THE EXPANSION OF THE AZTEC EMPIRE: A CASE STUDY IN
THE CORRELATION OF DIACHRONIC ARCHAEOLOGICAL
AND ETHNOHISTORICAL DATA

Michael E. Smith

I examine the problems and potentials of correlating diachronic archaeological and ethnohistorical data through
the case of the Aztec (Triple Alliance) conquest of western Morelos, Mexico. To date, nearly all of our knowledge
of the Triple Alliance empire is derived from ethnohistorical sources with little contribution from archaeological
data. Two methodological problems account for this disparity. First, current archaeological chronologies for
Postclassic central Mexico are not precise enough to document the structure and growth of this relatively short-
lived empire. Second, the issue of diachronic correlation of archaeological data with the native historical record
has not been approached with a consistent methodology. I address these problems, demonstrating that Postclassic
chronologies can be refined when the appropriate methods (in this case, nontypological ceramic analysis and
quantitative seriation) are applied. The resulting chronological sequence for western Morelos is correlated with
the diachronic native historical record for the area. Because of these procedures, the archaeological record can
for the first time make a significant contribution to the study of the Triple Alliance empire.

One of the most important research areas of the Late Postclassic period in Mesoamerica concerns
the origin and expansion of the Triple Alliance or Aztec empire. Most of our knowledge of the
structure and operation of this extensive political and economic system derives from ethnohistorical
sources that present a synchronic view of the Triple Alliance at the time of the Spanish conquest
in 1519. While native historical traditions provide some time depth for the sixteenth-century picture,
most of this information is limited to a narrow range of political phenomena (e.g., which king
conquered what towns in what year). Therefore, the primary source of economic, demographic, and
social information on the origin and growth of the Triple Alliance empire should be the archaeological
record. Up to the present time, however, archaeologists have contributed very little of interest to
the study of the Triple Alliance empire and its development through time. There appear to be two
reasons for this state of affairs. First, many scholars have failed to apply a rigorous or explicit
methodology to the issue of correlation of diachronic archaeological and ethnohistorical data. Sec-
ond, the archaeological chronologies of the Postclassic epoch in Mesoamerica have not been suffi-
ciently refined to shed much light on the origin and growth of the relatively short-lived Triple
Alliance empire. Archaeologists have simply not devoted enough attention to chronological refine-
ment, and as a result our understanding of processes of social, economic, and political change in
Postclassic central Mexico remains severely limited.

This article contributes to the task of building an archaeology of the Triple Alliance empire by
addressing these two problems. In contrast to past studies that have used native historical dates to
improve the precision of archaeological chronologies, I argue that the two kinds of data must be
kept separate and allowed to yield their own independent conclusions before correlation is attempted.
The problem of insufficiently refined archaeological sequences is addressed by application of non-
typological analysis and quantitative seriation to excavated ceramics from Postclassic contexts in
western Morelos. The success of the seriation (the resulting chronology now stands as the most fine-
grained sequence for the Postclassic epoch in Mesoamerica) shows that it is possible to refine
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Postclassic chronologies in central Mexico, and that as a result archaeologists can make a contribution
to the study of the Triple Alliance empire.

METHODOLOGICAL PROBLEMS IN CORRELATING ARCHAEOLOGY AND
ETHNOHISTORY FOR LATE POSTCLASSIC CENTRAL MEXICO

Most studies correlating archaeological and ethnohistorical data in the New World are synchronic
in orientation. They generally start with a particular event or epoch for which European written
descriptions are available (usually the contact or conquest period), and then attempt to relate those
descriptions to the archaeological assemblage(s) covering that time interval (see Carmack and Weeks
1981; Charlton 1981). Examples of such synchronic correlations for central Mexico include work
by Brumfiel (1980), Evans (1980), Sanders et al. (1979), and Spores (1983). In areas of Mesoamerica
where calendrical systems and native history are reasonably well documented (see Nicholson 1955,
1971), the additional possibility arises for diachronic correlation of archaeology and the ethnohis-
torical or native historical record. That is, native perceptions and documentation of processes of
social, economic, or political change can be compared to the archaeological record for a fuller
understanding of the diachronic changes involved (see Smith 1984 for an example).

There are two serious weaknesses in past attempts at diachronic archaeological/historical corre-
lation for Late Postclassic central Mexico. First, the separate integrity of the two kinds of data is
not maintained; and second, the archaeological constructs used for correlation are too gross to enable
adequate comparison with the ethnohistoric record. Recent treatments of the general issue of cor-
relating archaeological and historical or ethnohistorical chronologies have strongly emphasized the
distinctive nature of the two kinds of data. The archaeological and ethnohistorical records should
be analyzed independently to yield their own separate conclusions before correlation is attempted.
When the two records are compared, one should not confuse any resulting composite models with
the independent primary data sets (see Charlton 1981; Evans 1974; Smith 1983). These guidelines,
although recognized for Postclassic central Mexico over four decades ago (Vaillant 1938:535), have
generally not been followed. As a result a number of spurious archaeological/ethnohistorical cor-
relations have been proposed. The most widespread example of this problem concerns the conquest
of provincial areas by the Triple Alliance. When the date of conquest is known from native historical
sources, and conquest is assumed to correlate with the introduction of Basin of Mexico pottery
types into an area (usually Aztec III Black-on-Orange), then the archaeological phase containing
these types is assigned the historical date as its temporal starting point (e.g., Angulo 1976:197f;
Byland 1980:163-167; Vargas 1975:223f, 231ff, see also Nicholson 1955:597). This procedure
clearly violates the integrity of the archaeological record, and when such a hybrid chronology is
subsequently compared with the historical sequence, there does indeed appear to be a close corre-
lation. Quite apart from the methodological weakness of this kind of crude hybrid chronology, some
of the major assumptions made in such correlations lack empirical support. For example, it is shown
below that the supposed artifactual markers of Triple Alliance conquest are actually found in some
provincial areas prior to their incorporation into the empire.

Other examples of comparable hybrid ‘“‘archaeological” sequences are Vargas’s use of the historical
date for a migration in the Chalco area to signal a change of ceramic phase in the Toluca Valley,
80 km distant (1975:231-233), and Muller’s use of an incorrect date for the founding of Tenochtitlan
(1325—see Davies 1973:37) to signal the start of archaeological phases at both Teotihuacan, 40 km
distant (1978a:146), and Cholula, nearly 100 km away (1978b:109). This practice is not limited to
central Mexico. There are at least two examples from Peru of the use of (controversial) historical
dates from Inca oral tradition to date ceramic phase transitions: Rowe (1944:57-61) originally
applied this practice to the Cuzco sequence, and Julien (1983:244-249) more recently followed
Rowe’s lead in her work at Hatungolla. In like fashion, Chang (1977:268-271) derives dates from
Chinese historical accounts to date Shang period archaeological phases. Tempting as it may be to
use historical dates this way to improve the precision of an archaeological sequence, such practice
serves “‘only to lay up trouble for the future” (Evans 1974:18).

The second methodological problem in diachronic archaeological/ethnohistorical correlation—
the crudeness of the archaeological constructs employed—is more serious than the first. The for-
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mation of the Triple Alliance of Tenochtitlan, Texcoco, and Tlacopan soon after the Azcapotzalco
war or 1428 is generally recognized as a major turning point in the political and economic history
of central Mexico (e.g., Brumfiel 1983; Davies 1973:71ff). Imperial expansion outside the Basin
began not long after, and many features of the economic and political system of 1519 described by
the Spanish had their inception at approximately this date. However, the temporal construct used
by archaeologists in studying this epoch —the Late Postclassic period (Late Aztec phase in the Basin
of Mexico; sometimes called the “Late Horizon”’)—is presently dated to ca. A.D. 1350-1520 (Parsons
et al. 1982:Table 1; Sanders et al. 1979:457-474; Smith 1983:497-508). This archaeological unit
thus includes nearly equal intervals of time before and after the formation of the Triple Alliance.
There is currently no way to determine whether a given Late Postclassic archaeological assemblage
pertains to the heavily documented period after 1428, to the relatively poorly known (from written
sources) period prior to 1428, or to a combination of both intervals. Until the Late Postclassic
period can be subdivided into at least two temporal phases in various regions of interest, archae-
ological models of political and economic development in the Basin of Mexico (e.g., Brumfiel 1980;
Sanders et al. 1979) or of the impact of Triple Alliance expansion outside of the Basin (e.g., Flannery
1983; Marcus and Flannery 1983; Mason 1980) must be regarded as quite tentative.

Given that the Postclassic epoch was a time of rapid cultural change in central Mexico (Davies
1980; Sanders et al. 1979), and that elaborate painted pottery with a significant stylistic component
was widespread (Noguera 1975), the roughness of Postclassic chronologies can only be attributed
to a lack of interest in chronological refinement. For areas outside of the Basin of Mexico, a paucity
of work on the Postclassic epoch may be to blame for the length of Postclassic archaeological phases.
For example, the Tlaxcala phase in northern Puebla and Tlaxcala lasts for 420 years (Garcia Cook
1976), the Late Natividad phase in the Mixteca Alta lasts for 520 years (Spores 1983) as does the
Late Venta Salada phase at Tehuacan (Marcus and Flannery 1983), while the Monte Alban V phase
in the Valley of Oaxaca is nearly 600 years long (Blanton et al. 1981; Marcus and Flannery 1983).
For the Toluca Valley, there is simply no Postclassic chronology at all, Vargas’s assertions (1975)
notwithstanding (see Smith [1983:508-511] for comment). Fortunately, work currently in progress
by Yoko Sugiura of the Universidad Nacional Autonoma de Mexico should soon rectify this problem.

Within the Basin of Mexico, the rough chronology stems from an emphasis upon surface ar-
chaeology in the absence of excavation of Postclassic contexts (see Sanders et al. 1979). With the
exception of Parsons’s detailed analysis of ceramics excavated during Sanders’s Teotihuacan Valley
Project (1966) and Charlton’s studies of the Late Postclassic—-Early Colonial transition (1972, 1979),
there has been very little effort directed at the refinement of Postclassic temporal sequences in the
Basin of Mexico (work now in progress by Parsons et al. [1982] includes Postclassic chronological
refinement as a stated goal). One additional factor that may contribute to the lack of chronological
refinement in the Postclassic Basin of Mexico is the adoption by some archaeologists of an awkward
new system of phase nomenclature using numbered “horizons” and ‘“‘intermediate phases” (Sanders
et al. 1979:Table 5.1). The very act of numbering an archaeological sequence provides a false sense
of finality, and a numbered chronology is more likely to become fossilized, thereby inhibiting further
attempts at refinement (see Hole et al. [1969:5] for discussion of this issue). A more useful approach
is to assign names rather than numbers to archaeological phases in recognition of the fact that there
is never a ‘“best” or “final” chronology, and that there is always room for improvement in any
archaeological sequence. Similarly, the formal labelling of a period as a “horizon” implies that the
interval is an integral temporal unit and inhibits attempts to subdivide it chronologically.

THE ETHNOHISTORICAL RECORD
Formation and Expansion of the Triple Alliance Empire

The period between the fall of the Toltec empire in the late twelfth century A.D. and the formation
of the Triple Alliance in 1428 was one of political and economic instability in central Mexico. A
combination of ecological, demographic, and social structural changes led to population growth and
competition over land and labor (Armillas 1969; Brumfiel 1983; Calnek 1978; Sanders et al. 1979:
183-186). As documented by Davies (1973, 1980), this period witnessed frequent battles and



