Mexico and Central America on Eve of Conquest

What importance do pre-conquest Mexico and Central America have today?

1. current patterns of settlement are related to pre-conquest ones

2. a high percentage of current population is of mostly indigenous descent

3. many indigenous customs are maintained today

-food: Mesoamerica was area of great plant domestication.  Only animals domesticated of note were dogs, ducks, turkeys
-agricultural practices

-building types

Three physiocultural zones of pre-Columbian Middle America: (see map)
-Mesoamerica:  SE and Mesa Central:  greatest degree of civilization and social stratification.  Sedentary agriculturalists and cities

Aridamerica:  hunters and gatherers – “La Gran Chichimeca”

Oasisamerica: SE AZ, SW New Mexico, NE Sonora, NW Chihuahua.  Were farmers who also hunted and gathered
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Two great empires:

Aztec (Mexica) Empire (Tenochtitlán)

-est. settlement in 1325-45 on island on the w. shore of 
Lk. Texcoco (State of Mexico)

-made Triple Alliance w. the neighboring states of Texcoco and Tlacopán, began spread of empire in 1429 


-by 1500's, empire dominated much of Mexican 


Mesoamerica, including Xoconusco (cacao coast) except for the Tarascan and Tlaxcalan domains

-empire was a tribute state, pmt. made in maize, cacao, gold, other prod.


-tianguis
Ecology of Aztec domain:  chinampa ag., although productive, not sufficient to feed Valley of Mex.  Food imported from other regions.  Lakes based culture.
Tarascan Empire (ceremonial center “Tzintzuntzan”)

-dominated much of W. Mesoamerica, empire in Michoacán, Colima

-colonized frontier towns with their own people, spreading lang & cult.

-another lake economy, based largely on fishing (lakes of Patzcuaro, Yuriria, Cuitzeo, others)

Mesoamerican populations
Population distributions, pre-Columbian:
-the area of modern Mexico may have had as many as 20 million at conquest
-the western side and highlands of Central America generally had denser populations than the wetter Caribbean sides.  South American groups (e.g. Chibcha) were linguistically dominant in much of E. side of Central America and also numerous as far north as Honduras
