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Introduction

With so many demands on our time, often we forget how precious it is until it’s almost gone. Are we doomed by the inherent nature of time and our concerns about catastrophes that we inherited as humans? We may desperately attempt to understand the concept of god, sacrifice, and adhering to a path that might avoid impending doom. With so many reminders in life that our experiences on this planet are temporary, often we engage in wondering about what kind of mark we will leave behind. At least our memories absorb our experience as we reflect on our countdown, expectations, and circumstances, right?

However, what if you knew the world might end sooner than you would like? What impression are we making on our communities or in our personal or professional lives?

The Aztecs are considered the last of the ancient Mexican civilizations. They lived large, unsubtle lives, grappling with the subtleties of life even if much of their plan was written in the stars, and they anguished over the temporariness of their world.

Today, we beat ourselves up in our modern societies as we wonder, where did the time go? We might become spiritual. Alternatively, we start making up for lost time and making the kinds of sacrifices that we expect of others, but ourselves seem challenged by. As our hourglass empties, despite what we go through now or what we have gone through in the past, how do we stand a chance of making sense of our place in the world?

This dilemma may seem unique to us, as uniquely modern as digital communication. It might not surprise you that, in fact, it’s a universal inquiry that has informed many cultures around the world, including the Aztec people. In the here and now, we might pursue a willingness to take on tasks and challenges that we might have procrastinated about when we consider our bucket lists or worry that life is passing us by. We suddenly find ourselves immersed in what life is really about instead of sitting there overwhelmed with it. We can feel it, although in the process we may wonder if our traditions, practices, and goals define us.

In coming to terms with the why behind what we do with our lives, we’re tapping into a very long, extraordinary human story.

This story involves gazing into the abyss and reflecting on the temporariness of things, our bodies, relationships, the afterlife, and cultural ways. Moreover, that can be very scary depending on how we look at it. Ancient cultures like the Aztecs looked at temporariness, death interrelating with life and their beliefs in something much bigger than their own individual lives. They let this guide their daily lives and their decisions. Some might criticize some of the ways that they handled their fears associated with being human and the way they expressed their devotion to their gods, especially how blood and sacrifice filtered into their rituals. Consider how many religions and belief systems import the power of blood into their traditions, their reckonings and the nature of understanding either death or impending doom. It’s sometimes worth considering how different their world was and how the past does not always explain the present, even as we find certain links and shedding of practices. We might appreciate stories about Japanese samurai and Aztec warriors, but appreciate they are of the past. Today, we might learn about a tradition that we find questionable from the perspective of being humane and sign a petition to attempt to sway the practitioners in finding a new method of worship and sacrifice.

The processes of human growth are vast, and the potential of seeing ancient cultures as somehow less human is there, but it deprives us of seeing the whole picture. We need not condone or censure it. Others may draw parallels to the fate of many tribes, civilizations, empires, and secret societies. They may try to find explanations for these people, which for no apparently rational reason, followed their hearts. They were subject to the power, cycles of suffering, agony, mercilessness, resorting to violence for moral order, and a self-image that determined that the world’s very existence hinged on human deeds. That, we might understand.

Right here and right now, we’re applying ourselves to our tasks and if only we can revel in all of our accomplishments. At times, we wonder whose praise we seek in our pursuits. Sometimes, we’re doing it for our own sense of accomplishments. Other times, it’s to show off our god-given talents and to prove our faith helps us achieve our goals. The Aztec Empire, with their deeply-ingrained cultural practices, were also dealing with the reality of their times and were not just shaped by traditions and practices. Even though the records show that they worshiped the sun and were in tune with their universe, they were developing a civilization way before their introduction to the Old World.

In developing an understanding of the Aztec culture, this book sets out to point out some of the complexities of their empire. It considers various perspectives on various attributes. It will look at the philosophies that shaped their view of the world. It will also explore their Nahuatl roots and popular misconceptions, medical knowledge, the extent of their trade networks, their rulers, and discussions about their origins and collapse. It will fascinate you as we consider aspects of their society that will help you build a cultural awareness of the Aztec existence. In the meantime, be sure to keep in mind the nature of their way of escaping the misery and temporariness in life, and consider it as a student of cultural anthropology. While the human story embraces different practices guided by our emotional journeys and beliefs, there is a tendency to potentially dismiss histories that may challenge our sensibilities or raise deep questions. Every step of the way, we can witness their concept of god and what guided their expansion and daily lives. They had very real concerns about how the world might end and their role in making sure that didn’t happen if they had anything to do with saving themselves from the possibility of destruction.


Conclusion

While there are so many fascinating topics to continue to investigate on your voyage of the Aztec, one to stress that has not been covered is the system of reward that influenced the Aztecs in continuing to follow tradition and to trust in their shaman, rulers, and system. Although we can look back at the past at an empire such as the Aztecs and wonder how they were so influenced to participate in their traditions, hierarchies, and empire-supporting obligations, consider this about the Aztecs: commoners could advance if they captured enemy warriors in battle. During their training, if young soldiers failed, even within a group to capture, they were not allowed to cut off a youthful lock of hair, which would have been considered a lifelong humiliation, according to Bruce G. Trigger in “Understanding Early Civilizations: A Comparative Study.” Titles were bestowed on warriors who did capture a prisoner for ritual sacrifice.

Given that they were desperately concerned about their destiny, and sacrifice was explained as a way to commune with the divine, it’s not surprising that there is evidence that they accepted their own sacrifice and cultivated a stoic attitude to death. According to Tim Megarry in “Society in Prehistory: The Origins of Human Culture,” status was achieved in their society through military prowess and capture of prisoners, and they had a vested interest in maintaining the military-religious complex.

Finally, if that social pressure and motivation wasn’t enough, according to Justyna Olko in “Insignia of Rank in the Nahua World: From the Fifteenth to the Seventeenth Century,” Aztec nobles and warriors strived for personal promotion, even if their lives were at stake; the desire for high-ranking, costly insignia and status items were a strong personal motivation. Commoners drew energy and a renewed sense of purpose from devotion and rituals, as it provided them an unquestionable relevance and importance as a people despite the burden and heavy obligation due to the inherent instability of the universe.

Their fear of the impending destruction of the fifth sun, their motivation to escape the anguish of temporariness of our world, and their desire to endure their responsibility was real. According to Ross Hassig in “Aztec Warfare: Imperial Expansion and Political Control,” it wasn’t just a mechanistic fight for the gods, but instead commoners who fought in the wars for good reasons and to gain prominence. These were men and women with real goals and purposes - and real constraints.

The Aztecs appeared to have an underlying spirit beneath everything they did, as if by holding onto the past through myths, religion, and their passed down devotion to traditional ways of communicating with the divine, they would never again be subjugated as they were at the beginning of their journey toward building their own empire. They learned along the way what it took to secure and project power from those regional powers that held them under the gun and made them feel hopeless and disempowered. They developed their own equivalent to a Geneva Convention that made sure that major battles didn’t interfere with growing seasons. They figured out that headaches were caused by an excess of blood in the arteries in the brain or on the surface of the head before European doctors did. They built extraordinary botanical gardens. Their sacrifice and their cosmic responsibility spoke of their pride and pointed to their temples and a critical nature of the manner of one’s death in determining their spiritual destiny. The afterlife held many promises. Honorable death preoccupied many in their society, while others saw it as a tool of political oppression and looked for other ways to tap into the divine, who defied their interpretation of Nahuatl religion and its political utility.

When we consider looking through that lens at the past, it helps to consider the human qualities of the Aztec that helped them develop their empire and maintain a better sense of how limiting historical accounts are that only tell the story from the Spanish invaders’ perspectives, glorifying their past at the expense of gaining a fuller picture. Piecing together their past, we can continue to explore how much political and social realities, and practical necessities, shaped their decisions. Yet, we cannot consider that they fall conveniently into a derogatory category that justified the Old World invaders or the destruction of their historical records.

Thankfully, for those who know how important name and identity are, they can reflect beyond getting a grasp of the nature of a civilization and see it as a complex society that intrigues us. Maybe how we look at time ourselves and in our place in it keeps death at bay, separate from life. Some who look at time to recreate the past to condemn that which changes around them while they get closer to death never separate birth from death. The Aztecs’ continual awareness of death that permeated their lives did not allow the past to die, but the very nature of life’s pursuits meant that if they allowed this world to extinguish it was a fate worse than death.

