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As the city of Tenochtitlán grew, the Aztec fought for dominance 

over other city-states in the area. In 1428 CE, Tenochtitlán formed a Triple 

Alliance with the cities of Texcoco and Tlacopan in the Valley of Mexico. 

These three cities were allies, or on the same side. They united to conquer 

neighboring cities. Tenochtitlán quickly became the most powerful city of the 

three, and the most important city in Mesoamerica.

The Aztec had an organized social structure. You have already learned 

that Aztec families lived in districts called calpullin. Each calpulli elected a 

leader. Together, these leaders formed a city council. Each city council elected 

its own tlatoani, or leader, to govern the city. The tlatoani of Tenochtitlán 

was not only the leader of the city, but the leader of the empire as well. This 

supreme leader was called the Huey 

Tlatoani, or Great Speaker. He was the 

emperor, or king, of the Aztec. 

In 1440 CE, Moctezuma I became 

the Huey Tlatoani. He expanded the 

Aztec Empire beyond the Valley of 

Mexico by constantly waging war. 

Before going to war, Moctezuma sent 

ambassadors to neighboring groups 

of people. He gave these groups the 

option of sending him gifts of gold to 

avoid battle. If they refused, the emperor 

prepared his troops for battle. 

Chapter 6

Emperors, Gods, 
and Foreign  
Invaders

THE BIG QUESTION

What led to the 
rapid fall of the 
powerful Aztec 
Empire?

Moctezuma I

Excerpt from “Emperors, Gods, and Foreign Invaders”

Read the excerpt aloud to a family member to build fluency.
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War as a Way of Life

Priests determined the date of battle. As the day drew near, 

citizens gathered in the Sacred Precinct for the battle procession. 

Many people marched with the warriors. Priests strapped statues of 

the gods to their backs. Engineers carried materials to build bridges 

and towers along the way. Young boys carried weapons and supplies. 

Women and girls cooked and later cared for the injured.

When preparing for attack, smoke signals rose from the Aztec 

camps. These signals announced the appointed day of battle. The 

Aztec beat on drums and blew shrill whistles. At the sound of the 

commander’s trumpet, young archers charged into battle. They were 

armed with bows and obsidian-tipped arrows. Warriors used a variety 

of wooden and stone weapons, many edged with razor-sharp pieces 

of obsidian. They threw darts. They hurled rocks over long distances 

using slingshots made from the fibers of maguey cactus plants. Spears, 

hatchets, and clubs were all common weapons of battle.

Success on the battlefield  

was the only way commoners 

could become nobles. If they 

captured four prisoners in battle, 

they were allowed to join one of 

the elite warrior societies. Each of 

these warrior societies named and 

identified itself with a specific animal.  

The warriors dressed in the feathers and  

pelts of their namesake animals. It was  

easy to spot these warriors in battle, 

especially the Eagles. An Eagle warrior 

wore a fancy headdress with his face 

peeking out from the eagle’s beak. As 

soldiers advanced in rank,  

their costumes became more  

and more elaborate. 
An Eagle warrior dressed 
for battle
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Unrest in the Empire

The size of the Aztec army 

grew with each new conquest. 

Because the Aztec outnumbered the 

other groups, they won nearly every 

battle. By the time Mocteczuma II 

took the throne in 1502, the Aztec 

had fought numerous battles and 

made many conquests. The Aztec 

Empire extended from the Pacific 

Ocean to the Gulf of Mexico. 

The emperor demanded 

tribute, or taxes, from all parts of 

the empire. When he conquered 

new lands, he allowed local 

governments to remain in place, 

but tribute had to be paid. People 

paid tribute in goods, including 

cacao, rubber, seashells, cotton, 

feathers, and precious gems. These 

goods contributed to Tenochtitlán’s 

wealth and greatness. The emperor’s 

demands created resentment 

among the conquered city-states.

By the early 1500s, the Aztec 

ruled about 500 smaller city-states 

and millions of people. Tenochtitlán 

was the most densely populated  

city in Mesoamerica. And at the 

time, it was one of the largest 

cities in the world. Rumors of 

Tenochtitlán’s wealth spread far 

beyond its boundaries.
Cacao (top), Cotton (middle), Feathers (bottom)
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Flower Wars were Fought for Blood
The Aztec ruled 

with fear and might. They 

believed Huitzilopochtli, the 

sun god, needed food daily, 

so they held ceremonial 

battles called “flower 

wars.” In Aztec poetry, flowers 

symbolized blood, so flower wars 

were blood wars. Unlike wars 

fought over the possession of 

city-states, these wars served 

the sole purpose of acquiring 

sacrificial victims. The best 

warriors, dressed in their finest 

battle clothes, fought in these 

ritual wars. Some groups avoided 

the flower wars by paying tribute, 

or taxes, to the Aztec.
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