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In the early sixteenth century, a small group of Spanish conquistadors, led by Hernan Cortes, landed in what would eventually become Mexico. In a matter of about three years (from 1519 to 1521), the Aztec empire, once the dominant force in the region, had been conquered by a comparatively smaller group of Spanish fighters. The Aztecs were not a group of pacifists who went quietly, and did end up putting up a considerable fight after the Spanish became violent to them. In fact, the Aztecs were very much a warrior culture, which was constantly squabbling with its neighbors and possessing a large warrior class. The Aztecs were brought down by a variety of reasons, from an outbreak of disease during the siege of their city to some of the other native tribes allying themselves with the Spanish. Additionally, the Spanish had the material advantages of horses and guns, and didn’t adhere to the same rules of warfare that the Aztecs (at least in the beginning) did. 
No single factor is responsible for the fall of the Aztec empire to the Spanish, but five general reasons (that is, encompassing smaller ones within) can be deduced from careful readings of The Broken Spears and The Conquest of New Spain two accounts of the Spanish takeover. The Aztecs were overtaken by a small group of Spaniards for a combination of reasons, notably inadequate Aztec leadership, the Aztec religion and culture, the Spanish possession of firearms and horses, the native allies of the Spanish, and the diseases that the Spaniards brought with them.
Often emphasized as a reason of Spanish victory is their material resources, namely horses and firearms. While those gave the Spaniards a bit more of advantage, the material advantages are often listed as primary reasons. The horses made their transit more rapid and initially intimidated the Aztecs (and reinforced the notion that they might be gods), but ultimately a handful of firearms does not conquer an entire city of warrior. Guns have limited ammunition, and horses can be a disadvantage on some terrains. The Spanish had a variety of material resources (Diaz 114-118). The material resources were an aid in the conquest, but minor in comparison to some of the other factors of the defeat of the Aztecs.
One major factor in the fall of the Aztec empire to the Spanish was the Aztec religion and culture. The Aztecs were a highly superstitious people, and there were eight omens of destruction in the ten years preceding the arrival of the Spanish. By the time the Spanish arrived, the Aztecs were already expecting something big (Portilla-Leon 4-12). There was also an Aztec prophecy regarding the return of their god Quetzalcoatl that timed well with Cortes’s arrival. In the Aztec religion, Quetzalcoatl was a light-skinned god who had gone away long ago on a boat, but promised to return. Given the timing, the Aztecs initially mistook Cortes as a god. The falsehood was reinforced by the large dogs and horses that the Spanish took with them, and their strange (to the Aztecs) way of dressing (Portilla-Leon 14-16). They also sailed in on ships with sails, which the Aztecs had never seen before (they had boats but not ships). Due to the timing, the appearance and the accessories of the “gods” they were mistaken as such. 
Being that the Aztecs thought the Spaniards were gods, they were exceedingly hospitable to them. Moctezuma himself, the ruler of Tenochitlan, gave them a tour of the city. Instead of seeing the conquistadors as invaders, they let them in without resistance. They let the “gods” takeover instead of fighting back, and when the Spaniards later proved to be the enemy, it was too late. They referred to them as lords, and attempted to please the “gods”. The Aztecs initially attempted to please them with sacrifices, but the Spanish showed a preference for gold (Portilla-Leon 23-28). The Aztecs bent over backwards to accommodate the Spanish, and by the time it became apparent that the Spanish were bad news, it was too late. They already had let them into the city, and given away the defense secrets.
Additionally, the Aztec culture inhibited them from realizing when the Spanish might attack. War had a very important role in the Aztec’s world, “War became a cultural institution of primary importance in Aztec life, since war was the means of obtaining victims to appease the god’s insatiable hunger” and “this religious conception of warfare motivated the expansion of the Aztec empire, but also contributed to its destruction by the Spaniards” (Klor de Alva xliii). This meant that the Aztecs were well trained in the art of war, but had cultural setbacks that prevented them from being the most efficient in war.
Given how important war was to the Aztecs, they had very specific rituals and ideas around in. “War was always commenced with a certain ritual: shields, arrows and cloaks of a special kind were sent to the enemy leaders as a formal declaration” and the Aztecs were understandably shocked when the Spanish attacked “without any apparent motive…without the customary ritual warning” (Klor de Alva xliv). The Spanish also attacked them when they were unarmed during the fiesta of Huitzlopochtil (Leon-Portilla 71-77). The Aztecs, a bit after handing over their city peacefully to the Spaniards, asked for permission to hold the festival.
The Aztecs held the festival, and danced their sacred dance on the patio of the temple. They were completely unsuspecting of the massacre that would soon unfold. Most of the dancers were warriors, but they were completely unarmed (Leon-Portilla 74-76). One Aztec, Tecatzin the head of the armory, was suspicious, and told Motecuhzoma that they should stow their weapons nearby, recalling how the Cholultecas were massacred, many of them on their own sacred patio. Motecuhzoma insisted that the “gods” could be trusted (Leon-Portilla 81).
 The Spaniards had guards placed at the edges of the patio, so nobody could escape. In the middle of the Aztec’s sacred dance, “They attacked all the celebrants” and the Spaniards caught anyone who tried to run out and “murdered them at the gates” (Leon-Portilla 76). The Spanish murdered everyone they could, and the Aztecs, “no matter how they tried to save themselves, they could find no escape (Leon-Portilla 76). 
The Aztecs retaliated, and the managed to drive the Spanish back to the palace. There was a bloody battle, and the Spanish took Motecuhzoma hostage. Motecuhzoma begged his people to surrender, telling the Aztecs that “We must not fight them. We are not their equals in battle” and “We are not strong enough to defeat them” (Leon-Portilla 78). This enraged the Aztecs further, and they shouted “Who is Motecuhzoma to give us orders? We are no longer his slaves!” The Aztecs were far too angry to stand down (Leon-Portilla 78).
The Aztecs were not defeated that night, and their downfall at the hands of the Spaniards came later. However, they didn’t do it alone, and to claim that a “handful of Spaniards” alone defeated the Aztecs is fallacious and a discredit to their native allies. Though Cortes only came to the New World with a small group of Spaniards, there were already plenty of people and peoples who detested and wanted to destroy the Aztecs. The Aztecs empire was war-mongering, and constantly looking to expand their reaches to acquire more tribute. The tribute that the Aztecs demanded wasn’t just gold and fineries, but humans to be sacrificed, live, to the Aztec gods (Diaz 98). Naturally, this did not make the Aztecs particularly popular among other powers in Mexico.
The Spanish had several allies among the natives, and the most important was likely the Tlaxcaltecs. The Tlaxcaltecs were a tribe contemporary of the Aztecs, and “the Aztecs maintained an almost perpetual state of war with Tlaxcala, but never actually conquered it” (Klor de Alva xli). The Tlaxcaltecs were never conquered, but regularly suffered from the Aztecs and wanted them destroyed. The Spaniards destroyed a group near the Tlaxcaltecs, the Otomies, who were known for their ferociousness. After the destruction of the Otomies, the Tlaxcaltecs sent out people to the Spaniards to gain them as allies. They ended up allies, and the Tlaxcaltecs had enemies, namely the Cholula. The Tlaxcaltecs deceived the Cholula, so that when the Tlaxcaltecs and the Spaniards met with the Cholula, the Cholula were largely unarmed. Their people were destroyed, and the Tlaxcaltecs and the Spaniards marched on to Tenochitlan.
On the path to conquer Tenochitlan, Cortes and his encourage gained more native allies. They stopped outside the city of Tezcoco, where Prince Ixlitxochitl (the brother of the ruler of the city) and a group of his followers greeted him. Eventually, the Huexotzincas and other tribes joined with the, and marched with the Spanish to Tenochitlan (Portilla-Leon 90). When the Spanish eventually conquered Tenochitlan, they were no longer a small group of warrior and rather a well sized mass of allies including those from Tlaxcala, Acolhuacan, and Chalco (Portilla-Leon 105).
One ally that the Spanish didn’t realize they were bringing with them was disease. The Spaniard brought with them something more lethal than any gun or spear: plague. Cortes and company sailed from the old world to the new, and with them they took several lethal diseases. Among them was the plague, which ravaged the people of Tenochitlan (Leon-Portilla, 92-93). The city had returned to something resembling normal life, and then the plague broke out. It lasted seventy days, and killed many Aztecs, with others dying of hunger. This all happened not long before the Spanish were to set siege of Tenochitlan.
 The final factor that wreaked havoc on the Aztec civilization was poor leadership, namely from Motecuhzoma. To be fair, some of his poor leadership can be chalked up to simple mistakes based on the Aztec culture. Mistaking the foreigners for gods, and initially inviting them into the city (even after they had destroyed the people of Cholula and allied themselves with the Aztec’s enemy city of Tlaxcala), was unwise. There’s no question in hindsight that it was a poor decision, but it can be explained and almost excused with the cultural context that Motecuhzoma was operating within. He (and leaders beneath him) gave the Spaniards a tour of Tenochitlan, and gave them their riches, treated them as gods, and insisted his people trust them.
What cannot be excused, however, is his insistence that the Aztecs kept their guard down (i.e. not having weapons nearby) after the slaughter of the people of Cholula. His continued obsession to trust the “gods” meant the Aztecs could be ambushed and slaughtered. Even after the attack, he tried to tell them not to retaliate. His poor leadership led to his own downfall; and though the generally accepted view is that he was killed by the Spanish, no one knows for sure if it was the Spanish or his own people (Portilla-Leon 90).
After Motecuhzoma’s death, the Aztec people were left without a central leader and were mostly lead forward by religious and military leaders. They managed to drive out the Spanish for a while, and Aztec life returned to as it was, or at least as close as it could be. Unfortunately for the Aztecs, the Spanish returned a few months later and laid siege to the city. Shortly before the siege, plague wracked the city. After a siege, the city was raided and the Spanish destroyed many parts of it and killed many Aztecs, including non-combatants. The remaining Aztecs and their warriors fought, but eventually were subjugated by the overwhelming force of the invaders. The reduced Aztec population eventually fell to the combined army of Spaniards and their native allies (Portilla-Leon 103-114). Survivors were forced into exile outside of Tenochitlan.
At the end of the day, it wasn’t one single thing that caused the violent downfall of the Aztecs. A combination of factors brought down the Aztec people and their city of Tenochtitlan, from their religion and culture to the havoc of disease to the native allies of the Spanish to poor leadership to superior technology in the hands of their enemy. In conclusion, a myriad of reasons together allowed the Spanish to violently conquer the Aztecs.
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