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Aztec Human Sacrifice: Separating
Fact from Propaganda

The Problem of the Sources

Of all the topics in Aztec history, human sacrifice is the one most distorted by the
gap between written accounts and physical evidence. The primary written sources
about Aztec ritual practices come from Spanish conquistadors, colonial
administrators, and friars, people who had both personal and institutional reasons to
portray the Aztec as savage, demonic, and in desperate need of Christian
civilization. Human sacrifice was real, documented archaeologically and confirmed in
Indigenous accounts. But the scale, the meaning, and the cultural context were
systematically exaggerated and misrepresented by Spanish writers in ways that
served the political project of justifying conquest. Hernan Cortes, in his letters to
the Spanish Crown, described massive sacrifice rituals involving thousands of victims
per ceremony. The friar Diego de Duran wrote detailed descriptions of elaborate
rituals that may reflect genuine observation, clerical imagination, or some mixture of
both. The problem is that we cannot always know. Archaeology, however, does not
have political motives. The physical evidence from sites like the Templo Mayor gives
us a dataset that we can analyze on its own terms, and what it shows is both more
and less dramatic than the Spanish accounts suggest.

What the Bones Actually Show

Excavations at the Templo Mayor since 1978 have uncovered extensive evidence of
human sacrifice. Skulls showing cut marks from defleshing, bones dyed with red
hematite pigment, skeletal remains arranged in deliberate ritual patterns: the
physical evidence is clear. In 2015, archaeologists confirmed the existence of a
large tzompantli (skull rack) adjacent to the temple, containing hundreds of skulls
embedded in a lime mortar matrix. Subsequent excavations through 2020 revealed
that the structure was even larger than initially thought, with at least 603 skulls
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identified in a section of the rack, and the excavation is not complete. Forensic
analysis of the skulls has revealed important details. The majority were adult males
between the ages of 20 and 35, consistent with captive warriors taken in battle, as
Aztec accounts describe. However, a significant minority were women and children,
which complicates the simple narrative of 'warrior sacrifice.' Isotope analysis of
teeth has shown that many individuals came from distant regions. These individuals
were not local people but were brought to Tenochtitlan as captives. Cut marks on
many skulls indicate they were defleshed after death, and some bones show
evidence of burning and other forms of ritual processing.

The Religious and Political Logic of Sacrifice

To understand Aztec sacrifice without simply replicating Spanish horror, we have to
take Aztec theology seriously on its own terms. The Aztec universe was understood
as fragile and contingent. The current world, called the fifth sun, was believed to
have been created through the self-sacrifice of the gods. The sun required human
blood, specifically the life-force contained in it, to continue rising each day. Failure
to provide this sustenance would mean the end of the world. Sacrifice was therefore
not primarily about cruelty or terror; it was about cosmic maintenance, a debt owed
to the gods that kept existence going. Sacrifice also served clear political functions.
The public display of captive warriors before their ritual death demonstrated the
military power and divine favor of the Aztec state. The institution of the 'Flowery
Wars' (xochiyaoyotl) was designed partly to generate sacrificial captives in a region
where the Aztec had already conquered most potential enemies. Subject peoples
who sent tribute were also implicitly sending a message about their own
subordination. The tzompantli, the skull rack, was not a secret practice hidden from
public view. It was displayed prominently at the center of the city, visible to visiting
dignitaries and subject peoples alike.

The Propaganda Problem: Scale and Exaggeration

The most contested claim in Spanish accounts is the scale of sacrifice. Various
sources describe ceremonies involving 20,000, 80,000, or even more victims
sacrificed over a few days to dedicate the expansion of the Templo Mayor in 1487.
These numbers, if true, would require a logistical operation of extraordinary
complexity and would strain the capacity of any pre-modern city. Demographic
calculations suggest they are impossible: even accepting the highest estimates of
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Tenochtitlan's population, sacrificing tens of thousands of people in a few days
would have required more captives than any known military campaign could have
produced. The archaeological evidence does not support the extreme high-end
estimates. The tzompantli excavation, while confirming the practice of displaying
skulls on a large scale, contains hundreds to perhaps a few thousand skulls
accumulated over many years — not tens of thousands from single events. This does
not mean sacrifice was rare or insignificant. It means the Spanish accounts inflated
the numbers, probably deliberately. A conquered people who sacrifice 80,000
humans in a ceremony is easier to dismiss as subhuman than one who practices ritual
killing in a context that, while deeply foreign to European sensibilities, has its own
internal religious logic.

Archaeology's Role in Balanced History

The Templo Mayor excavation has done something rare in historical scholarship: it
has produced physical evidence that simultaneously confirms and complicates the
written record. Sacrifice happened. The skull rack existed. The ritual processing of
human remains was real. But the scale was smaller than Spanish propaganda claimed,
the context was religious rather than simply violent, and the victims were primarily
captive warriors from defined conflict situations rather than random civilians seized
in terror campaigns. This kind of nuanced picture is exactly what good archaeology
produces. It resists both the colonialist narrative that portrayed the Aztec as
uniquely barbaric monsters deserving conquest, and any naive revisionism that tries
to deny the reality of human sacrifice altogether. The physical evidence demands we
sit with complexity: a civilization capable of extraordinary architectural,
agricultural, and intellectual achievement also practiced systematic ritual killing.
Both things are true. Understanding how and why is the job of honest historical
analysis.

Key Information: Aztec Sacrifice — Evidence and Context

Topic Key Facts from Archaeological and Historical
Evidence

Primary Site Templo Mayor, Tenochtitlan (Mexico City); excavations
since 1978
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Topic Key Facts from Archaeological and Historical
Evidence

Tzompantli Discovery At least 603 skulls confirmed in one section as of 2020;
excavation ongoing

Typical Victims Primarily adult males 20-35, many from distant regions
per isotope analysis

Ritual Processing Cut marks, hematite staining, burning, deliberate
skeletal arrangement confirmed

Spanish Claim (1487) Up to 80,000 sacrificed to dedicate Templo Mayor
expansion — archaeologically unsupported

Realistic Estimates Hundreds to perhaps a few thousand skulls accumulated
over many years, based on physical evidence

Religious Context Cosmic debt to gods who created the world through
self-sacrifice; solar maintenance

Political Function Display of power; skull rack visible at city center to all
visitors and subject peoples

Flowery Wars Xochiyaoyotl — ritualized warfare designed to capture
enemies for sacrifice, not kill them

Modern Assessment Practice was real and significant, but scale was
exaggerated for colonial political purposes
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Case Study: The Warrior's Choice
Itzcoatl is nineteen years old, a warrior from the city-state of Tlaxcala.
He has been captured in a Flowery War engagement three weeks ago, and
he has been in Tenochtitlan ever since. He is well-fed — better fed than
some days at home, actually. He is allowed to walk in a confined courtyard
and speak with other captives, including two men from Cholula who have

been here longer and have explained, with a kind of calm he finds unnerving,
what comes next. He thinks about his family, about his mother's cooking,
about the smell of the valley in the dry season. He has been taught since
childhood that to die as a sacrifice is a warrior's honor — that his spirit

will feed the sun and return home as a hummingbird. He believed it, more or
less, when he was learning it. He is not entirely sure he believes it now,

standing in a courtyard in an enemy city. He makes himself believe it again.
The alternative — to die dishonored, screaming, terrified — seems worse

than the ceremony itself. 'When?' he asks one of the Cholula men.
'Tomorrow,' the man says. 'The festival of Toxcatl.' Itzcoatl nods and

goes back to looking at the sky.

1. The case study attempts to present Itzcoatl's experience from the inside, using
the Aztec religious framework he was raised in. What are the limits and risks of this
kind of historical imagining, and why might it still be a useful exercise?

2. The reading argues that archaeology 'resists both the colonialist narrative and
naive revisionism.' Using specific evidence from the reading, explain what this means
in the context of Aztec sacrifice.
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Multiple Choice

1. Why do historians consider Spanish written accounts of Aztec sacrifice
unreliable at face value?

a) All Spanish accounts were written after the Aztec Empire had
already collapsed
b) The Spanish had political motives to exaggerate in order to justify
conquest
c) Spanish observers misidentified the practices they witnessed as a
form of execution
d) Spanish writers had no direct contact with Aztec religious practices

2. What did isotope analysis of skulls from the Templo Mayor reveal about the
identity of sacrifice victims?

a) Many came from distant regions, consistent with being captive
warriors
b) Most victims were local residents of Tenochtitlan
c) All victims were adult male warriors with no exceptions
d) Victims were primarily from the Aztec nobility who volunteered for
sacrifice

3. What was the primary religious justification the Aztec gave for human
sacrifice?

a) Human sacrifice ensured agricultural fertility and prevented drought
b) Sacrifice was punishment for criminals and enemies of the state

c) The gods required blood to repay the debt of creating the current
world and keep the sun rising
d) The practice was borrowed from earlier Mesoamerican cultures and
thus continued out of tradition
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Matching

Write the letter of the correct definition on the line next to each term.

Term Definition

1. ___ Tzompantli A) A scientific method used to determine where a
person grew up based on chemical signatures in their
teeth

2. ___ Xochiyaoyotl B) A red iron oxide mineral used to stain sacrificial
bones red in Aztec ritual

3. ___ Hematite C) Biased or misleading information used to promote a
particular political agenda, such as justifying conquest

4. ___ Isotope analysis D) Flowery Wars — ritualized Aztec warfare designed
to capture enemies for sacrifice rather than kill them
in battle

5. ___ Propaganda E) A skull rack where defleshed sacrificial skulls were
displayed publicly near the Templo Mayor

Fill-in-the-Blank

1. Spanish accounts claimed that up to __________________ people were
sacrificed to dedicate the expansion of the Templo Mayor in 1487, a number
archaeologists consider impossible based on physical evidence.

2. The Aztec universe was understood as fragile: the current world, called the
__________________, was believed to require continuous human blood to keep the
sun rising each day.

3. The tzompantli was displayed prominently at the center of Tenochtitlan,
functioning not just as a religious object but as a display of __________________
power visible to all visitors and subject peoples.
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Short Answer

Answer each question in 2-4 complete sentences.

1. Explain how the Flowery Wars fit into the broader religious and political system of
the Aztec Empire. Why did this institution exist?

2. The reading says the archaeological evidence 'simultaneously confirms and
complicates' the Spanish written record. What does this mean, and why is it
important for historical understanding?

3. Why is it historically important to take Aztec theology 'seriously on its own
terms' when studying human sacrifice? What does this approach allow us to
understand that condemnation alone does not?
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