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Later American
Civilizations

Before You Read: Preview Map
Create a chart like the one below to help you see at a glance
what the chapter is about. Refer to your chart as you read.

Big Ideas About Later
American Civilizations

Belief Systems Belief systems and religions may shape
governments and societies.
Two large empires rose in the Americas at about the same
time. The Aztec empire developed in the Valley of Mexico in
Mesoamerica. The Incan empire arose in South America. Religion
was very important in the everyday lives of the Aztecs and Inca.

Integrated Technology

• Interactive Maps
• Interactive Visuals
• Starting with a Story

Ancient Inca

INTERNET RESOURCES

• WebQuest
• Homework Helper
• Research Links
• Internet Activities

• Quizzes
• Maps
• Test Practice
• Current Events

Go to ClassZone.com for

1099
Christians and Muslims

battle at Ascalun during
the First Crusade.

!

939
Kingdom of Dai Viet

founded in Southeast Asia.

987
Toltecs make Tula in the
Valley of Mexico their
capital. (warrior statue)

!

What is the title? Later American Civilizations

What is the Big Idea?
What were these
civilizations?
Where were they located?
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The Americas, A.D. 1200–1500
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1200s
Inca have
settled in
Cuzco Valley.

1300s
Renaissance begins
in Italy. (Leonardo Da Vinci’s
Mona Lisa)

!

1453
Ottomans capture
Constantinople.

1521
Spanish under Cortés

defeat the Aztecs.

!  (Emperor Montezuma II)

1532
Spanish under Pizarro
conquer the Incan empire.

1325
Aztecs build their

capital city of
Tenochtitlán.

1279
Mongols

conquer China.

Typical Inca stonework is shown in these
temple remains in Cuzco, Peru.

The ruins of the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlán
can be seen in Mexico City today.

393



Background: When the Aztecs arrived in the Valley of
Mexico in the 1200s, they were newcomers. Other peoples
already held the best land. So, after many years of wandering,
the Aztecs settled on islands in the middle of a large lake.
There was little land, and much of it was too wet for farming.
But the Aztecs, like most early peoples, needed land to grow
the food necessary for life. What could they do? From nearby
peoples, they learned about chinampas (chee•NAHM•pahs), or
so-called “floating gardens.” Imagine that you are there as the
Aztecs try to turn swampy ground into usable farmland.

! The chinampas did not really float because wooden stakes
were placed in the lakebed.
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Starting with a Story

ozuma (koh•ZOO•muh) is an Aztec farmer. Like everyone else,
he worries about having enough food in his new home. The Aztec
settlement does not have enough land. But he has heard about a

strange way to farm—on water! “The Aztecs may not have good land, but
they have plenty of water,” Cozuma tells his chief. The chief is doubtful
but is willing to let Cozuma and others try to build some chinampas, which
were raised garden beds.

Cozuma and several other farmers begin building five chinampas by
weaving large rafts from reeds. The work is hard, and the sun is hot. But
the thought of famine drives them all. When they finish, each chinampa
is huge—about 300 feet long and 15 to 30 feet wide.

Together, Cozuma and the others dig ditches for canals. Then they float
the large rafts onto the water. Next, they drive wooden stakes through the
rafts, deep into the lakebed, to keep them still. Then they cover the chinampas
with three layers of soil. There is rich mud from the lake bottom, dirt and
plant matter, and fresh mud. Each layer has different nutrients to help plants
grow. They also plant trees to keep the soil from washing away.

Now the time to plant the seeds has come. On each chinampa, Cozuma
and his fellow farmers carefully bury seeds for corn and beans. As Cozuma
moves along the rows, the floating gardens feel strange beneath his feet.
But he gets used to it. During the growing season, he will tend the gardens.
He has to weed them but not water them. The lake water constantly washes
through the chinampas, keeping the soil moist.

The chief arrives to inspect their work. Cozuma can only hope that green
shoots will soon appear to prove that the idea works.

How might the chinampas benefit the Aztecs?

1. READING: Cause and Effect Identifying causes and
effects can help you understand why events happen. With
a partner, identify the causes and effects of the various
events in this story.

2. WRITING: Persuasion Write a few paragraphs telling
whether or not the chinampas will be successful. Include
details to support your opinion.
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Lesson

1
MAIN IDEAS

Geography The Aztecs developed an
agricultural society and founded a great empire
in the Valley of Mexico.

Government The Aztecs had a highly
structured society, with authoritarian rulers.

Culture The Aztecs made advances in art,
architecture, and astronomy.

TAKING NOTES
Reading Skill:
Explaining Chronological Order and Sequence
Sequence is the order in which events follow
one another. Use a “chain of events” diagram to
identify the sequence of events in the rise and fall
of the Aztec empire.

! Aztec God Quetzalcoatl
Quetzalcoatl, whose name
means “feathered serpent,”
was the important god of wind.
Quetzalcoatl was sometimes
pictured as a serpent.

Event 1

Event 2

Skillbuilder Handbook, page R15
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basin a bowl-shaped
depression in the surface
of the land (page 397)

They chose to establish a
new settlement in a large
basin in the mountains to
the south.

engineer plan, construct
or manage (page 398)

They engineered canals
to provide water routes for
trade goods.

intensive marked
by intensity; deep;
concentrated (page 400)

The students’ day was filled
with intensive study.

perched sat or rested
on (page 407)

The bird flew around the
valley and then descended
and perched on a cactus.

Words to Know
Understanding the following words will help you read this lesson:



Lake
Texcoco

Tenochtitlán

Teotihuacán

Valley
of

Mexico

The Aztecs
Build on What You Know Did you ever have to look for
a new place to live? Well, the Aztecs did in the 1200s. And they
turned their new home into the greatest empire of Mesoamerica.

Aztecs Settle in Central Mexico
ESSENTIAL QUESTION How did the Aztecs adapt to the Valley
of Mexico?

The Aztecs were nomadic hunters and gatherers. They lived in
what is now the northwest desert of Mexico. In the late 1200s,
they began to move south. Eventually, they came upon the Valley
of Mexico, a mountain basin about 7,500 feet above sea level.

Settling in the Valley of Mexico When the Aztecs arrived
in the Valley of Mexico, there was no major power in the region.
A people called the Toltecs had ruled there from about 900, but
they had lost control in the late 1100s. Now the region contained
a number of small city-states ruled by various peoples.

These city-states held the most fertile land. So the Aztecs
had to settle for what was left. A legend says that the Aztec sun
and war god told them they would find a new home where
they saw an eagle sitting on a cactus. In 1325, they found such
a place. It was a small island in a large lake (later called
Lake Texcoco). There they built the city of TenochtitlánTenochtitlán
(teh•NOHCH•tee•TLAHN), or Place of the Prickly Pear.
(See story on pages 404–407.) This is the site of Mexico
City today.

The Aztecs now had a land of their own. As they
adapted to the land, they also adapted to their neighbors.
They carved out a place for themselves as paid warriors
for local rulers.

TERMS & NAMES

Tenochtitlán

Montezuma II

Hernán Cortés

Aztec Capital
Tenochtitlán was
built on an island
in Lake Texcoco
in the Valley of
Mexico.!
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Adapting to the Land The lands around Tenochtitlán were 
swampy. The lake was in a valley surrounded by high mountains, 
with little level land for farming. There also was little wood or 
stone nearby for building. But the Aztecs adapted. They learned 
to construct chinampas, or raised garden beds, on the lake. (See 
pages 394–395.) The chinampas enabled them to grow many crops, 
including corn, squash, and chili peppers. They also hunted 
animals that lived in and around the lake.

With a plentiful food supply, the population of Tenochtitlán 
grew. Soon, the Aztecs spread out from the island to new communities 
on the lakeshore. At its height, between 200,000 and 400,000 people 
may have lived in the urban area of Tenochtitlán.

Trade was important to the Aztec economy. The Aztecs traded 
for goods they could not get locally, especially wood and stone for 
building. They dug canals to provide routes into the city for canoes 
loaded with trade goods. Aztec builders also engineered bridges and 
causeways to tie the city to the mainland.

Building an Empire As the years passed, the Aztecs made 
alliances with some city-states and used their warrior skills to 
conquer others. By the early 1500s, their empire stretched from the 
Gulf of Mexico to the Pacific Ocean and from the Valley of Mexico 
to what is now Guatemala. (See map on page 393.) Between 6 and 
12 million people lived under Aztec rule. From the peoples they 
conquered, the Aztecs demanded tribute. This forced payment took 
the form of goods such as corn, gold, and jade.

How did the Aztecs build a powerful empire?

! Tenochtitlán 
Markets This mural 
shows goods of all 
kinds—including 
foods, textiles, and 
building materials—
being traded in the 
busy markets of 
Tenochtitlán.

The word tribute has 
multiple meanings.
It can mean “a forced 
payment in goods or 
labor.” It also can refer to 
something given or said 
to show great respect.

Vocabulary Strategy

398 • Chapter 12



Aztec Society and Beliefs
ESSENTIAL QUESTION What was the structure of Aztec society?

As the Aztecs’ power grew, their society became more complex. It was 
organized into tightly structured groups, or classes.

Aztec Class Structure Three main classes formed 
Aztec society—the nobles, the intermediate class, and the 
commoners. Each class was divided further. At the top 
was the emperor, who belonged to the noble class. His 
power came from control of the military and was 
supported by Aztec religious beliefs. The emperor 
lived a life of luxury.

 As in most societies, the nobles made up 
the smallest class but held the most power. They 
owned large estates and ran the government and 
the military. Priests, too, came from the noble 
class. Below the nobles was an intermediate class. 
Merchants and skilled artisans made up this group. 

Most people in Aztec society were in the third class, 
the commoners. Some commoners were landowning 
farmers, fishers, craftspeople, and soldiers. Also included 
were landless workers, or serfs, who labored in the fields 
of the nobles and could not move off the land.

Enslaved persons were at the very bottom of this class. 
They were usually prisoners of war. Slaves worked at many 
different tasks. In all classes, women’s roles were restricted.

Family Life and Religious Practices The Aztecs lived in 
family groups in large land-based communities. Most men farmed 
their own or nobles’ lands. The women cooked the meals, tended the 
children, and did other domestic chores. Boys began formal education 
at about age 10. They learned about religion and were taught fighting 
skills. As in many societies, girls were usually taught at home.

Aztec life was dominated by religion. It was central to the daily 
lives of all members of society. The Aztec religion was based mainly 
on the worship of agricultural gods. Aztecs believed in about 1,000 gods.

Priests in the temples used a complex calendar to set the times 
for many public religious ceremonies each year. The most important 
ceremonies were held to ask the gods for a good harvest. Humans, 
usually war prisoners, were sometimes sacrificed to the gods. 
Families also worshiped at small altars in their homes.

! Aztec Eagle Warrior 
This life-size statue 
shows a high-ranking 
warrior wearing 
a birdlike helmet, 
feathered sleeves, 
and claws.
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Aztec Warriors and Warfare To the Aztecs, war was a sacred 
duty. Territory and peoples had to be conquered for the empire to 
expand. Most boys had begun intensive training to become warriors by 
15. In battle, the Aztecs were fearsome. During an attack, they might 
kill everyone in an enemy village who was not a warrior. The warriors 
would be taken as prisoners to be used as slaves or human sacrifices.

Fall of the Aztec Empire As the empire’s population grew, so did 
the need for farmland. The emperor and the nobles also demanded more 
tribute. To meet these needs, the Aztecs were almost always at war.

The empire was at its height in 1502 when a new emperor, 
Montezuma IIMontezuma II, came to power. He demanded more tribute and victims 
for sacrifice. His harsh treatment and endless demands for tribute 
caused bitter hatred among Aztec subjects. Some began to rebel. 
Montezuma tried to repair the damage by asking for less tribute. But 
unrest had weakened Aztec power.

In 1519, a Spanish expedition led by Hernán CortésHernán Cortés (ehr•NAHN 
kawr•TEHZ) arrived in the Aztec empire. It was seeking gold and 
glory for Spain. Montezuma met with Cortés in the hopes of avoiding 
war. But he was soon taken prisoner. He was later killed in the 
fighting between the Aztecs and the Spaniards.

The Spanish eventually were victorious. Diseases brought by 
the Europeans weakened the Aztecs. The invaders also had superior 
weapons, including muskets and body armor, and the help of 
thousands of rebels. In 1521, Cortés conquered Tenochtitlán. The 
capital’s fall signaled the end of the Aztec empire.

Why did the Aztec empire fall?

! Montezuma 
and Cortés The 
Aztec emperor 
and the Spanish 
leader exchanged 
gifts at their first 
meeting in 1519.

Primary Source 
Handbook

See the excerpt 
from an Aztec Account 
of the Conquest of 
Mexico, page R49.
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The Cultural Legacy of the Aztecs
ESSENTIAL QUESTION What cultural advances did the Aztecs make? 

The Aztecs had a rich culture that produced distinctive works of art 
and architecture. They also made advances in astronomy.

Art and Architecture Thanks to discoveries by archaeologists, 
we know that the Aztecs built huge and unique structures. Visitors 
to Tenochtitlán and other Aztec cities would have marveled at the 
temples, palaces, and city walls. Evidence of Aztec achievements in 
building can still be seen in Mexico City. The Spanish built the city 
over Tenochtitlán, but part of the Great Temple remains. 

Along with the remains of the temple and other buildings, 
archaeologists have also found everyday objects. These include gold beads, 
pottery, and stone urns. Aztec artisans also produced beautiful feather 
headdresses, stone sculptures, and jewelry set with precious stones.

The Aztec Codices The Aztecs’ writing system did not represent 
the sounds of their spoken language. Instead, they used pictures and 
symbols, called glyphs, to represent words and ideas. The Aztecs collected 
their writings in books called codices. Each codex was made of a long 
folded sheet of bark or deerskin, filled with colorful pictures showing 
details of Aztec life. Historians have learned much about the Aztecs 
from these records.

DOCUMENT–BASED QUESTION
How might you tell from the picture 
that the deceased was a noble?

Aztec Codices
Aztec codices are illustrated books. 
Brightly painted pictures cover 
both sides of these long folded 
sheets of bark or deerskin. Each 
codex illustrates scenes from Aztec 
life or contains official government 
records. There once were hundreds 
of these codices, but many were 
destroyed. The panel at right 
shows the funeral of a noble 
(wrapped in a cloth). His family 
prepares him for the afterlife.

401



Homework Helper
ClassZone.com

Advances in Astronomy To predict planting and harvesting
times, early peoples studied movements of the sun, stars, and planets.
They used this information to make calendars. The Aztecs created two
calendars—one for farming and one for religion. The farming calendar
let them know when to plant and to harvest crops. The religious
calendar was used to plan religious ceremonies. An Aztec calendar
stone dug up in Mexico City in 1790 includes information about
the months of the year and pictures the sun god at the center.

What was the Aztecs’ cultural legacy?

Lesson Summary
• The Aztecs adapted to the environment of the

Valley of Mexico and built an empire there.

• The Aztecs’ harsh treatment of their subjects
weakened their empire and made it easier for
the Spanish to conquer them.

• The Aztecs made contributions in art,
architecture, and astronomy.

Why It Matters Now . . .
The Aztecs ruled much of what is now Mexico and built their capital
where Mexico City, one of the world’s largest cities, now stands.

1
Terms & Names
1. Explain the importance of

Tenochtitlán Montezuma II Hernán Cortés

Using Your Notes
Explaining Chronological Order and
Sequence Use your completed “chain of events”
diagram to answer the following question:
2. How do you think the Aztecs were able to build a

large empire so quickly?

Main Ideas
3. What challenges did the Aztecs face when they

settled in the Valley of Mexico?
4. How did the rule of Montezuma II cause unrest

among the peoples of the Aztec empire?
5. What were the purposes of the two Aztec

calendars?

Critical Thinking
6. Drawing Conclusions Why are Aztec codices

important to historians?
7. Understanding Causes and Effects How were

the Aztecs able to develop large urban centers,
such as Tenochtitlán?

Event 1

Event 2

Internet Activity Research the chinampas, or “floating gardens.” Then make a cross-sectional
diagram of a chinampa, with labels showing its features.
INTERNET KEYWORD: chinampas

Aztec Calendar Stone
This calendar stone
is 12 feet wide and
weighs 25 tons. !
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Extend Lesson 1

Create a Picture Story
Goal: To create a picture story in order to understand how early
peoples in the Americas communicated with picture writing systems

Prepare
1 Reread the information on the Aztecs in this lesson.

2 Carefully study various types of picture symbols
in books and Internet sources. The Aztecs used
picture symbols, or glyphs, to represent people,
animals, objects, events, and ideas.

Do the Activity
1 Decide on a simple event or idea from this lesson

that you could communicate with picture symbols.

2 Determine how many and what kinds of picture
symbols you will need to show the event or idea.
Keep their design simple.

3 On a piece of paper, draw the picture symbols in
a way that tells your story or idea.

Follow-Up
1 How well do your images show the idea or event that

you wanted to communicate?

2 How well did the early peoples of the Americas get
their ideas across through picture stories?

Extension
Making a Presentation Show
your picture story to the class.
See if your classmates are able
to understand the idea or event
before you give an explanation.

Materials & Supplies
• white construction paper
• colored pencils or

markers
• book on glyphs
• Internet research on

glyphs

! Glyphs from an
Aztec codex
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Extend Lesson 1

The Eagle on the
Prickly Pear

Background: “The Eagle on the Prickly Pear” is the legend of the
founding of Tenochtitlán, the capital city of the Aztecs, in 1325. According
to this legend, the Mexicans [Aztecs] received a command from the god
Huitzilopochtli (WEE•tsuh•loh•POHCH•tlee). He told them, “Go where
the cactus grows, on which the eagle sits happily.” There they should build
themselves a homeland. After almost 200 years of wandering, they found
their new home in the Valley of Mexico. It is now the site of Mexico City.

Retold by John Bierhorst
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HH aving escaped from Colhuacan,1 the Mexicans [Aztecs] began 
wandering over the marshy islands in the middle of the lake, 
stopping briefly at a spot where one of their daughters, 

Corn Blossom, gave birth to a baby called Jug Boy, and the place is 
still known as Childbirth.

At another place they stopped to build a sweat bath for Corn 
Blossom, the mother of Jug Boy, and gave it the name Bath. Then all 
the Mexicans took baths and camped for a while. From there two 
elders, Cuauhcoatl (KWOW•koh•AHT•uhl) and the priest Axolohua 
(ahk•soh•LOH•wuh), went into the reeds to a spot now known as 
Reeds and Rushes, hunting for a place to settle permanently; and 
here they saw a great many wonderful things, all of which had been 
predicted by Huitzilopochtli, who had told them exactly what they 
would find. This spot, he had said, would be his fortress and his 
home. Suddenly they saw that the cypress trees were white.

And the willow trees were white.
And the reeds were white.
And the rushes were white.
And the frogs that lived in the water were white.
And the fish were white.
And the snakes were white.
And just ahead they saw a jumble of crags and caverns, and those 

that lay to the east were the ones called Fire Water and Water Burn. 
Those on the north, all jumbled, were the ones called Blue Water and 
Parrot-colored Water. When they saw all this, they wept.

“Here must be the place,” they cried. “Now we have seen what our 
god was telling us about when he sent us on our way and said, ‘In 
the reeds you will see many things.’ Now we have seen them and his 
words have come true. Let us go back to camp and wait for him to tell 
us what will happen next.”

What were the Mexicans looking for as they began their journey? 

1. Colhuacan (kohl•WAH•kahn): a city-state in the Valley of Mexico.
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That night Huitzilopochtli appeared to Cuauhcoatl in a dream, 
saying, “Cuauhcoatl, you have seen everything that was in the reeds. 
But listen, there is something more you haven’t seen, and I want you 
to go find it. It is a prickly pear, and on top of it you will see an eagle, 
contentedly eating, and sunning himself. You will be pleased because 
it comes from Copil’s2 heart. You were the one who threw it from the 
shore when we were at Chapultepec.3 It fell beside the crags at Reeds 
and Rushes and began to grow, and now it is called tenochtli. It is where 
our home and our fortress will be, where we will wait for intruders and 
meet them with chest and shoulders, arrow and shield.

“This is Mexico, this is Tenochtitlán, where the eagle screams, spreads 
his wings, and eats, where the fish flies, where the snake rustles.

2. Copil (koh•PEEL): Aztec god whose heart was thrown 
into the lake and from which a prickly pear grew.

3. Chapultepec: a hill near Lake Texcoco.

! This illustration 
shows Aztecs performing 
various activities around 
Tenochtitlán.
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1. READING: Plot Think about the ideas you see at work
in this story. With a partner, discuss why the Mexicans
[Aztecs] took the actions that they did.

2. WRITING: Summaries Write, in your own words, a
brief description of the plot of this Aztec legend.

! Huitzilopochtli
Huitzilopochtli was
the Aztec god of the
sun and of war.

“This is Mexico, this is Tenochtitlán. And many
things will be done.”

“Your heart is generous,” said Cuauhcoatl. “Now
all the elders must hear what you have told me,”
and the next day he called the Mexicans together
and revealed his dream. Immediately
they returned to the edge of the
caverns at Reeds and Rushes, and
as they passed through the reeds,
there in front of them was the
prickly pear with the eagle perched
on top, contentedly eating, his
claws punching holes in his prey.
When he saw the Mexicans in
the distance, he bowed to them.

The eagle’s nest was all of
precious feathers, cotinga and roseate spoonbill,
and there were quetzal4 plumes. Scattered
around were the heads, claws, and bones of
the different birds the eagle had killed.

The voice of the spirit said, “Mexicans, this
is the place.” And with that they all wept.

“We are favored,” they said. “We are blessed.
We have seen where our city will be. Now
let us go rest.”

How did the Mexicans know they had found the site
for their settlement?

4. cotinga . . . roseate spoonbill . . . quetzal: birds native to Mexico.
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MAIN IDEAS

Geography The Inca adapted their way of life
to the mountainous terrain found throughout
their empire.

Government The Inca developed a complex
society that placed the government in control
of most aspects of life.

Culture The Inca developed a unique system
of record keeping and built a wide-ranging
system of roads.

TAKING NOTES
Reading Skill: Categorizing
To categorize is to sort people, objects, ideas, or
other information into groups. Use a web diagram
like the one below to record information about the
Inca empire.

Lesson

2

! Llama Figurine Llamas
were important to the
Inca. The Inca used them as
beasts of burden, made cloth
from their wool, and even
sometimes ate them as food.
An Incan artisan made this
silver llama figurine.

Skillbuilder Handbook, page R6

Inca Empire

GovernmentGeography CulturePeople
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Words to Know
Understanding the following words will help you read this lesson:

terrain the physical
features of a land area
(page 409)

Human beings have
established communities
on many different types
of terrain.

drilled taught or trained
through repetition
(page 413)

Military leaders frequently
drilled their soldiers until
they were dead tired.

cord small rope made
up of strands twisted
together (page 414)

She twisted the different-
colored strands of yarn
together to form a short cord.



The Inca
Build on What You Know In Lesson 1, you learned how
the Aztecs built Mesoamerica’s greatest empire. Now you will
read about a people who created an important empire in South
America about the same time—the Inca.

Geography of a Mountain Empire
ESSENTIAL QUESTION How did the Inca adapt their way of life
to the mountainous terrain of their homeland?

The Inca learned to live in the high and rugged terrain of the
Andes Mountains in what is now Peru. They also conquered a
huge territory to create one of the largest empires in the Americas.

A Land of Diverse Terrain The central Andes are a region
of geographic extremes. Tropical rain forests cover areas of the
north. In the center, green and fertile valleys are surrounded by
some of the highest mountains in the world. A highland plateau
with a dry, cool climate lies between two mountain ranges.

In the 1100s, the Inca began to travel north from the
highland plateau. Sometime before 1200, they settled in a fertile
mountain valley more than 11,000 feet above sea level. There
they founded their capital city, Cuzco (KOOZ•koh). Cuzco is
a Quechua (KEHCH•wuh) word meaning “navel” or “center.”
Quechua is the language of the Inca. In the wide, green Cuzco
Valley, the Inca created a small kingdom. The valley took its
name from the city.

TERMS & NAMES

Pachacuti

chasqui

Francisco Pizarro

quipu

Connect to Today

Machu Picchu The
ruins of the Incan city
of Machu Picchu are
located between two
peaks of the Andes
Mountains. !
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Pachacuti Founds an Empire By the early 1400s, the Inca had 
slowly expanded their rule over neighboring peoples. They controlled 
the valley and nearby areas. Some peoples peacefully accepted Inca 
rule. Others were conquered. In 1438, the ninth Incan ruler, PachacutiPachacuti
(PAHPAH•chah•KOO•tee), came to power. Under his rule, the Inca 
conquered all of Peru and moved into surrounding lands. Pachacuti’s 
son and grandson continued his conquests during their reigns. 

By 1500, the Inca governed an empire that extended 2,500 miles 
along the west coast of South America. It included parts of what is 
now Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia, Chile, and Argentina. About 
12 million people lived in the empire.

Governing the Empire Unlike the Valley of Mexico, the Andes 
did not have suitable sites for large cities or enough farmland to 
support urban societies. Cities the size of Tenochtitlán did not 
develop in the Incan empire. For example, the mountain settlement 
at Machu Picchu probably never held more than 1,000 people. Cuzco 
may have had as few as 25,000, although the total population of the 
Cuzco Valley may have been about 100,000. 

The rough terrain and varied peoples also made governing 
the empire difficult. But the Inca were talented organizers and 
administrators. They took several steps to unify the lands and peoples 
under their rule. They divided their subjects into family groups for 
easier control. Subjects also had to learn to speak Quechua language 
and worship the Incan gods. But mostly the Inca, like the Aztecs, 
let conquered peoples follow their traditional ways.

Pachacuti (c. 1391–1473)

The Incan leader Pachacuti’s name means “Earth Mover” 
or “Great Transformer.” He was the emperor’s younger 
son and, as such, was not in line to become ruler. But 
in 1438, during an attack on Cuzco, Pachacuti’s father 
and older brother fled. Pachacuti, who was a gifted 
soldier, took control and saved the city. Then he made 
himself the new Incan ruler.
 During his 33-year reign, Pachacuti began the 
expansion of Incan territory. He also reorganized the 
government and built a grand capital at Cuzco. He is 
considered the greatest Incan ruler.
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Added by 1525

Growth of Incan Empire

Daily Life in the Empire
The geography of the Andes 
made life challenging for the 
peoples of the empire. Farming 
was difficult because much of 
the land was high and steep. 
Incan farmers had to cut 
flat terraces into the sides of 
mountains to get the most out 
of their land. (See the Geography 
feature on page 226.) They also 
developed irrigation systems to 
bring water to their fields. 

The Incan farmer usually 
grew one or more crops, such 
as corn and potatoes, and raised 
animals. There were higher areas 
too cold and too dry for crops. 
On these, the Inca grazed llamas 
and alpacas. These are small 
animals related to the camel. 
They were an important source 
of wool and, sometimes, meat. 
However, meat usually was 
scarce. So there was little of it 
in the Incan diet.

Communication, like 
farming, was difficult. But the Inca met the challenge. They 
improved roads that had been built by earlier peoples and 
constructed new ones. Along these mountain highways, runners 
called chasquischasquis (CHAHS•kees) carried messages up and down the 
length of the empire. (See the Daily Life feature on pages 416–417.) 

Keeping the roads in good repair took much time and work. So 
the Incan government required its subjects to perform a number of 
days of labor each year. Much of this labor duty was spent building 
and repairing roads and bridges.

The Inca had a moneyless economy. Trade was in the form of 
barter, or exchanges of goods and services. Products included food, 
clothing, and pottery. But trade was very limited. Most of it was local 
and took place during the harvest season. Any trade between regions 
was controlled by the emperor.

How important was the extensive road network to the success 
of the Incan empire?

GEOGRAPHY SKILLBUILDER
INTERPRETING MAPS
Human-Environment 
Interaction What physical 
features stopped the east-west 
expansion of the Incan empire?
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Incan Society and Beliefs
ESSENTIAL QUESTION How did Incan society develop?

The government controlled much of life in the empire. Little 
happened without the permission of the Incan ruler in Cuzco.

Incan Class Structure Incan society had two main groups—
nobles and commoners. Unlike the Aztecs, the Inca did not make 
slaves of prisoners of war. Nobles ran the government, controlled the 
army, and enjoyed a rich style of life. Aside from the artisans, who 
had a slightly higher social position, most commoners were 
farmers. Those who lived along the coast were fishermen. 
Commoners did all of the basic work. This included 
growing crops for themselves, the priests, the nobles, and 
the emperor. Most people stayed in the class they were 
born in for life.

The Incas’ organizational skills helped the government 
meet the daily needs of every subject. But this meant that 
the government also tightly controlled nearly all aspects 
of Incan life. Through chiefs, the government regulated 
what was going on in even the smallest villages. It decided 
who would farm, who would trade goods, who would be 
soldiers, and even who could marry.

Religious Beliefs and Practices For the most part, 
the Incan people accepted the control of their emperor. They 
believed that he was divine, the son of their most important 
god—Inti, god of the sun. Incan society was based on 
agriculture, and the sun was seen as the source of life.

The Inca built many temples to worship their gods. 
The priests in the temples played a central role in Incan 
life. They performed daily prayers and rituals. They made 
animal sacrifices for a good harvest. Human sacrifice 
was rare. Only in a crisis, such as a long drought, might 
humans be sacrificed. 

If the emperor needed to make a decision, priests 
performed special rites that they believed let them read the 
future. Often, these rites were held before a battle to look for 
signs telling who would win.

Warfare and the Mighty Incan Army The Incan army 
was the most powerful force in the Andes. Nearly 200,000 
strong, it was so frightening that the emperor often had only to 

! Sacrificial Knife 
This gold knife from 
about 1100 to 1300 
was probably used 
by an Incan priest in 
a sacrifice during a 
religious ceremony.
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ask neighboring peoples to join the empire. A chief would accept the 
emperor’s “invitation” just to avoid a battle he knew he would lose.

Most soldiers were commoners. They were mainly Incan farmers 
who were performing their required government service. But some 
were people from conquered territories. The officers were always Incan 
nobles. The soldiers drilled regularly and were well equipped with 
bone-tipped spears and arrows, lances, clubs, and slings.

The Inca Fall to the Spanish Other Andean peoples could not 
defeat the Inca. But like the Aztecs, the Inca would be no match for 
invading Spaniards, who rode horses, wore metal armor, and carried 
steel swords and muskets.

The Incan Empire had been weakened by unrest. A leader named 
Atahualpa (AHAH•tuh•WAHL•puh) had won the throne by defeating his 
brother in a bitter civil war that began about 1527. Thousands of Inca 
were killed in battle or put to death. The war was just ending when 
the Spanish explorer Francisco PizarroFrancisco Pizarro and his troops arrived at an 
Incan port on the South American coast in 1532.

Pizarro sent a message to Atahualpa requesting a meeting. When 
the Incan emperor arrived, he was taken prisoner by the Spanish. 
Later, Pizarro had him executed. After Atahualpa’s death, the Incan 
empire began to fall apart. The Spaniards moved on to Cuzco. 
Conquered peoples took this opportunity to rebel against their 
Incan masters.

By 1535, the Spanish controlled most of the Incan lands. They 
enslaved many. Eventually, millions of Inca died of diseases brought 
by the Europeans. The last Incan ruler was defeated in 1572, and 
the Incan empire ceased to exist.

What caused the fall of the Incan Empire?

Spanish Conquest
This is a 19th-
century recreation 
of the day Pizarro 
(on horseback) and 
his troops captured 
the Incan emperor 
Atahualpa (in white 
at center right) in 
a surprise attack 
in 1532. !
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The Cultural Legacy of the Inca
ESSENTIAL QUESTION What advances did the Inca make in science, 
technology, and the arts?

The Inca ruled a vast territory for more than a hundred years. 
During that time, they also made advances in engineering, art, 
and medicine. Aspects of their rich 
culture survive today.

A Civilization Without Writing
Unlike the Aztecs, the Inca did not have a 
system of writing. Yet they were still able 
to run a large government and control 
trade. A mathematical, or counting, tool 
called the quipuquipu (KEE•poo) helped them 
do this.

A quipu was a cord with knotted 
strings of various lengths tied to it. 
The color and length of a string stood 
for what was being counted. The knots 
represented a number of items. This tool 
allowed the Inca to keep track of trade 
goods, the distribution of troops, and the 
populations of their territories.

The Inca were also able to preserve 
their history and legends—partly through 
oral tradition and partly through the use 
of another type of quipu. It had symbols 
that stood for ideas and events tied to the 
strings. Some still use the quipu today. 

Road Builders and Artisans The Inca were gifted builders. Like 
the ancient Romans, they built a huge network of highways. About 
14,000 miles of roads crisscrossed the empire. The Inca built tunnels 
through hills and bridges across rivers. Their road system allowed the 
rulers at Cuzco to send troops quickly wherever they were needed. In 
addition, they moved food and trade goods over the roads. 

Incan buildings were marvels of engineering. The Inca built forts, 
palaces, and temples from huge stone blocks put together without 
mortar. Many Incan structures still stand.

The Inca were also talented artisans. They fashioned beautiful 
jewelry and figurines out of precious metals such as gold. Incan 
weavers used wool from alpacas to weave intricately designed cloth. 
The people of the Andes today still practice both these crafts.

Quipu The quipu 
was a knotted 
string device 
(see inset) used 
for counting 
purposes. !
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Homework Helper
ClassZone.com

Incan Medical Advances The Spanish in Peru
were impressed by Incan medicine. They recorded that
Incan medical practices were as advanced as those in
Europe, if not more so in some ways. In fact, the Inca
developed medical knowledge that is still valuable. By
studying sick people and local plants, they created very
effective medicines, including quinine to cure fevers.
Also, Incan surgeons performed blood transfusions
and even an early form of brain surgery.

What was the cultural legacy of the Inca?

Lesson Summary
• The Inca developed ways to live in and to rule a vast

region of mountainous terrain.

• Most Inca lived highly regulated lives under the
supreme rule of an emperor.

• The Inca created a record-keeping system, built a vast
road network, and made medical advances.

Why It Matters Now . . .
Incan influence is still present in Ecuador, Peru, Columbia,
Bolivia, Argentina, and Chile.

2
Terms & Names
1. Explain the importance of

Pachacuti Francisco Pizarro
chasqui quipu

Using Your Notes
Categorizing Use your completed web diagram to
answer the following question:
2. What is one statement that characterizes the

government of the Inca empire?

Main Ideas
3. Describe the geography of the central Andes and

how it affected agriculture.
4. What classes made up Incan society, and what

were their roles?
5. What were quipus, and what were their

purposes?

Critical Thinking
6. Drawing Conclusions What are some of the

disadvantages when a culture passes its history
on orally?

7. Comparing How was the Spanish conquest of
the Inca different from the Spanish conquest of
the Aztecs? How was it similar?

Drawing a Diagram Find out more about the construction methods of the Inca. Draw a
diagram showing how huge blocks of stones can be fitted together without mortar. Write a
caption explaining your diagram.

! Early Surgery
This Incan skull shows
evidence of a surgical
procedure called
trepanning.

Inca Empire

GovernmentGeography CulturePeople
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Research Links
ClassZone.com

Extend Lesson 2

Runners on the
Royal Road
Purpose: To learn how chasquis, the speedy
Incan runners, provided a communication
system for the far-flung Incan empire

If you were a subject of the Incan empire in the
15th century, you knew about the chasquis who
carried messages along the “royal road.” The
Incan road system wound through the Andes and
along the coast from one end of the empire to the
other. It connected all major cities. It allowed the
Incan ruler in Cuzco to keep in contact with the
empire. The roads were also essential for trade.
 The chasquis were young men trained from an
early age to run at high altitudes. Each one’s job
was to run as fast as he could for a mile and a
half and then pass a message to another runner.

A Emperor’s Message The Incan ruler in Cuzco
might order a chasqui to take a message whose final
destination was a coastal city. Usually, messengers
carried imperial orders or news. The message might
be verbal or be carried on a quipu.

B Arrival Announced A chasqui blew on a conch
shell to let the next runner know he was coming.
Many roads were connected by rope bridges over
gorges or rivers, as shown here.

C Message Passed Runners were posted at way
stations about a mile and a half apart. A fresh
runner left as soon as the incoming runner passed
on the message.

D Destination The final runner delivered the emperor’s
message to an army officer in a coastal city: “Your
troops are needed in Cuzco!” Another messenger then
began the return journey with the reply. Messages
could travel 125 to 150 miles in a day.
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1. TALK ABOUT IT What types
of activities are taking place
along the Incan road system?
Who are the people performing
the activities?

2. WRITE ABOUT IT Choose
one of the activities shown in
the illustration and described in
the text. Write a brief dialogue
between people in that scene.

417



ReviewChapter 12
TERMS & NAMES
Explain why the words in each pair below are
linked with each other

1. Montezuma II and Hernan Cortés
2. Pachacuti and Francisco Pizarro
3. chasqui and quipu

MAIN IDEAS
The Aztecs (pages 396–407)
4. How did the Aztec empire develop?

 5. How did the geography of the Valley of
Mexico affect the farming techniques of
the Aztecs?

6. What were the main classes of Aztec
society?

 7. What factors contributed to the fall of the
Aztec empire?

The Inca (pages 408–417)
 8. What were the main accomplishments of

Pachacuti?
 9. How was daily life in the Incan empire

different from that in the Aztec empire?
10. How important was the road system to life in

the Incan empire?
11. In what ways were the Inca a technologically

advanced civilization?

CRITICAL THINKING Big Ideas: Belief Systems

12. Understanding Cause and Effect In what ways
do you think religion made it easy or difficult
for the Aztecs to rule their empire?

13. Finding Main Ideas How important was
religion in the daily life of the Inca?

14. Making Inferences Why do you think the
Inca made conquered peoples adopt the
Incan religion?

VISUAL SUMMARY

Later American Civilizations

Science and Technology
• The Aztecs made advances

in architecture and
astronomy.

• The Inca built a huge
road network and made
advances in medicine.

Belief Systems
• Religion was important

to both Aztecs and Inca.
• Each believed in many gods.

Economy
• Aztecs built chinampas to

gain farmland.
• Tenochtitlán was a major

Aztec trading center.
• The Incan economy was

based on farming and barter.

Geography
• Aztecs settled in the

Valley of Mexico.
• The Inca settled in the

Cuzco Valley (now in Peru).

Government
• The Aztecs established

the most powerful
empire in Mesoamerica.

• Brilliant rulers and a
strong army helped the
Inca create an empire.
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Standards-Based Assessment

ALTERNATIVE ASSESSMENT
1. WRITING ACTIVITY Find out more

about Montezuma II and Hernán
Cortés. Write an imaginary dialogue
between them, in which the two
leaders compare their cultures and the
actions they took.

2. INTERDISCIPLINARY ACTIVITY—
MATHEMATICS With a small group of
classmates, use the Internet and the
library to find out more about how
quipus worked. Then create your own
quipu system, using strings tied into
series of knots. Present your work to
the class.

3. STARTING WITH A STORY
Review the essay you wrote
about the effect of the

chinampas. Now that you have read the
chapter and seen the results, would you
answer the question in a different way? If
so, how?

Research Links
ClassZone.com

Technology Activity
4. DESIGNING A WEB PAGE

Using the Internet or the library,
research a building, person, or event
discussed in Chapter 12. Use the
material to design a Web page about
your subject.
• Decide on your subject.
• Include a title for your page.
• Create an outline that organizes

your information.
• Make a sketch that shows the layout

of your Web page.

Interpreting Charts The Aztec and Incan
populations dropped dramatically in the 16th
century. Use the chart and your knowledge of
world history to answer the questions.

1. During what time period after
1520 did the Aztec population
show its sharpest drop?
A. 1520–1540
B. 1540–1560
C. 1560–1580
D. 1580–1600

2. What reason best explains the
dramatic decline in the Aztec and
Incan populations?
A. Nomadic peoples moved out of the

empires.
B. Earthquakes caused widespread death

and destruction.
C. The Spanish arrived, bringing warfare,

disease, and enslavement.
D. Crop failures led to massive starvation.

Aztec and Incan Population
Decline After 1520

Po
pu

la
tio

n 
(in

 m
ill

io
ns

)

0

5

10

15

20

25

Year
1520

Source: The Population of Latin America: A History

1540 1560 1580 1600 1620

30

Aztec
Inca

ClassZone.com
Test Practice

Additional Test Practice, pp. S1–S33
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Writing About History
Summaries of Reading Materials:
American Civilizations
Purpose: To summarize the information in Unit 6
Audience: Yourself and your classmates

On page 407, you had a chance to practice
writing a summary, a short version of a
text, expressed in your own words. The
ability to summarize helps you learn new
information. It is also a skill you can use
in many other kinds of writing you will do
in school.

Organization & Focus
Your assignment is to write a summary, at least
five paragraphs long, of information about American civilizations.
Write at least one paragraph summarizing each lesson in this unit.

Identifying Purpose and Audience You have several purposes for
writing this summary. One is to learn and remember the information
in Unit 6. Another is to practice summarizing. Whenever you take
notes or draft a composition in the future, you will use summarizing.

If you were writing just for yourself, you wouldn’t have to use
complete sentences and formal paragraphs. But you are also writing
to help your classmates learn. When you write for an audience other
than yourself, using correct form helps to make your ideas clear.

Reading for Main Ideas Use the section headings in each lesson to
find main ideas. For example, the headings in Chapter 12, Lesson 1,
are “Aztecs Settle in Central Mexico,” “Aztec Society and Beliefs,” and
“The Cultural Legacy of the Aztecs.” Each heading tells the main topic
of a section. Scan the material under the heading to see what point
is made about the topic. Then write one or more complete sentences
restating that main idea in your own words.

Evaluating Details Evaluate details carefully to determine which
are important enough to include. Remember to include the facts,
numbers, and dates that are necessary for the main idea to make sense.

Writing Model
ClassZone.com

The Aztec god Quetzacoatl !
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Outlining and Drafting Use the lesson titles in Unit 6 as the outline
for your unit summary. You have already restated the main ideas of
the lessons. Now use those sentences to write a smoothly flowing
draft. Add transitions to keep the links between ideas clear.

Research & Technology
Summarizing helps you get to the core of a subject.
As you do so, you can often see areas that you would
like to know more about. After you finish a draft of
your summary, review it for topics that interest you.
From those, develop a few questions to guide future
research. Record those questions in your notebook.

Evaluation & Revision
Read over your summary. Did you include all the
main ideas in the unit? Did you include an appropriate
amount of detail? One way to check is to compare your
summary with the visual summaries on pages 390 and
418. Do you see anything you should add?

When revising, make sure your summary has unity,
coherence, and emphasis (explained in the chart below).

Unity All of the parts relate clearly to the whole. There is no
information or idea that doesn’t belong.

Coherence The parts hold together well. They are in a logical order, and
they are connected with transitional words and phrases. Key
words are repeated to help readers make connections.

Emphasis The most important ideas are clearly presented as being
important. The summary covers equally important topics
in about the same amount of detail.

Both individual paragraphs and your whole summary should be
checked for unity, coherence, and emphasis and then revised as needed.

Publish & Present
Create a neat, error-free version of your summary and print it out.
Then, if you want, create an illustrated cover page for it. When you
have finished, share your summary with your classmates.

Technology Tip To keep track
of the main ideas you want to
remember, highlight them with your
word processor’s highlighting tool.
Use the help menu or user’s manual
to learn how to do this.

Self-Check
Does my summary

 cover all lessons in Unit 6?
 include just main ideas and 

only a few important details?
 have smooth transitions 

between sentences and 
paragraphs?

 consist of my own words?
 reflect underlying meaning, 

not surface details?
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