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Warwick's interests cover a wide range of topics in both Mesoamerican and South American archaeology.  Here, Nick and I build on his Aztec research.  But we stray from the topic of inter-regional trade to pick up a different  thread that runs through Warwick's work:  status and power.  

We are drawing from our ongoing research in which we're trying to overcome the power and pervasiveness of 16th century texts  that have dictated our understanding of warfare, sacrifice and tribute.  

We mention at the outset that our purpose is not only a better understanding of the past.  Our purpose is to apply this understanding to modern decision-making processes, in which nations continue to wage war; men, women and children continue to be sacrificed in the name of religious or social ideals; and the drive for economic ascendance provides the impetus behind the quest for political power.  We aim to show that the Aztecs R Us.  If we can humanize the Aztecs by proposing a flip side to connections between warfare, sacrifice, and wealth transfer through tribute, then maybe we can humanize us.

Since the Spanish invaders wrote their horror stories, the Aztecs have occupied a niche in popular and academic understanding as the apex of state-orchestrated violence.  

The recent trend towards re-branding the Maya as more bellicose and violent than previously thought has kind of normalised the Maya bringing them closer to the Mesoamerican stereotype.  But . .  it's also contributed to one of the problems we hope to address.  Despite intensive discussion of warfare as one of the means of expansion of political control, the motivation behind killing warriors captured in war is characterised primarily as religious.  Religion is then used to label the Aztecs as uniquely obsessed with human sacrifice.  Killing as part of the delivery of a comprehensive economic package is simply ignored.  For example, the index to Brown and Stanton's recent edited collection on Ancient Mesoamerican Warfare lists over 30 references to "sacrifice" and over forty to "ritual," but there are just 10 references to "tribute" . . . and the term "economics" does not appear at all.

Ross Hassig has described Aztec warfare as a "practical matter," and he has greatly increased our understanding of logistics, strategies and battlefield tactics.  But the role of the actual mechanics of conflict in facilitating wealth transfer as reflected in the tribute system remains to be addressed.  

When we refer to tribute, we mean the vast network of obligations and payments that sustained and enhanced elite status.  Despite the critical role played by tribute and the wealth it conferred, the mechanics of tribute extraction and the ways in which such obligatory relationships were sanctioned are rarely conceptualised by archaeologists.  

Yet, understanding the mechanics of tribute is essential in grasping Mesoamerican economics, Mesoamerican warfare, and what we normally  distinguish as a separate religious phenomenon:  human sacrifice.  

We propose:

1) That the origins of tribute lie deep in the Mesoamerican past.

2) That tribute as a form of wealth transfer was as essential to Maya city-states as it was to the Aztec empire.

3) And that the force that drove the taking or killing of captives in war was economic gain as a function of tribute.  Religion simply provided an effective cover.

There is much work to be done to undo the perceived peculiarity of Aztec warfare, and to contest statements such as that made by John Keegan in his influential History of Warfare  that 

". . .there is a cruelty in the warfare of some Precolumbian peoples of North and Central America that has no parallel elsewhere in the world." 

This characterization and others like it have excluded the Aztecs from the comparative analyses of warfare undertaken by Brian Ferguson, Jonathan Haas, or Lawrence Keeley.  One of Keeley's insights is that we must consider more than the formal battle under the rubric of war.  Thus, with the Aztecs, our separation of battlefield death and temple death into categories of "war" for the first and "human sacrifice" for the second is untenable, 

particularly since documentary evidence indicates that death on the battlefield among the Aztecs was considered dishonourable.  Thus, we have been distracted from considering how the process of taking captives and their subsequent fate relates to the real "business" of war, which is the appropriation and distribution of resources among the victors, and the diversion of tribute flow from existing to new beneficiaries.

We need to ask how  the elites that initiated warfare were able to do so in the knowledge that success would be rewarded materially?  In turn, by what mechanism was military success translated into greater control of resources?  It is in considering these questions that tribute begins to loom large on the horizon, and . . . the relationship of the taking of captives to the facilitation of wealth transfer via tribute shifts looms even larger.

If we are even remotely close to the core of Aztec motivations, then where does this leave us with human sacrifice?

We decided that the best way to deal with the problematic concept of human sacrifice is to eliminate the term “sacrifice” entirely from our terminology.  In trying to tie the term down, we could only conclude that it referred to a situation in which something is given up for something else.  

· For example, Jesus Christ was condemned to death for posing what was seen as a threat to society.  

His followers describe his death as a "sacrifice" because he is thought to have anticipated and allowed his death so that he could save mankind.

· Another example is the animals that were killed in ancient Sumer on altars in temples; this was said to represent a sacrifice to deities or supernatural beings who in turn would be grateful and look after the safety and welfare of humans on earth.

· Another example of sacrifice is the men who died on the battlefield in World War II.  They are said to have sacrificed their lives for the greater cause of freedom in the western world.

· Among the Aztecs, individuals were killed by priests in temples; this is said to have reflected Aztec belief that humans must be sacrificed to deities who in turn would keep the world in existence.

The only common thread in these examples is the theme of death.  Religion  seems to be a common theme, but ideology or broader social justification might better apply.  In World War II, for example, the men and women who died had different religions, or in some cases no religion at all, but in all cases their deaths were seen as fulfilling a larger social purpose.

In two of the four cases, that of Jesus Christ and that of World War II, the sacrifice is recognized after the fact.  The officials who condemned Jesus Christ to death did not do it to sacrifice him; they punished him as a threat to the state; his death was viewed by his followers as a sacrifice.  The men who decided to fight in World War II were motivated to protect their homes and their way of life; they did not join the war specifically to become sacrificial victims.  Their deaths were later viewed as a sacrifice.

This leaves us with only the Aztecs and animals as having gone to their deaths specifically as “sacrifices.”  Such conflation of the Aztecs with animals is troublesome, because it reveals that we think of the Aztecs and the Maya as somehow less-than-human.  Unlike us, they were capable of deliberately killing people for their gods and the gods alone.  On the other hand, if the Aztecs and the Maya were like us, then the concept of "sacrifice" has misled us.  Perhaps the answer lies in asking whether there are circumstances in which we, in modern society, socially sanction killing, and if so, what justifications do we provide?

Almost all societies socially sanction the killing of humans.  By this we mean that all societies legally permit murder under certain conditions.  Common kinds of socially sanctioned killing include:

· the death penalty for crimes

· euthanasia

· abortion

· war 

Nick and I have only just begun close inspection of the literature, but the evidence suggests that most if not all “sacrificial victims” among both the Aztecs and the Maya, including women and children, were a consequence of warfare.  The vast majority are elite warriors captured in fighting.  But as described by Hassig, the Aztecs sometimes invaded towns or villages, burned temples, and took captive women and children
.  In some cases this is a consequence of the men of the town being captured or killed.  In other cases circumstances are unclear.  Even in the case of the Maya, if Spanish reports of human sacrifice are even to be believed, the victims are children or “slaves” who are not members of the existing community but were apparently taken in warfare.

If, as we suggest, the socially sanctioned killing that took place in temples involved victims of war, it is difficult to argue that Aztec or Maya justifications are hugely different from those used in World War II or in medieval warfare or indeed in modern warfare.  In the western case, death occurs on the battlefield either by bashing men’s brains out in medieval times, or blowing them up in modern times.  In the Aztec and Maya cases, killing is generally sanctioned away from the battlefield, once the captive is brought to the temple.

Civilians are often killed as a by-product of war in many places in the world, as in Hiroshima or Dresden, or in the burning and pillaging of French towns by English soldiers in early medieval times.  In modern times, since at least the Vietnam War, civilian deaths in war are termed “collateral damage.”  Aiming to kill civilians out of context is not socially sanctioned, but accidental or collateral killing of civilians as a consequence of war is socially sanctioned in that perpetrators are not punished.

What's interesting is that in Mesoamerica, compared to modern times, far fewer people, comparatively speaking, seem to have died as the result of warfare.  One reason may have been that the tribute system was based on people’s obligations to people and was not rooted in easily transferable land ownership.  Therefore deaths of elite warriors may have to have been thought through carefully so as not to disrupt unduly a system based on historical tribute obligations.  In the case of non-warriors such as women and/or children or slaves, we are hypothesizing that they became candidates for socially sanctioned killing because they were taken in war and hence lost their community identity and presumably their rights to make decisions about their own lives.  Their deaths would then have been justified as gaining spiritual resources for the victorious community.  

Similarly, the killing of civilians in modern 20th and 21st century battles is excused because these wars are seen as ideologically necessary and hence socially sanctioned.  At issue are both spiritual and economic resources.   

Spiritual resources provide the explicit justification whereas economic gain is the driving force behind conquest; or, behind resisting conquest.   

Thus, with both the Aztecs and us, what eases society's conscience about deaths of both warriors and civilians is their association with war.  

Although archaeologists have approached warfare critically and have acknowledged its complexities, the context of warfare is less clear.  Part of this reflects that fact that we still do not understand how wealth accumulated or how wealth was appropriated or transferred—individually, communally, or inter-regionally.  But the concepts we use don't help, either.

Economics and tribute

With regard to economics, one of our research aims is to begin to clarify the ways in which wealth was appropriated or transferred from one individual to another, from one community to another, or from one region to another in Mesoamerica.  Our understanding of the pre-Conquest tribute system is inhibited by the nature of our Conquest sources, which lack sense of development or interest in origins of various practices.  Discourse about tribute often assumes a passive voice; for example, Berdan has stated that "When a city-state or group of city-states was conquered, tribute was established."  Period.  It is striking how little attention is given to the details of how, exactly, the consequences of war effected the transfer of goods or services.  

Although much seems to be known about Aztec tribute, it is knowledge of a particular kind.  In the case of the Classic Maya, we need to ask whether tribute was an obligation incumbent upon individuals, upon communities, or was it a privilege enjoyed by elites and conferred by leaders in return for loyalty and service?  How was tribute legitimately instigated or transferred?  Did conquered elites have to cede rights to the ruler?  Or to the individual elite's captor?  Did tribute-paying units, after their nobles were involved in a losing war, have to accept transfer of their obligations to other nobles?  Whatever the details of the options, such a system must have been deeply rooted, just as feudal rights and obligations built up over centuries in medieval Europe and were held to binding contract on both tribute givers and receivers.  

However, a better appreciation of the roots of the tribute system should not come at the expense of understanding its evolutionary dynamism.  Hassig suggests that the tribute system in place at conquest dated from a reorganisation under Moteuczomah Xocoyotl, and he argues that the reorganisation followed a period of widespread revolts (1988:261).  Thus the system was not immune to being tweaked and altered to reflect births, deaths and marriages, as well as demographic, climatic and technological changes.  If we believe that the sinews of the empire were elite relationships, these relationships must have entailed periodic  renegotiation and renewal.

Much interesting work has been done on the transition from Precolumbian indigenous to Spanish economic organisation, such as Elizabeth Brumfiel's research on tribute cloth.  But much more remains to be done to explain how tribute flows connected elite groups to each other, and connected to the units of production, from individual commoner to cah or altepetl, and how these flows could be re-ordered both voluntarily and coercively.

Concepts
With regard to the concepts we use, many appear on the surface of it to explain things, but on deeper examination do not.  
Let’s use “conquest” as an example:

· Do we mean conquest in the Hitlerian sense in which many people are killed; land and production sites such as factories are appropriated and henceforth all resources produced within marked borders belong to the conquerors?  Most would agree that there is no evidence for this sort of appropriation of land in the lowlands or in the Aztec empire.  In fact, if this were the way Maya wars were waged, then the Petexbatun region, for example, would not have been abandoned.  The winners would have appropriated the territory and hence its resources, and would not have needed to rely on the people who historically and traditionally extracted resources from the land.  

There were certainly victors in the case of the wars of the Petexbatun, but the fact that the winners did not establish themselves on the land reinforces the idea that land-based appropriation was not at stake.   Although much remains for Nick and me to study, few would argue the case for territorial conquest per se  among the Maya or Aztecs.

· Do we mean conquest of tribute-based polities?  Given the situation in historic times in which the Spaniards took over tribute-based systems both in the Maya area and in Central Mexico, the existence of Precolumbian tribute-based systems is likely.  In which case, warfare reflects the actions of tribute-based polities, no matter what their religion.  Tribute-based systems focus on obligatory relationships that build up and re-form over time—therefore history and corporate knowledge are key factors.  Terms such as "spoils of war" are inadequate to describe the complexities of wealth transfer under these conditions.  

· We have to imagine what life under a tribute-based system would be like.  For one thing, tribute could conceivably travel a considerable distance if a marriage alliance involved a move on the part of one member of a couple.  

[Reference in Mike Smith 2003 on altepetls that paid tribute to another altepetl at some distance away.] 

Tribute could remain relatively stable as long as all those in power, the tribute-receivers, and to some extent the tribute-producers as well, had a stake in the system, as was the case in the Aztec empire
.  

[Mike Smith remarks somewhere about the safety of travel throughout the Aztec empire, which does not suggest a region in which people were threatened via warfare. . .need to check this.]  

We emphasize that by “stable” we do not mean no warfare.  Warfare was always an option and figured in elite competition throughout Maya and Central Mexican history.  The stake in the system, however, is the issue, and one option is that wars were fought for the purpose of wealth transfer via appropriation of rights to tribute.  This could have been effected by capturing elites from rival communities.  Whether elites were killed or not is another issue, and was very likely based on how the captor or victor viewed the economic landscape. 

With reference to the Maya, the existence of an expanding elite class owing to polygamy but also probably general prosperity has been noted by Demarest
 for the Late Classic.  He also includes marriage alliances as a factor, but we see these as a way to remedy and not exacerbate the problem.  As was the case with expanding elites under the Aztec empire, 

all new and old elites saw themselves as having the rights to tribute payments, and where marriage alliances or family tribute rights were not enough, warfare may have been the only option.  It is not difficult to see warfare increasing in intensity under these conditions. 

It is interesting that Motecuhzoma Ilhuicamina gave illegitimate offspring of pipiltin the right to rise in the ranks in warfare
.  (This has been mistakenly interpreted as allowing “commoners” rights in warfare.)  To assume that Motecuhzoma Ilhuicamina gave these elite offspring the right to capture warriors simply for the purpose of sacrifice is to miss the point.  Who in his right mind would repeatedly risk his life on the battlefield merely to capture a warrior who would then be killed, usually later by a priest, only to receive a couple of feathers in a headdress? Clearly, some sort of reward or wealth appropriation was involved in the capture of rivals, or in helping more important elites to capture rivals, but this issue has been clouded by our unquestioning acceptance of Aztec “sacrifice” as a motive in itself.

The point is that a growing elite class could be seen inevitably to lead to increased warfare as the only way to access wealth, and such increased warfare is potentially unstable.  Thus, the hypothesis that warfare was stimulated largely by economic concerns is capable of generating a scenario that fits the varied landscape of the Terminal Classic Maya as we know it.  

Obviously testing is in order, but viewing warfare as tactical and practical rather than religiously driven is a key to increased understanding of both Maya and Aztec societies.

� In Hassing 1988 somewhere.


� Smith 2003 in Aztecs...need to find page refs


� Demarest, A.  1997 The Vanderbilt Petexbatun Project.  Ancient Mesoamerica 8(2):221.


� This is from the Inca and Aztec States and I think from the chapter by J. Rounds.  I’ll check.





