
tlaxcala in the sixteenth century
Tlaxcala in the Sixteenth Century was a region of significant historical importance in
the context of the Spanish conquest of the Aztec Empire. Nestled in central Mexico,
Tlaxcala was not only a vibrant indigenous territory but also a crucial player in the events
that shaped the colonial landscape of the New World. This article explores the history,
culture, and interactions of Tlaxcala during the sixteenth century, highlighting its role in the
conquest and the subsequent effects of European colonization.

Geographical and Cultural Context

Tlaxcala is the smallest state in Mexico, bordered by Puebla and Mexico State. Its
geography consists of mountainous terrain, fertile valleys, and diverse ecosystems, which
contributed to its agricultural productivity and the sustenance of its population. The
Tlaxcalans, who spoke the Nahuatl language, were a proud and warlike people known for
their warrior culture and alliances.

Social Structure and Political Organization

The social and political organization of Tlaxcala was complex, featuring a confederation of
four principal towns: Tlaxcala, Tizatlan, Ocotlan, and Quilehtla. Each town had its own rulers
but would unite for common interests, especially in warfare. Their political structure
included:

1. Tlatoani: The chief ruler of Tlaxcala, responsible for making decisions regarding war and
diplomacy.
2. Nobility: A class of warriors and priests who held significant power and influence over the
populace.
3. Commoners: The majority of the population, primarily engaged in agriculture and crafts.

The Tlaxcalans had a rich cultural life, including religious ceremonies, festivals, and a
strong emphasis on education, particularly in the arts of warfare and governance.

Conflict with the Aztecs

During the early sixteenth century, Tlaxcala was embroiled in protracted conflict with the
Aztec Empire. The Tlaxcalans resisted Aztec domination and tribute, leading to a series of
battles known as the Tlaxcalan Wars. The Aztecs aimed to expand their empire, and
Tlaxcala's resistance made them a significant adversary.



Key Events Leading to Spanish Contact

Several key events characterized the Tlaxcalan resistance against the Aztecs:

- Battle of Cuauhcalli (1510): A decisive conflict where the Tlaxcalans repelled an Aztec
invasion, solidifying their resolve to maintain independence.
- Formation of Alliances: Tlaxcala sought alliances with neighboring tribes, including the
Totonacs and the Mixtecs, to bolster their military capacity against Aztec aggression.

These conflicts weakened the Aztecs, making them more vulnerable to external forces,
particularly the Spanish conquistadors led by Hernán Cortés.

The Arrival of the Spanish

In 1519, Hernán Cortés arrived on the shores of Mexico, leading a small force of Spanish
soldiers. Recognizing the potential for alliances, Cortés sought out the Tlaxcalans, who,
despite initial distrust, saw an opportunity to defeat their common enemy, the Aztecs.

Alliance with the Tlaxcalans

The alliance between the Spanish and the Tlaxcalans was pivotal for several reasons:

1. Military Support: The Tlaxcalans provided thousands of warriors to assist the Spanish in
their campaigns against the Aztecs.
2. Logistical Aid: The Tlaxcalans facilitated the Spanish by providing supplies, shelter, and
knowledge of the local geography.
3. Cultural Exchange: The interaction between the Tlaxcalans and the Spanish led to a
complex exchange of ideas, technologies, and customs.

The Tlaxcalans played a crucial role in the siege of Tenochtitlan, the Aztec capital, which
fell in 1521.

The Aftermath of Conquest

Following the conquest, the Spanish established control over the region, leading to
significant changes in Tlaxcalan society, economy, and culture.

Colonial Administration

The Spanish implemented a colonial administration in Tlaxcala, which included:

- Encomienda System: The allocation of indigenous labor to Spanish settlers, which often



led to exploitation and harsh conditions.
- Christianization: Efforts by missionaries to convert the Tlaxcalans to Christianity, altering
their religious practices and beliefs.

While some Tlaxcalans benefited from their alliance with the Spanish, the overall impact of
colonization was devastating, leading to demographic decline due to disease and
exploitation.

Resistance and Adaptation

Despite the challenges, the Tlaxcalans exhibited resilience. They adapted to the new
colonial environment in several ways:

- Maintaining Cultural Identity: Tlaxcalans preserved aspects of their indigenous culture
while integrating some Spanish customs.
- Participation in Colonial Society: Many Tlaxcalans became part of the colonial elite,
leveraging their alliance with the Spanish to gain status and wealth.

Economic Changes in Tlaxcala

The economic landscape of Tlaxcala transformed dramatically in the sixteenth century due
to Spanish colonization.

Agricultural Developments

Under Spanish rule, agricultural practices evolved:

1. Introduction of New Crops: The Spanish introduced European crops such as wheat, sugar,
and various fruits, diversifying Tlaxcalan agriculture.
2. Forced Labor: The encomienda system led to the exploitation of Tlaxcalan labor for the
benefit of Spanish landowners, disrupting traditional agricultural practices.

Trade and Economy

Tlaxcala became a center for trade in the colonial economy. The region was strategically
located, facilitating trade routes between Mexico City and the Gulf Coast. Key aspects
included:

- Market Development: The establishment of markets where Tlaxcalans could trade their
goods, albeit under Spanish oversight.
- Taxation: The imposition of taxes by the Spanish crown, which affected the economic
autonomy of the Tlaxcalans.



Conclusion

In conclusion, Tlaxcala in the sixteenth century was a region marked by conflict, alliance,
and transformation. As a formidable adversary of the Aztec Empire, the Tlaxcalans played a
critical role in the Spanish conquest, navigating the complexities of colonial rule while
striving to maintain their cultural identity. The legacy of this period continues to shape
Tlaxcala's history and identity, reflecting the profound impacts of colonization on
indigenous societies in Mexico. Understanding Tlaxcala's journey during the sixteenth
century provides valuable insights into the broader narratives of resistance, adaptation,
and cultural exchange in the face of European imperial expansion.

Frequently Asked Questions

What role did Tlaxcala play in the Spanish conquest of
the Aztec Empire?
Tlaxcala was a crucial ally to the Spanish conquistadors. The Tlaxcalans opposed the Aztecs
and provided military support to Hernán Cortés, contributing significantly to the defeat of
the Aztec Empire.

How did the political structure of Tlaxcala influence its
interactions with the Spanish?
Tlaxcala had a confederation of city-states with a strong warrior culture, which allowed
them to negotiate from a position of strength. Their political organization facilitated
alliances with the Spanish against common enemies, particularly the Aztecs.

What were the main economic activities in Tlaxcala
during the sixteenth century?
The economy of Tlaxcala was primarily based on agriculture, with crops such as maize,
beans, and squash. Additionally, the Tlaxcalans engaged in trade with neighboring regions,
which contributed to their wealth and resources.

How did the Spanish conquest affect the indigenous
population of Tlaxcala?
The Spanish conquest led to significant demographic changes in Tlaxcala, including the
introduction of diseases that decimated the indigenous population. However, Tlaxcalans
were granted certain privileges in return for their alliance, allowing some to maintain their
social structures.

What cultural exchanges occurred between the



Tlaxcalans and the Spanish during the sixteenth
century?
The interaction between Tlaxcalans and the Spanish facilitated cultural exchanges,
including the introduction of European agricultural practices and livestock, as well as the
spread of Christianity. Conversely, the Spanish adopted some indigenous traditions and
local governance practices.

What was the significance of the Tlaxcalan nobility in
the Spanish colonial period?
The Tlaxcalan nobility played a vital role in the Spanish colonial administration, often
serving as intermediaries between the Spanish authorities and the indigenous population.
Their status helped secure a level of autonomy for Tlaxcala compared to other indigenous
regions.
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