
Lesson #5 – notes  

*North America primarily discussed in Unit #2 

Meso America:  

 

https://alaudun77.files.wordpress.com/2011/09/mesoamerican_civilizationsmap.jpg  

*Olmecs discussed in Unit #2. 

 Maya: (300 – 900) Located on the Yucatán Peninsula. Built temples and pyramids. Once 

thought to have developed a complicated calendar, but actually adopted it from the 

Olmecs. 

 Mayan cities were built around pyramids, which were topped with a shrine to the gods. 

Religion was very prevalent in their society. Rulers claimed to be descended from the 

gods. Human sacrifice was also an aspect of the religious society. Some cities such as 

Tikal were thought to have had as many as a hundred thousand inhabitants.  

 The Mayan civilization was composed of city-states, governed by hereditary ruling 

classes. Most Mayans were peasant farmers. Men did the fighting and hunting while the 

women did housework and raised the children.  

 The Mayans used a writing system which they may have adopted from the Olmec as well. 

Much of Mayan writing was destroyed when the Spanish invaded. 

 The Mayans had two different methods of measuring time: a solar calendar (365 days, 18 

months of 20 days each), and a sacred calendar used only by priests (260 days, 13 weeks 

of 20 days each). 

 Little is known about the decline of the Mayans. They migrated and abandoned their 

cities.  

 



 Tolec: (900-1200). Warrior-people who conquered Mayan lands of Guatemala at the 

northern Yucatán. Built pyramids and palaces. Controlled the upper Yucatán peninsula 

from Chichén Itzá, a large Mayan city.  

 

 Aztec: Origin unknown, but migrated to the Valley of Mexico in 12th century. Established 

the capital of Tenochtitlán in the middle of Lake Texcoco. (Settled based on prophecy 

that the god of the sun and war, Huitzilopochtli, told them that when they saw an eagle 

perched on a cactus growing out of a rock, their journey would end). 

 Kingdom was not centralized, composed of semi-independent territories with local rule. 

The Aztec ruler accepted tribute from local rulers in exchange for his support.  

 By 1500, four million Aztec lived in the Valley of Mexico and surrounding areas. Most 

people were commoners and farmed, some traded. Population also consisted of slaves 

and indentured workers. There were also lords and government officials who counseled 

the Aztec ruler.  Similar to the Maya, men were warriors while women stayed at home. 

Women were not equal to men but did have the ability to own and inherit property.  

 Like the Maya, the society was heavily influenced by religion and the worship of various 

gods. Human sacrifice was also prevalent.  

 

South America:  

 

http://fe867b.medialib.glogster.com/media/96/9667d9fd859423a6063087a19344b339c15abb9af

0efbfb13969892729c89c74/inca-empire.jpg 



 Inca: Late fourteenth century, small community in Cuzco. Located at 11,000 feet in the 

Andes.  

 1440’s, Pachacuti conquered and ruled the entire region. Boundaries extended from 

Ecuador, central Chile, and the edge of the Amazon basin. Empire included roughly 12 

million people. Divided into four quarters, each ruled by a governor. Emperor was above 

all, and believed he descended from the sun god, Inti. 

 Inca was a military society; all young men were required to serve in the Incan army. 

 Quechua language was used in the empire and newly conquered areas.  

 Forced labor: all Incans were responsible for labor services.  

 Roads: A system of 24,800 miles from the border of Colombia to south of Santiago, 

Chile. Two major roadways extended north and south, with connecting routes in-

between. Rest houses and storage depots were located along these roads. 

 Men and women were required to marry within their own social structure. Women were 

expected to stay home, weave, and look after children, but some were selected as 

priestesses. 

 In rural areas, people farmed (terrace farms, corn, potatoes, etc.) 

 Builders: Cuzco. Machu Picchu at 8,000ft.  

 Kept records using a system of quipu knots. Also had a tradition of court theatre. 

 


