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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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