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This paper explores the role of social stratification in the regional organization of the Triple
Alliance, or Aztec empire. Unlike previous interpretations that see military coercion as the main
Jforce integrating the empire, I argue that the primary integrative factor was collusion between
rulers of the core states and the nobility of the provinces, who gained economic rewards for their
participation in the tribute empire. The common interest of the Mesoamerican nobility transcended
political boundaries. The fundamental social and economic cleavage in Postclassic Mesoamerica
was not between the Triple Alliance states and the provinces, as many have argued, but rather
between the nobles and the commoners. The proposed model is supported through examination of
the provincial polity of Cuauhnahuac in western Morelos, Mexico.

An Empire with No Provincial Infrastructure?

HE RAISON D’ETRE OF ANY EMPIRE IS THE ENRICHMENT OF ITS RULERS and their

supporters (Eisenstadt 1969:13 ff.). This was certainly true of the Aztec, or Triple
Alliance, empire, which served as a device for generating tribute in provincial areas to
support the peoples and governments of its three allied ruling states in the Basin of Mex-
ico. In contrast to other known ancient empires, such as the Roman, Athenian, or Inca,
the Triple Alliance empire had virtually no provincial infrastructure (see Wells 1984,
Garnsey and Whittaker 1978, or Rowe 1946 for comparative cases). The empire, with
rare exceptions, did not build towns, fortresses, roads, bridges, storehouses, or adminis-
trative centers outside of its own local core territory. Apart from a small contingent of
tribute collectors (calpixque), administrators were not sent to the provinces, where local
rule was maintained. How then was the Triple Alliance able to control and maintain a
vast realm that produced considerable tribute in foodstuffs, textiles, valuables, and labor
for the enrichment of three core states? (see Codice Mendoza 1980, Barlow 1949, Gibson
1971, or Berdan 1982:35—41 on imperial tribute; the three states were the Mexica, Acol-
hua, and Tepanec polities). It is my contention that the primary force binding the empire
together was the common interest of the Postclassic Mesoamerican nobility. Provincial
ruling dynasties cooperated with the rulers of the Triple Alliance states in the economic
exploitation of their local commoners. Social stratification may thus be singled out as one
of the most important factors in the integration of much of the empire.

Prior interpretations of the Triple Alliance empire have posited military force and coer-
cion as the primary integrating force binding the provinces to the core states: provincial
areas paid tribute out of their fear of military intervention by the nearly invincible Mexica
armies (e.g., Bray 1972:169; Kurtz 1978:177; Marcus 1983b:314; Isaac 1983a:128). How-
ever, a consideration of the nature of warfare in Late Postclassic central Mexico suggests
that this interpretation is inadequate. While the Mexica and Acolhua states certainly had
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strong and effective armies, so did other large polities in central Mexico. As the Triple
Alliance developed, its military machine became nearly invincible within the Basin of Mex-
ico. Once expansion outside of the Basin began, however, basic considerations of distance
and organization worked against the effectiveness of the Triple Alliance armies. First,
there was no standing army and few professional soldiers, so armies had to be raised
separately for each campaign (Davies 1976). Second, the provisioning of distant troops
in the field presented major logistical problems, given the lack of nonhuman transport
and the mountainous terrain in central Mexico (Davies 1976, 1973:111). Third, the rarity
of Triple Alliance fortresses and garrisons outside of the Basin of Mexico severely hind-
ered the efficiency of distant conquests."

A number of Mesoamerican states (including Tlaxcala, Metztitlan, and the Taras-
cans) were powerful enough to resist repeatedly the combined Triple Alliance armies (see
Davies 1973; Isaac 1983b). Many of the successful battles were quite costly to the Mexica
and Acolhua, and some of the polities included in the empire were powerful conquest-
states in their own right (see discussion of Cuauhnahuac below). Calnek (1978:466) sug-
gests that rebellions by subject states, although not rare occurrences, were far less com-
mon than would be expected if coercive force were the primary factor holding the empire
together. In light of these considerations, it is difficult to accept the interpretation that
military threat was the primary basis of imperial control and integration. While it is clear
that the Triple Alliance did have an edge in military strength over the areas conquered
and incorporated into the empire, its armies alone could not possibly have kept tribute
flowing in the absence of social and economic forces binding these provinces to the Mex-
ica, Acolhua, and Tepanec states.

It is the thesis of this paper that the bonds between provinces and the core area existed
primarily within the elite stratum. Provincial elites were co-opted by the Triple Alliance
through marriage alliances, preferred trade agreements, and other mechanisms, and the
burden of tribute fell on the provincial commoners, not the elite. The major social cleav-
age in Late pre-Hispanic Mesoamerica was not between the Basin of Mexico and the
provinces, as Mexica state ideology maintained (see Townsend 1979), but rather between
the nobility and the commoners. While the importance of social stratification and elite
solidarity in the rise of the Mexica state within the Basin of Mexico have been pointed
out by others (Rounds 1979; Monjaras-Ruiz 1980; Calnek 1982), the role of these factors
in the organization of the entire empire has not been investigated. Recent research in
western Morelos, Mexico (the area of the pre-Hispanic polity of Cuauhnahuac), has un-
covered evidence strongly supportive of this alternative view of the organization of the
Triple Alliance empire outside of the Basin of Mexico. Because of the fragmentary nature
of the available evidence, the model presented here should be seen as exploratory and not
definitive. We will not know just how typical Cuauhnahuac is of the remaining provinces
until further research is carried out in those areas. Before presenting the Cuauhnahuac
data, the general patterns of central Mexican political growth and social stratification
need to be considered.

Patterns of Political Expansion in Postclassic Central Mexico
Levels of Political Integration

The basic level of political organization in Late Postclassic central Mexico was the city-
state. This was the basic building block for all larger political entities and it maintained
its integrity as a sociopolitical unit well into the Colonial period, while larger polities did
not (Gibson 1964). A city-state, or altepetl, may be defined as ‘‘a socially stratified state
community that occupied a definite, bounded territory with a capital (the location of the
royal palace) and subject settlements and lands” (Licate 1980:36).

Called seriorios or pueblos por si by early Spanish observers (Gibson 1964:36), these city-
states were ruled by a tlatoani, who usually inherited the position from his father or other
close male relative and ruled for life. The t/atoani and his ruling lineage were supported
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primarily through tax and tribute in goods and labor assessed on the population of the
city-state (Carrasco 1964), although other sources of local income such as private estates
and taxes on markets also existed for the nobility (Berdan 1982:50-55). Although often
composed of ethnically diverse populations, city-states were corporate units strongly in-
tegrated by religious and social bonds in addition to their class-structured political and
economic integration (see Licate 1980:36 f.). In 1519 there were approximately 50 city-
states in the Basin of Mexico (Gibson 1964:34) with an average area of just under 150
km? and an average population of between 15,000 and 30,000 inhabitants (Sanders
1971:15).

A higher level of political organization in central Mexico was the conguest-state, in which
one city-state managed to conquer neighboring polities and institute tributary relation-
ships to become the top level of a new larger hierarchical unit. Conquest-states are some-
times difficult to identify in the historical sources, since they are often referred to by the
same term used for city-states, ‘‘sefiorio”’; one exception is Motolinia’s (1979:184) use of
the term “provincia” to refer to the Tlaxcala conquest-state. Within the conquest-state the
subordinate states maintained their own tlatogue (plural of tlatoani) and most of their po-
litical and economic organization, including local tribute systems; they merely had to pay
tribute to the superior state (see Ramirez de Fuenleal [1870a:236, 1870b:253] for a de-
scription from 1532). Examples of central Mexican conquest-states at the time of the
Spanish conquest include Tenochtitlan (Davies 1973), Texcoco (Hicks 1982), Tlaxcala
(Motolinia 1979:184), and Cuauhnahuac (see below).

The highest level of political organization in Postclassic central Mexico was the Triple
Alliance empire. In principle, the only difference between this entity and the conquest-state
was the tripartite nature of its leadership (which led to a complex and confusing system
of tribe allotments that changed through time—see Gibson 1971). In other respects, the
Triple Alliance was organized like a large conquest-state—neighboring polities were con-
quered and forced to pay tribute, while local leaders and institutions were left intact (see
Olivera 1976:193 for an exception to this general practice). In spite of such structural
similarities, the mechanisms of integration of the mature Triple Alliance were very dif-
ferent from those of city-states or conquest-states. In order to understand the nature and
origin of these differences, the trajectory of political evolution in the Postclassic Basin of
Mexico needs to be considered.

Political Evolution in the Basin of Mexico

Most of the Late Postclassic city-states in the Basin of Mexico traced their origins to
the 13th century. Native historical sources indicate that many new settlements were
founded by immigrant Nahuatl populations at this time (Smith 1984), a situation re-
flected archeologically in a striking lack of continuity in settlement location between the
Early and Middle Postclassic periods (Sanders, Parsons, and Santley 1979:152). As doc-
umented by Calnek (1978, 1982:46-52), the 13th and early 14th centuries were a time of
resettlement, land reclamation, town building, and formation of local states and dynas-
ties. Although populations were growing (through both immigration and natural in-
crease), overall population densities remained low, and there was little competition be-
tween the newly formed city-states. Brumfiel (1983:268) compares these early polities to
chiefdoms in that they had a simple administrative structure and were politically unsta-
ble. Nevertheless, as she points out (1983:269), the rulers and ruled were not related
through kinship ties. The concern of the rulers of these states with establishing legitimate
dynasties (Calnek 1982:48 ff.) set the scene for later patterns of rigid social stratification.

As the individual city-states grew in size and complexity during the 14th century, the
level of interaction among them increased; the major mechanisms were marketplace
trade, elite marriage alliances, and warfare (see Davies 1980; Calnek 1982). This in-
creased interaction was generated by both demographic and social structural processes.
Between the Middle (A.D. 1150-1350) and Late (1350-1519) Postclassic periods, arche-
ological data document a dramatic increase in population size and density in the Basin



