Late Postclassic Cultures of the
Central Highlands

In the eighth century BC, the Mexica and other Nahuatl-
speaking groups ended a long migration from northern
Mesoamerica with their arrival in central Mexico. Here,
they encountered a large number of societies that shared a
common history of trade, warfare and religion, despite their
ethnic, linguistic and political differences. Their final desti-
nation was the Basin of Mexico, a 7000 km2 area with five
large lakes and three main polities components: Azcapotzal-
co was the capital of the Tepanecs, who inhabited the west-
ern part of the valley; Texcoco was the Acolhua-Chichimec
capital on the eastern side; and Colhuacan dominated the
region pertaining to the Colhua ethnic group, including
the southern communities of Xochimilco and Cuitlahuac.

In this complex panorama, the Mexica had no option
but to establish their capital, named Mexico-Tenochtitlan,
on a small, inhospitable island in the middle of Lake Tex-
coco. Given that the island was located in Tepanec territory
from 1325 on, the Mexica became tributaries of Azcapot-
zalco. But there was a shift in power a century later, in 1430,
brought about by the Mexica military triumph over their
masters and the organization of the last excan tlatoloyan, or
Triple Alliance, consisting of Tenochtitlan, Tetzcoco and
Tlacopan (now Tacuba).

The excan tlatoloyan was a supra-state organization on a
massive scale, existing in an environment of endemic war-
fare. Its primary function was to settle disputes among the
different political entities that fell under its jurisdiction,
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but it was also responsible for keeping tabs on security
throughout the region and bringing in states that were re-
luctant to join the coalition. To this end, the three capitals
took the lead in a process of military expansion designed to
gain control over the entire basin and eventually a large
surrounding area.

In the valleys of Toluca and Ixtlahuaca west of the Ba-
sin of Mexico, other Chichimec groups were making large
gains in economic, cultural and political power. These
groups presented an interesting linguistic mosaic of main-
ly Otomian languages (Otomi, Mazahua, Matlatzinca and
Ocuiltec) and Nahuatl. When the Mexica initiated their
expansion, the excan tlatoloyan conquered these neighbors
to the west, who were deeply divided at the time. To the
east, in the Valley of Puebla-Tlaxcala, the Chichimecs had
created important centers of power, including Tlaxcala,
Cholula, Huexotzinco and Tliliuhquitepec, cities that had
joined forces to withstand ongoing hostilities with the ex-
can tlatoloyan, thus managing to retain their regional inde-
pendence. To the south, in the Valley of Morelos, there
were Nahuatl-speaking Chichimec communities, primarily
Xochimilca and Tlahuica groups. The Mexica had coveted
the cotton they produced since first coming into contact
with them, driving them to wage a prolonged war against
the city of Cuauhnahuac (today Cuernavaca), which was
eventually overcome by force of arms. In the process, po-
litical entities of diverse ethnicities and levels of develop-
ment were annexed. The imperial frontiers of the Triple
Alliance were eventually extended from the Gulf of Mex-
ico to the Pacific coast, and from the Tarascan empire to
the present-day Guatemalan border.

The main goal of the excan tlatoloyan’s hegemonic expan-
sion was not territorial dominion, but rather the accumula-
tion of tributary benefits. However, it was also instrumental
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