
For the Good of the 
People



Big Idea

Aztec society was organized like a pyramid, 
with a broad base and narrow top. Every 
Aztec citizen had a clearly defined role 

within society, with certain duties they were 
expected to perform. Every citizen was 

expected to work hard and contribute to 
the empire in some meaningful way. 







The Aztec Social 
Hierarchy

How did the structure of the Aztec 
society tell us what was important to 

the Aztec people?



Definitions
Hierarchy - a system or organization in which people or 
groups are ranked one above the other according to 
status or authority.

Ocelot - a medium-sized wild cat that has a tawny yellow 
coat marked with black blotches and spots.

Calpolli - the basic unit of social organization in the Aztec 
empire, organized around clan groups and similar work 
patterns.

Artisans - a worker in a skilled trade, especially one that 
involves making things by hand.

Quetzal - a bird with iridescent green plumage and 
typically red chest.



Aztec Social Hierarchy



Social Hierarchy
There are two main classes: 
✿ Nobles
✿ Commoners

One’s class was determined by the family they were 
born into. Although people were able to work their 
way to a higher level through their own efforts. 

Each class has
subdivisions with
some having more
wealth and power
than others. 



The Emperor
At the top of the hierarchy was the emperor. His title 
was Huey Tlatoani (way tlah-toe-AH-nee) which means 
“Great Speaker”. Their emperor was treated as a god. 

The Aztecs showed him respect by:

✿ obeying every command
✿ giving all possible luxuries
✿ upkeeping an enormous palace. 

Servants:

✿ carried him through the streets on a platform 
covered in ocelot skins 

✿ ran ahead to sweep the street in front of him 

Yet the emperor also had enormous responsibilities. 



Emperor’s Duties
✿ Commander of the Army

The emperor had to be a skilled warrior himself, 
and also know military strategy, and how to lead 
others.

✿ Head of State
Before the emperor would make an important 
decision he would call upon his council (priests 
and nobles) to ask their advice. However the 
emperor always made the final decision.

The good of the entire empire rested on the 
emperors shoulders. 



Family Clans
Aztec society was composed into units called 
calpolli. Members of the calpolli lived in
the same neighborhoods and went to 
the same temple. 

The Calpolli owned the land where its 
members lived and farmed. Each calpolli
elected a captain and a council. The 
council:

✿ assigned land and houses to its residents 
✿ collected taxes
✿ kept the neighborhood clean

Electing their council gave citizens a small amount 
of political power. 



Calpolli Citizens

Merchants:

✿ made up the richest calpolli in Tenochtitlan 
✿ went on long expeditions
✿ brought back prized goods and acted as spies

Merchants paid taxes on the goods they sold in 
the Tenochtitlan markets and this gave the 
emperor money to enrich the Aztec state.



Merchants

Merchants:

✿ made up the richest calpolli in Tenochtitlan 
✿ went on long expeditions
✿ brought back prized goods and acted as 

spies

Merchants paid taxes on the goods they sold in 
the Tenochtitlan markets and this gave the 
emperor money to enrich the Aztec state.



Artisans
There was constant demand for fashionable clothing and 
works of art. This kept Aztec artisans (craftsman, mask 
makers, feather workers) very busy. 

Beautiful creations of the feather workers were the most 
valued items in large, wealthy Aztec society. Tropical birds 
with bright feathers were captured and held in captivity. 

✿ Only nobles could have feathers on their clothing. 

The most prized feathers were from the
Quetzal bird. These feathers were
associated with the gods. Aztecs could
also collect feathers as a tribute from those
that they conquered. 



Farmers

Farmers: 
✿ also skilled hunters and fishers 
✿ sold what they caught in markets. 

For the Aztecs, paying taxes was the most 
important responsibility of citizenship. 
Farmers gave up their profits on what they 
sold to the emperor. 

They grew crops not just to make money, 
but also to help the state survive. 



Tlatelolco Marketplace

The largest market in the Aztec 
Empire and one of the largest 
in the world was held daily in 
Tlatelolco.

Use page 176 to assist you.



Tlatelolco Marketplace



Signs of Status
Think about walking through the mall in 
Lethbridge… Can you tell who the rich people 
are? Could you identify a doctor, a teacher, 
or a business person based on what they 
wear?

In Aztec society, the three most common ways of 
identifying status in society was through: 
● clothing, the material and pattern were both 

indicative of the wearer’s position in society 
● jewellery 
● the size/location of your home. 
 



Moving up in Society

The main way to move up in Aztec society 
was by achieving success on the battlefield. 
For the Aztecs, killing the enemy was not the 
point of going to war; what they wanted 
were prisoners they could sacrifice to honor 
the gods. 

A warrior who took four enemies prisoner 
immediately became eligible for 
membership in a higher social status. If the 
warrior was a commoner, he could rise to 
nobility. 



Fill out Worldview Icon
Society What roles are available 

to individuals in society? 
Who holds power and 
how it power maintained? 
Who has status and how 
do they get it? Are certain 
benefits available to some 
and not to others?



Aztec Education

How are a society’s social structure 
and its educational system related?



Definitions
Glyphs - a hieroglyphic character or symbol; a 
pictograph

Calmecac - school for the nobles

Telpochcalli- school for the commoners

Conscription -  when people in a country are required by 
law to serve in the military



Aztec Education 
Assignment

Use pages 180 - 184 to assist you.



Aztec Education
Aztec children were educated at home until they 
went to school. Estimates say that Aztec children 

began school between the ages of 10-15. Imagine 
not going to school until you were fifteen! 

Children were expected to do hard work and be 
obedient; if not they were harshly punished. The 

aim of this discipline was to turn them into citizens 
with “a stone heart and a stone face”

What do you think this means? How does it 
describe their values and beliefs? How does it 

compare to your own beliefs and values?



Schools for Nobles
The calmecac was located in neighborhoods where 
nobles lived; it was often attached to a temple. 

Students studied codices to learn about their society. 

Religious training
 was an 
important part 
of their 
education. 



Reading & Writing
All Aztecs based their higher education on the 
ability to read and write. They wrote using a system 
of pictures called glyphs instead of letters. 

Only nobles
learned how to
read and write.
Commoners had
instruction through
spoken word. 

How would this
enforce Aztec
social order?



Military Training
All boys trained as warriors to defend the Aztec 
state. Once he knew how to fight, a boy would 
serve as a soldier’s servant and follow the army 
to learn how warriors conducted themselves in 
battle.  At 15, they would become an active 
warrior.

The most prestigious 
military orders 
were the:
✿ Eagle
✿ Jaguar



Educating Aztec Women
As we saw in the Renaissance, Aztec women 

had little political power. The emperor and 
every member of his council were men. 

Although unlike other societies, the Aztecs 
believed women needed proper education. 
✿ Every girl regardless of social rank attended 

school. 

At age 16 most Aztec women got married and 
lived with their husbands. In some cases, 
women had important jobs such as doctors in 
the military because of their knowledge of 
medicinal herbs. Women could also be 
matchmakers bringing young people together 
for marriage, or they could serve as midwives. 



Fill out Worldview Icon
Knowledge How do people develop 

knowledge? What ways of 
knowing are accepted? 
Who has access to 
knowledge? How is it 
valued? Where or in whom 
does the knowledge 
reside?



Contributing to Society

How can a society promote good 
citizenship?



Definitions
Retributive Justice - punishment that when an 
offender breaks the law, justice requires that he or 
she suffer in return. 

Restorative Justice - an approach to justice in 
which all parties (offender, victim, and 
community) meet to create a plan to repair 
the harm done.

Upward Mobility -  the capacity or facility for 
rising to a higher social or economic position.



Aztec Citizenship

Aztec society was focused on 
producing citizens who would 
contribute to the community. 

Lessons in good citizenship were part 
of the Aztec children’s education. 



Worldview Mottos
Every country has a motto that represents their 

worldview. The phrase “peace, order, and 
good government” are the principles on which 
the Canadian Federation was founded in 1867. 

France’s motto is
 “liberty, equality, brotherhood” 

The United States’
 “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness”

What different worldviews are suggested by 
these mottos? 

What three words would you choose to 
represent your personal worldview? 



The Ideal Aztec Citizen



Laws & Lawmaking
The Aztec people had their 
rights protected by a system of 
written laws. The legal system 
was a  powerful tool in 
maintaining order in their 
society. 
✿ It served to  remind people 

of their  responsibilities. 

This illustration shows who is the 
head of the legal system, 
below are the judges of the 
high court.  If someone was not 
satisfied with  the verdict from a 
lower court, he  could:
✿ appeal to the high court 

and finally even the 
emperor himself. 



Sentences & Slave Laws
The Aztecs had their judges hand down sentences after 
they reached their decisions. 

For lesser crimes, the guilty person was fined or 
sentenced to slavery. The Aztecs did not have prisons, so 
punishment for serious crimes including theft, was often 
death. 

The Aztecs realized slaves performed necessary work. 
Therefore, they protected their rights. 

✿ If a noble beat a slave so severely that the slave 
died, the noble could be executed.

If a slave sold in the marketplace could escape and run 
to the emperor’s palace – a distance about one and a 
half km – they would immediately win freedom.  



Aztec Slaves
It is important to remember that the Aztecs did 
not look at slavery as something permanent. 

It was not shameful to be a slave, it was just a 
matter of bad luck. Once they paid their debts 

they could take their place in society again.

Children born to slaves were free. 



Conclusion
Aztec society was organized like a pyramid, 
with a broad base and a narrow top. Every 

Aztec citizen had a clearly defined role within 
society, certain duties they were expected to 
perform. Every citizen was expected to work 
hard and contribute to the empire in some 

meaningful way. 



Fill out Worldview Icon

Values How do people in a 
society act towards each 
other? How do people in a 
society act towards the 
people in other societies 
or groups?

 


