
© 2019 BY THE AMERICAN PHILOSOPHICAL ASSOCIATION   ISSN 2155-9708

Native American and Indigenous 
Philosophy

NEWSLETTER  |  The American Philosophical Association

VOLUME 18   |   NUMBER 2 SPRING 2019

SPRING 2019    VOLUME 18  |  NUMBER 2

FROM THE MANAGING EDITOR 
Agnes B. Curry 

SUBMISSION GUIDELINES AND INFORMATION 

POEM 
Andrea Sullivan Clarke 

Walk On, Dear Sister, Walk On 

ARTICLES 
Brian Yazzie Burkhart 

Countering Epistemic Guardianship with Epistemic Sovereignty through the Land 

James Maffie 

The Role of Hardship in Mexica Ethics: Or, Why Being Good Has to Hurt 



APA NEWSLETTER  |  NATIVE AMERICAN AND INDIGENOUS PHILOSOPHY

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Role of Hardship in Mexica Ethics: 
Or, Why Being Good Has to Hurt 

James Maffie 
UNIVERSITY OF MARYLAND 

INTRODUCTION 
Philosophers in the Western tradition commonly build 
their theories of morality and of the good life upon the 
assumption that pain and suffering—or hardship for short— 
are intrinsically bad. The good life, the life worth living, the 
well-lived life for human beings, contains as little hardship 
as possible. Mexica ethics, however, denies hardship has 
intrinsic value. Its badness and goodness are determined 
contextually. Mexica ethics maintains that hardship plays 
an essential and so indispensable role as well as a creative 
and positive role in morally upright human behavior and in 
the well-lived, good human life. In short: doing the right 
thing and being good have to hurt.1 

1. Conquest-era Mexica ethics (tlamanitiliztli) set out to 
configure how humans live with the aim of balancing the 
continual processing and thus continual becoming of the 
Fifth Age (the cosmic age in which human beings currently 
live).2 Because the Mexica regarded ethics as ordering an 
entire human lifeway (nemiliztli), Mexica ethics covered the 
entire gamut of human activity ranging from how to think, 
eat, drink, feel, talk, walk, dress, bathe, arrange one’s hair, 
love, respect, cook, farm, fish, hunt, wage war, rear children, 
have sex, bury the dead, and so on. It also covered, for 
example, what one ought to eat (viz., maize) as well as what 
language one ought to speak (viz., Nahuatl as opposed to 
Totonac or Chichimec).3 Mexica philosophy conceived as 
a seamless whole what modern Western thought tends to 
splinter into distinct spheres: viz., religion, ethics, etiquette, 
politics, economics, cooking, farming, and so on.4 

2. Reciprocity functions “like a pump at the heart” of 
the Mexica cosmos and lifeworld by circulating vital 
energy throughout the cosmos and between its various 
inhabitants. Reciprocity also functions “like a pump at 
the heart” of morally appropriate as well as genuinely 
human behavior according to Mexica ethics.5 The moral 
obligation to reciprocate—i.e., to respond to and maintain 
social relationships defined by nepantla or well-balanced 
mutuality with other agents (human or other-than-human)— 
figures centrally in Mexica ethics. Nepantla designates a 
dynamic, dialectical, and diachronic condition of being 
in the middle or middled. Nepantla conveys a sense of 
abundant reciprocity or mutuality: a back-and-forth process 
that consists of being abundantly middled, well-balanced, 
and centered.6 Nepantla processes join, interlace, interlock, 
or unite two things together. They mix, fuse, shake, or 
weave things together. And they do so in a way that is 
middling, betwixting-and-betweening, and abundant 
with mutuality and reciprocity. Finally, they do so in a way 
that is creatively destructive, destructively creative, and, 
therefore, transformative. 

According to contemporary Nahuatl and Nahuat-speakers 
in Mexico, the reciprocal exchanging of gifts is one, if not 
the, principal way one expresses love, honor, and respect 
for others; and the principal way of expressing love, 
honor, and respect for others is by feeding, caring for, and 
nurturing others. They thus conceive the moral obligation 
to reciprocate as entailing love, respect, nurturing, and 
feeding.7 The Mexica (and other contact-era Mesoamericans) 
embraced this view as well. It is a component of what 
Alfredo López Austin calls the enduring and “unifying” “hard 
nucleus” (“nucleo duro”) of Mesoamerican philosophy
religion,8 and of what Catherine Good Eshelman calls the 
“conceptual axes” (“ejes conceptuales”) of Nahua (and 
Mexica) philosophy.9 

3. According to Mexica tlamachiliztlatolzazanilli (“wisdom 
discourses or tellings”10), the moral obligation to 
reciprocate is rooted in the originary actions of creator 
beings who merited or deserved (macehua) the existence 
of the Fifth Age and all its inhabitants, including the sun, 
earth, sky, humans, water, and maize.11 They tell us that 
the history of the cosmos consists of a series of five 
Ages. The succession of the first four Ages consists of the 
creator beings, Quetzalcoatl and Tezcatlipoca, taking turns 
creating their own and destroying the other’s Age. Each of 
the four Ages was populated by its own particular kind of 
human who was also destroyed. Upon the destruction of 
the Fourth Age, Quetzalcoatl and Tezcatlipoca decide to 
work together in creating a final Fifth Age and fifth kind 
of human being. Present-day humans are this fifth kind 
and inhabit this Fifth Age.12 Mexica “wisdom tellings” also 
relate that Quetzalcoatl and Tezcatlipoca created humans in 
order to honor, respect, nurture, nourish, and in so doing 
regenerate creator beings. They assigned to humankind a 
unique task (tequitl) or load (tlamamalli)13 to bear, and a 
unique responsibility among inhabitants of the Fifth Age: 
viz. to nourish and sustain creator beings and, ultimately, 
the entire Fifth Age. 

The “wisdom telling,” Legend of the Suns, adds that as 
a consequence of the monumental effort (tequitl) and 
expenditure of life-energy involved in fashioning sky, 
earth, and moving sun of the Fifth Age, Tezcatlipoca, 
Quetzalcoatl, and the other creator beings become 
enervated, overheated with hunger, imbalanced, and in 
life-threatening need of nourishment. In order to remedy 
their condition, Quetzalcoatl decided to undertakes a series 
of further hardships (tequitl). He undertakes the perilous 
journey to Mictlan (time-place of the dead below the earth’s 
surface) where he successfully locates and retrieves the 
bones of Fourth Age humans—despite the many obstacles 
placed in his way by Mictlantecuhtli (lord of the time-place 
of the dead). Quetzalcoatl brings the bones to Cihuacoatl 
who grinds them into meal and places the meal into a 
jade bowl. Quetzalcoatl then proceeds to fashion Fifth Age 
human beings from the bone meal of Fourth Age humans 
by mixing into the meal the life-energy contained in blood 
drawn from his virile member. The other creator beings join 
in as well.14 

Creator beings give Fifth Age humans life so that 
humans will cool, refresh, and rebalance creator beings 
by nourishing, nurturing, and feeding them. (Hunger 
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consists of an imbalance consisting of excessive heat, and 
consuming food restores balance through cooling.) Creator 
beings regard feeding and nurturing as ways of respecting, 
worshipping, loving, and honoring them. Preeminent 
among this nourishment are energy-rich food-gifts such 
as well-spoken words, song, dance, music, ceremony, 
incense, prepared foodstuffs (e.g., maize tamales), and 
human and animal blood, hearts, and lives. 

The continuous processing of the Fifth Age also requires 
the continuing contribution of creator beings’ vital 
energies. Because sustaining the world continuously 
enervates them, creator beings are continuously in need of 
nourishment from humans. In short, although the initial and 
continuing existence of Fifth Age (and all its inhabitants) 
are wholly dependent upon creator beings, creator beings 
are themselves wholly dependent upon human beings. The 
continuing existence of creator beings depends essentially 
upon human nourishing.15 Creators depend continually 
upon being nourished by human life-energy. 

Humans and creator beings are therefore mutually 
dependent, their relationship aptly characterized as 
“mutualist symbiotic” or “obligate mutualism” (meaning 
one or both symbionts depend entirely on the other for 
survival in the terminology of contemporary biological 
science). Fifth Age creator beings and humans depend 
equally upon one another’s life-energies. Creator beings 
are accordingly said to be “mothers and fathers” to humans, 
while humans are said to be “mothers and fathers” to the 
gods. And yet this mutual dependency is not gainsaid 
by the obvious disparity in their respective amounts of 
power.16 As insignificant as it appears in comparison to 
the world-creating life energies of creator beings, human 
life-energy nevertheless suffices to sustain the creator 
beings. Each depends completely upon the other for their 
continuing existence. 

According to a different “wisdom telling,” Histoyre du 
mechique, Quetzalcoatl and Tezcatlipoca initiate the 
creation of the Fifth Age by capturing Tlaltecuhtli (the 
great earth caiman, earth lady) and splitting her into two 
to form the sky and earth’s surface. Human foodstuffs 
such as maize and amaranth grow from her body. Water 
flows from her eyes. As a consequence of her hardship 
(tequitl) and generosity in gifting humans with water and 
foodstuffs, Tlaltecuhtli demands reciprocity from humans. 
She demands to be fed; she demands human life-energy.17 

Human beings are always already born into a complex, 
all-inclusive, interwoven fabric of moral relationships with 
other agents that obligate them to reciprocate for gifts they 
have received. As a species (phylogenetically), humans are 
born with an obligation to reciprocate or gift-back to creator 
beings. They are born with what we might cautiously call 
“original debt” or “original obligatedness.” (This must not 
be confused with the Christian notion of “original sin,” a 
moral wrongdoing for which human must spend their lives 
atoning.) As individual beings (ontogenetically), humans 
are also born into a complex and all-inclusive interwoven 
fabric of moral relationships obligating them to reciprocate 
for gifts they have received from ancestors (who although 
deceased are still active), parents, family, neighbors, and 

other-than-humans such as sun, rain, earth, maize, animals, 
houses, farming tools, and cooking utensils. Winona 
LaDuke expresses the point eloquently when explicating 
White Earth Ojibwe philosophy: “Genealogical bonds are 
normative bonds, generating moral responsibilities to the 
natural world and the living beings it sustains; they give 
rise to ‘reciprocal relations’ which define ‘responsibilities . 
. . between humans and the ecosystem.’”18 Finally, contra 
a dominant view in modern Western moral and political 
thought, the fact that humans (both phylogenetically and 
ontogenetically) incur this obligation is not contingent 
upon their having consciously accepted the original gift(s) 
upon which the obligation depends. For the Mexica, one 
may be bound by moral obligations and relationships into 
which one entered neither willingly nor even consciously.19 

4. The Fifth Age and all its inhabitants—from earth, sun, 
rain, and wind to buildings, featherwork, weapons, and 
musical instruments to plants, animals, humans, and 
deceased ancestors to stories, songs, dance, music, 
incense, and ceremonies—are energized, vivified, active, 
and powerful. The Fifth Age is a social world populated 
by human as well as other-than-human beings.20 These 
beings are agents. Mexica metaphysics conceives an agent 
(chihuani21) as a vivified and empowered being, one who 
is sensitive to the surrounding world and who possesses 
the ability to act upon and respond to the surrounding 
world. Linda Brown and W. H. Walker write, “this agency is 
autonomous, purposeful, and deliberate, and arises from 
sentient qualities possessed by [vivified beings], such as 
consciousness or a life-force.”22 All agents are ontologically 
of a kind: all constituted by the single, sacred power or 
energy-in-motion the Mexica called teotl; and all transitory, 
concentrated stability patterns in the energy-in-motion that 
is teotl. Agents differ from one another in terms of their 
behavior, degree of power, ability to act upon and respond 
to the world, histories, the scope and intensity of their social 
relationships (or active interrelatedness) with other agents, 
and “personalities” (e.g., their degree of consciousness, 
purposes, intentions, likes and dislikes, etc.). Agents have 
the capability of entering into reciprocal relationships with 
other agents and may be more or less social in this regard. 

5. Legend of the Suns tells us creator beings created the 
Fifth Age and its human beings by means of a process 
called macehua, meaning “to merit, deserve, be worthy 
of, or acquire that which is deserved,” and tlamacehua, “to 
deserve or merit something.”23 Kelly McDonough glosses 
macehua as “obtaining that which is desired through merit, 
of giving as part of the action of receiving.”24 Macehua is 
a purposeful activity undertaken by an agent who aims to 
bring about a desired outcome (event, process, activity, 
or arrangement). Macehua involves tequitl (work, labor) 
which, in turn, involves expending vital life-energy. One 
aims to transmit an effortful expenditure of vital energy 
as a gift or offering (tlamanaliztli) to another agent in 
order to induce that agent to act in some way. It is by 
virtue of expending and transmitting this vital energy that 
one attains merit, becomes worthy, or comes to merit or 
deserve the outcome one seeks. Indeed, the principal 
way by which agents interact in the social world of the 
Fifth Age is by offering gifts to, accepting gifts from, and 
responding to gifts from other agents. Macehua also aims 
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at coaxing another agent into becoming the sort of agent 
who cooperates with oneself in achieving some end and so 
into becoming a socially interrelated agent or “relative.”25 

Macehua should not be confused with making amends, 
making atonement, or doing penance (as commonly 
occurs). Atonement, making amends, and doing penance 
are backward-looking. They are related to past misdeeds 
or wrongdoings. Macehua, by contrast, is not ex hypothesi 
related to wrongdoing (past or otherwise). Because 
it functions as a component in a process of cyclical 
reciprocity, macehua is simultaneously backward-and
forward-looking. It is backward-looking because it aims at 
giving thanks, gifting-back, fulfilling the obligation to gift-
back and restoring balance. It is forward-looking since by 
gifting-back one obligates the recipient to another iteration 
of the gifting cycle and thus to gift-backing to oneself. 
Macehua consists of undergoing hardship in order to make 
something happen in the future, not to make amends or 
atone for some wrongdoing committed in the past.26 

Macehua is an inter-agent process that takes place between 
two (or more) agents and that initiates a social relationship 
between agents. An agent initiates this relationship by 
extending a gift or offering (tlamanaliztli) to the intended 
agent. This process metaphysically conveys vital energy 
from donor to recipient. Macehua requires what we might 
call social “know-how,” i.e., knowing how to get along 
with other agents in a social world so as to induce them 
into cooperating by doing as one wishes. In addition to 
the effortful expenditure and transmission of energy, 
such social “know how” requires adopting an appropriate 
attitude of humility and respect towards the intended 
agent.27 Being practically effective in realizing one’s ends 
in the world thus requires being socially effective. Knowing 
how to get along with other agents is not the same as 
knowing how to coerce or exploit others. 

The concept of macehua is a normative concept associated 
with like normative concepts such as desert, earn, deserve, 
merit, reward, and due. “Macehua” refers to a normative 
process—not a descriptive, causal process in the sense 
of ancient Greek philosophy’s efficient causality or 
Newtonian-style, mechanical push-and-pull, cause-and
effect. I understand normativity as that which is action-
guiding, attitude-molding, choice-guiding, or conduct-
related. That which is normative concerns how one ought 
to act, how one is obliged to behave or conduct oneself, 
what is appropriate or fitting for one to do, and so on. 
Normative facts, statements, and relationships possess an 
oughtiness that descriptive ones lack. Facts about agents’ 
interrelationships, however, are seen as simultaneously 
descriptive and normative (or prescriptive) by the Mexica. 
For example, that Elaine is my mother not only tells me 
of my descriptive genealogical relationship to her; it also 
tells me of my normative macehua-generated relationship 
(she merited my birth, she nurtured me, fed me) and that 
I am obligated to behave towards her in certain ways. It 
prescribes how I ought to act towards her. 

Macehua is a process by which one agent tries to induce 
another agent(s) into entering into a normative relationship, 
one that binds, obligates, or indebts the intended agent(s) 

into responding by doing something. As Alan Sandstrom 
and Pamela Sandstrom explain, one does not petition 
another agent to do something; rather, one extends a 
gift or offering (tlamanaliztli) that obligates the other to 
return the gift in the form one seeks.28 (Macehua should 
therefore not be confused with supplicating, petitioning, 
or pleading, as commonly occurs.) The transaction “creates 
a bond between the two that sets up a flow of power 
between donor and recipient,” writes Frank Lipp.29 In this 
manner agents seek to “bind” the future actions of other 
agents within a normatively ordered fabric, according to 
William Hanks.30 Through acts of meriting-cum-obligating 
that transmit energy and bind other agents, one attempts 
to arrange the future behavior of other agents in a desired 
way. 

This activity is commonly characterized as “giving to 
receive,” “giving so that you will give,” or “giving to 
have.”31 The normative principle that orders the relationship 
between giver and recipient may be expressed as follows: 
“To give a gift is to obligate the receiver,”32 “A gift implies 
an obligation to return,” or “To accept a gift is to assume 
an obligation to reciprocate.” The recipient, by virtue of 
accepting the initial gift, obligates herself to reciprocate 
and give the donor what she seeks. 

6. The gifts that create and maintain normative social 
relationships of reciprocity and that in so doing make 
things happen in the Fifth Age consist of chicahualiztli (vital 
energy) that is accumulated through tequitl (work, struggle, 
effort). Morally mandated, nepantla-defined, reciprocal 
exchanges involve tequitl: the expenditure, accumulation, 
and subsequent transmission of chicahualiztli by means of 
work, effort, and labor. 

Through gifting, then, one literally gives of oneself, i.e., 
gives one’s own life-energy. This energy-gift may take the 
form of human foodstuffs (e.g., tamales), music, song, 
incense, spoken words, nurturing, educating, and curing 
as well as blood, heart, and life (be they one’s own or 
another’s; be they human or nonhuman). Through their 
reciprocal gifting of life-energy, human and other-than
human agents (including creator beings) feed one another, 
eat one another, and sustain one another. Contemporary 
Nahuas living in San Miguel, Sierra del Pueblo, Mexico, put 
it this way: 

We live HERE on the earth (stamping in the mud floor) 
We are all fruits of the earth 
The earth sustains us 
We grow here, on the earth and lower 
And when we die we wither in the earth 
We are ALL FRUITS of the earth (stamping in the 
mud floor) 
We eat the earth 
Then the earth eats us.33 

Humans spend their entire lives receiving Tlaltecuhtli’s gifts 
of foodstuffs, and one of the principal ways they reciprocate 
is by feeding her their buried bodies upon death. 

Tequitl is thus an essential component of active reciprocity 
relationships, since it is by undertaking and successfully 
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undergoing the hardship—and in the process expending 
one’s life-energy or chicahualiztli—that one initiates and 
maintains well-balanced reciprocity relations. It is through 
the gifting of chicahualiztli to another agent that one merits 
what one seeks and obligates the recipient to behave as 
one wishes. And it is through the gifting of chicahualiztli 
that the recipient of the initial gift reciprocates and fulfills 
her obligation to the initial donor. In short, what is mutually 
exchanged is chicahualiztli. In sum, by means of tequitl one 
not only fulfills one’s moral obligation to reciprocate, but 
one also helps maintain the balanced circulation of energy 
in one’s family, human and other-than-human community 
(milpas, rivers, Sun, earth), and cosmos at large. 

Tequitl has a number of closely related meanings, 
including “work,” “effort,” “charge,” “duty,” “allotment,” 
“task,” “quota,” “term of office,” “trouble,” and “tribute.”34 

Common to all and essential to tequitl is the expenditure 
of vital life force. Tequitl consists of expending vital energy 
in all manner of activities, including slashing-and-burning, 
weeding, and irrigating fields (milpas); sowing and 
harvesting maize; constructing irrigation ditches, roads, 
temples, and houses; tending to the hearth, grinding maize, 
and preparing food; weaving; preparing for ceremonial 
activities by sweeping, constructing, and decorating 
altars and statues, fasting, and preparing ceremonial 
foodstuffs; participating in ceremonies by offering gifts 
(tlamanatiliztli), speaking sacred words (machitiliztli), 
playing music, singing, dancing, burning incense, and 
gifting vital energy contained in one’s own blood or the 
blood of others (e.g., human, quail, butterflies, canines); 
sexual intercourse; giving birth to, nurturing, and raising 
children; curing; and sharing knowledge and giving advice. 
Most dramatically perhaps, the Mexica regarded a Mexica 
warrior’s capturing energy-rich enemy warriors on the 
battlefield, returning them to Tenochtitlan, and preparing 
them as life-energy gifts to creator beings as a form of 
tequitl. The warrior expended his own vital energy in order 
to acquire vital energy to be gifted to Tonatiuh (solar creator 
being) and Tlaltecuhtli (earth lady). In sum, “[t]equitl is a 
broad concept [that refers] to all uses of human energy— 
physical, spiritual, intellectual, emotional—for realizing a 
specific goal or purpose.”35 

8. “Chicahualiztli” refers to the vital energy that animates, 
enlivens, and fortifies humans and other-than-humans; the 
life-force that burgeons within humans, animals, and crops 
causing them to grow, mature, and ripen; power, strength, 
firmness, steadfastness, stability, and perseverance; 
exertion, effort, courage, encouragement, and striving; and 
the physical and mental or spiritual strength to attain one’s 
goals and surmount life’s exigencies.36 

While contemporary Nahuas discuss tequitl and the gifting 
of vital energy to other agents predominantly in terms 
of chicahualiztli, our sources for the Mexica speak more 
commonly in terms of tonalli, teyolia, and ihiyotl. For present 
purposes, I do not think this matters. Tonalli, teyolia, ihiyotl, 
and chicahualiztli are all vital energies and aspects of teotl.37 

For the purposes of brevity, therefore, I continue discussing 
Mexica ethics in terms of chicahualiztli. What is essential 
here is that the continued processing and becoming of the 
Fifth Age depends upon the nepantla-defined reciprocal 

exchange of vital energies between its various inhabitants. 
And life-energy, as we’ve seen, is not confined to humans. 
Rain and spring water contain the vital energy of Tlaloc and 
Chalchiuhtlicue (male-female sky and ground water creator 
beings); maize and maize foodstuffs (and other agricultural 
foodstuffs such as chia and amaranth) contain the vital 
energies of Tonatiuh, Tlaltecuhtli (earth lady), and Cinteotl 
and Chicomecoatl (male-female paired maize creator 
beings); sunlight contains the vital energy of Tonatiuh, and 
so on. Humans depend essentially upon the consumption 
of the vital energy gifts of creator beings, and because of 
this are continually obligated to reciprocate by gifting-back 
their own vital energies to creator beings. Creator beings, 
for their part, depend essentially upon the consumption of 
the vital energy gift-backs of human beings, and because 
of this are continually obligated to reciprocate by gifting-
back their vital energies.38 

8. Because it consists of expending one’s chicahualiztli 
(life-force), tequitl results in pain (chichinaquiztli), suffering 
(ihiyohuia), fatigue (ciahui), torment, affliction, weakness, 
discomfort, and, sooner or later, death. One is drained of 
vitality, depleted of life-energy, and in a state of imbalance. 
One is left hungry, thirsty, dried out, and hot. Because 
tequitl leaves one in a state of imbalance and because by 
being imbalanced one risks becoming sick (i.e., mentally or 
physically disordered), tequitl is dangerous. Undertaking 
tequitl involves renouncing one’s comforts and undergoing 
danger, risk, burning pain, affliction, difficulty, and 
hardship.39 Seizing enemy combatants on the battlefield to 
serve as life-energy gifts to creator beings would seem to 
be one of the most dangerous forms of tequitl. 

9. Doing the right thing (i.e., doing what morality requires, 
doing what is morally good or obligatory) therefore 
necessarily involves pain, suffering, fatigue, torment, 
affliction, imbalance, and death—or hardship for short. 
Succinctly put, doing good has to hurt; being good has 
to hurt. Why? Because (a) reciprocal gifting requires 
transmitting vital energy accumulated through tequitl; 
(b) transmitting accumulated vital energy to other agents 
leaves one fatigued, weak, suffering, and in pain; and, 
finally, (c) reciprocal gifting of vital energy is morally 
obligatory and indeed central to Mexica ethics. 

10. Mexica ethics maintains that being a morally good human 
is a function of acting morally, and that being a morally 
good human and being truly human (nelli tlacatl, tlatlacatl, 
and tlacanemini 40) are isomorphically inter-related so that 
degrees of moral goodness are being keyed to degrees 
of true humanness. From this it follows that being truly 
human (acting humanly and humanely) necessarily involves 
hardship. Behaving as a genuine human has to hurt. The 
anti-social human who does not participate in reciprocal 
relationships by fulfilling her obligations to others, and 
who does not therefore care for, love, and respect those 
with whom she is relationally obligated, is not only 
immoral but also not truly or genuinely (ahnelli) human. 
Being truly human—as opposed to being (a) inhuman 
or inhumane (atlacatl), (b) an ill-formed, deranged, and 
imbalanced “bestial human” (atlacaneci),41 (c) a “fat and 
well rounded lump of flesh with two eyes” (tlacamimilli),42 

and (d) “one who preys upon the vital energies of others” 
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(tecuani, literally “one who eats someone”)43—requires 
that one participate in social relationships of reciprocity 
that entail hardship. Such ill-formed or quasi-humans are 
said by contemporary Nahuas in Guerrero “to live like 
a dog” (ir como un perro). They behave like dogs who 
attend fiestas preying upon the infirm or drunk, hoping 
to seize scraps dropped on the ground or steal food 
from children or elders while contributing nothing to the 
production of the celebration itself.44 They take but do not 
give in return. Contemporary Nahuas living in the Huasteca 
region of Veracruz characterize such humans as coyomeh 
(“coyotes”).45 Coyomeh are most typically mestizos and 
gringos, but may also be Nahuas who do not follow the 
path of reciprocity. 

One cultivates morally good (cualli) character and genuine 
humanness by participating in chicahualiztli-exchanging 
social relationships. Only in this manner does one cultivate 
one’s humanness (humanity) and become truly human. 
Teaching children how to participate in such relationships 
was an essential component of Mexica child-rearing and 
moral education. The Mexica accordingly put their children 
from an early age to work fulfilling their obligations to 
family members and creator beings.46 

11. Mexica ethics thus enjoins humans to undergo the 
hardship involved in maintaining tequitl-grounded, 
chicahualiztli-exchanging reciprocal relations with other 
agents. It also enjoins humans to actively seek out, initiate, 
and cultivate new tequitl-based reciprocal relations and 
thus new avenues of hardship. Avoiding hardship is simply 
not an option for morally upright and genuinely human 
living. The morally good life requires the active cultivation 
and participation in reciprocal social relationships with 
other agents (human and other-than-human), where the 
medium of exchange of reciprocal gifting is chicahualiztli. 
Hardship is the manner by which one accumulates and 
transmits chicahualiztli. 

The positive role of hardship is amply attested in Mexica 
“wisdom tellings.” The actions of the creator beings—e.g., 
Quetzalcoatl’s and Tezcatlipoca’s bringing into existence 
of the Fifth Age; Quetzalcoatl’s and Tezcatlipoca’s splaying 
the great caiman, Tlaltecuhtli, so as to form the sky and 
earth’s surface; Nanahuatzin’s jumping into the burning 
jade hearth in order to die and transform himself into 
the sun of the Fifth Age; Quetzalcoatl’s retrieving the 
bones of Fourth Age humans, Cihuacoatl’s grinding the 
bones, and Quetzalcoatl’s adding blood from his virile 
member to the bone meal in order to form Fifth Age 
humans; Quetzalcoatl’s retrieving maize and amaranth 
from Tonacatepetl (“sustenance mountain”); and all the 
creator beings’ sacrificing themselves so as to induce the 
Fifth sun to move—involved hardship and the expenditure 
of personal vital energy. The same is true of Tlaltecuhtli’s 
daily feeding of maize to humans and of maize plants’ 
and even individual maize kernels’ allowing themselves 
to be harvested, ground, toasted, and eaten by humans. 
It is also amply attested in daily human life: e.g., by 
mothers’ giving birth, feeding and rearing their children, 
and their weaving, preparing food for their families, and 
training their daughters in female-gendered labors; and 
by fathers’ working the milpas to grow maize for their 

families and training their sons in male-gendered labors. 
All involve hardship and the transmission of vital energy. 
More grandly, humankind’s undergoing hardship plays 
a creative, productive, and positive role in the Mexica 
cosmos since it is essential to the continual processing and 
becoming of the Fifth Age and all its inhabitants. Suffering, 
pain, exhaustion, and death play a creative, productive, and 
positive role in maintaining the continual becoming of the 
Mexica cosmos. 

Would it be accurate, then, to say that hardship (pain, 
suffering) functions as a “necessary evil” (adopting 
terminology from Western theological and philosophical 
discourse)? No. Mexica ethics does not conceive hardship, 
pain, suffering, and even death as intrinsically bad (ahmo 
cualli, literally, “ungood” or “not-good”). While some 
instances of hardship, pain, and death are certainly bad, 
others are certainly good (cualli): it all depends on the 
context. Nor does Mexica ethics conceive pleasure, relief, or 
happiness as intrinsically good. Pleasure (relief, happiness) 
that is neither merited nor reciprocated, for example, is 
imbalance-inducing and hence bad. Generally speaking, 
instances of pleasure and happiness, like instances of 
pain and suffering, must be placed in context before being 
evaluated. Mexica ethics does not accordingly define 
or calculate the moral rightness or wrongness of actions 
(states of affairs, agricultural practices, social-political 
arrangements, etc.) in terms of maximizing pleasure and 
minimizing pain or in terms of satisficing strategies that 
proceed from the assumption that the pain is intrinsically 
bad and pleasure intrinsically good. Indeed, a way of life 
governed by hedonic utilitarianism would bring about 
personal, social, environmental, and, ultimately, cosmic 
imbalance, resulting in the unraveling and destruction of 
the Fifth Age and all its inhabitants.47 

12. Mexica ethics does not therefore seek to eliminate 
hardship from human existence and the good life. It 
seeks instead to minimize disordered, disorderly, and 
disordering hardship. And yet it also seeks to minimize 
disordered, disorderly, and disordering pleasure, too. 
(Such are the imbalancing hardships and pleasures 
that typically result from the misdeeds and ignorance 
of oneself and others.) The Mexica neither sought nor 
avoided pleasure and pain per se. Mexica ethics seeks to 
cultivate and arrange hardship and pleasure by weaving 
them together into a well-balanced, lifeway-weaving
in-progress. Mexica tlamatinimeh (“knowers of things”) 
acknowledged that pursuing these goals was extremely 
challenging if not virtually impossible due to the limitations 
of human understanding of the cosmos, and due too to the 
ineliminable presence of disorder in the cosmos. 

13. Hardship and respite (along with pain and pleasure, 
and suffering and enjoyment) are instances of what 
the Mexica called inamic partners. As such, they join 
life~death, dry~wet, hot~cold, male~female, above~below, 
and light~darkness.48 Inamic partners are mutually 
complementary, engendering, interdependent, and 
antagonistic. They are not substances or essences but 
aspects of teotl’s energy-in-motion. Neither inamic partner 
is ontologically, conceptually, or temporally prior to the 
other. Neither is morally or metaphysically superior to the 
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other. Neither can survive without the other. Neither is 
more valuable than the other. Neither is wholly positive or 
negative. Inamic partners are cyclically alternating, and their 
cyclical alternating constitutes the continual processing 
and becoming of the cosmos. Finally, inamic partners are 
correlated with one another: life is to death as respite is 
to fatigue as hot is to cold. Indeed, their relationship is 
even closer seeing as they are merely different aspects of 
the ineliminable inamic nature of teotl itself, expressed as 
Ometeotl (two-sacred energy) or Ometecuhtli~Omecihuatl 
(two lord~two lady). Life, hot, dry, light, fatigue, and male 
are constituted by the same aspect of teotl’s energy; while 
death, cold, wet, dark, respite, and female are constituted 
by the same aspect of teotl’s energy. 

Consider the inamic pair life~death. Life and death have 
always existed, as has their cyclical alternating. Life arises 
death, while death arises life. Life contains the seed of 
death, while death contains the seed of life. One cannot 
have life without death, and death without life, as life feeds 
upon death and death feeds upon life. Neither death nor life 
is wholly positive or negative, as each feeds and completes 
the other. Correspondingly, respite gives rise to hardship, 
while hardship gives rise to respite. Life without death is 
no more possible (conceptually or metaphysically) than is 
above without below, and, correspondingly, respite without 
hardship. Mexica philosophy thus deems profoundly ill-
conceived the attempt to advance one inamic partner at 
the expense of the other or the attempt to eliminate one 
inamic in favor of its partner: e.g., to seek a state of affairs 
consisting of life without death, respite without fatigue, or 
enjoyment without suffering. Both are ineliminable aspects 
of teotl, hence the cosmos, hence human existence. 

Mexica ethics accordingly aims at balancing and middling 
respite~hardship (pleasure~pain, enjoyment~suffering) 
along with life~death, hot~dry, and male~female, for 
example, by weaving them together into a single, well-
arranged lifeway fabric (nemiliztli). The activity humans 
are to emulate is the nepantla-defined activity of weaving. 
Just as a weaver arranges warp and weft into a single 
well-measured fabric, so likewise humans are enjoined 
to arrange respite and hardship, life and death, and so 
on into a single lifeway (nemiliztli). And just as a whole 
fabric requires both warp and weft, so likewise a morally 
upright and genuinely human life requires both respite and 
hardship. Pursuing a life of respite without hardship would 
be like to trying to weave fabric without warp threads. The 
active contribution of both inamic partners is essential to 
the balanced processing and becoming of the Fifth Age. 

14. Symbionts and Parasites: Gulf Nahua Narratives of 
Sintiopiltsin and Iguana 

The foregoing themes are voiced in contemporary Gulf 
Nahua narratives of Sintiopiltsin (“sacred maize plant boy”) 
andiguana.49 Gulf Nahuas refer to these in Spanish ascuentos 
(“stories”) and in Nahuatl as sanili, tlapohuili, tlapohuiliztli 
(“stories of grandparents”), and huahcapatlahtoli (“ancient 
discourse”). Because they are instructive, they also refer to 
them as neixcuitla or neixcuiltli (“model” or “example”).50 

Nahuat-speakers of northern Sierra de Puebla call them 
neiškwiltil (“lesson with moral significance”).51 

In brief, over the course of narrative, Sintiopiltsin acquires 
the skills needed for transforming hardship and death into 
life. He learns that he will attain the vital energy needed 
for growing, maturing, regenerating his seed, and hence 
continuing life only if he willingly undergoes the hardship, 
pain, and suffering needed to attain reproduction and 
survival. And what are these hardships? They are the 
hardships of slash-and-burn agriculture: drying up, dying, 
and being cut by the campesino’s machete, burned, ground 
up, toasted, and fed to the campesino and his family. He 
must offer himself (i.e., his life energies) to humans. He must 
deserve or merit (macehua) renewed life through hardship 
and death. Sintiopiltsin must also learn to embrace the self-
discipline required by living in the well-ordered time-place 
of the cultivated milpa. In this way, he earns a good life. 

The narrative teaches that humans play an essential part in 
the life~death cycle of maize, since maize cannot reproduce 
itself without human intervention. (Maize is what biologists 
call non-dehiscent.) It must be harvested, nurtured, and 
sown by humans in order to reproduce successfully. And 
in order for humans to successfully complete this task, 
humans must eat. Maize must therefore gift itself to humans 
as food in order to sustain their agricultural labors of 
burning, sowing, weeding, watering, controlling pests, and 
harvesting. In short, it must gift itself to humans in order 
to grow, ripen, reproduce, and so continue living. Maize 
and humans are mutually dependent, as each depends 
essentially on the other for its survival and reproduction. 
Each gifts to the other its own vital energy. Neither is able to 
live without the intervention and contribution of the other. 
Maize and humans are symbionts or reciprocally symbiotic. 
Through self-discipline, self-sacrifice, and reciprocity, 
Sintiopiltsin secures the good life for himself and for 
humans. His life serves as a model of morally exemplary 
behavior for Gulf Nahuas. Humans depend upon maize, 
and they, too, must willingly undergo the self-discipline, 
self-sacrifice, and reciprocity required for successful maize 
agriculture. Humans also depend upon other humans 
(including deceased ancestors), and therefore they must 
willingly undergo the hardship required in maintaining well-
balanced social relationships of reciprocity with others. 

The narrative of Sintiopiltsin thus functions both 
descriptively and prescriptively. It tells Nahuas that (a) they 
must undergo hardship, suffering, and death in order to 
live well and flourish. Hardship, suffering, and death are not 
only descriptive inevitabilities of human existence, they are 
also normative requirements of existence in the Fifth Age; 
(b) they must nurture, respect, and care for maize and other 
agents (human and other-than-human) with whom they 
exchange vital energy;52 (c) nurturing, respecting, taking 
care of, and reciprocating with maize require hardship, 
suffering, and death; (d) respecting and caring for maize 
does not preclude humans from eating maize (life, after 
all, only arises from death); (e) they must inhabit the well-
ordered space of the home and village, rather than the 
wild space of the forest; and (e) pains and pleasures are 
good if and only if balancing. In short, by instructing them 
in the “moral ways of milpa agriculture,”53 the narrative of 
Sintiopiltsin instructs humans in the moral ways of living as 
a human in the world. Sintiopiltsin serves as role model for 
morally upright human living. 

SPRING 2019 | VOLUME 18  | NUMBER 2 PAGE 13 

http:significance�).51
http:example�).50
http:iguana.49


APA NEWSLETTER  |  NATIVE AMERICAN AND INDIGENOUS PHILOSOPHY

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Narratives of iguana teach humans how ought not to 
conduct their lives. Iguana is lazy, vain, self-centered, self-
indulgent, undisciplined, promiscuous, and gluttonous. He 
feasts upon delicious fruit with abandon. Fruit, unlike maize, 
does not require human intervention in order to reproduce 
and therefore yields pleasure that does not have to be 
earned (macehua) through hardship (tequitl). Fruit, unlike 
maize, does not participate in a reciprocal relationship with 
humans. Iguana thus undergoes no hardship or suffering 
in order to consume fruit and lives a life of uninterrupted 
ease and pleasure. The rub, however, is that fruit, unlike 
maize, is not a staple foodstuff and cannot sustain life. 
Food, the consumption of which does not require hardship, 
is ultimately non-sustaining. Iguana cannot reproduce and 
continue existing through his successors by only eating 
fruit. He must find sustenance somewhere else. The life 
of fruit consumption does not require and so does not 
teach self-discipline, self-sacrifice, or reciprocity with 
others. Lastly, iguana leads a solitary existence in the wild, 
rejecting the well-arranged, social life of the cultivated 
milpa, and therefore the self-discipline this life demands. 

How, then, does iguana survive? Iguana also consumes 
maize, which he steals from others. As a thief, iguana 
contributes none of his own vital energy to the 
reproduction of maize. He neither nurtures, cares for, nor 
reciprocates with maize. He preys upon and lives off the 
vital energies of others. He is a parasite. But this way of 
life is also unsustainable. Iguana’s life of unearned and 
unreciprocated ease and enjoyment is a fool’s paradise. 
He never learns the self-discipline needed for undertaking 
hardship and never learns the personal and social skills 
needed for transforming hardship and death into life. His 
pleasures are not good because they are neither merited 
nor gifted-back. They are imbalancing. Iguana thus serves 
as a negative role model for humans. This accords with what 
we saw above. Humans who do not participate in social 
relationships of reciprocal gifting prey upon and consume 
the life-energies of others, and because of this, are likened 
to dogs or coyotes. They live outside well-ordered social 
life. They are anti-social. 

CONCLUSION 
Reciprocity functions like a pump at the heart of Mexica 
cosmos, circulating vital energy throughout the cosmos 
and its various inhabitants. Reciprocity also functions 
centrally in Mexica ethics’ understanding of morally 
appropriate and genuinely human behavior. Since hardship 
figures essentially in reciprocal relationships, hardship also 
plays an essential role in Mexica ethics’ understanding of 
morally appropriate and genuinely human behavior. One 
cannot follow the morally upright and truly human path 
(ohtli) without embracing hardship. Doing the right thing 
and being good have to hurt. 
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1.	 This essay is indebted to R. Joe Campbell, Jacques Chevalier, 
Julie Greene, Alan Sandstrom, Pamela Sandstrom, and James 
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The Codex Chimalpopoca (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 
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Annals of Cuauhtitlan and Legend of the Suns; (b) Historia de 
los mexicanos por sus pinturas, in Teogonía e historia de los 

mexicanos: Tres opúsculos del siglo XVI, 1st ed., ed. Angel María 
Garibay K. (México, DF: Editorial Porrúa, 1965), 23–79; and (c) 
Histoyre du Méchique in Teogonía e historia de los Mexicanos: 
Tres Opúsculos del siglo XVI, 1st ed., ed. Angel María Garibay 
K. (México, DF: Editorial Porrúa, 1965), 91–116; Bernardino de 
Sahagún, Florentine Codex: General History of the Things of New 
Spain, Arthur J. O. Anderson and Charles Dibble (eds. and trans.), 
(Santa Fe: School of American Research and University of Utah, 
1953–1982), Book VII:34–68; Book X:1–62; and Judith M. Maxwell 
and Craig A. Hanson, Of the Manners of Speaking that the Old 
Ones Had: The Metaphors of Andrés de Olmos in the TULAL 
Manuscript. Arte para Aprender la Lengua Mexicana, 1547 (Salt 
Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1992). 

3.	 See Allen J. Christenson, “You Are What You Speak: Maya as the 
Language of Maize,” in Maya Ethnicity: The Construction of Ethnic 
Identity from Preclassic to Modern Times, ed. Frank Sachse, Acta 
MesoAmericana 19 (Verlag: Anton Saurwein, 2006), 209–21; and 
Dana Liebsohn, Script and Glyph (Washington, DC: Dumbarton 
Oaks, 2009), 129–31. 

4.	 The Mexica also regarded their ethics as defining a way of life 
and way of being human specific to themselves—as opposed to 
the Otomí, Totonacs, or Huasteca. For Mexica attitudes towards 
non-Mexica peoples, see Bernardino de Sahagún, Florentine 
Codex: General History of the Things of New Spain, Arthur J. O. 
Anderson and Charles Dibble, eds. and trans. (Santa Fe: School 
of American Research and University of Utah, 1953–1982), Book 
X, Ch.29. 

The Mexica made no distinction between sacred and 
profane or between a way of life (nemiliztli) on the one hand, 
and philosophy, religion, prudence, ethics, politics, economics, 
etiquette, culture, weaving, and agriculture, on the other (e.g., 
see Sahagún, Florentine Codex, Book VII:34–68; Book X:1–62; 
Maxwell and Hanson, Of the Manners of Speaking that the 
Old Ones Had; and Frances F. Berdan, “Material Dimension of 
Aztec Religion and Ritual,” in Mesoamerican Ritual Economy: 
Archaeological and Ethnological Perspectives, ed. E. Christina 
Wells and Karla L. Davis-Salazar (Boulder: University Press 
of Colorado, 2007), 245–66. The recent work of indigenous 
scholars such as Abelardo de la Cruz (Nahua) and Arturo Gómez 
Martínez (Nahua) suggests this view has survived the last 500 
years of Mexican settler colonialism: see Abelardo de la Cruz, 
“The Value of El Costumbre and Christianity in the Discourse of 
Nahua Catechists from the Huasteca Region in Veracruz, Mexico, 
1970s–2010s,” in Words and Worlds Turned Around: Indigenous 
Christianities in Colonial Latin America, ed. David Tavárez 
(Louisville, Colorado: University Press Colorado, 2017), 267–88; 
Arturo Gómez Martínez, Tlaneltokilli: La espiritualidad de los 
nahuas chicontepecanos, Programa de Desarrolo Cultural de la 
Huasteca, 2002; and Arturo Gómez Martínez and Anuschka van’t 
Hooft, “Atlatlacualtiliztli: La Petición de lluvia en Ichcacautitla, 
Chicontepec” in Lengua y cultura nahua de la Huasteca, ed. 
Anuschka van’t Hooft (México, DF, 2012), 19. According to 
Anuschka van’t Hooft, contemporary Huastecan Nahuas use 
kostumbre (a Spanish borrow word meaning “custom”) to refer 
to all practices of daily life (Anushchka van’t Hooft, The Ways of 
the Water: A Reconstruction of Huastecan Nahua Society through 
its Oral Tradition (Leiden: Leiden University Press, 2006).) 

This view accords with the views expressed indigenous 
North American philosophers. Ohiyesa (Charles Eastman [Sioux]) 
writes, “Every act of [the Indians’] life is, in a very real sense, 
a religious act” (quoted in Jack D. Forbes, Columbus and other 
Cannibals: The Wetiko Disease of Exploitation, Imperialism, and 
Terrorism, rev. ed. (New York: Seven Stories Press, 2008), 15). 
Jack D. Forbes (Powhatan/Lenape/Saponi) adds: 

Religion is, in reality, living. Our religion is not what we 
profess or what we say, or what we proclaim; our religion 
is what we do, what we desire, what we seek, what we 
dream about, what we fantasize, what we think—all of 
these things—24 hours a day. One’s religion that is one’s 
life, not merely the ideal life but life as it is actually lived. 

Religion is not prayer, it is not a church, it is not theistic, 
it is not atheistic, it has little to do with what white 
people call “religion.” It is our every act. If we tromp 
on a bug, that is our religion; if we experiment on 
living animals, that is our religion, if we cheat at cards, 
that is our religion. . . . All that we do, and are, is our 
religion. (Forbes, Columbus and other Cannibals, 15–16, 
emphasis in original). 

PAGE 14	 SPRING 2019 | VOLUME 18  | NUMBER 2 



APA NEWSLETTER  |  NATIVE AMERICAN AND INDIGENOUS PHILOSOPHY

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ella Deloria refers to this as “a scheme of life”; see Ella Deloria, 
Speaking of Indians (Lincoln: University of Nebraska press, 1998), 
24. See also Clara Sue Kidwell, Homer Noley, and George E. 
Tinker, A Native American Theology (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis 
Books, 2002); and Spirit and Reason: The Vine DeLoria, Jr. Reader, 
ed. Barbara Deloria, Kristen Foehner, and Sam Scinta (Golden, 
CO: Fulcrum Publishing, 1999). 

5.	 I borrow this wording from Catherine J. Allen, The Hold Life Has: 
Coca and Cultural identity in an Andean Community, 2nd ed. 
(Washington, DC: Smithsonian Books, 2002), 73. See also Berdan, 
“Material Dimension of Aztec Religion and Ritual. 

6.	 For full discussion of nepantla, see James Maffie, Aztec 
Philosophy: Understanding a World in Motion (Boulder: University 
Press of Colorado, 2014), chs. 6, 8, and Conclusion. 

7.	 Love implies care and respect, not carnal passion. Nahuatl is the 
language of the Mexica. Nahuat is a modern dialect of Nahuatl 
spoken in the northern Sierra de Puebla which drops the final “l’ 
of Nahuatl words. For the views of Nahuat-speakers, see James 
M. Taggart, Remembering Victoria: A Tragic Nahuatl Love Story 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2007); “Nahuat Narratives of 
Love and Envy and the Problem of Evil in a Time of Change” 
(unpublished manuscript); “Ethics as Emotional Discourse” 
(unpublished manuscript); and “Translating Nahuat Meanings 
of Love” (unpublished manuscript). For the views of Nahuatl-
speakers, see (a) Catherine Good Eshelman, “El trabajo de los 
muertos en la Sierra de Guerrero,” Estudios de cultura náhuatl 
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