-clan that was at once
extended family, neighborhood, parish, and economic unit. To
understand the calpulli is to understand Mexica popular life,
because nearly everything a macehualli was —land, trade, school,

local temple, obligations— passed through that institution.
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The Common People: Who the Macehualtin Were

The macehualtin constituted, by historians' estimates, about ninety
percent of the empire's population. They lived in modest adobe or
wattle houses with thatched roofs, single rooms where the whole
family slept on petates; they wore plain maguey-fiber mantles
—fine cotton was reserved for the elite—; walked barefoot or in
rustic sandals; and ate what they produced: corn, beans, squash,
chili, amaranth, supplemented with lake fish, birds, insects, and, on
festive occasions, turkey or dog meat. Their lives were marked by
the rhythm of the agricultural and ritual calendar, and by constant
work: Mesoamerican agriculture, without draft animals or plow,
demanded enormous physical effort, and building chinampas,

canals, and terraces added further burden.

But it would be a mistake to imagine the macehualtin as a
miserable, oppressed mass. Within the common people there was
considerable diversity of trades and levels of well-being. There were
the chinampa farmers of the lake, whose productivity allowed some
comfort; specialized artisans —potters, weavers, lapidaries,
goldsmiths, featherworkers— many of whom worked for the elite
and enjoyed prestige; lake fishermen and hunters; the tlameme
porters who carried goods on their backs across the empire; and the
builders, stonecutters, and carpenters who raised the city. Some
artisans were so skilled their products were destined for the palace
and temples, and their fame transcended their barrio. Artisanal
specialization was, in fact, one of the paths of distinction within the
common people: a master potter or renowned featherworker

enjoyed a respect no ordinary farmer attained.

Macehualtin obligations to the state were of two kinds: tribute and

labor. Tribute consisted of periodic deliveries of products —corn,
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beans, mantles, cacao, honey, firewood, copal— fixed according to
each calpulli's capacity and recorded in documents like the
Matricula de Tributos. Labor, called coatequitl ("communal work"),
consisted of days of labor on public works: building and repairing
temples, palaces, causeways, aqueducts, and dikes; cultivating
state lands; and military service as foot soldiers and porters on
campaigns. These obligations were heavy but regulated: each
calpulli knew how much it must deliver and how many days it must
contribute, and the calpixques kept detailed records. The system

was demanding, not arbitrary.

The macehualli's family life revolved around the home and shared
work. Marriage was the norm, celebrated with ceremonies involving
both families and the calpulli elders; divorce existed but was
frowned upon. Children learned their parents' trade from small:
boys accompanied their fathers to field or workshop, girls learned
weaving, corn-grinding, and cooking from their mothers. Formal
education came at the Telpochcalli, the "house of youths," the
school of the common people, where boys received basic military
instruction, learned ritual songs and dances, and were inculcated
with the discipline and values of the community. Girls attended the
Ichpochcalli or learned domestic arts at home. Moral formation,
based on huehuetlatolli adapted to their station, insisted on
humility, work, respect for elders, and obedience to calpulli

authorities.
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The Calpulli: The Barrio as Clan

The calpulli —literally "big house"— was the fundamental cell of
Mexica society. Each city and town was divided into calpullis, and
each macehualli belonged to one by birth. In Tenochtitlan there
were numerous calpullis —sources speak of dozens— each with its
territory, local temple, school, lands, and chief. The calpulli was not
simply an administrative barrio: it was a kinship group, real or
fictive, whose members considered themselves descendants of a
common ancestor and shared a tutelary god, a name, and a

collective identity. It was, in the deepest sense, a great family.

The calpulli's internal organization combined kinship with
administration. At its head stood the calpullec or chinancallec —"he
who holds the calpulli house"—, a chief elected among the barrio's

elders and distinguished men, charged with distributing lands,
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organizing communal labor, collecting tribute, and representing the
calpulli before city authorities. He was accompanied by other
officials: local judges for minor matters, collectors, schoolmasters,
priests of the barrio temple. Important decisions —land distribution,
festival organization, resolution of internal disputes— were taken in
assembly of the heads of household, giving the calpulli a
participatory character contrasting with the image of a purely

despotic empire.

The calpulli temple was the barrio's spiritual heart. Each calpulli had
its tutelary god —often a local advocation of a major deity— and its
small pyramid or shrine, where calendar festivals and rites of
passage were celebrated: births, marriages, funerals. The barrio
priests, of modest rank, attended the community's daily religious
needs. This religious dimension of the calpulli is fundamental: it was
not only an economic or administrative unit but a worship
community, bound by shared devotion and memory of ancestors.
The macehualli's identity was forged in that triple belonging: to
family, to calpulli, and through it to the altepetl —the city-state—

and the empire.

Calpulli solidarity showed in critical moments. When a family lost its
house to fire, the barrio helped rebuild it; when a man went to war,
neighbors tended his plot; when someone fell into misery, the
calpulli —or the state through public granaries— provided
sustenance. This mutual-aid network was the Mexica world's social
insurance, and partly explains society's cohesion: no one faced
adversity alone while belonging to a calpulli. But belonging also
meant control: the barrio watched its members' conduct, and
whoever misbehaved —the idler, the drunkard, the thief— was first

admonished by neighbors and, if persistent, handed to justice.
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The Altepetl: The City-State as Framework of
Society

No calpulli existed in a vacuum: all belonged to an altepetl
—literally "water-hill," the city-state— and it is within that
framework that social stratification took on its full political meaning.
The altepetl was the sovereign unit of the Mesoamerican world: a
city with its territory, government, patron god, and identity.
Tenochtitlan was an altepetl, as were Texcoco, Tlacopan, Tlaxcala,
and Cholula. To understand the altepetl is to understand the vessel

within which the strata were ordered.

Each altepetl had its tlatoani —its local "king"—, its nobility, its
calpullis, its temples, its lands. The social structure described in this
volume replicated itself, on a smaller scale, in each city: local
pipiltin, macehualtin organized in calpullis, pochtecas in commercial
centers, tlacotin in noble houses. But altepetl were not equal:
Tenochtitlan, as imperial capital, concentrated a more numerous
and powerful nobility, a more complex bureaucratic apparatus, and
a more diverse population than any other city. Social hierarchy thus
had a geographical dimension: the closer to the imperial center, the

higher the ranks and the more refined the stratification.

The relationship between altepetl and empire was the fundamental
pact of Mexica politics. Subjected cities kept their local government
—tlatoani, nobility, calpullis— in exchange for paying tribute and
contributing warriors. It was indirect rule: Tenochtitlan did not
directly administer the provinces but supervised them through
calpixques and garrisons. This system allowed governing an
immense territory with a reduced bureaucracy, but at a cost: local
identities survived, and with them aspirations to autonomy. The

provincial nobility —as we saw— lived in tension between profitable

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 37



loyalty and dreamed independence.

For the common macehualli, the altepetl was the concrete
homeland: he did not feel abstractly "Mexica" but Tenochca,
Tlatelolca, Xochimilca. His calpulli bound him to his barrio, his
altepetl to his city; the empire was a distant reality embodied in
tribute and the supreme tlatoani. This local identity explains the
tenacity with which cities defended their autonomy and the ease
with which, during the conquest, many turned against Tenochtitlan:
the altepetl was the primary moral community, and the empire a

superstructure loved or hated according to circumstances.

Land: A Mosaic of Properties and Usufructs

Land was the basis of wealth in the Mexica world, and its property
regime faithfully reflected the social structure. Far from a uniform
good, land was divided into precise juridical categories, each with
its owner, destination, and transmission rules. Scholars have
identified at least six main types, and understanding them is a

window onto the empire's economic logic.

Calpulli lands —calpullalli— were the most important for common
people's lives. They belonged collectively to the barrio-clan and
were distributed among families for cultivation in usufruct: each
head of household received a plot he could work and transmit to his
children, but not sell or alienate. The plot was the family's while
worked; if abandoned for two or three years, the calpulli chief could
reassign it to another needy family. This system ensured no barrio
member lacked land for subsistence, while preventing property
concentration in few hands. The calpullalli was, in practice,
insurance against misery: land was not a commodity but a right of

belonging.
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Alongside calpulli lands were the altepetlalli, "lands of the altepetl,"
the town-city as a whole. They were public lands whose product
sustained local administration: maintaining barrio temples, paying
officials in kind, reserves for times of scarcity. No one owned them
particularly; they were everyone's and no one's, administered by
calpulli or city authorities. In famine times —and there were such,
like the terrible dearth of 1454 the annals recall with horror— these
public reserves and state granaries stood between the population

and disaster.

The pillalli, "lands of the nobles," belonged to the pipiltin personally
or familially. Unlike calpullalli, noble land could be transmitted by
full inheritance and, in certain cases, leased. Nobles did not work
their lands directly: they handed them to sharecroppers or
mayeques —landless peasants who cultivated them for a share of
the harvest— or had them worked by their tlacotin. Pillalli were
usually the best lands: well irrigated, near the city, productive. Their
existence shows that, alongside calpulli communal property, the

Mexica world knew full aristocratic private property.

There were also land categories tied to specific functions. The
tlatocatlalli were the tlatoani's lands, whose product directly
sustained palace and court; the teopantlalli, "temple lands,"
maintained priests and financed cults; and the milchimalli,
"war-sowing lands," were destined to support armies on campaign.
There were also lands assigned to distinguished warriors as reward
for feats —one of the ways military merit translated into
patrimony— and lands of rich merchants. The whole formed a
mosaic in which each parcel had a collective or individual owner, a
productive destination, and a social function: Mexica land was never

simply “land," but land-for-something, land-of-someone,
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land-with-a-purpose.

This regime had profound consequences. On one hand, it prevented
the formation of a latifundist class monopolizing land and leaving
the people without sustenance: calpullalli was inalienable and
periodic reassignment corrected inequalities. On the other, it
allowed state and nobility to dispose of considerable resources for
their ends —war, cult, administration— without expropriating the
people. It was a delicate balance between communal and private,
between macehualli security and imperial needs, and it worked for
centuries. When the Spaniards arrived, they found an agrarian

system that, with all its demands, fed one of the most populous

cities of its time.

Work: Chinampa Agriculture, Craft, and Tribute

The macehualli's work followed the rhythm of two overlapping
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calendars: the agricultural, marked by rains and sowings, and the
ritual, marked by the gods' festivals. Agriculture was most people's
occupation, and in Tenochtitlan's lake environment it reached

extraordinary refinement: the chinampa.

Chinampas —the famous "floating gardens,” though they did not
really float— were rectangular plots built over Texcoco's shallow
waters. Their construction was a feat of popular engineering: stakes
were driven into the lakebed to delimit the rectangle, reeds and
branches were woven between the stakes forming a kind of
raft-box, and it was filled with alternating layers of lakebed mud,
aquatic vegetation, and earth, until forming a platform raised
centimeters above water level. Ahuejote willows —deep-rooted—
were planted along the edges, their roots fixing the structure and
branches giving shade. The result was a fertile plot, permanently
moist by capillarity, yielding up to three harvests a year: corn,
beans, squash, chili, amaranth, tomatoes, flowers. The chinampas
of Xochimilco and around Tenochtitlan formed a green
checkerboard crossed by canals where canoes circulated, and their
productivity was legendary: each chinampa hectare could feed a

dozen people, by some calculations.

But not all macehualtin were chinamperos. On slopes and in
subjected towns, temporal agriculture was practiced, with
slash-and-burn and terrace cultivation; in highlands, maguey was
grown, Yyielding fiber, pulque, and aguamiel. Farm work was
collective and seasonal: sowing, weeding, and harvest mobilized
entire families, and the calpulli organized communal tasks on public
lands. Men tilled with the coa —a fire-hardened pointed stick—,
women sowed and weeded, children scared birds. It was hard work,

dawn to dusk, but also ritualized work: each phase of the
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agricultural cycle had its festival, god, and offerings, so the farmer
did not feel a mere producer but a collaborator with the gods in

maintaining the world.

Craft was the common people's other great occupation, and in
Tenochtitlan it reached levels of excellence that astonished even
the conquistadors. Each calpulli tended to specialize in a trade:
there were barrios of potters, weavers, lapidaries, goldsmiths,
featherworkers, carpenters, stonecutters. Potters modeled vessels,
pots, griddles, and figurines by coiling and molding, firing them in
wood kilns; weavers —almost always women— worked the
backstrap loom, producing cotton and maguey-fiber mantles with
geometric designs; lapidaries carved jade, turquoise, and obsidian
with infinite patience, using stone dust and water as abrasives;
goldsmiths cast gold and silver by lost wax, creating jewels of
extraordinary delicacy; and the amantecas —the featherworkers—
composed mosaics of quetzal, hummingbird, and macaw feathers,
an art in which the Mexica had no rival in the world. Many of these
artisans worked on commission for palace and temples, and their
workshops —often familial, the trade transmitted from parents to

children— were their calpulli's pride.

Tribute was the economic bond between macehualli and state. Each
calpulli had to periodically deliver a fixed quota of products: bushels
of corn and beans, cotton mantles, loads of cacao, honey, wax,
copal, firewood, lime, petates, and —in the provinces— local
products like feathers, jade, gold, hides, or salt. The Matricula de
Tributos, one of the most important surviving codices, records with
precise pictograms what each province owed every eighty days,
and its detail reveals astonishingly meticulous administration.

Tribute was not improvised plunder: it was a regulated, predictable,
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recorded tax, collected by the calpixques, officials answerable with

their posts —and sometimes lives— for the accuracy of accounts.

Alongside tribute in kind was the coatequitl, obligatory communal
labor. Each macehualli owed a set number of days per year on
public works: building and repairing temples and palaces,
maintaining the causeways and dikes protecting the city from
floods, cleaning canals, cultivating state lands, serving as porter on
military expeditions. The coatequitl was organized in rotations
among calpullis, so the burden was shared equitably, and those
serving in the army or essential trades were exempt. It was a heavy
obligation —Tenochtitlan's great works, like the Chapultepec
aqueduct or the Great Temple expansion, rose by that labor— but
also how the people participated in their city's greatness: every

stone of the Great Temple had passed through macehualtin hands.
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The People's School: The Telpochcalli

If the Calmecac was the nobility's school, the Telpochcalli —"the
house of youths"— was the common people's school, and its
existence reveals much about Mexica values. Every barrio boy,
reaching adolescence, entered his calpulli's Telpochcalli, remaining
until marriage. There they received formation centered on three

axes: work, war, and popular religion.

Telpochcalli discipline was severe, though less intellectual than the
Calmecac's. Youths rose at dawn, bathed in cold water, swept
patios, cut firewood, cultivated the school's plots, and learned basic
trades. They received military instruction: handling the chimalli
—the shield—, the macana, the atlatl and bow; combat formations;
physical endurance. And they participated in the barrio's songs,
dances, and festivals, learning their calpulli's history and duties to
tutelary gods. The masters —mature, respected barrio men—
inculcated with harshness the people's values: humility, respect for
elders, obedience, contempt for idleness. Punishments were
physical and public: the lazy or disobedient youth was pricked with
maguey thorns, exposed to cold, or whipped, because the

community could not afford undisciplined members.

Common girls did not attend the Telpochcalli, but their education
was no less rigorous. They learned at home —and in some barrio
schools for maidens— backstrap-loom weaving, corn-grinding on
the metate, food preparation, child care, and the conduct norms of
the married woman. The huehuetlatolli addressed to daughters
insisted on modesty, diligence, chastity, and respect for husbands,
but also recognized a dignity of their own: the woman who wove
well, kept her house in order, and raised her children was honored

by the community. Some young women served temporarily in
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temples as maidens, weaving sacred vestments, an occupation

considered an honor.

The Telpochcalli thus fulfilled a double function: it formed
disciplined workers and obedient warriors, while integrating youths
into the calpulli's collective life. The boy who left the Telpochcalli to
marry was no isolated individual: he was a full member of his barrio,
with his assigned plot, learned trade, place in communal tasks, and
post in the army's ranks. The people's school was, in short, the
macehualtin factory: it produced the men and women who would

make the empire work.

Market and Festival: The Barrio's Collective Life

The macehualli's life was not only work: it was also market and
festival, the two great spaces of Mexica sociability. Each calpulli had
its local market —a barrio tianguis— where everyday products were
exchanged, and all barrios participated in the great Tlatelolco
market, one of the largest and best organized of its time. The
conquistadors were stunned by its magnitude: tens of thousands of
people, goods from across Mesoamerica, and an order the

Spaniards compared to European fairs.

The tianguis operated by precise rules. Each merchandise type had
its assigned place: corn sellers in one sector, pottery in another,
slaves in another. A market tribunal resolved disputes on the spot,
with judges patrolling among the stalls; measures and prices were
supervised; and barter —though cacao and mantles functioned as
quasi-money— was conducted with an honesty the chroniclers
praised. Stealing in the market or cheating on measures was
punished with death on the spot: the tianguis was a sacred space of

exchange, protected by gods and law.
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For the macehualli, the market was much more than a place of
buying and selling: it was the news center, the meeting point, the
weekly spectacle. There he learned the city's and empire's
novelties, met relatives from other barrios, watched merchants pass
with exotic cargoes, heard criers announce the tlatoani's decrees.
Women —chiefly in charge of domestic purchases— made the
market their social territory, and children experienced it as a
festival. The tianguis was, in short, the common people's public
square: where the nobility had the palace, the people had the

market.

Festival was the other great respite of popular life. The Mexica
calendar was saturated with celebrations: every twenty days a
major festival, each barrio also celebrating its tutelary god's, not
counting family rites of passage. At festivals, work stopped, special
foods were prepared —tamales, atole, turkey—, pulque was drunk
—with regulated moderation—, there was singing, dancing, and
ritual dramas. Telpochcalli youths performed warrior dances;
maidens sang hymns; elders narrated stories. Festival was when the
community recognized itself, renewed its bonds, and released

accumulated tensions of work.

Some festivals had a markedly popular, even subversive character.
At certain celebrations ritual mockeries of authorities were
permitted, hierarchies were temporarily inverted —slaves were
served by masters at one festival—, and joy was unleashed that
discipline contained the rest of the year. These ritual safety valves
fulfilled an essential social function: they allowed criticism, laughter,
and relaxation without threatening order. Mexica society, so severe
in daily life, knew the people needed festival, and gave it

generously.

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 46



The Elders: Old Age as Institution

In the Mexica world, old age was not a disgrace to hide but a dignity
to display. The elders —the huehuetque, "the old ones"— occupied
a place of honor in society, and their moral authority was immense.
Having survived disease, war, and labor for sixty or seventy years
was itself a merit, and the community recognized it: the elder was

ceded the best place, heard in silence, consulted on grave matters.

The calpulli's elders formed a kind of informal senate of the barrio.
They participated in assemblies, mediated family disputes,
supervised youth education, and preserved collective memory: they
narrated the barrio's stories, the calpulli's origins, ancestors' feats.
The huehuetlatolli —the "discourses of the elders"— were their
verbal legacy: moral maxims, practical counsels, and philosophical
reflections transmitted generation to generation, collected by
Sahagun's informants as treasures of Nahuatl literature. In those
discourses speaks the voice of a culture that had thought deeply

about how to live well.

Old age also brought singular privileges. Elders were allowed what
youths were forbidden: they could drink pulque without others'
restrictions —the elder's drunkenness was no scandal but a right of
age—; they were exempt from labor tribute and military service;
and received community or state sustenance if needed. At festivals
they occupied places of honor and were served first. This inversion
of rules —the old could do what the young could not— reveals a
philosophy: discipline was for those in their prime who must serve;

freedom was the reward of those who had served.

Elderly women, particularly, enjoyed an authority young women

lacked. Freed from youthful modesty restrictions, they could speak
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frankly, scold the powerful, participate in rituals, and transmit their
knowledge of medicine, midwifery, and cooking. The grandmother
was, in many homes, the family's true moral chief: the storyteller,
the herbal healer, the reminder of everyone's duties. Female old
age was, paradoxically, the stage of greatest autonomy in the

Mexica woman's life.

Respect for elders was, in sum, a pillar of social cohesion. In a
society without alphabetic writing, the old were the living archives;
without them, memory was lost. Honoring them was not
sentimentalism: it recognized that cultural continuity depended on
their word. And the elders, conscious of their role, exercised it with
a dignity the chroniclers —even the most hostile— could not help

admiring.

The Mayeques: Landless Peasants

Not all macehualtin had land. Alongside calpulli farmers —with their
guaranteed usufruct plots— there was a more vulnerable group: the
mayeques, landless peasants who worked others' lands for a share
of the harvest or wages in kind. They were the Mexica world's day
laborers, and their existence nuances the idyllic image of a

universally provided people.

Who were the mayeques? Sources suggest several origins: migrants
from other regions seeking work in the city; younger sons of large
families who received no plot; men who lost land through
abandonment or punishment; war prisoners settled as colonists;
and descendants of subjected populations relocated by the empire.
Unlike the calpulli macehualli, the mayeque did not fully belong to a
barrio: he was a precarious resident, a mobile worker, a man

without territorial roots. His vulnerability was structural: without
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land, he depended on others' employment; without full calpulli

membership, he lacked the community protection network.

Mayeques worked mainly on the pillalli —noble lands— and state
lands, as sharecroppers: they cultivated the lord's plot and
delivered an agreed share of the harvest —typically half or a
third—, keeping the rest for sustenance. Conditions varied by
master and region: a generous noble might treat his sharecroppers
well, giving house and protection; a demanding one might squeeze
them to the limit. Law offered some protection —the sharecropper
could not be arbitrarily expelled mid-season, and had right to his

share— but in practice the power imbalance was enormous.

The mayeque condition was not necessarily permanent or strictly
hereditary. A hardworking, thrifty mayeque could, over time,
accumulate enough to establish himself: some calpullis accepted
meritorious outsiders and assigned vacant lands; distinguished
military service could earn a reward plot; marriage to a landholding
farmer's daughter integrated the son-in-law into family and barrio.
Mayeques' children —born free, like all— had the same theoretical
opportunities as other macehualtin: the Telpochcalli school, the
army, work. The father's misery did not condemn the son: the

golden rule of Mexica society, applied even at its margins.

The mayeques' existence reveals the communal system's limits: the
calpullalli guaranteed land to barrio members, but not to outsiders,
and demographic growth —Tenochtitlan was an expanding city—
generated a floating population the system did not fully absorb. The
mayeques were the reminder that, even in a society with protection
networks, there were cracks through which the most vulnerable fell.
And they were, at once, proof of the system's flexibility: a society

offering its dispossessed school, army, and marriage as paths of
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integration was one that, cracks and all, strove to leave no one out

forever.

House and Home: Architecture of Daily Life

Mexica stratification could be read in architecture: everyone's house
proclaimed their place in the world. Mentally touring Tenochtitlan's
barrios —from central mansions to peripheral huts— is a
cross-section of the social pyramid, for each stratum dwelt

according to rank.

The macehualli house was modest but dignified. Typically one or
two rectangular adobe rooms —or wattle-and-daub in poorer
zones— with thatched or beam-and-earth roofs, tamped-earth
floors, and a small patio where cooking, weaving, and turkey-raising
happened. Inside, furniture was minimal: petates for sleeping, a
brazier, pots and griddles, the metate for grinding corn, the
woman's backstrap loom. There were no windows —only the door—
and light entered through the opening and hearth smoke. But the
house was clean —cleanliness was a highly valued virtue—, orderly,
and at festivals adorned with flowers and cut paper. It was the
family's universe center: there one was born, ate, worked, prayed

before the small domestic altar, and died.

The comfortable artisan's or distinguished warrior's house was an
amplified version: more rooms, a workshop or storeroom, patio with
garden, whitewashed stone walls, beam roofs. The rich pochteca's
added the merchandise warehouse, the reception hall for partners,
and, discreetly, signs of dissimulated fortune: a fine-piece
collection, an interior garden. The noble's —the family tecpan— was
a small palace: multiple patios, halls, private chapel, rooms for

wives and children, servants' quarters, gardens with fountains. And

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 50



the tlatoani's palace was the culmination: hundreds of chambers,

audience halls, tribunals, armories, zoo, botanical gardens.

This architectural gradation was no accident: sumptuary laws
regulated who could build with what materials, how many stories a
house could have, what ornaments were permitted. A macehualli
could not build a two-story stone house even with the means: it was
a rank privilege. Architecture was thus a social language: each
house said "here lives a farmer," "here a warrior," "here a lord." And
that language was legible to all: the visitor knew, crossing the

threshold, what treatment corresponded to the host.

But the house was also the space of intimacy and affection, and in
that all strata resembled each other. The huehuetlatolli tenderly
describe domestic life: the father teaching his son, the mother
lulling the baby, siblings playing in the patio, grandparents telling
stories by the fire. The farmer's hut and the noble's palace housed
the same loves, fears, and joys. Stratification ordered public life; in
private, common humanity broke through. Remembering this
matters: behind the categories —pipiltin, macehualtin, tlacotin—
were people, and their houses —large or small— were above all

homes.

Food: Cooking as Mirror of the Strata

“Tell me what you eat and | will tell you who you are": the saying
—though European— applies precisely to the Mexica world, where
diet marked social differences as clearly as dress or housing.
Cooking was a mirror of stratification, and touring it is another way

of reading the pyramid.

The base of all diets was the Mesoamerican trilogy: corn, beans,
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and squash, complemented with chili, amaranth, quelites, and
tomatoes. The common macehualli ate tortillas, plain tamales, atole
—the corn drink—, pot beans, and squash: a vegetarian diet,
nutritious but monotonous, based on what the plot produced. Meat
was occasional: turkey at festivals, lake fish for riverside dwellers,
insects —grasshoppers, maguey worms, ants— as protein
supplement, and dog —the itzcuintli, raised for consumption— on
special occasions. It was a sufficient diet —modern nutritionists

consider it balanced— but without luxuries.

The noble table added prestige foods to that base: cacao —the
lords' drink, foamy, bitter, reserved for the elite—, frequent turkey,
venison and duck, tamales stuffed with meats and complex sauces,
tropical fruits brought by pochtecas —mamey, sapote, pineapple—,
honey, select mushrooms. Noble banquets —admiringly described
by chroniclers— were displays of abundance: dozens of dishes
served on fine ware, accompanied by music and flowers. Eating well
was a rank privilege, and sumptuary laws reserved certain foods

—cacao notably— for those who could afford them.

Between the extremes were intermediate diets: the comfortable
artisan ate better than the poor farmer; the distinguished warrior
received superior rations; the rich merchant —in private— indulged
noble tastes. And there were ritual foods transcending strata: the
festival tamal, the funeral atole, ceremonial pulque —drunk by all at
celebrations, with regulated moderation. Festive cooking was when
differences softened: at the barrio festival, noble and macehualli

shared —though in separate places— the same tamales.

Food preparation was women's work, and its complexity also
marked status: grinding corn on the metate —kneeling, for hours—

was every woman's daily task, but noble cooking additionally
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demanded specialized grinders, banquet cooks, experts in sauces
and tamales. The hearth was the house's heart in all strata, and the
woman who cooked well was honored: "she who has good hands,"”
they said. Cooking —like weaving— was a prestigious female art,
and the great cooks of the nobility enjoyed a fame transcending

their station.

In the end, Mexica food shows stratification penetrated to the most
intimate: to the plate. But it also shows the base was common: all
—from tlatoani to tlacotli— ate corn, the sacred plant the gods had
given men. That shared base —corn as food and symbol— was
society's nutritional bond: above differences of cacao and venison,
all were children of corn. And that common filiation —biological and

mythical— was perhaps the pyramid's deepest tie.

The Life Cycle: Birth, Marriage, and Death in the
Calpulli

The macehualli's life was marked by rites of passage the calpulli
celebrated collectively: birth, marriage, death. These rites —more
than laws or tributes— were the community's emotional cement,

and their description closes the portrait of popular life.

Birth was a communal and dangerous event. The midwife —the
tlamatlquiticitl, "she who helps bear well"— attended the mother
with precise ritual: steam baths in the temazcal, massages,
invocations to birth goddesses. If the child was born well, there was
joy: he was presented to the sun, given a name —often that of his
birth day in the ritual calendar—, and diviners read his tonalamatl
—his destiny. Noble parents consulted the child's future in codices;
common ones, in the midwife's wisdom. But childbirth was also

mortal trance: the woman who died in childbirth —the
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mocihuaquetzqui, "the valiant woman"— was honored like a warrior
fallen in battle, and her spirit accompanied the sun on its journey.

Bearing —and being born— was heroic.

Marriage —as we saw— founded a new home, celebrated with both
families' and the barrio's participation. The couple were
symbolically tied by their mantles' tips —the matrimonial knot—,
elders pronounced counsels, and the festival —with tamales,
moderate pulque, songs, and dances— lasted days. Marriage was
not only two persons' union: it allied two families and incorporated
the couple into the calpulli's adult life. From then on, the youth
received his plot, the maiden her loom, and both their obligations:

tribute, communal labor, children.

Death closed the cycle with equally collective ritual. The deceased
was shrouded, waked by family and neighbors, and buried
—sometimes cremated, by rank and circumstance— with offerings
for the journey beyond: food, drink, personal objects, a dog —the
itzcuintli— to guide the soul through the underworld. Mourners cut
their hair in grief, fasted, and gathered to remember the dead on
anniversaries. Death was not the end: it was transformation, and

the calpulli accompanied its dead as its living —in community.

Birth, marriage, death: the cycle repeated each generation, the
calpulli its stage. In those rites —more than in palaces or
battlefields— beat Mexica society's heart: the certainty that no one
came into the world alone, married alone, or departed alone. The
community was present at every threshold, and that presence
—celebrating, mourning, helping— was the common people's true

wealth, which no tribute could seize.

Palace Artisans: The Privilege of Service
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One particular group within the common people deserves final
mention: the artisans in direct service of palace and temples —the
tolteca in the ancient sense of "artificers." Featherworkers,
goldsmiths, lapidaries, and weavers of exception worked on court
commission, in workshops annexed to the tecpan or in their own
homes under contract. Their position was ambiguous: macehualtin
by birth, but their closeness to power gave special status —partial
tribute exemptions, superior rations, the honor of their works

adorning gods and lords.

The amanteca —the featherworker— was most prestigious: his art
—composing mosaics of quetzal, hummingbird, and macaw
feathers— had no rival in the world, and his works —plumes,
ceremonial shields, feather mantles— were imperial treasures.
Goldsmiths cast gold by lost wax with a delicacy that astonished
Europeans; lapidaries carved jade with infinite patience. These
masters formed artisanal lineages —the trade was inherited— and
jealously guarded techniques: they were depositaries of knowledge
at once art and state secret, for court magnificence depended on
their hands. Serving the palace was, for the artisan, the career's
culmination: recognition that his hands —people's hands— created

the empire's beauty.

Taken together, the macehualtin's world was one of work,
community, and discipline. They knew no individual freedom in the
modern sense —their lives were patterned by calpulli, tribute, and
calendar— but neither did they know abandonment: communal land
guaranteed sustenance, the barrio offered support, school gave
formation, festivals provided joy. It was a hard life, no doubt, but
meaningful: each macehualli knew his place, what was expected of

him, and what he could expect of others. And —as we shall see—
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that place was no prison without exit: the system provided doors,

and the widest of all was war.

Water and the Lake: The Hydraulic Civilization

Tenochtitlan was a city on water, and water shaped the
macehualli's life as profoundly as land. The Mexica were hydraulic
engineers of the first order: they managed the lake system of the
Valley of Mexico —Texcoco, Xochimilco, Chalco, Xaltocan,
Zumpango— with dikes, causeways, canals, sluices, and aqueducts,
creating an artificial environment where a great city could thrive on

a lake. That mastery rested on common labor.

The most famous work was the dike of Nezahualcoyotl —named for
the Texcocan ruler who designed it— a sixteen-kilometer
embankment separating the brackish waters of Lake Texcoco from
the fresh waters of the western lakes, protecting the chinampa zone
and the city from floods and salinity. Its construction mobilized tens
of thousands of workers in coatequitl labor: driving stakes, piling
stones, compacting earth. The three causeways linking Tenochtitlan
to the lakeshore —north to Tepeyac, west to Tlacopan, south to
Iztapalapa— were similarly built by communal Ilabor, with

removable bridges for defense and canoe passage.

The Chapultepec aqueduct brought fresh water to the city: a double
channel of masonry —one in use while the other was cleaned—
carrying spring water over several kilometers into Tenochtitlan's
fountains and reservoirs. Its maintenance was a permanent
coatequitl obligation of the lakeside barrios. And the canal network
—the city's streets of water— required constant dredging: mud
extracted from canals fertilized the chinampas, closing an

ecological loop of remarkable efficiency.
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For the lakeside macehualli, water was livelihood: fishermen with
nets and harpoons, duck hunters with blowguns, salt collectors on
Texcoco's shores, canoe builders and paddlers —the trajinera
boatmen who moved goods and people through the canals. The
canoe was the truck of the Mexica world: every family of the lake
zone had one, and the canals buzzed with traffic from dawn.
Children learned to paddle before they learned to walk steadily, and

the lake was their playground, pantry, and highway.

This hydraulic civilization had its fragility: floods, droughts, and the
slow salinization of soils were permanent threats, managed by
engineering and ritual —the rain god Tlaloc received constant
offerings. When the Spanish destroyed the dike and drained the
lakes, they undid in decades what centuries had built: the hydraulic
order collapsed, and with it the chinampa productivity that had fed
the metropolis. The macehualli of the lake lost his element, and the
valley's ecology was transformed forever. Remembering the
hydraulic Tenochtitlan is remembering that Mexica greatness was
not only military or religious: it was also —perhaps above all— a

triumph of collective labor over a difficult environment.

Night Watch: Order and Security in the City

Tenochtitlan was one of the safest cities of its time —travelers
remarked on the rarity of robbery and violence— and that security
rested on an organized system of surveillance in which the calpulli
played a central role. Understanding how order was maintained

illuminates the community's disciplinary dimension.

Each barrio organized night watches: teams of young men
—Telpochcalli students under elder supervision— patrolled the

streets and canals after dark, challenging strangers, watching for
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fires, deterring thieves. The watch was a communal obligation,
rotated among households, and evading it brought fines or public
shaming. At the city's entrances —the causeway bridges— guards
controlled passage: after certain hours, the bridges' removable
sections were withdrawn, and nocturnal movement required
justification. It was a city that closed itself at night, like a great

house locking its doors.

Justice was swift and visible. Thieves caught in the act could be
executed on the spot by market judges or handed to barrio
authorities; serious crimes went to the palace tribunal. Punishments
were exemplary —public, corporal, often capital— because
deterrence was the philosophy: better one terrible example than a
hundred hidden crimes. But the system also relied on prevention:
the barrio's mutual surveillance meant everyone knew everyone,
and the stranger stood out. Anonymity —the modern city's

condition— did not exist: in the calpulli, all faces were known.

This security had its price: privacy was minimal, conformity
enforced, deviation punished. The youth who kept odd hours, the
woman who received visitors, the man who drank too much —all
were noticed, commented on, reported. The calpulli was a
community of support and a community of control: the same
neighbors who rebuilt your burned house watched your comings
and goings. Mexica order was the product of this double character:
solidarity and surveillance, care and coercion, inseparably
intertwined. It worked —the city was safe— but it left little room for
the eccentric, the dissident, the solitary. Freedom, in the modern

sense, was the price of that safety.

Local Gods: The Barrio's Divine Patrons
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Each calpulli had its tutelary god —its divine patron— and this
religious particularism was one of the Mexica world's most charming
traits: a divine geography matching the human one, where every
neighborhood had its celestial protector. Understanding these local
gods completes the calpulli portrait, revealing how religion rooted

community identity.

The tutelary god was often an advocation of a major deity —a local
Huitzilopochtli, a neighborhood Tlaloc— but sometimes a minor god
proper to the barrio: a patron of its characteristic trade (the potters'
god, the weavers' goddess), a deified founder, a spirit of the local
spring or hill. The god had his shrine —modest beside the Great
Temple's grandeur, but lovingly maintained— his priests, his festival
day, his hymns. The barrio's children grew up knowing their god's
stories; its adults sought his protection in need; its elders

interpreted his will in crises.

The god's festival was the barrio's great day: processions through
the streets, offerings of flowers and food, dances by the Telpochcalli
youths, ritual dramas reenacting the god's deeds, communal
feasting. Neighboring barrios attended as guests —and rivals:
festival competitions in dance, music, and offerings channeled
inter-barrio rivalry into festive form. The god's honor was the
barrio's honor: a magnificent festival proclaimed the community's

prosperity and piety.

This divine localism had political significance: it gave each calpulli a
transcendent identity beyond administration, a sacred reason for
cohesion. The imperial gods —Huitzilopochtli, Tlaloc— united the
empire; the local gods united the barrio. The two levels coexisted
without conflict: the macehualli worshipped his neighborhood god

daily and the imperial gods at the great festivals, moving naturally
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between local and imperial piety. It was a religious federalism
matching the political one: unity in diversity, the empire as a

constellation of divine neighborhoods.

After the conquest, many tutelary gods were baptized as Catholic
saints: the barrio's god became its patron saint, the festival became
the fiesta patronal, the shrine became the chapel. The
transformation preserved the structure while changing the names
—and Mexican towns' patronal festivals today are the direct heirs of
the calpulli's divine patrons. The gods changed; the need for a

celestial neighbor did not.
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Chapter 3. The Pochtecas:
The Merchant Elite

Between the hereditary nobility and the common people there was
a singular group defying simple classifications: the pochtecas, the
long-distance merchants. They were men —and to a lesser extent
women— who organized caravans to the distant lands of the
southeast, the Gulf, and the Pacific, bringing to Tenochtitlan the
luxury goods the elite coveted: quetzal feathers, jade, turquoise,
cacao, jaguar pelts, gold, amber, rubber. Their wealth could rival
the nobles', their guild organization was among the empire's most
sophisticated, and their function went far beyond trade: they were
the tlatoani's eyes and ears in foreign lands, his spies and
ambassadors. The pochtecas are one of the Mexica world's most
fascinating social phenomena, embodying a paradox: they were
indispensable and powerful, yet had to dissimulate power; rich, yet
had to seem modest; serving the empire, yet operating with an

autonomy no other group possessed.

Who the Long-Distance Merchants Were

The word pochteca —plural pochtecas— designated specifically the
merchants who traveled outside Mexica territory, unlike the
tlanecuilo or local market sellers trading within the city. The

pochtecas formed a hereditary, closed guild: the trade passed from
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parents to children, and youths learned from childhood the routes,
languages, prices, and dangers of the road. They lived concentrated
in certain barrios —notably Tlatelolco, Tenochtitlan's twin city, and
barrios like Pochtlan— where they had houses, warehouses, and
temples dedicated to Yacatecuhtli, "lord of the nose" —god of
merchants, whose name alludes to the bundle porters carried on
their backs.

Guild organization was hierarchical and rigorous. At the apex stood
the pochtecatlatoque —"those who speak for the merchants"— the
guild's chiefs, men of great wealth and experience who directed the
most important expeditions, judged internal affairs, and
represented merchants before the tlatoani. Beneath them the
trade's categories scaled by capital and experience: those financing
expeditions without traveling, caravan leaders, traveling merchants,
apprentices. The guild had its own tribunals, laws, and rites: in
practice, an autonomous corporation within the state, with internal

discipline as strict as the army's.

Most notable about pochteca status is its ambiguity. They were not
pipiltin: they belonged neither to blood nobility nor could aspire to
the state's great offices. But neither were they ordinary
macehualtin: they were exempt from Ilabor tribute, possessed
considerable wealth, had direct access to the tlatoani, and enjoyed
privileges —like the right to wear certain insignia after a successful
expedition— separating them from common people. Scholars have
described them as an ‘"intermediate elite" or "merchant
aristocracy": a stratum of its own, with group consciousness,
collective interests, and prestige based not on blood or war but on
wealth, experience, and imperial service. Their existence proves

Mexica society recognized more than one path to distinction.
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Women participated in the mercantile world, though sources are
less explicit about them. Pochteca wives administered businesses
during their husbands' long absences —which could last months or
years— and some women traded on their own account in local
markets. A rich merchant's widow could inherit and direct his
enterprise, and there are indications some pochteca women
traveled with caravans. The commercial world, less ritualized than

temple or army, offered women greater economic autonomy than

other spheres.

Caravans, Routes, and Merchandise

The pochteca activity's heart was the long-distance commercial
expedition: an enterprise combining audacity, logistics, and
diplomacy. Organizing a caravan demanded capital —to acquire

exchange goods and sustain travelers—, knowledge —of routes,
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markets, languages, customs of peoples to visit— and protection,
for Mesoamerican roads were dangerous: bandits, animals, swollen

rivers, and the political risk of crossing hostile territories.

Caravans departed Tenochtitlan or Tlatelolco in the dry season,
when roads were passable. They comprised dozens or hundreds of
porters —tlamemes—, each with his twenty-five-kilo bundle
strapped to the back with the mecapal, the forehead band; the
traveling merchants directing the expedition; and a warrior escort
when the route demanded. The classic itinerary headed southeast:
through the Puebla and Oaxaca valleys toward Soconusco —the
Chiapas coast, famous for cacao— and thence to the Maya lands of
Guatemala and Honduras, or toward the Gulf and Huasteca. Other
routes led to western Michoacan —Purépecha territory, the empire's
enemy, where trade proceeded cautiously— or north, to Chichimec
lands. Journeys lasted months: reaching Soconusco and back could

take half a year; Central American expeditions, over a year.

The pochtecas' outbound goods were manufactured products of
high value and low weight: fine cotton mantles, obsidian and copper
objects, blades, needles, bells, pigments like cochineal, salt, and
slaves —yes, they also traded in tlacotin. In return they brought the
luxury goods Tenochtitlan did not produce: quetzal and other
tropical bird feathers, jade and jadeite, turquoise, amber, gold dust
and pieces, jaguar and other feline pelts, cacao —which also served
as money—, rubber, vanilla, achiote, sea shells and conches, exotic
animals. The value difference between outbound and inbound was
the merchant's profit, and could be enormous: a load of ordinary
mantles transformed, after months of travel, into a treasure of

feathers and precious stones.

Pochteca trade was not mere goods exchange: it was the empire's
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circulatory system. The luxury goods they brought fed noble
prestige —quetzal feathers adorned warriors' plumes and priests'
vestments—, cacao supplied the elite and served as market money,
and raw materials —jade, turquoise, gold, obsidian— sustained the
city's artisans. Without the pochtecas, Tenochtitlan would have
been a provincial capital; with them, it was the center of a
commercial network spanning Mesoamerica. Merchants were, in this
sense, as indispensable to the empire as warriors: some brought

tribute with arms, others brought wealth with barter.

Spies and Ambassadors of the Empire

The pochtecas' most delicate function was that performed in the
tlatoani's direct service: intelligence and diplomacy. When a
caravan reached a foreign city, its chiefs did not merely trade: they
observed. They noted —mentally or in records— the state of walls,
the number of warriors, the markets' wealth, the population's mood,
divisions among local rulers. That information, transmitted to the
tlatoani upon return, was gold for imperial military planning: many

conquest campaigns were decided on merchants' reports.

Pochtecas also acted as informal ambassadors. Before a campaign,
the tlatoani might send merchants to demand —under commercial
mission appearance— a city's submission: if merchants were well
received and allowed to trade, it signaled friendly disposition; if
expelled or murdered, it was casus belli, legitimate pretext for war.
Mexica annals record several cases where merchants' murder in
foreign lands triggered a conquest campaign, and the empire likely
sometimes deliberately provoked such incidents to justify
already-decided expansion. The merchant was thus the empire's

vanguard: where the pochteca arrived, sooner or later army or
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tribute followed.

This dual function —traders and state agents— explains their
privileges and protection. The tlatoani received them in audience,
heard their reports, rewarded them with insignia and honors, and
severely punished whoever harmed them. The pochtecas, in turn,
served the empire loyally, because their business depended on the
peace and security the empire guaranteed on routes. It was a
convenience alliance elevated to institution: the state needed
merchants' goods and information; merchants needed the state's

protection and markets.

But the espionage function had a human cost. Merchants operating
in enemy territory lived under constant threat: if discovered as
spies, death awaited. Sources tell pochtecas disguised themselves,
learned local languages, bribed informants, and took precautions
worthy of secret agents. Some never returned, and their families
—who had financed the expedition— lost investment and relative.

Mercantile wealth's glamour had the road's mortal risk as reverse.
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Hidden Wealth: The Merchant's Ambiguous Status

The pochtecas' most curious paradox was the obligation to hide
wealth. Successful merchants accumulated considerable fortunes:
ample houses, full warehouses, slaves, jewels, cacao reserves. But
guild norms —and political prudence— demanded dissimulation. A
pochteca could not dress as a noble, build a palace rivaling pipiltin
ones, or flaunt wealth publicly, for ostentation provoked noble envy
and state suspicion. The merchant's golden rule: be rich in private,

modest in public.

This obligatory modesty showed in revealing details. Pochtecas
wore plain mantles in daily life, reserving finery for the quild's
private ceremonies; they entered the city at night returning from
successful expeditions, to avoid attention; and celebrated their

banquets —famous for splendor— behind closed doors, in their
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homes, away from indiscreet eyes. Only on specific ritual occasions,
like their god Yacatecuhtli's festival or the "slave bathing" ceremony
—in which a rich merchant bought a slave, dressed him luxuriously,
feasted him for months, and finally offered him in sacrifice— could
the merchant publicly display wealth, and even then as ritual

expenditure, not personal ostentation.

The ‘"slave bathing" deserves special mention, illustrating
mercantile prestige logic. The pochteca wishing to crown his career
organized a colossal banquet: he bought a young, healthy slave,
dressed him in fine clothes, fed him regally, honored him for a year,
and finally sacrificed him in the gods' honor, distributing food, drink,
and gifts among guests —other merchants, nobles, priests. The cost
was ruinous, but prestige immense: the host demonstrated wealth
so great it could be ritually destroyed. It was the Mexica potlatch:
wealth was not hoarded but spent to gain honor. And honor, in turn,

translated into credit, partners, guild influence.

Pochteca status ambiguity partly resolved through military merit
and service. Merchants distinguishing themselves on expeditions
—or financing campaigns— received from the tlatoani insignia,
honorary titles, and sometimes lands. Some pochtecas intermarried
with nobility, and their children —Calmecac-educated if the family
could afford it— could aspire to priestly or administrative careers.
Wealth, though not blood, opened doors: a great merchant's son
was not born pipiltin, but could live as one and, with luck and talent,

join the elite through service.

At bottom, the pochtecas represent one of Mexica society's creative
tensions: between hereditary order and economic dynamism. The
empire needed merchants, honored and protected them, but could

not fully admit them to the apex without betraying the lineage
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principle. The solution was a compromise: an intermediate stratum,
rich and powerful but ritually modest, autonomous but loyal,
indispensable but discreet. The pochtecas thrived in that
intermediate space for two centuries, and their commercial network
survived even the conquest: indigenous merchants kept operating
in the colonial era, adapting to the new order as they had adapted

to all previous ones.

The Guild Within: Tribunals, Rites, and Internal
Discipline

The pochtecas were not individual adventurers: they were members
of a corporation with internal organization as elaborate as the
army's or priesthood's. Understanding the guild's inner workings
opens a window onto one of the Mexica world's most sophisticated
institutions, and how a society without a modern state regulated

complex economic activity.

At the gquild's apex stood the pochtecatlatoque, the "merchant
lords": a small group of elderly, rich, experienced merchants
governing the corporation. They were elected by peers based on
trajectory —years of expeditions, accumulated fortune, ritual
prestige— and exercised nearly absolute authority over internal
affairs: authorizing expeditions, setting contribution quotas, judging
conflicts between merchants, imposing punishments —including
guild expulsion, equivalent to ruin— and representing the
corporation before the tlatoani. Their power rested on merchants'
consensus and state backing, which needed a single interlocutor for

the commercial world.

Beneath them scaled the trade's categories. There were the

teucnenenqui —experienced traveling merchants directing
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caravans—; the tlanecuilo, wholesale traders; market sellers; and
apprentices, youths initiated by accompanying parents or masters
on short expeditions. Ascent within the gquild depended on
experience, capital, and reputation: an apprentice showing skill and
honesty could, over years, become an independent merchant,
finance his own expeditions, and eventually aspire to directive
posts. It was a meritocratic career within a hereditary corporation:

birth gave access, but talent decided height.

The guild had its own tribunals, judging mercantile matters without
state interference: disputes over debts, contract breaches, caravan
robberies, merchandise frauds. Trials were swift and sentences
severe: the merchant defrauding a partner lost his credit —and
without credit there was no trade—; whoever robbed the caravan
could be executed. This internal justice was essential for
trust-based activity: on distant roads, without police or state
tribunals, only guild discipline guaranteed contracts were honored

and goods reached destination.

The quild's religious dimension was equally important. Pochtecas
had their own gods —Yacatecuhtli, merchants' patron, and his
advocations—, their own temples in mercantile barrios, their own
festivals and rites. Before departing on expedition, merchants
performed ceremonies for road protection: offerings, fasts, ritual
baths. Returning successfully, they celebrated thanksgiving
banquets and distributed alms. The "slave bathing" —already
described— was the mercantile career's culminating rite, but there
were others: apprentice initiation, caravan blessings, funerals of
merchants dead on the road. Guild religion created powerful
collective identity: being pochteca was not only a trade but a way of

being in the world, with its gods, its heroes, its martyrs.
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Internal discipline extended to daily life. Merchants had to dress
modestly —as we saw—, avoid ostentation, contribute to the guild's
common funds, participate in ceremonies, and obey chiefs. Violators
were first admonished, then fined, ultimately expelled. Expulsion
was the maximum punishment: without the guild, the merchant lost
partners, credit, road protection, and access to distant markets. It
was commercial death, and fear of it maintained corporate

cohesion.

Money Before Money: Cacao, Mantles, and Value

The Mexica had no money in the modern sense: they minted no
metal pieces with state-guaranteed value. But they had something
functionally equivalent: a system of generally accepted exchange
media, with established values recognized by all. Understanding
that system is essential to the pochteca world, for long-distance

trade demanded a common measure of value.

The most famous exchange medium was cacao. Cacao beans
—xocolatl in raw form— functioned as fractional money: a handful
bought a tamal, dozens a plain mantle, hundreds a slave. Prices
—collected by chroniclers— suggest purchasing power: a turkey
cost about a hundred beans, a large canoe more. Cacao had good
money's virtues: divisible, transportable, durable —if kept dry—,
intrinsic value —consumable as drink— and limited supply
—growing only in hot lands, preventing local overproduction
inflation. Pochtecas brought it from Soconusco and Guatemala in

quantity, and palace storehouses kept strategic reserves.

For larger transactions there were cotton mantles —quachtli—,
pieces of cloth of standardized size and quality functioning as

high-denomination bills: a fine mantle equaled hundreds or
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thousands of cacao beans. Tribute mantles —arriving by thousands
at imperial warehouses— were at once tax and monetary reserve:
the state redistributed them as payment to officials, warriors, and
artisans, injecting them into the economy. Other goods served
partial monetary functions: T-shaped copper axes, cane tubes of
gold dust, jade beads. It was a multi-currency system, flexible,

adapted to a bankless economy.

But most everyday exchange remained direct barter: corn for
beans, pottery for mantles, labor for food. The tianguis staged
thousands of simultaneous barters, negotiated with skill and ritual
haggling. Absence of coinage did not mean absence of economic
calculation: the Mexica knew prices, compared qualities, speculated
on seasonality —buying cheap at harvest, selling dear in scarcity—
and kept mental or pictographic accounts of transactions. Pochtecas
were masters of this art: they knew what a mantle was worth in
Tenochtitlan and in Soconusco, and the difference —minus travel

costs and risks— was their profit.

This economic system —without minted money, but with exchange
media, prices, markets, and calculation— challenges the idea of a
"primitive" subsistence pre-Hispanic economy. It was a monetary
economy without money, a market economy without capitalism, a
complex economy managed without banks or bills of exchange.
Pochtecas operated in it with a sophistication European merchants
of the time would have recognized: credit, partnerships, informal
insurance —caravan diversification—, accounting, and price
arbitrage between plazas. The Mexica world needed no coinage to

invent finance: cacao, mantles, and ingenuity sufficed.

The Tlamemes: Porters, the Empire's Anonymous
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Heroes

No pochteca history is complete without the tlamemes —the
porters—, the men who carried the empire's trade on their backs.
They were humble macehualtin, nearly invisible in chronicles, but
without them there would have been no caravans, no transported
tribute, no supplied Tenochtitlan. This section is a tribute to those

anonymous heroes.

The tlameme —from Nahuatl tlamama, "to carry”"— was the Mexica
world's transport system, which knew neither the wheel for loads
nor draft animals. Everything moved on human backs: provincial
tribute to the capital, pochteca goods to distant markets,
construction materials to works, army supplies on campaign. The
professional porter carried about twenty-five kilos —a standard,
regulated load— strapped to the back with the mecapal, a fiber
band across the forehead: weight distributed between back and
neck, the porter walking with rhythmic, constant pace, covering

thirty or forty kilometers a day on mountain roads.

Being a tlameme was hard, poorly paid work, but it was a trade:
pochteca caravan porters received wages in kind —corn, mantles,
cacao— and the best were permanently hired by great merchants.
Some tlamemes —the strongest, most resistant— specialized in
difficult routes and gained reputation; others combined carrying
with trade on their own account, bringing a few goods to sell at
destination. For many mayeques and landless youths, it was the
entry door to the commercial world: he who began carrying bundles

could end, with luck and skill, directing caravans.

The conquistadors were impressed by tlamemes: they described

them as tireless men, able to march whole days with loads a
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Spaniard could not have lifted. And they used them mercilessly: in
the early colonial decades, the system of indigenous "cargueros"
—forced, poorly fed, decimated by epidemics— was one of the
conquest's most brutal exploitations. The crown eventually
prohibited human carrying over long distances —replaced by mules
and carts— but the damage was done: generations of porters had

left their lives on the roads.

Remembering the tlamemes is remembering that Tenochtitlan's
greatness —its temples, markets, palaces— rose on human backs.
Every Great Temple stone, every Soconusco cacao load, every
provincial tribute passed through anonymous porters' hands and
shoulders. Official history celebrates tlatoque and warriors;
complete history must also celebrate those who carried the empire

on their backs, step by step, kilometer by kilometer.

Tribute and Trade: The Economy's Two Circuits

The Mexica imperial economy ran on two complementary circuits:
tribute —political resource extraction— and trade —mercantile
exchange. Pochtecas operated in the second, but their activity was
inseparable from the first: understanding both circuits means

understanding the economic ecosystem in which merchants thrived.

Tribute was power's circuit. Each subjected province periodically
delivered a fixed quota of products —recorded in the Matricula de
Tributos— flowing to Tenochtitlan's warehouses: corn, beans,
mantles, cacao, honey, feathers, jade, gold. This flow was not trade:
it was tax, backed by military threat. Its logic was political: tribute
manifested submission, sustained the imperial apparatus —palace,
army, priesthood— and redistributed resources from periphery to

center. The calpixques —the collectors— were this circuit's agents,

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 74



and their efficiency determined state solvency.

Trade was exchange's circuit. In tianguis —from the barrio's local
market to great Tlatelolco— producers and consumers exchanged
goods by barter or monetary media —cacao, mantles. Its logic was
economic: each sought to satisfy needs and, for merchants, obtain
profits. Pochtecas were this circuit's stellar agents in long-distance
version, but local trade —that of tlanecuilo, artisans, market

sellers— moved equally important volumes day to day.

The two circuits intertwined in many ways. Tribute in mantles fed
trade —tribute mantles were redistributed and circulated as
payment media—; trade supplied tribute —pochtecas brought the
luxury goods the state needed for prestige—; and the same goods
—cacao, mantles, feathers— circulated through both. A macehualli
paid tribute in corn and sold surplus at market; a pochteca traded
on his own account and served as state spy; a calpixque collected
tribute and sometimes traded surpluses on his own. The boundaries

between public and private, tax and business, were porous.

This duality explains Mexica economic sophistication: not a
"primitive" subsistence economy but a system with taxation,
markets, commodity money, informal credit, and international
trade. And it explains pochteca importance: they were the only ones
professionally operating large-scale in the commercial circuit,
connecting the local economy with Mesoamerica. Without them, the
empire would have had tribute but no foreign trade; with them, it

had both: extraction and exchange, power and wealth.

Merchants After the Conquest: Adaptation and
Survival
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Tenochtitlan's 1521 fall did not mean pochteca disappearance. Like
good merchants, they adapted to the new order with the same
flexibility they had adapted to all previous ones. The Spaniards,
needing intermediaries for provincial trade, found in the pochtecas
an existing network, with routes, contacts, experience: instead of

destroying it, they used it.

In the early colonial decades, indigenous merchants kept operating:
they transported goods between Mexico City and provinces, traded
in the tianguis —which Spaniards preserved— and acted as
intermediaries between indigenous producers and colonial markets.
Some enriched themselves with the new trade —notably cochineal,
cacao, textiles— and their fortunes maintained their status in New
Spanish society. Tlatelolco's mercantile barrios kept part of their
identity, and pochteca descendants remained recognized as

principal people.

Over time, however, the gquild dissolved. Spanish merchant
competition, new routes and goods, economic monetization, and
pre-Hispanic network disarticulation eroded pochteca trade's base.
By the seventeenth century, indigenous merchants operated
individually, without the corporation that had united them, and their
memory survived in documents and oral tradition. But their legacy
endures: the trade routes they traced kept being used for centuries,
the tianguis they supplied live on in Mexico's markets, and the
traveling trader figure —the towns' "merchant"— is a distant echo

of the pochtecas who crossed Mesoamerica with caravans.

The pochtecas' post-conquest history illustrates a broader truth:
economic institutions survive empires when they answer real needs.
Pochtecas existed because Mesoamerica needed to exchange its

products, and that need did not disappear with Tenochtitlan's fall.
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They changed masters, goods, and gods, but kept trading: the
mercantile spirit —pragmatic, adaptable, tenacious— proved more

durable than the empire it had served.

The Merchant's Household: Wives, Children,
Inheritance

Behind every caravan stood a household, and the pochteca
household was an enterprise in itself. Understanding its internal
workings —the role of wives, the training of children, the
transmission of the business— completes the portrait of the
merchant elite, revealing a family economy as sophisticated as the

trade it sustained.

The pochteca wife was, in practice, a business partner. During her
husband's long absences —months, sometimes years— she
administered the enterprise: she managed the warehouses,
supervised the servants and apprentices, collected debts, made
local purchases and sales, and kept the accounts. Sources suggest
these women were literate in the pictographic system enough to
track transactions, and skilled in the bargaining of the tianguis. A
capable wife could maintain and even expand the business while
her husband traveled; an incapable one could ruin it. Marriage
among pochtecas was thus a commercial alliance as much as an
affective one: families sought daughters-in-law with mercantile

aptitude, and the bride's dowry often included trading capital.

Children were trained from an early age. Boys accompanied their
fathers on short expeditions as soon as they could walk the roads,
learning routes, languages, prices, and the art of negotiation by
observation. Girls learned accounting, warehouse management, and

market trade from their mothers. The most promising sons were
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sent on progressively longer journeys; the most capable daughters
married into other merchant families, weaving the commercial
kinship network. Education was practical and total: the pochteca
child grew up among bundles, canoes, and market stalls, absorbing
the trade with the air.

Inheritance followed Mexica custom with mercantile adaptations.
The business —goods, credits, contacts, routes— passed to the
sons, usually divided among them, with the eldest receiving the
direction. Daughters received dowries that often functioned as
capital for their husbands' enterprises. The widow —as noted—
could inherit the direction if sons were minors, and some widows
became formidable businesswomen, remembered in guild tradition.
Disputes over inheritance were judged by the guild tribunal, which
sought to keep the enterprise united: a divided business was a

weakened business.

The merchant household thus functioned as a firm: with its direction
(the pochteca and his wife), its trainees (children and apprentices),
its capital (goods and credits), and its succession plan (inheritance).
It was a family capitalism centuries before the term existed
—small-scale, kin-based, but recognizably entrepreneurial. And it
was, for the women involved, a space of unusual autonomy: the
pochteca wife, administering fortunes in her husband's absence,
exercised an economic power few Mexica women knew. The

caravan's success began at home.

The Merchant's Gods: Yacatecuhtli and the
Religion of the Road

Every Mexica corporate group had its patron gods, and the

pochtecas' were among the most distinctive: Yacatecuhtli —"lord of
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the nose" or "lord who guides"— and his associated deities, the
gods of merchants and travelers. Their cult illuminates the spiritual
dimension of commerce, the way the Mexica sacralized even the

most practical activities.

Yacatecuhtli's name is usually explained by the merchant's bundle
—the nose led the way under the load— but scholars see deeper
meanings: the god who "guides by the nose," who leads travelers
on the right path, who sniffs out dangers and opportunities. His
image —an old traveler with staff and bundle— embodied the
pochteca ideal: experienced, enduring, shrewd. Alongside him stood
other merchant deities: Zacatzontli and Tlacotzontli, protectors of
travelers; and the pulque gods, for merchants celebrated successful

returns with ritual drink.

The cult's center was the pochteca barrios' temples, where
merchants gathered before departures for blessing ceremonies:
offerings of copal, paper, quails; the ritual bathing of travelers; the
entrusting of the expedition to the gods. On the road, merchants
carried small images of Yacatecuhtli, made portable shrines at
campsites, and observed taboos —sexual abstinence, fasting on
certain days— believed to ensure safe travel. Upon return,
thanksgiving rites: the first fruits of profit offered at the temple,

banquets for the quild, alms for the poor.

The "slave bathing" ceremony —already described— was this
religion's most spectacular expression, but daily piety was quieter:
a merchant whispering a prayer before a difficult negotiation,
touching his Yacatecuhtli amulet before crossing a dangerous river,
pouring a libation of pulque at a crossroads shrine. The road was full
of uncertainties —bandits, storms, illness— and the gods were the

merchant's insurance: practical, portable, personal.
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This merchant religion reveals a general Mexica trait: the refusal to
separate the sacred from the profane. Trade was not a secular
activity with religious decoration: it was a sacred activity in itself,
conducted under divine protection, judged by divine standards,
celebrated with divine honors. The pochteca who cheated a partner
offended not only the guild but Yacatecuhtli; the caravan that
returned safely owed its thanks to the gods. In sacralizing
commerce, the Mexica acknowledged what modern economics
often forgets: that exchange is not only technique but trust, and
trust —between strangers on distant roads— has always needed

gods to guarantee it.
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Chapter 4. The Tlacotin:
Mexica Slavery

At the base of the Mexica social pyramid stood the tlacotin
—singular  tlacotli—, the slaves. Their existence poses
uncomfortable questions to the modern reader, accustomed to
associating slavery with American plantations and the Atlantic
trade. Mexica slavery was a distinct institution, with its own rules,
precise limits, and —most surprisingly— exit paths. It was not
hereditary: slaves' children were born free. It did not strip the
person of all rights: the slave could own property, marry, and, in
certain circumstances, buy freedom. And it was not the fate of a
subjected ethnic group: anyone could fall into slavery —through
debts, crime, voluntary sale in famine times— and anyone could
leave it. To understand the tlacotin is to understand the Mexica
society's moral and juridical limits: how far inequality reached, and

where it stopped.

A Different Slavery: What It Was and Was Not

First to be said: Mexica slavery did not resemble Caribbean or U.S.
South plantation slavery. The tlacotli was not a "thing" nor his
master's absolute property: he was a person in personal
dependency, obliged to serve in exchange for sustenance, but

holder of certain rights the law protected. The master could not kill
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his slave with impunity; could not sell him without the wooden collar
—the cuauhcozcatl or slavery collar— marking his condition; and
could not prevent him from marrying or owning property. The slave,
in turn, owed obedience and work, but kept his name, family, and

hope of freedom.

The most radical difference from other world slaveries was
non-inheritability. In the Mexica world, slave status was not
transmitted to children: every child born to slave parents —or to
free father and slave mother, or vice versa— was born free,
macehualli, a full member of his calpulli. This rule, attested by all
sources, transformed the institution's nature: Mexica slavery
created no perpetual caste of dispossessed, but an individual,
temporary condition, a biographical accident more than collective
destiny. A man could be a slave for ten years of his life and die free,
surrounded by free children; his grandchildren would not even

remember his servile past, except as family anecdote.

Nor was Mexica slavery a racial or ethnic institution. Slaves came
from no conquered people nor distinct skin color: they were Mexica,
Texcocan, Tlaxcalan, Otomi, Mixtec —people of all origins, including
Tenochtitlan itself. Slavery marked no frontier between "us" and
“them," but between fortune and misfortune, between who could
sustain himself and who could not. This potential universality
—anyone could fall— generated a social attitude toward the slave
distinct from racial contempt: the tlacotli was an unfortunate, not a
natural inferior, and society recognized a residual dignity that racial

slaveries denied.

Slave numbers were, moreover, relatively small. Scholars estimate
tlacotin did not exceed five percent of the population, concentrated

in noble houses, palaces, temples, and markets. The Mexica
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economy did not depend on slave labor: it depended on the free
—though tribute-bound— labor of the macehualtin. Slaves were an
elite luxury and a labor reserve for specific tasks, not the productive
system's base. This economic marginality partly explains the

institution's relative benignity: as it was not indispensable, it could

afford to be humane.

Roads into Slavery: Debt, Crime, War, and
Voluntary Sale

How did one become tlacotli? Sources distinguish four main paths,

each with its own logic.

The first was debt. In a society without banks or formal credit,
indebtedness took personal forms: a man who could not pay what
he owed —a dowry, a fine, a gambling loss— could deliver himself

or be delivered by creditors as a slave until the debt was settled. In
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bad harvest years, entire families sold themselves for corn to
survive: the 1454 famine, which annals recall as one of the
century's worst calamities, filled slave markets with fathers selling
themselves to feed their children. Debt slavery was, in these cases,
a survival strategy: better a living slave than a free man dead of
hunger. And as the condition was not hereditary, the father's

sacrifice did not condemn the children.

The second path was crime. Certain crimes were punished with
slavery instead of death: theft —especially repeated theft—, fraud,
minor treason. The criminal was delivered as a slave to the victim or
sold at market, and the sale's product compensated the damage.
This penal function of slavery reveals its character as temporary,
proportional sanction: not perpetual condemnation to infamy but a
form of reparation. Sentence served —or freedom purchased— the

ex-slave reintegrated into society without permanent stigma.

The third path was war, with an important nuance: most war
prisoners did not become slaves but were sacrificed to the gods.
Only a minority —those captured in certain circumstances, or
reserved by captors— ended as tlacotin. Enslaved war prisoners
were usually destined for noble domestic service or the hardest
labors, and their condition was more precarious than debt slaves':
they were foreigners, without family or calpulli backing them, with
lesser hope of freedom. Even they, however, were protected by
general rules: they could not be murdered with impunity, and their

children —if they had any— were born free.

The fourth path, most paradoxical to the modern reader, was
voluntary sale. A free man —even a ruined noble— could sell
himself as a slave for an agreed price, delivering it to his family or

using it to pay debts. Voluntary sale was a contract: the seller
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received the price, the buyer his services, and the contract could
include conditions —term, tasks, ransom price. This practice,
documented in period testimonies, shows how far Mexica slavery
was a flexible juridical institution, more like indentured servitude

than slavery as we understand it today.

There was also a regulated slave market. The most famous was
Azcapotzalco's, on the lake's shore, where traders exhibited slaves
with the wooden collar; there was also sale at great Tlatelolco
market. Prices varied by age, health, skills, and sex: a strong youth
cost more than an elder, an artisan more than a laborer. Buyers
were nobles, priests —for temple service—, rich merchants, and
occasionally the state itself. Sale was subject to rules: the seller had
to declare defects —diseases, vices— and the buyer had return
rights if the slave proved unusable. It was, in sum, a market with

warranties, not clandestine trafficking.

The Tlacotli's Life: Rights, Duties, and Limits

The Mexica slave's daily life depended enormously on master and
origin. A noble's tlacotli lived in the noble house, dressed better
than many poor macehualtin, ate from the master's kitchen, and
could reach positions of trust: administrator, majordomo, house
artisan. Some palace slaves enjoyed considerable influence, and
closeness to power gave them informal status above many free
men. At the other extreme, a cruel master's slave or a war prisoner
destined for heavy labor led a hard life, dawn to dusk, with physical

punishments and scant hopes.

But even in worst cases, law set limits. The master who brutally
mistreated his slave could be forced to sell him; whoever murdered

him without cause was punished. The slave could own property
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—clothes, modest jewels, even lands or slaves in turn— and dispose
of it. He could marry, free or slave person, and marriage was
recognized: if a free man married a slave woman, children were
free; if a master married his slave woman, she became free. He
could resort to tribunals in certain cases, and an extraordinary rule
existed: the slave who managed to flee and take refuge in the
tlatoani's palace was automatically freed —the palace was
inviolable asylum. This last norm is revealing: the empire's supreme
power sided with the fugitive, not the master, indicating society
considered freedom the natural state and slavery an exception

requiring justification.

Slaves destined for sacrifice deserve separate mention, touching
the institution's darkest zone. At certain festivals —notably
merchants'— slaves were bought to be dressed, feasted, and finally
sacrificed to the gods. To the modern reader this practice is
monstrous; to the Mexica, the sacrificed slave was no ordinary
victim: he was an ixiptla, a god's "image," treated for months as
divine incarnation, showered with honors, his ritual death
considered glorious destiny, not degradation. This logic —alien and
disturbing— must not make us forget they were human beings
bought to die, and that slave sacrifice reveals the limits of Mexica
slavery's "benignity." The dignity society recognized in the tlacotli
coexisted with the possibility of ritual annihilation: the paradox is
irresolvable from our morals, and must be presented as such,

without sweeteners.

Doors to Freedom

If Mexica slavery distinguishes itself from others, it is above all by

the breadth of its exit paths. Freedom was no miraculous exception
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but a reasonable expectation: most slaves recovered freedom at

some point in life.

The most direct path was buying one's own freedom. As the slave
could own property and receive gifts, many saved until gathering
the ransom price —usually similar to purchase price— and paid it to
the master. Masters, in turn, had incentives to accept: a slave who
ransoms himself demonstrates industriousness and loyalty, and the
master recovers investment. Some masters freed slaves as reward
for years of faithful service, or included them in wills: upon the
master's death, his slaves went free, a practice so common sources

mention it as established custom.

Marriage was another door. The slave woman marrying a free man
—or her own master— went free, and the union's children were free
in any case. The master taking his slave woman as concubine and
having children with her usually freed her, and children were
recognized. These unions, frequent in noble houses, wove kinship
ties between masters and slaves softening the institution's
harshness: it was not rare for a noble to have milk-brothers or

cousins born slaves.

Flight to the palace —already mentioned— was the most dramatic
path: the slave eluding guardians and crossing the tecpan's doors
went free by immemorial decree. The rule had political logic: it
affirmed supreme authority stood above any private dominion, and
offered an escape valve for extreme abuse cases. Few attempted it
—flight was dangerous and the palace well guarded— but its
existence as recognized right says much about Mexica juridical

philosophy.

Finally, there was liberation through old age or sickness. The master
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who could no longer use an aged or sick slave usually freed him
—sometimes with a small plot or pension in kind— because keeping
him was burden without benefit. It was late, modest freedom, but

freedom nonetheless.

The ex-slave —who had recovered freedom— reintegrated into
society as full macehualli: he recovered his calpulli place, could
receive lands, marry freely, and his children carried no mark. There
was no hereditary stigma nor separate "freedman" caste: slavery
erased from biography like a paid debt. This absorption capacity is
perhaps the system's most admirable trait: Mexica society
manufactured no permanent pariahs but recycled its fallen,

returning them to community.

In comparative perspective, Mexica slavery appears as a hard but
limited institution: hard, for it implied loss of personal autonomy
and exposure to ritual sacrifice; limited, for it was neither
hereditary, racial, economically central, nor perpetual. It was, at
bottom, a mechanism for managing misfortune —debt, crime,
hunger, defeat— more than an exploitation system. Understanding
it thus does not justify it, but places it in context: that of a society
which, without knowing modern individual freedom, refused to turn

inequality into destiny.

The Slave Before the Gods: Ritual, Sacrifice, and
the Ixiptla

The relationship between slavery and Mexica religion is one of the
institution's most complex —and disturbing— aspects. Slaves
served not only men: they served gods, and in certain ceremonies
were the link between human and divine worlds. Understanding this

dimension demands suspending modern moral judgment and
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entering Mexica ritual logic, without failing to recognize its

harshness.

In several calendar festivals, slaves played the ixiptla —the god's
"image" or ‘"representative." The best-documented case is
Tezcatlipoca's at the Toxcatl festival: for a year, a young slave
—chosen for beauty and physical perfection, without defects or
blemishes— was dressed in the god's vestments, treated as a lord,
paraded through the city amid honors, served by a court of
attendants, showered with pleasures: music, flowers, women.
During that year, the slave was Tezcatlipoca to the people: the
living incarnation of the god. At the festival's end, he was sacrificed
at the temple, his death —preceded by ritual breaking of his flutes

on each pyramid step— renewing the pact between gods and men.

To the modern reader this practice is hard to assimilate: how can
being raised to die be considered honor? The Mexica answer
—reconstructed by scholars from sources— is that the ixiptla was no
victim but a chosen one: his year of divine glory, his treatment as
god, his ritual death elevated him above ordinary human condition.
Sahagun's Nahua informants describe Tezcatlipoca's ixiptla with
admiration and reverence, not pity. And there are indications some
slaves accepted —or even sought— that destiny, because the
alternative was anonymous servitude. The logic is alien to ours but
coherent within its worldview: in a world where gods had sacrificed
themselves to create humanity, human sacrifice was repayment of
a cosmic debt, and being that repayment's vehicle was a terrible

privilege.

Merchants, as we saw, practiced their own version: the "slave
bathing," in which the pochteca bought a slave, feasted him for

months, and offered him in sacrifice at a colossal banquet's end.
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Here the slave was at once victim and prestige currency: his death
measured the host's wealth and generosity. The ceremony —with
banquets, gifts to guests, abundance display— was the mercantile
career's culminating moment, and the sacrificed slave remained

forever associated with the family's honor.

Not all ritual slaves were sacrificed. Some served in temples as
permanent servants —sweeping, carrying offerings, tending the
sacred fire— and their closeness to the divine gave special status:
they were "the gods' slaves," and harming them offended their
celestial masters. Others participated in ritual processions and
dances, dressed in ceremonial vestments. Religion thus offered
some slaves a dignity domestic servitude did not: before the gods,

slave and noble were equally servants.

This religious dimension does not absolve the institution —slave
sacrifice remains, from our perspective, a crime— but places it in
context: for the Mexica, slavery was not a mere economic relation
but a condition with cosmic resonances. The slave could be the
lowest of men and, at once, a god's image. That paradox
—degradation and exaltation coexisting in the same person— is

perhaps the most Mexica trait of Mexica slavery.

Mexica Slavery in Comparative Perspective

To fairly assess Mexica slavery, compare it with history's other great
slaveries: the Greco-Roman, the Islamic, and the Atlantic American.
Comparison seeks neither to exculpate nor condemn but to place:
each slavery was its society's product, and their differences reveal

each culture's values.

Greco-Roman slavery —Athens' and Rome's— was hereditary,
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massive, economically central: in imperial Rome, slaves could
constitute a third of the population, sustaining agriculture, mining,
industry. The Roman slave was a thing —res— before the law,
rightless, his manumission —though frequent— an act of the
master's grace. Against this model, Mexica slavery appears limited:
non-hereditary, minoritarian, economically marginal, juridically
more protected. The classical world would not have understood the
Mexica rule that slaves' children are born free: for a Roman, a slave

woman's child was a slave by nature.

Islamic slavery —the Arab and Ottoman world's— shared some
traits with the Mexica: manumission was religiously and socially
valued, slaves could reach elevated positions —the Mamluks came
to govern Egypt— and the condition was not racial in origins. But
Islamic slavery was hereditary by maternal line in many contexts
and tied to jihad and trans-Saharan trade, with a scale and duration

—over a millennium— making it incomparable in magnitude.

Atlantic slavery —that of American plantations— is the model the
modern reader has in mind, and the farthest from the Mexica:
racial, hereditary, massive, economically central, dehumanizing by
principle. The plantation slave was defined by skin color,
condemned for life, without effective legal rights, his offspring
inheriting the condemnation. None of this existed in the Mexica
world: there were no races, no inherited condition, no plantations,
and law protected the slave. Comparing both institutions with the
same word —"slavery"— is almost linguistic abuse: they designate

realities so distinct they would deserve different names.

What explains Mexica slavery's relative benignity? Scholars point to
several factors: abundant free labor —making massive slave

systems unnecessary—; absence of an export-oriented plantation
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economy; the juridical philosophy seeing freedom as natural state;
and the slave's integration into kinship and community networks
—calpulli, family— preventing total dehumanization. Mexica slavery
was, at bottom, an institution of a society that did not vitally need it

and could therefore afford to limit it.

This comparison must not lead to complacency: Mexica slavery
implied loss of autonomy, forced labor, and —in ritual aspect—
death. But placing it in perspective allows appreciating what made
it distinct and, in a sense, less inhuman than counterparts: a slavery
without racism, without inheritance, without perpetuity, an
institution Mexica society kept under moral and juridical control. In
slavery's universal history —a long, somber history— the Mexica
case occupies a singular place: that of a society which knew slavery

and refused to turn it into destiny.

Law and the Slave: Mexica Law Before Servitude

Mexica law —a body of customary norms, judicial sentences, and
tlatoani decrees— reqgulated slavery in detail revealing how
seriously society took the tlacotli's juridical protection. Far from a
lawless sphere, servitude was surrounded by precise rules defining
the master's rights, his power's limits, and the slave's residual

rights.

Slave acquisition was regulated. Sale —voluntary or for debts— had
to occur before witnesses and, in self-sale, with family consent: a
father could not sell his children without justified cause, and minors'
sale was restricted. The seller had to declare the slave's defects
—chronic diseases, vices, flight proneness— and the buyer had a
term to claim upon discovering a hidden vice: the Mexica version of

warranty of soundness. Professional traders —those living by buying

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 92



and selling— were subject to market judges' supervision, and fraud

in slave sales was severely punished.

The master's rights were broad but not unlimited. The master could
demand obedience and work, punish faults —with moderation—,
sell or rent the slave, and dispose of him by will. But he could not
kill him without cause —slave homicide was punished, though with
lesser penalty than a free man's—; could not mutilate him; could
not sell him without the collar marking his condition —to prevent a
free man being fraudulently sold—; and could not prevent marriage
or ownership of personal property. The master violating these limits
could be denounced before judges —yes, the slave had limited
access to justice— and forced to sell the slave to another master or

free him.

There were also transmission rules. Slavery was not inherited
—already said— but what happened to the slave's property at
death? It passed to his free children, not the master: the slave's
peculium was family property, not seignorial. And if the master
died? His slaves did not automatically pass to heirs: the will
decided, and custom favored liberation. And if the slave committed
a crime? He was judged as a person —not a thing— and his master
was civilly liable for damages in certain cases, giving the master

incentives to watch servants' conduct.

The asylum right —freedom for the fugitive reaching the palace—
was the most extraordinary norm, deserving final reflection. In
comparative law, sacred asylum protected the pursued from private
vengeance but rarely extinguished servile condition: the asyled
fugitive remained a slave, only protected. The Mexica norm went
further: asylum not only protected but freed. It was a juridical

declaration that freedom was man's natural state and slavery an
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artificial condition supreme power could dissolve. Few slaves
managed to reach the palace —and masters watched to prevent it—
but the norm existed, and its existence says more about Mexica
juridical philosophy than a thousand treatises: a right placing

person above property, man above master.

Children and Slavery: Protecting the Innocent

One principle runs through all sources on Mexica slavery, deserving
emphasis as the system's most humanitarian norm: children were
untouchable. No child could be enslaved for parents' debts or
crimes; no child born to slaves was a slave; no child could be sold,
except in extreme famine circumstances and even then with
restrictions. Childhood —even slave childhood— was protected by a

moral consensus society did not violate.

The non-inheritability rule —already examined— was this principle's
juridical expression: every child was born free, regardless of
parents' condition. But sources go further: they describe a social
attitude of protection toward slaves' children, raised as house
members —sometimes as playmates of the master's children—
who, growing up, integrated into the calpulli as full macehualtin.
The master mistreating his slaves' children was frowned upon;
whoever educated them and freed them at adulthood was praised.
Childhood, in Mexica logic, was a state of innocence that not even

parents' misfortune could stain.

And children sold in famine times? Sources admit that, in extreme
crises —like 1454's— some parents sold children for food for the
rest of the family. It was the last resort, the supreme sacrifice, and
society viewed it with mixed horror and understanding: horror at

selling an innocent, understanding at the father's desperation. But
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even then limits operated: the buyer had to treat the child as a
servant in training, not a full slave; the child kept the right to be
ransomed by family when conditions improved; and reaching
adulthood, custom favored liberation. Child sale was temporary

suspension of freedom, not perpetual condemnation.

This childhood protection vividly contrasts with other historical
slaveries —the Atlantic, where slave children were full property,
bought and sold like cattle— and reveals a deep trait of Mexica
ethics: the belief that every human is born with a dignity no
circumstance can wholly strip. The Mexica had no human rights
declaration, but they had this principle, practiced for centuries:
children are born free. And a practiced principle is worth more than

a thousand declarations.

Faces of Slavery: Stories the Sources Tell

Generalities about slavery come alive when given faces. Sources
—chronicles, testimonies, early colonial documents— preserve
individual tlacotin stories illustrating, better than any abstraction,
how servile condition was lived in the Anahuac. This section gathers
some of those stories, reconstructed from testimonies, as windows

onto the human experience behind the institution.

There is the gambler's case. Sahagun's informants tell of the man
fond of patolli —the ritual board game, like a cross between
parcheesi and dice— who, on a bad night, lost not only his goods
but his freedom: he bet his own person and lost. Next morning,
wooden collar at neck, he was his creditor's slave. His story —told
as moral warning against gambling— reveals how naturally society
accepted debt slavery: no extraordinary tragedy but a known life

risk, like bankruptcy today. And it reveals the implicit hope: the
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gambler-slave could, with work and luck, buy freedom and return to

the table —this time, it was hoped, more prudently.

There is the famine mother's case. In the great dearth year, annals
tel, a widowed woman with three small children, landless,
familyless to take her in, presented herself at Azcapotzalco market
and sold herself as slave to a noble, for corn enough to feed her
children until next harvest. The noble employed her in his kitchen,
where she worked two years; after that time, with savings and her
old barrio's help, she bought freedom and returned with her
children —who had never ceased being free. Her story —typical of
crisis epochs— shows slavery as maternal survival strategy:
self-sale as the last resort of one who has lost everything but the

will to save her own.

There is the trusted slave's case. A great Tlatelolco merchant had a
slave —bought young at market— whom he had taught accounts,
routes, dealings. Over years, the slave became his trusted man: he
traveled with caravans, negotiated in his name, kept secrets. Upon
the merchant's death, his will —dictated before witnesses— freed
the slave and bequeathed him part of the goods and a modest
house. The freedman continued the business on his own account,
married an artisan's daughter, and his children became respected
merchants. His story illustrates the porosity between slavery and
freedom, and how individual talent could flourish even in servile

condition.

And there is the palace fugitive's case. A war prisoner —a young
warrior from an enemy city— destined for a noble's domestic
service, tired of mistreatment, fled one night and, eluding guards,
took refuge in the tecpan. By immemorial law, he went free. The

tlatoani —informed of the case— not only confirmed his freedom
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but, impressed by his daring, incorporated him into his guard as a
warrior. Years later, the ex-slave fought in Mexica ranks against his
own city of origin: the irony was not lost on chroniclers, who tell it

as example of fortune's whims and supreme power's magnanimity.

These stories —some documented, others reconstructed from
typical patterns— are not the statistical norm: most slaves led a
gray life of domestic work, undramatic. But they illuminate the
institution's edges, cases where the rule is tested and reveals its
spirit. And the spirit they reveal is that of a society which, while
maintaining slavery, refused to consider it definitive destiny: there
was always a door —purchase, marriage, flight, will— and through

those doors passed real people, with names, families, hopes.

Manumission in Practice: The Day After Freedom

What happened the day after liberation? Manumission —the act of
returning freedom— was only the beginning of a second story: the
freedman's reintegration into society. Sources are sparse about this
moment, but indications allow reconstructing its general lines, and

what emerges is a remarkably fluid reabsorption process.

The first step was ritual and juridical: liberation was formalized
before witnesses —sometimes before a judge— and the wooden
collar —if the slave wore it— was broken or removed in ceremony.
Some masters organized a small banquet to celebrate a faithful
servant's liberation: a generosity gesture honoring both parties. The
freedman received —by custom— a lot of clothing, some provisions,
and in most generous cases a small plot or initial capital: the "exit
peculium" allowing him to start his new life without immediately

falling into misery.
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The second step was community reintegration. The freedman
returned to his calpulli of origin —if he had one— or was welcomed
by the barrio where he had served: he was assigned a plot if lands
were available, included in tribute lists, invited to festivals. The
community —far from stigmatizing him— received him like a
prodigal son: his servile past was no mark but experience.
Neighbors who had known him a slave now treated him as equal,
and youths listened to his stories. This absence of stigma —so
distinct from societies where the freedman forever carried his

origin— is one of the Mexica system's most admirable traits.

The third step was life's reconstruction: marriage —if the freedman
was single—, children —born free and shadowless—, work —in the
trade learned during servitude or a new one. Many freedmen
prospered: the domestic slave had learned administration, the
artisan-slave had a valuable trade, the ex-war-prisoner had military
discipline. Some reached respectable positions: calpulli
administrators, master artisans, modest traders. Their children
—raised in free homes— were indistinguishable from other

macehualtin: in one generation, slavery erased completely.

There remained, however, a residual bond: gratitude. The freedman
owed respect to his former master —who had freed him— and that
relation —like Roman patronage, but without juridical
consequences— could last a lifetime: the freedman visited his
ex-master at festivals, brought gifts, helped in needs. It was an
affection and recognition relation, not dependence: the freedman
was free, but not ungrateful. And masters —for their part— took

pride in prosperous freedmen: living proof of their generosity.

The day after freedom was, in sum, a day of reintegration, not

marginalization. Mexica society manufactured no resentful
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ex-slaves nor marked pariahs: it manufactured citizens. And that
absorption capacity —returning the fallen to community without
rancor or stigma— says much about the moral health of a system
which, with all its defects, refused to turn misfortune into

permanent destiny.

Resistance: When Slaves Fought Back

The image of the submissive slave, resigned to his fate, does not do
justice to the tlacotin's humanity. Slaves resisted —in small and
large ways, individually and collectively— and that resistance is part
of the institution's history, revealing both the harshness that

provoked it and the limits that contained it.

The most common resistance was individual and quiet: the slave
who worked slowly, who broke tools, who feigned illness, who stole
food from the master's kitchen. These everyday sabotages
—documented in sources complaining about "bad slaves"— were
the weapons of the weak: low-risk, hard to punish, cumulatively
costly to the master. A more decisive form was flight: despite
surveillance, slaves escaped —to the mountains, to other cities, to
the palace asylum. The law punished recaptured fugitives, but the
very existence of the palace-asylum rule acknowledged that flight

was frequent enough to require regulation.

Collective resistance was rarer but not unknown. Sources mention
slave uprisings in noble houses and workshops —small mutinies
suppressed with severity— and, more significantly, the participation
of slaves in the great rebellions of subjected cities: when a province
rose against Tenochtitlan, its slaves often joined the rebels, hoping
freedom would follow victory. The most dramatic case came with

the Spanish conquest: during the siege of Tenochtitlan, many
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tlacotin of the city —especially war prisoners with no loyalty to
Mexica masters— deserted to the Spanish-indigenous alliance or
simply melted into the chaos, vanishing into the new order as free

persons. The empire's collapse was, for them, liberation.

Masters responded to resistance with a mix of repression and
concession: punishments for the rebellious, rewards for the loyal,
manumissions for the faithful. The wise master understood what
modern management rediscovers periodically: that the carrot works
better than the stick, and that a slave with hope of freedom works
harder than one without. The institution's relative benignity —the
rights, the exit paths, the protections— can be read, cynically, as a
sophisticated control strategy: give the slave enough hope to
prevent despair, enough rights to prevent rebellion. But it can also
be read, more generously, as the expression of a moral sensibility
that recognized the slave's humanity even while exploiting his

labor.

Either way, slave resistance reminds us that the tlacotin were not
passive objects of the institution but subjects who negotiated,
endured, fled, and fought within its constraints. Their resistance
—quiet or violent, individual or collective— is the proof that no
system of domination, however regulated, can fully extinguish the
human desire for freedom. The Mexica system understood this
better than most: it built doors into the prison, and through those

doors walked people who had decided to be free.

The Slave Trader: A Profession and Its Ethics

Between the seller and the buyer stood a professional: the slave
trader —the man (or woman) who lived by buying low and selling

high in human merchandise. This figure, marginal in the chronicles
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but central to the institution's functioning, deserves examination:
his practices, his reputation, and the ethics —such as they were— of

his trade.

The trader operated at markets —Azcapotzalco above all— where
he maintained pens and exhibition platforms. He bought from
debtors, from families in crisis, from war captors, from other
traders; he fattened, trained, and presented his merchandise; he
negotiated prices with noble stewards, priests, and rich merchants.
The successful trader knew his product: he could judge a youth's
strength, health, and docility at a glance, and priced accordingly. He
also knew his market: which houses needed domestics, which

temples sought servants, which merchants wanted porters.

The trade had its ethics —or at least its regulations. The trader had
to declare defects, as noted; had to use the wooden collar in sales;
could not sell free persons as slaves —a fraud punished with
enslavement of the fraudster, poetic justice the sources record with
satisfaction. The market judges supervised transactions, and the
guild of traders —for there seems to have been a professional
association— enforced standards. A trader known for cheating lost

his clientele: reputation was capital.

Socially, the trader occupied an ambiguous position: necessary but
not respected. Like the pochteca, he handled wealth; unlike the
pochteca, his wealth came from human merchandise, which carried
a moral taint. Sources mention traders as rich but vulgar, shrewd
but untrustworthy —the stereotypes every society attaches to those
who profit from others' misfortune. Some traders, however,
transcended the stereotype: those who treated their slaves
decently, who facilitated ransoms, who freed the aged, earned a

grudging respect.
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The slave trader's existence reminds us that even a "benign"
slavery generated a market in human beings, with professionals
who profited from desperation. It is the institution's commercial
face, less edifying than the legal protections or the exit paths. And
it poses the uncomfortable question: can a trade in persons ever be
ethical, however regulated? The Mexica answer —regulation, not
abolition— was the answer of their time. Ours differs. But the
question remains worth asking, for the trade in human desperation

has not disappeared from the world: it has only changed its forms.
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Chapter 5. Social Mobility:
Merit as Elevator

We have traveled the Mexica social pyramid from top to bottom: the
pipiltin at the apex, the pochtecas in their intermediate stratum, the
macehualtin at the broad base, the tlacotin at the lowest step. The
emerging image might seem that of a rigid, immutable order where
each is born in his place and dies in it. But that image would be
incomplete —and misleading. Mexica society, with all its hierarchy,
possessed a social mobility mechanism of extraordinary power: war.
In the Anahuac world, battlefield valor could do what blood had not:
turn a farmer into a lord, a porter into an eagle warrior, a nobody
into a tecuhtli with lands and vassals. This chapter examines that
social elevator, its rules, limits, and meaning: for a society
rewarding merit, even in a single sphere, is one telling itself a story

about justice.

War: The Great Equalizer

For the Mexica, war was not only an instrument of imperial
expansion: it was the stage where men's worth was measured and
honors distributed. All males —noble and plebeian— owed military
service, and all fought shoulder to shoulder on campaigns. On the
battlefield, noble blood stopped no arrows: pipiltin and macehualli

ran the same risks, and that community of danger created a

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 103



community of merit. The military rewards system was, in theory and
largely in practice, blind to social origin: what counted was what

each warrior did with his hands.

The measure of warrior merit was prisoner capture. In Mexica
military ethics, killing the enemy was less glorious than capturing
him alive —for sacrifice— and the number of prisoners taken
determined the warrior's rank. Sources describe a precise scale: the
warrior capturing one prisoner received certain honors; whoever
captured two, three, or four ascended successive grades, each with
insignia, privileges, and prestige. The fourth captive was a decisive
threshold: whoever reached it entered the tequihua category, the
"distinguished warriors," and thence opened the doors to the elite
military orders —the cuauhtli, eagle warriors, and ocelotl, jaguar

warriors— and to nobiliary titles by merit.

This system had a revolutionary consequence: a macehualli
capturing four prisoners ceased being an ordinary farmer. He
received distinguishing insignia —certain ornaments, the right to
wear cotton mantles, to use sandals in the palace—, was assigned
lands —reward milchimalli—, was exempted from tribute, and his
prestige in the calpulli skyrocketed. His children, though technically
still macehualtin, grew in a distinguished warrior's home, with
access to better education and influence networks. In two or three
generations, a farmer family could transform into a military elite
family, and thence —by marriage, service, appointment— brush

nobility.

War was thus the great equalizer: the only sphere where the
farmer's son and the noble's son competed on equal terms. And it
was no marginal sphere: in a society of permanent imperial

expansion, war was the state's central activity, occupying tens of
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thousands of men yearly and producing the most coveted honors.
The Mexica social elevator was not hidden in a system corner: it

was at its center, in full view, running at full power each campaign.

9

The Tequihua: Portrait of Distinguished Warriors

The tequihua —"those who cut" or "those who have distinguished
themselves," by interpretations— formed a valor aristocracy within
the army. They were not nobles by birth —though many nobles
were also tequihua— but warriors who had proven merit on the
battlefield. Their status was recognized by visible insignia: the
tlahuiztli, the quilted war suit of distinctive colors; plumes and
devices of their grade; the right to wear hair long gathered in a
certain way —the cuachic, "the shorn," wore heads shaved save a
crest, mark of the most daring warriors—; and access to the

warriors' houses, the military calmecacs where they gathered.
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The eagle and jaguar warrior orders were the elite of the elite. Their
members —selected among the most outstanding tequihua— wore
the impressive suits codices and sculptures have preserved: the
eagle with his raptor-head helm, the jaguar with his spotted suit.
These orders were not mere military units: they were religious and
social brotherhoods, with temples, rites, festivals, and honor code.
Belonging to them was the greatest prestige a warrior could aspire
to, and their members —noble and plebeian alike— formed a valor

brotherhood transcending birth divisions.

The plebeian-origin tequihua's life illustrates the social elevator's
functioning. Take a typical case —reconstructed from sources—: a
young calpulli macehualli, Telpochcalli-formed, goes on his first
campaign as foot warrior. In combat's fury, he captures an enemy:
his first prisoner. He returns to Tenochtitlan with modest but real
honors: allowed to wear a better mantle, his name mentioned in his
barrio. On the next campaign he captures two more: he ascends in
grade, receives a land plot as reward, is exempted from part of
tribute. On the third, he captures the fourth: he is declared
tequihua. From that moment, his life radically changes: he enters a
military order, receives lands and tributaries, his children access the
Calmecac, and he himself may be appointed to military posts
—instructor, barrio captain, campaign officer. In fifteen years, the
farmer has become a war lord, and no one —not even
purest-blooded pipiltin— can deny him the respect his scars have

earned.

This was no moral tale: it was documented reality. Chroniclers
mention by name humble-origin warriors who reached the highest
military commands, and tecuhtin lists —the "lords" by merit—

include men whose grandfathers had been farmers. Mobility
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through war was a massive social fact, not anecdotal exception:
each campaign produced a harvest of promotions, and each

generation saw dozens of plebeian families join the military elite.

From Macehualli to Tecuhtli: How High One Could
Rise

The tecuhtli title —"lord"— deserves special attention, representing
the highest frontier merit could cross. Originally, tecuhtli designated
local chiefs, but in the late empire it became an honorary title the
tlatoani bestowed on distinguished men —noble or plebeian— for
services: great warriors, capable administrators, upright judges. The
tecuhtli by merit received lands, tributaries, the right to use noble
insignia, and a place in official ceremonies: he lived, in practice, as

a pipiltin, though his blood was plebeian.

Could a macehualli become tlatoani? The answer is no —at least,
not by the normal path. The state's great offices —tlatoani,
cihuacoatl, high priests— were reserved for the royal family and
high nobility, and no military merit could breach that final door. The
political apex was hereditary, remaining so until the conquest. But
this limitation must be kept in perspective: the ascended macehualli
could become general, judge, provincial governor, tecuhtli with
lands and honors —that is, everything but the throne. It was as if
the system said: "you may reach all talent can earn; only the crown
—symbol of lineage continuity— stays beyond your reach." For a

premodern society, it was extraordinary openness.

There were also other ascent paths, less spectacular than war but
equally real. Priesthood offered a career to pious, studious youths:
the merchant's or distinguished warrior's son entering the Calmecac

and ordained a priest could reach important posts in the religious
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hierarchy, with temple lands and prestige. Imperial administration
absorbed competent scribes, accountants, officials: managing
tribute records demanded expertise independent of birth. And trade
—as we saw— allowed pochtecas to accumulate wealth which,
though not nobility, bought influence, advantageous marriages,
education for children. War was the ascent highway, but not the

only road.

Marriage was the social lubricant easing these ascents. A
distinguished warrior of plebeian origin could marry a lesser noble's
—or rich merchant's— daughter, and his children were born into a
higher-status home, with better connections and opportunities.
Conversely, an impoverished noble could marry his daughter to a
prosperous pochteca, joining blood and money. These marital
alliances wove a network blurring stratum boundaries: in two or
three generations, distinguishing "blood noble" from "merit noble"
grew hard, and the elite constantly renewed itself with plebeian
sap. Strict endogamy —marriage only within one's class— was not
the Mexica norm: strategic hypergamy, marriage as social

investment, was.
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Rigidity and Permeability: A System's Balance

How to characterize, overall, the Mexica social system? Scholars
have debated for decades whether it was rigid castes or permeable
classes, and the answer —as usual— lies in between: a system rigid

in structure, permeable in functioning.

It was rigid because categories existed, were juridically defined, and
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inherited: one was born pipiltin, macehualli, or pochteca, and that
birth condition determined education, obligations, rights,
expectations. The political apex was inaccessible to the plebeian,
however many prisoners he captured. Noble privileges —tribute
exemption, lands, polygyny, office access— were obtained not by
individual decree but by group belonging. In this structural sense,

Mexica society was as hierarchical as any premodern society.

But it was permeable because merit —above all military merit—
opened real breaches in that structure. The farmer could become
tequihua, the tequihua tecuhtli, the tecuhtli's son a noble in fact if
not in law. Pochtecas proved wealth created its own stratum. Slaves
recalled even the lowest condition was reversible. And strategic
marriages mixed bloods each generation. The result was a renewing
elite, a people with hopes, a system channeling individual ambition
toward state service: the youth dreaming of ascent did not conspire
against order but enlisted in the army, studied at the Calmecac, or
embarked with merchants. Social mobility was thus a stability

instrument: it turned potential rebels into aspirants.

This rigidity-permeability combination largely explains the Mexica
empire's cohesion and durability. A purely rigid system would have
generated resentment and revolts; a purely fluid one would have
lacked tradition's stability. The Mexica found a balance: a clear
order, with known, respected rules, but with doors open to talent.
The farmer knew his place, but also knew his son —if brave— could
rise higher. That hope, renewed each military campaign, was the

empire's invisible cement.

Women and Ascent: Female Paths of Mobility

So far we have spoken of social mobility in masculine terms: the
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warrior capturing prisoners, the merchant accumulating wealth, the
priest ascending the hierarchy. But what ascent paths existed for
women? The question is pertinent, for half of Mexica society was
female, and their mobility experience —though distinct— was not

nonexistent.

The principal female mobility path was hypergamic marriage:
marrying "up." The macehualli daughter marrying a distinguished
warrior, prosperous merchant, or —in exceptional cases— a lesser
noble, ascended socially immediately and definitively: she entered
a higher-status home, her children were born in better conditions,
her own community position rose. Parents, aware of this, invested in
daughters' "matrimonial capital": a beautiful, industrious,
good-weaving, reputable young woman was a valuable candidate,
and her marriage could be the whole family's ascent. Beauty, skill,
virtue were, for the Mexica woman, what valor was for the man: a

mobility currency.

There were also institutional paths. Young women serving as temple
maidens —weaving sacred vestments, participating in rites—
acquired distinguishing prestige: leaving service, they were coveted
matrimonial candidates, and some remained temple-linked as
middle-rank priestesses. Renowned healers and midwives enjoyed
respect transcending origin: a famous midwife was requested by
noble houses, her fame giving influence and income above most
barrio males'. Market women —those selling on their own account—
could accumulate modest but real capital, and some merchants'

widows directed considerable enterprises.

The most dramatic —and ambiguous— path was concubinage with a
powerful man. The young woman becoming a noble's or great

warrior's secondary wife or concubine radically improved living
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conditions: better dress, better food, superior house. If she bore the
lord children, her position consolidated: children were recognized
—though lower-ranked than the principal wife's— and she remained
forever linked to the noble house. This path implied total personal
dependence, exposed to the master's whims, but for many poor
women it was the only available ladder, and not few climbed it

successfully.

These paths must not be idealized: female mobility was narrower,
more dependent, more precarious than male. Women could be
neither warriors, higher priests, judges, nor long-distance
merchants: the system's great elevators were closed to them. Their
ascent passed through men —husband, lover, son— and could
reverse with widowhood, repudiation, or the protector's death. But
within those limits, Mexica women deployed considerable agency:
they chose —as far as possible— husbands, administered homes,
wove influence networks, and at times reached positions of true
informal power. Mexica social mobility's history is incomplete

without them.

The Mexica View of Their Own Order: A Philosophy
of Inequality

To close this volume, ask: what did the Mexica think of their own
social system? Did they see it as just? Natural? Divine? Sources
—huehuetlatolli, songs, chroniclers' collected testimonies— allow
reconstructing, at least partly, the Anahuac's social philosophy, and
what emerges is a vision at once hierarchical and morally

demanding.

Mexica inequality's foundation was cosmological: the universe was

ordered in levels —superimposed heavens, earth, underworld— and
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human society reproduced that order. As gods had ranks, men had
strata; as the sun presided over heaven, the tlatoani presided over
empire. This correspondence between cosmos and society
legitimized hierarchy: it was no arbitrary human invention but the
earthly reflection of divine order. Questioning social inequality was,

in this logic, questioning the universe's order.

But cosmological legitimation was no blank check for oppression: it
imposed duties on each stratum. The huehuetlatolli insist again and
again that the noble must be humble, the powerful protect the
weak, the rich give to the poor. The ruler's ideal —as discourses
paint it— is not the crushing despot but the caring father: "he who
carries his people on his back," in the beautiful Nahuatl metaphor.
The tlatoani abusing power, oppressing macehualtin, neglecting
rites, lost legitimacy: annals record rulers deposed or murdered for
tyranny, collective memory recalling them with opprobrium.

Hierarchy was sacred but conditioned on good government.

This inequality morality had concrete expression in social protection
institutions: public granaries feeding the poor in famine, calpulli
land reassignment to needy families, palace asylum for the fugitive
slave, tribute exemption for elders and sick. Mexica society did not
pretend to eliminate inequality —it considered it natural— but did
pretend to mitigate its worst effects: none should starve, none lack
land, none be abandoned. It was an ethics of hierarchical
responsibility: each level cared for the lower, as gods cared for

men.

The Mexica also had acute consciousness of fortune's fragility,
expressed in their philosophy of "standing on a slippery place"
—tlalticpac, "on earth," was by definition unstable. Nahua songs

meditate on power's, wealth's, life's fleetingness: "Do we truly live
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on earth? Not forever on earth: only a little here!" This
transitoriness consciousness moderated the powerful's arrogance
and consoled the humble: today's noble could be tomorrow's
beggar, today's slave the day-after-tomorrow's free man. Social
mobility was not only an institutional mechanism: it was a

philosophical truth about existence's changing nature.

Ultimately, the Mexica view of their social order was tragically
conscious of its limits. Nahua sages —the tlamatinime, "those who
know something"— reflected on justice, power, human destiny with
a depth placing them among humanity's philosophers. They did not
solve inequality's problem —no society has— but thought it
honestly: they recognized social order was necessary and divine,
imposed duties on all, must protect the weak, and that fortune was
fickle. That intellectual honesty —that capacity to see one's own
system's lights and shadows— is perhaps Mexica society's most
valuable legacy: not a model to imitate but a mirror in which to see

ourselves.

Education and Merit: Schools as System Filters

The Mexica world's two great schools —Calmecac and Telpochcalli—
were not only teaching centers: they were the filters through which
each generation passed, the mechanisms assigning each youth his
system place and, at once, the valves allowing movement between
strata. Understanding their dual functioning —order reproducer and
mobility channel— is understanding one of Mexica society's

best-kept secrets.

The Calmecac —the nobility's school— was, in principle, a
reproduction instrument: it formed pipiltin children to occupy their

parents' posts. But its doors were not fully closed: rich merchants’,
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distinguished warriors', capable officials' children could enter,
especially aspiring to priesthood. For a plebeian-origin youth, the
Calmecac was the access path to the lettered elite: whoever
graduated as priest or scribe entered a world of temples, palaces,
codices closed to most. It was no easy road —brutal discipline,
prolonged studies, fierce competition— but it existed, and each

generation produced its plebeian graduates.

The Telpochcalli —the people's school— was, in principle, a
conformation instrument: it formed disciplined workers and
obedient soldiers. But it was also the trampoline of military mobility:
the youth excelling in instruction, showing valor in first campaigns,
capturing prisoners, began the ascent that could lead to tequihua,
military orders, tecuhtli title. The Telpochcalli did not teach
questioning order: it taught triumphing within it. And triumphing
within it meant, for the best, ceasing to belong to the common

people.

Comparing both schools reveals Mexica educational philosophy:
differentiated education by presumed social destiny, but with
walkways between itineraries. The system was not egalitarian
—none pretended it was— but neither was it educational apartheid:
talent found its paths. And those paths —priesthood for the
studious, war for the brave, trade for the bold— were open, in
theory, to all males. Mexica education thus mirrored society:

hierarchical in structure, meritocratic in functioning.

The women's question remains: what education did they receive
and what mobility did it offer? Noble girls learned at home their
rank's arts; common ones, domestic trades; some —of both strata—
served in temples. There was for them no Calmecac or Telpochcalli,

and their ascent paths —marriage, temple, market— passed less
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through formal education than practical skill and recognized virtue.
It was a real system limitation, reserving its great educational filters
for males. But within those limits, female education —fine weaving,
herbal medicine, ritual cooking, song— was valuable, respected
knowledge, and women mastering it enjoyed a prestige no decree

could grant or take.

The System Tested: Crises, Reforms, Adaptations

No social system survives two centuries without facing crises
testing it, and the Mexica was no exception. Famines, military
defeats, provincial rebellions, internal tensions forced the social
order to adapt, reform, and at times show its cracks. Examining
those critical moments is the best way to assess the pyramid's real

solidity.

The great 1454 famine —the "1 Rabbit" year, which annals recall
with the ominous name netehuillotl, "people are finished"— was the
first great test. Prolonged drought ruined valley harvests, and
hunger spread through Tenochtitlan and neighboring cities. Sources
describe terrible scenes: families selling themselves as slaves for a
handful of corn, abandoned children, cannibalism in extreme cases.
The state responded with public granary reserves, corn purchases
in Totonac lands —pochtecas organized emergency caravans— and
free distribution among the neediest. The crisis passed but left
lessons: granaries were expanded, supply sources diversified, and
the norm reinforced that no macehualli should starve while the
state held reserves. The famine showed the protection system
worked —at terrible costs— and that institutional solidarity was no

empty rhetoric.

Tlacaelel's reforms —the legendary counselor who, with tlatoque
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ltzcoatl and Moctezuma llhuicamina, reorganized the empire in the
mid-fifteenth century— are the second critical moment. Tlacaelel
understood imperial expansion demanded an ideology and social
structure to match: he promoted Huitzilopochtli's cult as the
empire's supreme god, reorganized the priesthood, codified
sumptuary laws —reserving certain dress and ornaments to each
stratum— and, above all, systematized the link between military
merit and social ascent. Under his influence, prisoner capture
became the official measure of valor and tequihua received codified
privileges. Tlacaelel did not invent Mexica mobility but
institutionalized it: turned it from customary practice into state
policy. His reform shows a system capable of thinking about itself

and deliberately correcting itself.

The third critical moment was the late empire's demographic and
economic pressure. By the early sixteenth century, Tenochtitlan
was a metropolis of two or three hundred thousand inhabitants
—one of the world's largest cities— and the tribute and calpullalli
system showed strain signs: communal lands did not reach all,
mayeques increased, state demands grew with ever more distant
campaigns. The last tlatoque —Ahuitzotl and Moctezuma
Xocoyotzin— responded with growing centralization: Moctezuma
particularly replaced many plebeian-origin officials with blood
nobles, reinforcing the system's rigidity at permeability's expense.
This "aristocratic reaction” —as historians call it— generated
resentment among humble-origin distinguished warriors, who saw
closing the doors their fathers had crossed. Some scholars suggest
this internal tension weakened the empire on conquest's eve: when
Spaniards arrived, they found a divided elite and a people not

always willing to die for their lords.

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 117



The Spanish conquest —the fourth and definitive critical moment—
destroyed the system, but not at once or completely. Tenochtitlan's
fall decapitated the ruling nobility: many pipiltin died in war or
epidemics, and survivors were incorporated into colonial
administration as "caciques" and "principales," keeping part of
lands and privileges in exchange for collaboration. Calpullis survived
as barrios and Indian towns, maintaining communal lands —now as
“fundo legal"— and traditional authorities. Pochtecas adapted to
colonial trade. Slaves were freed by decree —though indigenous
slavery persisted de facto for decades. And mobility through war
disappeared with the Mexica army, replaced by new colonial paths:

Catholic priesthood, trade, administration.

What is notable is how much survived. Three centuries after the
conquest, central Mexico's Nahua towns kept communal lands,
barrios, festivals, language: the calpulli structure —adapted,
transformed, but recognizable— still ordered millions' lives. The
Mexica pyramid had lost its apex, but its base resisted. And in a
sense, resists today: indigenous towns' community organization, the
barrio's importance, respect for elders, festival as social cement
—all we described in this volume— lives on in deep Mexico. Mexica
social system was not only historical curiosity: it was the matrix of

enduring coexistence forms, and knowing it is knowing ourselves.

Counting the Cost: What Mobility Left Behind

Every elevator leaves someone on the ground floor, and Mexica
mobility —for all its openness— was no exception. The system's
celebrated permeability coexisted with quiet exclusions worth

naming, lest the story become hagiography.

The first excluded were those war could not lift: the disabled, the
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sickly, the women —half the population barred from the great
equalizer by sex. Their paths —marriage, temple, market— were
narrower and more precarious, as we saw. The second were the old:
mobility was a young person's game, and the macehualli who
reached forty without distinguishing himself was unlikely to rise
thereafter. The third were the unlucky: the farmer whose plot
flooded, the porter whose caravan was ambushed, the slave whose
master died intestate —fortune distributed its chances unevenly,

and merit needed luck's cooperation.

There was also a subtler cost: the brain drain of ambition. The
system's brightest youths —the bravest warriors, the sharpest
students, the boldest traders— were absorbed into the elite, leaving
the calpulli without its natural leaders. The barrio celebrated its
ascending sons but lost them: the tequihua moved to better
neighborhoods, married into higher circles, forgot —sometimes—
his origins. Mobility renewed the elite but decapitated the base, a
dynamic familiar to every meritocracy: the ladder that lifts

individuals can weaken communities.

Naming these costs does not diminish the achievement: a
premodern society offering real paths from field to command
remains remarkable. But it reminds us that no mobility is innocent,
and that every open door frames a view of those who stay outside.
The Mexica understood this —their sages meditated on fortune's
caprice— and their honesty about limits is part of their legacy: an
elevator celebrated without illusions, its heights admired, its

shadows acknowledged.

Closing Words: What the Pyramid Teaches Us

Closing this tour of Mexica society —from pipiltin to tlacotin, from
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cradle to merit— ask what it teaches us, twenty-first-century
readers, this order vanished five hundred years ago. The question is
not rhetorical: history only serves if it illuminates the present, and

the Mexica pyramid casts long shadows over our own inequalities.

The first lesson is about inequality itself. The Mexica did not pretend
to eliminate it: they considered it natural, ordered it juridically,
ritualized it. But neither did they leave it unchecked: communal
land, slavery's non-inheritability, palace asylum, public granaries,
mobility by merit —all were brakes on power and wealth
concentration. Our age, proclaiming equality while practicing
abyssal inequalities, might meditate on this paradox: a hierarchical
society limiting inequality versus an egalitarian society overflowing
it. This is not about idealizing the past but recognizing each age has

its blindnesses, and ours are no smaller than the Mexica's.

The second lesson is about merit. The Mexica system rewarded
valor, talent, service with a generosity shaming many modern
meritocracies: the farmer capturing prisoners ascended truly, not
symbolically; his lands, insignia, privileges were real. But merit had
a terrible price: measured in blood, battles, prisoners for sacrifice.
Mexica meritocracy was inseparable from imperial violence. Our
meritocracy —of exams, résumés, startups— is less bloody, but is it
more just? Does it truly reward merit, or reward —as so often—
origin disguised as merit? The question the Mexica bequeath us is
uncomfortable: what are we willing to sacrifice —and whom— in

merit's name?

The third lesson is about community. The calpulli —the barrio-clan,
mutual-aid network, shared festival, respected elders— represents a
coexistence form modern individualism has eroded. The Mexica did

not know individual freedom as we understand it, but knew
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something we have partly lost: the certainty of belonging, the
security of not being alone, the sense of a place in the world.
Recovering that community dimension —without renouncing
conquered freedoms— is one of our time's challenges, and the

calpulli example —lights and shadows— can inspire us.

The fourth lesson is about memory. The Mexica honored ancestors,
narrated stories, preserved codices: they knew who they were
because they knew where they came from. We
—twenty-first-century Mexicans, heirs of that world though we
sometimes ignore it— have the duty to know that heritage: not to
mummify it in museums but to live it as root. This volume has
sought to contribute to that memory: telling how the Anahuac's
men and women organized, worked, ascended, and fell, with the

scholar's rigor and the descendant's respect.

The Mexica pyramid collapsed five centuries ago, but its stones
remain among us: in barrios preserving calpulli solidarity, in
markets beating like tianguis, in festivals mixing sacred and
popular, in the Nahuatl language still naming our mountains and
stews. The society of strata did not wholly disappear: it
transformed, mestizoized, adapted. And while someone tells its
story —as this book has attempted— it will live on in Mexico's

memory.

The View from Below: How the People Saw the
Pyramid

We have described the Mexica social system largely from above
—from the logic of rulers, the needs of the state, the categories of
the law. But how did the system look from below? What did the
macehualli think of the pipiltin, the tribute, the hierarchy? The
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sources —mostly produced by and for the elite— offer only
glimpses, but those glimpses are precious: they reveal a popular

view at once respectful and critical, obedient and ironic.

The dominant popular attitude seems to have been acceptance
mixed with pride. The macehualli accepted hierarchy as natural
—as the gods' order— and took pride in his place within it: pride in
his calpulli, in his trade, in his city's greatness. The farmer who fed
Tenochtitlan, the artisan whose work adorned the temples, the
warrior who captured prisoners —each felt part of something larger
than himself, and that belonging gave meaning to labor and
sacrifice. The huehuetlatolli of the common people insist on humility
and obedience, but also on dignity: the poor man who works
honestly is worth more than the rich idler, they say. It was an

acceptance with self-respect.

But there was also criticism —uveiled, ritual, sometimes open. The
festivals' ritual mockeries allowed the people to laugh at authorities;
popular songs and sayings carried barbs against greedy nobles and
corrupt judges; and in moments of crisis —famine, defeat—
grumbling could become protest. Sources record popular discontent
against excessive tribute demands, against Moctezuma's
aristocratic reaction, against priests whose conduct belied their
preaching. This criticism rarely became rebellion —the system's
legitimacy was deep— but it existed, circulating in markets, patios,

and workshops: the people's quiet judgment on their rulers.

The ultimate popular verdict came with the conquest. When the
Spanish-indigenous alliance besieged Tenochtitlan, the city's
macehualtin fought with legendary courage —defending homes,
families, temples— but the provinces' macehualtin largely joined

the besiegers or stood aside. For the common people of the
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subjected cities, the empire was the tribute collector, the labor
recruiter, the distant master: its fall promised relief, not tragedy.
The pyramid's base did not hold up its apex in the final hour —and
that failure reveals the limits of the system's legitimacy. A social
order is ultimately judged by those it orders, and the Mexica order's
judgment, in 1521, was mixed: loyalty in the capital, indifference or

hostility in the provinces.

This view from below does not invalidate the system's
achievements —its order, its protections, its mobility— but it
completes the picture with a necessary corrective: no hierarchy,
however well-designed, is loved equally by all its members. The
macehualli's acceptance was real but conditional: conditional on the
tribute being bearable, on the wars being winnable, on the lords
being worthy. When those conditions failed, acceptance
evaporated. It is a lesson for all ages: legitimacy is not inherited like
nobility —it must be earned, generation after generation, in the

eyes of those below.
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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 6

Society and Its Strata

How was the life of millions organized in the
Mexica empire? This sixth volume of Ancestral
Legacy descends the social pyramid of
Tenochtitlan, from the pinnacle of the pipiltin —the
hereditary nobility of rulers, priests, and judges
trained in the Calmécac— to the base of the
macehualtin, the common people organized into
calpullis, the clan-neighborhoods whose
agricultural and craft labor sustained the imperial
economy. Along the way it pauses on two
fascinating figures: the pochtecas, the merchant
elite who crossed Mesoamerica in caravans and
served as the tlatoani's spies and ambassadors,
and the tlacotin, slaves whose status was not
iInherited and whose roads to freedom surprise the
modern reader.

The volume closes with the system's most
democratic mechanism: social mobility through
merit. War was the great equalizer: a peasant who
captured prisoners could rise to distinguished

warrior and &@hbtrd Qf@k’iﬂb%#’ﬂé%‘iﬂ&ﬂ with lands

and privileges. Rigidity and permeability, discipline
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