
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Three months after taking office, Dr. Claudia Sheinbaum, then Mexico City’s 

head of government, announced the construction of a highway bridge in the south 

of the city that was met with fierce resistance from land and water protectors, most 

of whom form part of the Coordination of Indigenous Peoples of Xochimilco. The 

reason for this is that part of the project includes extending the viaduct into the 

Xochimilco wetland, which is one of the last remaining wetlands in what was—prior 

to the Spanish invasion—a complex ecosystem comprising multiple lakes, rivers, and 

shallow water beds. The Mesoamerican peoples that made the Valley of Mexico their 

home some eleven thousand years ago orga- nized their social systems in attunement 

with the fluid landscape they encountered, which over time resulted in a complex 

interweaving of a variety of life sustaining technologies and practices to the 

hydrology of the basin. But as a consequence of colonial rule, and following what 

was perhaps the largest geoengineering project undertaken anywhere at the time, 

that habitat was irreparably damaged: the Valley of Mexico was artificially drained, 

its wetlands destroyed, and the peoples whose lifeforms depended on them were 

deterritorialized. Five hundred years after the invasion, the last remnants of the 

Valley’s wetland ecosystem remain inhabited by Indigenous peoples and peasant 

communities who to this day protect and care for them. These “peoples of the 

Earth,”3 as Enrique Leff calls them, play a crucial role in preserving and  
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perpetuating the local ecosystems’ life in accor- dance with ancestral knowledges 

and practices. The latter include agricultural technologies like the chinampa system 

that makes sustain- able use of these biologically diverse territories in synchrony 

with their regeneration processes and the seasonal cycles of the wetlands. However, 

both the wetlands and the peoples whose lifeforms are attuned to them are under 

increasing threat from the dominant view of progress and development, which is 

rooted in the hegemonic model of modernity. Despite the purported support of 

Mexico City’s leftist government for the rights and interests of Indigenous peoples5— 

and despite Sheinbaum’s claim that “the public work will not cause ecological 

damage”6—we are once again witnessing the erasure of nonmodern7 worlds in the 

name of progress, development, and the national common good. 

The essay examines how this Eurocentric view of progress continues to hold 

sway on a world that is now being described as “post- colonial,”8 delineating the 

prevailing shapes that view takes in relation to the Mesoamerican worlds that persist 

in the face of ongoing national development efforts that seek to occupy, assimilate, 

and destroy them. By paying attention to recent debates in the “history of the 

Aztecs” scholarship, I show how even work that purportedly aligns with anti-colonial 

and anti-imperialist objectives can end up reproducing the view that western science 

and technology are the primary means to improve human life. I focus on Camilla 

Townsend’s argument in Fifth Sun that although Spaniards had not reached a higher 

culture than that attained by the Mexica, their technological advancements were 

unmistakably superior—and that this, according to her analysis, is the reason why 

their “victory” was inevitable. 

My purpose in engaging with Townsend’s book is to initiate a dialogue on 

progress and development, Indigenous resistance past and present, and the life and 

death of human and more-than-human ecologies. My aim is to use her work as a 

catalyst to address broader issues extending beyond the scope of her research, and 

delve into the Spanish colonial legacies in Latin America’s lived natural environ- 

ments. More precisely, I employ her work as it epitomizes a specific kind of 

performative postcolonial analysis that remains caught up in the power dynamics it 

seeks to dismantle. The essay thus examines latent assumptions about science and 

technology, their relationships with “nature,” and their role in driving “human 

improvement” within anti-colonial and anti-imperialist critiques. 

Part of the essay’s aim is to contribute to decolonial debates in political 

theory by “decentering Europe”9 and expanding settler-co- lonial studies—along 

with research on imperialism and colonialism more broadly—beyond the “Anglo-

world.”10 It also seeks to shift the focus of these debates to land, water, and biota, 

thereby steering polit- ical theory away from its anthropocentric limitations. In this 

regard, the essay draws inspiration from Paulina Ochoa Espejo’s emphasis on the 

decolonial struggle to maintain, repair, and protect relations with ecosystems, 

which form the basis of diverse forms of life that resist incorporation and 

assimilation.11 The essay is also inspired by Mauro Caraccioli’s research on how 

Spanish chroniclers, explorers, and missionaries depicted and conceptualized 

Mesoamerican “nature,” portraying “the “New World” as an untamed landscape that 

could serve the dual ends of imperial extraction: resource accumulation and 

knowledge appropriation.” 
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The main purpose of the essay is to provide normative and prac- tical guidance 

that can direct the processes underlying life towards social and ecological thriving. 

To pave the way for this, I begin by analyzing Townsend’s counter-narrative to the 

predominant account of the Mexica and their historical trajectory. This discussion 

allows me to show that despite the emergence and consolidation of anti-colonial and 

anti-imperialist critiques, we can still feel echoes of the osten- sibly rejected “stages 

view” of progressive development today. I then closely examine and assess 

contrasting conceptions and configurations of land and water that emanate from 

Mesoamerican and early modern European ontologies. My aim is to highlight radically 

different scopes, objectives, and methods of human intervention in the natural envi- 

ronment. This allows me to compare and evaluate different kinds of disturbances of 

nature, thereby determining which ones are attuned to the diversity of life and 

which ones lead to its destruction. In the final section, I discuss the distinct 

Mesoamerican and European technolo- gies of life and death. My goal is to 

underscore the deep rift between two profoundly divergent conceptions of life, its 

significance, and the responsibilities and obligations that humans have towards the 

rest of the living world. 

One of my central objectives is to demonstrate that judging Mesoamerican 

worlds from the standpoint of “progress” rests on flawed and harmful assumptions 

about a universally self-evident “nature.” I also aim to challenge the notion that 

complete and unequiv- ocal knowledge about such nature is (and has been) acquired 

linearly and neutrally (by Europeans). These assumptions form the basis of a 

conception of science and technology that I take issue with throughout these pages. 

Finally, I argue that the attempt to reduce Mesoamerican ways of understanding and 

using “nature” to an alleged common ground that would allow for mutual 

intelligibility serves instead to buttress the hegemonic view of modernity, all the 

while eschewing the possibility of thinking and acting with “nature” differently. But 

this does not imply the relativistic constraint that prevents us from eval- uating 

different ways of relating to “nature.” On the contrary, early modern technologies 

of life and death had devastating consequences for both the human animals and the 

more-than-human beings and ecol- ogies of beings that form part of the Valley of 

Mexico. My purpose is to show that in order to understand and then compare and 

contrast the technological differences between Mesoamericans and early modern 

Spaniards, it is necessary to begin by paying attention to the different ontological 

configurations that undergird their respective sociocul- tural renderings of “nature.” 

 

CULTURALLY EQUAL BUT TECHNOLOGICALLY INFERIOR: 

THE SO-CALLED “CONQUEST OF THE AZTECS” 
In her important book on the history of the Aztecs, Camilla Townsend posits 

that the Spanish “victory” over the Mexica in the early sixteenth century can be 

explained by the “great technological power imbalance” that existed between the 

conquistadors and Mesoamerican peoples. Contrary to the prevailing narrative, 

which attributed Iberian defeat to their cultural superiority—a narrative that 

permeates European accounts of the so-called “conquest of the Aztecs’15—
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Townsend argues that “technological superiority” ought to be separated from 

“cultural superiority,” and that the two must not be confounded.16 

According to the standard story, a small army of a few hundred men led by 

Spanish colonists17 managed to conquer a force of tens of thousands of 

Mesoamerican warriors. It is now widely acknowledged that the military victories of 

the 1520s were due to the alliances that the Spanish formed with the Mesoamericans 

who were at enmity with the Aztecs—including, most famously, the Tlaxcalteca—as 

well as with those who were subject to Aztec rule.18 But where Townsend’s 

argument distinguishes itself from predominant narratives of cultural superi- ority is 

in her claim that the reason non-Mexica Mesoamerican peoples decided to join forces 

with the invaders to overthrow the Mexica is that they recognized the technological 

might of the Europeans. 

Townsend thus argues that non-Mexica Mesoamericans allied with the invaders 

because early on they reckoned with the Europeans’ superiority and came to 

anticipate their victory in “the war to end all wars.” In this way, she ascribes agency 

to those whose roles have been neglected in the annals of history by showing that 

many Mesoamerican peoples deliberately sided with the Europeans because they 

“wanted to be on the side of the victors as they entered the new political era”—one 

in which the Mexica would no longer control and dominate the central Valley of 

Mexico. But what was the nature of this technological disparity and how did it 

manifest itself? 

What separated the “Old World” from the “New,” according to Townsend, is 

that the former had been practicing “full time farm[ing] for ten thousand years.” 

Given that Europeans were the “cultural heirs of many millennia of sedentary 

living,” she continues, they therefore had “a panoply of technologies,” which 

included “not just metal arms and armor, but also ships, navigation equipment, flour 

mills, barrel- making establishments, wheeled carts, printing presses, and many 

other inventions that rendered them more powerful than those who did not have 

such things.” In contrast, at the time of encounter, “full- time farming” had been 

practiced by Mesoamerican peoples for about three thousand years, which is what 

leads her to assert that when the two worlds met, it “was almost as if Renaissance 

Europe had come face to face with ancient Sumerians.” 

Before unpacking what this argument entails, it is important to note that the 

main purpose of Townsend’s book is to tell a counter story of an event that was 

significant in the lives of the Mexica, but one that did not put an end to their culture, 

legacy, or even existence—“as they are among us still.” In this regard, her work falls 

in line with the spirit of the anti-colonial and anti-imperialist historical scholar- ship 

that seeks to debunk the false ideas and theories ingrained by the Spaniards (and 

Europeans, more generally), such as the claim that Mesoamerican peoples saw the 

white men as gods to whom they had no choice but to submit. That said, there is 

something deeply prob- lematic about her assertion of technological differences, a 

perspective that is inherently intertwined with the modern imaginary. 

There are numerous testimonials from the invaders themselves that indicate 

their amazement at Mesoamerican cities, especially Tenochtitlan, which was about 

four times larger than Seville and Granada, Spain’s largest cities at the time. In the 

letters, pamphlets, and maps that the settlers produced and sent to Europe to 
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spread word of what they were witnessing, they described with awe and wonder the 

houses, gardens, “zoos,” “aquariums,” as well as the agricultural systems, irrigation 

and hydraulic technologies, houses, bridges, cause- ways, and dikes that formed part 

of the architecture and design of Mesoamerican urban landscapes. This is significant 

because the trope of western sedentarism and the agricultural complex that 

Europeans developed from it is used as the primary explanation for the power 

differences between the two worlds; indeed, Townsend’s analysis is premised on the 

assumption that “farming peoples always developed mightier civilizations.” This, we 

are told, is why they were “able to defeat people who had not developed comparable 

weapons and goods, and whose populations had not grown equivalently.” And yet, 

it contradicts what we know about both the weapons they used and the size of the 

cities on both continents at the beginning of the sixteenth century. It also conflicts 

with comparative historical cases providing evidence of sedentary societies defeated 

by nomadic ones, such as when successive Chinese dynasties fell to both the Xiongnu 

and the Mongols, to take well-known examples. 

But even if we bracket the above, Townsend’s line of reasoning implies that 

the Europeans’ undeniable “superiority” in the areas of transportation and 

communication—which included their use of “ships… compasses,… navigation 

equipment,… technical maps, and… printing presses”—is what “made the conquest 

possible.”33 Granted, Mesoamericans did not engage in oceanic exploration, nor did 

they have printing presses, but it is questionable to infer from this that their 

practical knowledges and skills were thus “inferior” to that of the Europeans, and 

that this was the source of Mesoamericans’ inescap- able demise. This is so for two 

main reasons: First, it directly opposes Townsend’s overall aim of telling the story 

of the Mexica otherwise— that is, by straying from the usual path of reading and 

interpreting European texts, instead emphasizing the voices, roles, and agency of 

Indigenous peoples and—remarkably—Indigenous women. It contra- dicts her 

laudable goal because she reproduces the imperialist and colonial view that the 

Mexica were “conquered” by the Spanish. And as Federico Navarrete has argued, to 

refer to the 1519 encounter and the events that occurred afterwards as a “Spanish 

conquest” is to lend legitimacy to the violent and destructive invasion of the 

settlers, as well as to reinforce—however inadvertently— the view that the “Aztecs” 

were brought under the complete domination of the Spaniards, thereby effacing 

Mexica forms of resistance, defiance, and refusal. 

 

SECOND, AND MORE IMPORTANTLY FOR MY PURPOSES, 

TOWNSEND’S 

Argument for technological superiority—and her attendant claim that we must 

distinguish the latter from a hierarchical understanding of culture—adopts the 

contentious conception of “History” as a series of necessary stages of progress and 

development.35 She clearly captures this in her analogy between the Spanish-Mexica 

encounter and the fictional face-to-face coming together of Renaissance Europe and 

the ancient Sumerians. This parallel is supposed to shed light on the differ- ence 

between “lower” and “higher” stages of technological advance- ment, without 

nevertheless implying that these societies can be ranked hierarchically on a scale of 
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cultural worth. In Townsend’s view, it is precisely because technological 

development holds universally across space and time that we can separate it from 

cultural considerations. This is what leads her to affirm that Renaissance Europe and 

Sumer were “great” cultures of their time, that each made significant contribu-tions 

to science and technology at their respective times in history, and that something 

similar can be said about sixteenth-century Spaniards and the Mexica: despite their 

respective cultural grandeur, they were just at different temporal points on the 

science and technology scale. 

What I take from this discussion are two questions that bring us to the heart 

of what is involved in filtering difference through conceptual lenses and categories 

that subsume radical alterity under a structure of sameness. The first concerns what 

we mean when we talk about science and technology. Can we compare sixteenth-

century Spanish and Mexica forms of warfare, communication, agriculture, and so 

on without referencing the specific function they played in their respective 

societies—which is another way of asking if it is possible to separate “technology” 

from “culture,” to use Townsend’s way of putting it? The second question is what 

contemporary political theory can learn from these historical debates to better study 

how practices of “sameing”36 operate today, and hence avoiding reinforcing and 

reproducing impe- rialist and colonial logics, among other masterful forms of 

relation and practice.37 

 

Two Conceptions of Nature: Fluidity Versus Fixity/Land 

and Water Versus Land-and-Water 
It is crucial to remain alert to the sort of argument Townsend puts forward, 

as it rests on an understanding of human societies that has served and continues to 

justify the invasion, assimilation, and subju- gation of those peoples deemed outside 

of western historical time. At the same time, it facilitates the domination and 

mastery of the ecolog- ical systems in which they are embedded, enabling both 

genocide and ecological catastrophe. And yet, this line of reasoning is still unwit- 

tingly reinforced by scholars, politicians, activists, and others other- wise opposed 

to colonialism and imperialism who are trying to enact concrete change on the 

ground. To take an illustrative example, it may seem puzzling that someone like Dr. 

Claudia Sheinbaum38 is at the fore- front of a series of policies that aim to break 

with prevailing Eurocentric, colonial, and patriarchal visions of Mexico’s past,39 

while at the same time authorizing mega-development and extractivist schemes that 

destroy spaces where Indigenous communities protect and proliferate life in the city. 

One of these projects is the construction of a six-lane bridge in Xochimilco—a 

millenary altepetl (i.e., a Mesoamerican polity) that is now one of Mexico City’s 

sixteen boroughs—that entails destroying at least thirty thousand square meters of 

wetland. Xochimilco is the last remaining wetland in a region that was once part of 

an extensive network of lakes and of “land” that became “water” during the rainy 

seasons, thus creating the wetland ecosystem upon which the Mesoamerican social 

systems had been predicated since their arrival in the Valley of Mexico thousands of 

years ago. The entire basin of the Valley was constituted by multiple lakes, including 

Lake Xochimilco and Lake Texcoco—the latter being where the Mexica established 
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Tenochtitlan. All were desiccated by the Spanish colonists in an engineering project 

that began in the sixteenth century and was officially declared “finished” at the end 

of the nineteenth century. The drainage and desiccation works of the Valley of 

Mexico, known as the Desagüe, are among the largest and most transformative 

projects undertaken by Europeans anywhere at the time. The aim and effect of the 

project was to “reverse the geological clock to before the Quaternary period, when 

the basin of Mexico was still a valley, draining south- ward.” The engineering project 

succeeded in drying up the lakes and destroying most of the wetland ecosystem of 

the basin, but it never managed to achieve its intended goal—that is, to protect the 

city of Mexico from flooding. 

This is important because it illuminates a fundamental aspect of the scientific 

practices and technological devices that human animals create and use both to 

relate to “nature” and to support and sustain their own social systems. And the 

current situation of Xochimilco illus- trates the ongoingness of the collisions and 

struggles that oppose radi- cally different visions of how, to what extent, and for 

what purposes humans can and should transform the natural environment. Today, 

just like five hundred years ago, we are witnessing the deterritorializa- tion of the 

peoples who protect and preserve habitats being destroyed by extractive 

infrastructures and development models based on the absolute control and mastery 

of nonhuman worlds. The Desagüe story is revealing in this regard: ever since the 

Spanish settlers set foot in the Valley of Mexico, they saw its wetlands and aquatic 

ecosystems as a burden and even a threat. This is so because both the urban design 

and agricultural economy of the colonists relied on “permanently dried land.” As 

Vera Candiani has shown, Spanish and Mesoamerican relations to “land” and “water” 

are premised on mutually exclusive ontological and epistemological orientations. 

What lies at the heart of the distinction between these two views is an opposition 

between a fixed and invariable conception of “land” and “water” as two separate 

things, on the one hand, and a fluid and variable understanding of land-and-water, 

on the other. 

The former view sees “land” and “water” as segregated entities whose mixing 

must remain under the control of humans to the greatest extent possible. This 

understanding of the earth’s surface constitutes the bedrock of an agricultural model 

that relies on dry land that is to be artificially irrigated—as well as rain-fed, of 

course, but with complete human control of flooding and drying processes. 

Desiccated soil is also needed for extensive grain production and livestock breeding, 

among other commercial activities forming the basis of the economic system 

forcefully introduced by the Europeans. This conception of land and water became 

the primary vehicle for transforming the nonhuman living world into inanimate 

matter that humans could then turn into quantifiable objects to be sold, bought, 

and made subject to “specula- tion and accumulation.” In other words, it provided 

the philosoph- ical foundation for privatizing territories and commodifying biodi- 

versity, thus steering the Valley of Mexico towards entropic decay by irreversibly 

altering the thermodynamic and ecological conditions of life in the basin. Moreover, 

this “attempt to bend the landscape to the human will,” as Candiani has put it, 

constitutes the formation of early capitalism and developmentalism, as well as the 
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colonization of not only Mesoamerican peoples, but also more-than-human beings, 

ecosystems, matter, and energy.49 

In contrast, the Mesoamerican view is premised on a fluid relation- ship 

between land and water, one that does not rest on the separation of one from the 

other. In fact, the interdependent nature of their concep- tion of land-and-water as 

a continuum makes it impossible to think of these elements independently of each 

other and the dense ecologies of beings making up a particular territory—including 

its human animal inhabitants. This has led Mesoamerican peoples to organize their 

social systems in synchrony with the ecological cycles and biological regen- eration 

processes of the different regions they inhabit.50 Their technical knowledges are 

attuned to the seasonal variability and to the climatic conditions of each territory, 

which is why their productive practices make integral use of the topographical 

conditions and agrobiodiver- sity of the soils they live in, including the lacustrine 

ecosystems of the Valley.51 This is reflected in the economic activities that they 

developed over thousands of years and the knowledges and practices upon which 

they rely, which are based on the full use of the minerals, plants, fish, fowl, insects, 

larvae, reptiles, and other organic and inorganic beings and matter as sources of 

food as well as of their architectural and engi- neering designs. 

When the Mexica established Tenochtitlan in the Valley of Mexico, they 

arrived in a place inhabited by peoples whose technologies, orga- nizations, and 

practices were interwoven with the endorheic basin and its seasonal fluctuation. 

The Mexica’s most famous agro-ecological system, the chinampas—which are still 

used today in Xochimilco54— are based on earlier models built by the 

Xaltocanmecas, which in turn derive from Toltec technology.55 Chinampas are plots 

of arable land built on wetlands by constructing fenced rectangular structures made 

entirely of organic matter, including soil, mud, turf, sod, tule, and other plants and 

components that are part of the natural ecosystem of the region.56 These “floating 

gardens,” as they were often referred to by Mesoamericans,57 are artificial islets 

whose immensely fertile agricul- tural fields are nourished by the decomposition of 

plant residues accu- mulated from years of cultivation, as well as from the expansion 

of the chinampas, which sometimes cover entire lakes.58 The advantage of the 

chinampa system is that it allows people to grow corn, squash, and other produce 

(which are at the foundation of Mesomerican societies) while also benefitting from 

the food sources—such as fish, algae, birds, etc.—composing the semiaquatic 

landscapes that sustain them. In addition to providing highly productive soil, the 

chinampa system and the social organization upon which it is based are oriented 

towards maximizing the benefits of the marshy environment in full harmony with 

the cycles of flooding and drying.59 It is—to borrow Enrique Leff’s terminology—an 

ecosystemic mode of production that is both guided by the negentropic potentials 

of life and based on the social and cultural creativity of humans with nature.60 

This adaptation to seasonal change was not limited to the chinampas: entire 

urban infrastructures adjusted to the constant flux of land-and-water.61 

Mesoamerican cities and villages were built on or adjacent to shallow lakes and 

wetlands, which greatly exposed them to inundations given that the Valley’s land is 

underlain by imperme- able clay layers, enclosed by volcanoes and hills, and prone 

to heavy seasonal rainfall, thus creating a pool-like habitat.62 Indigenous engi- neers 
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developed hydraulic technology designed to make the most of the environment in 

which they lived, such as drainage systems for both potable water and wastewater, 

aqueducts to bring fresh- water from distant locations into the cities and villages, 

dikes to keep freshwater and saline water separate—the most important of which 

resulted in the creation of an artificial freshwater lake around the twin cities of 

Tenochtitlan-Tlatelolco—among other works. Their urban core—including the 

monumental Templo Mayor—rested on elevated platforms built on the lacustrine 

clays, providing stable foundations for developing a city under conditions of natural 

submergence.64 This combination of urban planning, water management systems, 

and agricultural design was intended to ensure the subsistence of human animals in 

accordance with the ecological relationships, phenology, and reproductive cycles of 

the habitats and species that they interacted with. 

 

TECHNOLOGIES OF LIFE / TECHNOLOGIES OF DEATH 
As I hope is clear by now, it would be a mistake to think that prior to the 

invasion of the Spaniards, human animals in the Valley of Mexico did not disturb their 

natural environment—I echo here Anna Tsing’s notion of “guided disturbance,” which 

refers to the sustainable interaction and coexistence of humans and nature.65 This 

is evident in Mesoamerican agricultural systems and urban design, engineering, and 

architecture, all of which presuppose the use, manipulation, and transformation of 

nature into human-built spaces. In this context, the larger and overar- ching 

objective of my work is to elucidate and emphasize contrastive ways of relating to 

natural worlds. Within this framework, I aim to show that Mesoamerican and 

Mesoamerican-derived social systems exhibit a significantly higher degree of 

harmony and attunement with nature in comparison to the dominant European 

systems.66 

In a broader and more abstract sense, all living entities must to a certain 

extent use organic and inorganic matter to survive and thrive. The crucial question 

is not whether a self or an ecology of selves depends on the manipulation of external 

elements to flourish, but rather the implications of such reliance and whether it is 

governed by a logic of mastery and domination.67 However, this is not as straight- 

forward as it might seem, given that every human practice and inter- vention 

involving the use of “nature” will necessarily fall within a spectrum of disturbance—

again, because it is impossible to sustain a living body, let alone a society of living 

bodies, without consuming and discharging. This is the inescapable predicament of 

all living beings: existence inevitably entails modifying our milieu of interac- tion to 

respond to bodily needs. In this sense, although “science” and “technology” are 

concepts deeply rooted in western history,68 the well- being of every human 

society69 rests on its knowledge of the natural environment in which it is enmeshed, 

and on the practical applica- tion of that knowledge to fulfill specific functions, 

which necessarily involve some degree of skillful influence over that environment.70 

What needs to be specified, therefore, is the criteria by which to adju- dicate 

between forms of control, manipulation, and transformation in order to compare 

and contrast how technology is developed and used, and the implications these 

different uses bear on the environment. 
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Echoing the words of Anishinaabe/Ojibway scholar John Borrows, the idea is 

not to perpetuate the stereotype that “Indigenous peoples,” regardless of time and 

place, have always been “natural environmen- talists”71—or even worse, to 

associate them and their forms of life with some sort of “wilderness.”72 But it is 

nevertheless necessary to take heed of the worldings and practices—as well as of the 

ontolog- ical and epistemic configurations underpinning them—that diverge from and 

exceed modern taxonomical classifications and hierarchies. The worlds of the 

Mesoamerican inhabitants of the Valley of Mexico were—and continue to be—

radically different from and in many ways incompatible with the “objective” and 

objectifiable reality that the colonists have sought to enforce since their arrival.74 

This reality is based on the tenets that a unified “nature” operates according to 

value-free and secular, autonomous, universal laws; and that human animals—

irrespective of culture and geography—can grasp these laws through rational and 

empirical inquiry. Moreover, the purpose of knowing these laws is very specific: to 

systematically extract wealth from the natural environment with the aim of 

“improving” indi- vidual and social life in line with the hegemonic vision of moderni- 

ty’s prescriptions of progress and prosperity.75 Needless to say, this view contrasts 

quite sharply with Mesoamerican social and economic priorities, as well as with their 

conceptions of and ways of relating to nature—which, although they differ in several 

respects, do share many basic features that directly oppose the early modern 

European mode of thinking of and engaging with the world.76 

One of the features worth highlighting here is the strikingly dissim- ilar mode 

of production that characterizes the forms of life among the Indigenous inhabitants 

of the Valley of Mexico. As Candiani shows in her study, the Mesoamerican 

socioecological organization is antithetical to the private property regime and to the 

social and economic patterns of production and organization that the European 

colonists brought and imposed.77 In this regard, the Desuagüe story in particular, 

but also the Spanish invasion and permanent occupation of Mesoamerican territories, 

are fundamental to understanding the processes and rela- tions at the origins of 

capitalism as well as the modern European project of globalization.78 And as already 

intimated above, the nature of this disjuncture79 lies in the conflict between two 

distinct systems of valu- ation and understanding water, land, and all the more-than-

human beings and ecologies of beings that inhabit a particular place. Fluidity and 

human adaptability to nature in the Valley, Candiani argues, were “an obstacle to 

the penetration of private property and capitalist forms and modes of production,” 

whereas fixity and bending nature to the human will constitute their conditions of 

possibility.80 This is why as soon as the colonists toppled Tenochtitlan, they 

transformed “the physical, hydrological, and biological environment of the basin” 

so as to “rende[r] it more amenable to Spanish patterns of production.”81 

But this disjuncture indicates a larger divergence between two radi- cally 

different understandings of life: its meaning and value, and more specifically what 

humans owe to that which is alive. This is apparent not only in the ecological 

equilibrium that Mesoamerican peoples have striven to achieve and maintain for 

thousands of years—which is why for them “seasonal inundation of land was 

equivalent to life itself”82— but also in the way they conducted war. Indeed, to 

return to the discus- sion of Townsend and the contrast between technologies and 
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practices of warfare, it is important to understand how their respective concep- 

tions of life and death shaped their relationship to war. As is well-known, 

Mesoamerican societies ritualized death in both theory and practice, which is 

something that to this day continues to define signif- icant aspects of “Mexican” 

culture, religion, and society.84 As Eduardo Matos Moctezuma has shown, in Nahua 

cosmogony death is an essen- tial process in the constant cycle of life—it is “the seed 

of life.”85 And in contrasting this notion with the dominant European understanding 

of death, especially with that which arose between the fourteenth and the sixteenth 

centuries, we find again the theme of fluidity versus fixity: for most Europeans, 

death is reduced to “a choice between glory or hell,” which in other words means 

that it is a static phenomenon that is “subject to a trial.”86 For Mesoamericans, on 

the other hand, death is a dynamic process that is required for the maintenance of 

a cosmic equi- librium, and therefore for the well-functioning of both the cosmic 

and social orders.87 Unlike a common feature of Christian forms of thought, which 

are usually conceived as doctrines of salvation that reward or punish believers in the 

hereafter, for Mesoamericans, conduct is directed at pleasing the gods who 

reciprocate here on earth—whatever happens afterwards is an altogether different, 

uncertain matter.88 

This duality of life and death as well as the life-giving power of death was 

interpreted by the Nahuas of Tenochtitlan as a call of the gods to feed the cosmic 

cycle with the vital energy of living beings, especially that of human animals.89 This 

is why sacrifice and ceremo- nial warfare had a central function in Mesoamerican 

societies, and most prominently in how the Mexica organized their social, political, 

and religious life. In Mexica ontology, given that Huitzilopochtli (the Sun God) is in 

constant struggle against his siblings (the Stars), their role as chosen people was to 

provide the Sun with food to help Him cast the night away and hence illuminate the 

world with divine light.90 This is of course only part of the picture,91 but what I 

want to underscore here is how this sacred relationship to death affected how they 

carried out and governed armed conflict with other peoples. The Mexica honored 

enemies killed in war, as well as war captives who were then sacri- ficed for the 

Gods; a special god, Teoyaomiqui, was entrusted with the task of caring for them in 

the hereafter.92 Contrast this with the way most Europeans typically conducted war 

and treated enemies during the same period: despite their alleged outrage at what 

they described as the Aztecs’ “savagery” and “extreme violence,” Spanish soldiers 

slaughtered combatants en masse, massacred civilians, and forcefully converted and 

subordinated survivors, as well as enslaved and raped women and children, among 

other genocidal acts aimed at brutally and mercilessly destroying their worlds. No 

wonder they were surprised when Mesoamerican soldiers brought them provisions 

between battles.94 

Attending to the difference between these respective ways of relating to life 

and death is important because it sheds light on a broader discrepancy between their 

conceptions of and relationships with “nature.” Contrary to a modern 

epistemological premise—as Townsend exemplifies—that upholds a form of cultural 

relativism while positing the universality of nature, the argument I have tried to 

develop in these pages is that how we think about both “culture” and “nature” 

cannot be disentangled from the ontological grounding within which these claims 
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and the practices following from them make sense. My aim, therefore, is to 

challenge the prevalent view that treats development and its technologies of 

extraction as the inevi- table result of universal scientific progress directed at the 

betterment of “humanity.” As I hope is clear from the comparison I have drawn, 

there is a spectrum of control and manipulation of life, and where a particular 

society falls in that range has nothing to do with whether its people use “advanced” 

technology or not, but rather with the specific functions they assign to their 

technological means. In Anna Tsing’s phrasing, it is the norms and criteria guiding 

their distur- bances of nature that determine the extent of ecological well-being or 

destruction.95 This becomes apparent when we compare the way Mesoamericans 

attuned their agricultural production to the Valley’s geomorphology with how 

Iberians deployed a specific kind of knowl- edge to drain that Valley. The same holds 

true when we look at the Mesoamerican ritualization of death in light of the mass 

murder tech- niques originating in the European conception of “total war.”96 

 

CONCLUSION 
The idea of progress and the assumption that technological innova- tion always 

and everywhere leads to the improvement of the living conditions of humankind are 

bound to one another within the hege- monic modernist imaginary. The traditional 

view of progress— which provided justification for and gave legitimacy to colonialism 

and imperialism—has typically painted the picture of a hierarchy of cultures, with 

“savagery” situated at the bottom and “civilization” at the top. On this view, the 

adoption of (early-)industrial agriculture and its commercialization within a (pre-

)capitalist system, together with the mastery of metallurgy, are thought to 

constitute the driving forces behind this movement towards universal betterment.97 

As James Tully explains, modernization has historically taken the form of a process 

of cultural improvement that involves the “shedding [of] primitive customs and 

ways,” as well as the assimilation of “lower peoples” into “modern nations within a 

European imperial structure or into indepen- dent modern constitutional nation 

states.”98 But now that the predica- ment of these polities is increasingly being cast 

as a postcolonial one,99 this “stages view”100 of progressive development, as Tully 

has called it, is no longer conveyed in such a form. In this essay, however, I have 

tried to show that a similar structure of reasoning is still widespread today, although 

it is now expressed differently. 

By way of a foray into recent work in the “history of the Aztecs” scholarship, 

I have argued that this pernicious idea of progress reveals itself in the assumption 

that there is a universally self-evident “nature,” and that western science and 

technology provide the means of knowing, exploiting, and then restoring such 

nature. The essay’s ambition is thus to contribute to the decolonial endeavor of 

unsettling ingrained narratives about western technological innovation and its 

presumed superiority over that of non-western peoples. In doing so, the essay seeks 

to challenge the optimistic reliance upon and attach- ment to the prevailing 

conception and application of science and tech- nology that cast them as inherently 

positive forces.101 Furthermore, this essay aims to provide a comparative study that 

counters the field’s tendency to “focus on western political thought as the sole 
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object of critique and analysis,” as Getachew and Mantena have put it.102 This move 

redirects political theory away from its fixation on individual thinkers—whether 

these are canonical figures or those disregarded by the canon—and, instead, 

channels its focus towards events, practices, and diffused systems of thought. This 

also responds to Leigh Jenco’s call for comparative political theory to move beyond 

methodological considerations and to genuinely engage with non-western 

knowledges and practices.104 

To conclude, what I hope to have shown by focusing on the techno- logical 

differences between early modern Spanish and Mesoamerican peoples is that the 

ontological configurations undergirding different social systems determine how the 

latter relate to the ecological webs in which they are embedded. Contrary to the 

modernist premise positing a comprehensive “natural” background that remains the 

same across sociocultural contexts, I have aimed to demonstrate that paying 

attention to the ontological dimension of the differences between knowledges and 

practices can help disclose fundamental aspects of how human animals relate to 

each other and to the Earth as whole. Moreover, it can also provide normative and 

practical guidance for steering the physical and biological processes forming the 

basis of life towards social and ecological thriving. 
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for a given people or society to be able to “reach it.” they ought to follow a “certain 
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2: Imperialism and Civic Freedom (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008); among 

others. See also note 74 below. 

5. See, for instance, Claudia Sheinbaum, “Mensaje de la Jefa de Gobierno Claudia Sheinbaum 

Pardo, durante conferencia de prensa “500 Años de Resistencia Indígena en la Ciudad de 

México,”” Gobierno de la Ciudad de México, July 13, 2021, 
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indi- gena-en-la-ciudad-de-mexico. 

6. Milenio Redacción, “Puente en humedal de Xochimilco, la mole de concreto que amenaza una 

icónica reserve.” All Spanish-to-English translations throughout the text are mine. 

7. A note on terminology: I acknowledge the limitations and potential pitfalls involved in the 

usage of terms like “modern” & “nonmodern.” “Western” & “non-Western.” as well as 

“Mesoamerica” and “Indigenous” (among others). It is true that in the postcolonial literature, 

the dichotomies between modern and nonmodern, Western and non-Western, are often used 
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peoples, many of whom reject these notions as inadequate and/or problematic 
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denoting the lands, waters, and peoples who underwent European invasion. Thus, the term 
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process that happened at a particular moment in time. The main problem with taking the 
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prominently, Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang, “Decolonization is not a metaphor,” 

Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society 1, no. 1 (2012): 1–40; and, more recently, 
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vol. 4, no. 3, 2021, 359–388. 

10. Adam  Dahl,  “Beyond  the  Anglo-World:  Settler  Colonialism  and Democracy in the 

Americas,” Polity, vol. 55, no. 2 (2023): 241–440. 

11. See Ochoa Espejo, “Territorial rights for individuals, states, or pueblos? Answers from 

Indigenous land struggles in colonial Spanish America,” Perspectives on Politics, vol. 21, no. 
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15. I use scare quotes to signal the fact that the narrative of “conquest” is contested. Indeed, it 
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Mesoamerican peoples in the toppling of the Triple Alliance. For an interesting discussion on 

whether the 1521 events can be described as a conquest, an invasion, or a rebellion, see 

Federico Navarrete, “¿Qué pasó en 1521? ¿Conquista, invasión o rebelión?,” Noticonquista, 
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