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In one of the many Mexica huehuetlatolli (“words of 
the elders” or “ancient talks”) recorded by Bernardi-

no de Sahagún in the decades following the 1521 fall 
of the Mexica (Aztec) empire, a noble mother advises 
her coming-of-age daughter:

Behold the road thou art to follow. On earth it 
is a time for care, it is a place of caution… We 
travel, we live along a mountain peak. Over here 
there is an abyss, over there is an abyss. If you 
goest over her or if thou goes over there, thou 
wilt fall. Only in the middle doth one go, doth 
one live.1

Her instruction would have at some point undoubt-
edly included the proverb, Tlaalahui, tlapetzcahui in 
tlalticpac, “It is slippery, it is slick on the earth”2 or 
“Things slip, things slide, in this world,”3 explain-
ing that this was said of a person who had enjoyed 
a well-balanced, morally good life, only to slip into 
wrongdoing, as though in slippery mud. In this man-
ner Mexica parents introduced their children to the 
nature of human existence and advised them how they 
ought accordingly to live their lives. Life is evanes-
cent, perilous, and fragile. Their best intentions, train-
ing, and their lifelong achievements notwithstanding, 
humans invariably lose their balance on “the slippery 

Weaving the Good Life in a Living World: Reciprocity, Balance and 
Nepantla in Aztec Ethics

Special Issue: Cross-Cultural Studies in Well-Being

Abstract | The Aztecs saw themselves living in a world that was not only inherently unstable but 
also inexorably destined to succumb to imbalance-induced total destruction. They perceived human 
beings’ hold on life in these circumstances as inescapably “slippery” and thus fraught with hardship, 
pain, suffering, sorrow, hunger, disease, and death. Stubbornly refusing to surrender to despair, Aztec 
philosophers (tlamatinimeh) responded with what they called toltecayotl or “the art of living wisely 
and well.” Toltecayotl enjoined humans to pursue balance in all matters, ranging from how they 
treated themselves and other humans to how they treated the countless other-than-human agents 
populating their living world. Humans attained balance in two principal ways, both of which Aztec 
philosophers understood in terms of the indigenous concept of a nepantla process, a paradigmatic ex-
ample of which was the artisanal process of weaving. Humans accordingly attained balance: first, by 
weaving together individual behavioral extremes (such as fasting and feasting) into a well-middled, 
individual life fabric; and second, by weaving themselves together with other human and nonhuman 
agents into a single, well-middled, community life fabric by means of initiating and participating 
in relationships of mutuality and reciprocity. Humans lived well and lived wisely when they crafted 
their lives as well-skilled weavers.
Editor | Gregg D. Caruso, Corning Community College, SUNY (USA)/Owen Flanagan, Duke University, USA.
Correspondence | James Maffie, Department of American Studies, 1328 Tawes Hall, University of Maryland,College Park, MD 20740; Email: 
maffiej@umd.edu
Citation | Maffie, J. (2018). Weaving the good life in a living world: Reciprocity, balance and Nepantla in Aztec Ethics. Science, Religion and 
Culture, 5(2): 1-XXX.
DOI | https://dx.doi.org/10.17582/journal.src/2018........

crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.17582/journal.src/2017/4.2.1.3&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2008-08-14
https://dx.doi.org/10.17582/journal.src/2017/4.2.1.3


Science, Religion & Culture

2018 | Volume 5 | Special Issue 1 | Page 2                                                      
                              

earth,” inescapably suffering as a result pain, sorrow, 
torment, hunger, thirst, insanity, disease, or death as 
well as domestic, social, agricultural, or cosmic discord 
and disintegration. 

Mexica parents’ advice regarding the human existen-
tial condition was part of a larger Mexica conception 
of the good life reflected upon and discussed by Mex-
ica tlamatinimeh (pl; tlamatini, singl.; lit. “knowers of 
things,” philosophers, sages, wise ones). Mexica tlam-
atinimeh possessed knowledge of and instructed peo-
ple in toltecayotl or the art of living wisely -- which 
they equated with living a good life, a morally upright 
life, and a genuinely human life. 

Humans attain such a life by creating, maintaining, 
and participating in a well-balanced human lifeway as 
well as well-balanced world lifeway consisting of hu-
man and other–than-human agents and their social in-
terrelationships, here in the Fifth Age lifeworld of the 
cosmos.4 What’s more, given their essential interde-
pendence, humans live in balance and attain well-be-
ing if and only the Fifth Age lifeworld (including oth-
er-than-human agents) does so as well. 

Human well-being, the good life, and the genuine-
ly human life are constituted by and consequent upon 
well-balanced living. Well-balanced living, in turn, 
is principally constituted by and consequent upon two 
kinds of nepantla-defined activities: individually 
and socially oriented. Humans create and maintain 
well-balanced human and world lifeways by initiating 
new and renewing existing relationships of recipro-
cal gifting with other agents, both human and oth-
er-than-human. I call these activities socially oriented 
nepantla processes. Humans also create and maintain 
well-balanced human and world lifeways by middling 
the various forces comprising the confluence of body-
mind forces constituting their individual selfhood. I 
call these activities self-oriented nepantla processes. 
Both fall under the broader conceptual umbrella of 
nepantla processes (more anon). The distinction be-
tween self- and socially oriented processes is one of 
emphasis only, however, seeing as Mexica philosophy 
draws no modern, Western-style distinction between 
self vs. other, self vs. society, or self vs. world or ‘nature’.

Humans (and other-than-humans) live in a world 
consisting of social relationships with other agents, 
and they are defined in terms of these relationships. 
As a consequence, they are necessarily affected by the 

quality of these relationships. An individual’s own bal-
ance is interwoven with the balance of those around 
her, since how she treats others affects the balance of 
her own body-mind confluence. For example, by im-
balancing other agents (i.e. as we shall see, by acting 
immorally), one unbalances one’s self, since such be-
havior leads inexorably to one’s own mental or phys-
ical disease (understood in terms of imbalance and 
loss of well-being). On the other hand, one balances 
oneself by balancing others (i.e. by acting morally). In 
short, one improves oneself by improving others, and 
harms oneself by harming others. Moreover, one can-
not balance oneself in isolation from others since bal-
ancing oneself requires participating in interperson-
ally oriented nepantla processes involving reciprocity 
with others. One can only become a well-balanced 
agent (and hence morally upright) in the company 
of and with the assistance and cooperation of other 
agents. In sum, humans attain well-being, the good 
life, and genuine humanness only through individual 
effort and through well-balanced relationships with 
other agents, both human and other–than-human.

The good life thus requires continually balancing one’s 
self and one’s social relationships with others. Since 
the inhabitants of the Fifth Age are holistically in-
terrelated, balancing oneself involves balancing the 
Fifth Age lifeworld, and vice versa. Self- and socially 
oriented nepantla-defined processes are the principal 
paths to balancing well, and balancing well is the only 
path to well-being.

Balance

Well-balanced living requires that one balance the 
bodily components and vital forces comprising one’s 
own body-mind confluence, as well as balance one’s 
relationships with other humans (including deceased 
ancestors) and other-than-human agents (includ-
ing creator beings, rivers, mountains, fields, animals, 
plants, houses, tools, and artworks). 

Mexica tlamatinimeh understood balancing as a pro-
cess -- a dynamic, diachronic, dialectical, agonistic, and 
middling process –rather than a single event or stat-
ic condition. The ordinary activity of walking neatly 
illustrates their understanding. Walking is a process, 
not an event. It is diachronic, not static. Walking re-
quires being able to achieve an overarching, diachron-
ic balance between a repeating series of momentary 
imbalances. Starting from a standing position, one 
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extends one’s left leg forward, shifts one’s weight 
left-forwardly, and in so doing puts oneself off bal-
ance. But before falling leftwards too far and crashing 
to the ground, one quickly extends one’s right leg and 
shifts one’s weight rightwards. This, of course, creates 
a right-leaning imbalance that counterbalances the 
first, left-leaning imbalance. However, before falling 
rightwards too far and tumbling to the ground, one 
quickly extends one’s left leg, thereby shifting one’s 
weight leftwards. The process of walking involves 
repeating these alternating unbalancing and coun-
ter-balancing movements over and over again. One 
does not try to strike a static middle or mean point; 
rather one passes through such a point in the con-
stant “to-and-fro” of walking. One middles oneself 
dialectically by incorporating and weaving together 
alternating imbalances. One walks straightforwardly 
by walking crookedly. One walks in balance by un-
balanced walking. One balances oneself by walking 
middlingly — not by being in the middle. Repetitive, 
alternating individual acts of short-term imbalance 
are woven together into a diachronic process of long-
term balancing. One also struggles to bring these op-
posing imbalances into balance. Balancing is neither 
a process of peaceful cooperation nor an unchanging 
condition of quietude. 

Viewed kinesiologically, walking illustrates the au-
tochthonous Mexica notion of a nepantla process. 
The concept of nepantla describes a condition of be-
ing in the middle, betwixt-and-between, and neutral 
(neither fish nor fowl). Being in nepantla conveys a 
sense of abundant reciprocity or mutuality; or more 
precisely, a back-and-forth process that consist of be-
ing abundantly middled, betwixted-and-betweened, 
and centered.5 The Mexica used nepantla-related 
nouns to refer to following: the “messenger between 
two people,” “reciprocal greeting,” “agreement or con-
formity of reasons and opinions,” “copulation or car-
nal intercourse,” and “love they have for each other”.6 
Nepantla-related verbs include: weaving together; 
sexual commingling; getting married; creating bonds 
of friendship; mutual greeting; arriving at mutual 
agreement; and intersecting, uniting and joining to-
gether two things.7 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 simultaneously creatively 
destructive, destructively creative, and therefore fun-

damentally transformative. 

Weaving embodies perhaps most paradigmatically the 
properties of a nepantla process: abundant mutuality, 
reciprocal middlingness, conceptual and metaphysical 
ambiguity, and destructive-creative transformation. 
Weaving interlaces warp and weft and in so doing 
creates a woven fabric, a tertium quid, i.e. something 
that is neither warp nor weft yet simultaneously both 
warp and weft. More abstractly, nepantla processing 
weaves together A and B to create a tertium quid, C, 
which is neither A nor B yet at the same time both 
A and B. In this way nepantla processes are simulta-
neously destructive, creative, and transformative. That 
which is nepantla-middled is well-balanced, well-ar-
ranged, and well-ordered. Nepantla processes are mid-
dling and balancing in several senses. First, they are 
middling in the intransitive sense of occurring in the 
middle or betwixt and between two (or more) rela-
ta. Second, they are middling in the intransitive sense 
of involving back-and-forth motion, mutuality, give-
and-take, and dialectical transaction. Third, they are 
middling in the transitive sense of doing something 
to their relata, viz., they middle them. And fourth, 
they are middling in the sense of transforming the 
original relata into something new, an ontologically 
betwixt-and-between, a tertium quid.

Let’s return to the mother’s address to her coming-of-
age daughter above. After characterizing life in terms 
of walking down a perilous mountain path, she ad-
vises: “zan tlanepantla in uiloa, in nemoa” (“only in or 
through the middle doth one go, doth one live”).8 She 
invokes the nepantla-related notion of tlanepantla (“in 
or through the middle”). In a similar in huehuetlatolli, 
a father advises his son: “xonmimattinemi in tlalticpac, 
ca oticcac in zan tlanepantlacayotl monequi” (“contin-
ue with caution on earth, for thou hast heard that 
[middleness] is necessary”).9 Nahuatl uses the suffix 
“-yotl” to form abstract nouns, suggesting we interpret 
“tlanepantlacayotl” as referring to the abstract condi-
tion of “middleness” or “middlehood.”10 One’s conduct 
must be middled and middling. This advice is echoed by 
the adage, “Tlacoqualli in monequi” (“the middle good 
is necessary”).11 Alonso de Molina’s sixteenth-century 
dictionary provides two related entries, “tlanepantla 
yeliztli” and “tlanepantla nemiliztli,” which he glosses 
as “mediano estado, o manera de vivir.”12 I suggest we 
gloss these as “living or being middlingly” or “middled 
way of being or living.” Those striving to walk in bal-
ance upon the slippery earth must seek a middle foot-
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ing, a middled way of living. They must seek a middled 
path, not the middle path. In short, they must pursue 
a life defined by nepantla. 

How does the foregoing bear upon the more personal-
ly oriented aspects of balancing? The Mexica believed 
the human body-mind consists of the confluence of 
three invisible energies -- tonalli, teyolia, and ihiyotl 
-- plus the visible energy comprising the flesh. These 
determine humans’ physiological-cum-psychological 
processes, giving each person her unique character. 
Balancing one’s body-mind confluence requires keep-
ing these four forces in proper balance both individu-
ally and relative to one another. 

One balances the four in the manner described above: 
dynamically, diachronically, dialectically, and agonis-
tically. This requires avoiding activities that damage, 
disorder, and imbalance oneself (such as selfishness, 
dishonesty, and theft). When one fails to avoid these, 
one tries to restore balance by prescribed counter-bal-
ancing activities. Balancing also requires avoiding 
activities resulting in excessive accumulations of the 
four forces (e.g. overheating one’s tonalli). When one 
fails to do so (as is indeed inevitable), one tries to re-
store balance via prescribed counter-balancing activ-
ities (e.g. tonalli-cooling). In short, one middles life’s 
inevitable imbalances via nepantla-defined mixing 
and betwixt-and-betweening processes. Mexica tlam-
atinimeh accordingly enjoined individuals to middle 
and thus balance their lives via doing neither too much 
nor too little eating, sleeping, bathing, working, sex-
ual commingling, and so on. If one slipped into ex-
cess, say by feasting, they enjoined one to middle this 
imbalance by fasting. Too much is to be middled by 
too little, and conversely. In short, personally oriented 
nepantla-defined processes enable one to weave to-
gether the inevitable excesses in one’s daily life into a 
well-middled, well-balanced lifeway. 

Interpersonally nepantla-defined reciprocity processes 
figure first and foremost in Mexica philosophy’s un-
derstanding of the social aspects of balancing the Fifth 
Age lifeworld. Social or inter-agent well-balancing 
and social or inter-agent well-being are constituted by 
and consequent upon participating in nepantla-defined 
relationships of social reciprocity with other agents. 
This activity focuses on building and maintaining 
good social relationships with others. Understanding 
the social dimensions of balancing requires a brief re-
hearsal of the principal components of Mexica met-

aphysics. 

Teotl
Reality consists of a single, dynamic, vivifying, eter-
nally self-generating and self-regenerating, sacred 
power, energy, or force. The Mexica referred to this 
power as teotl. As the single, all-encompassing life 
power of the cosmos, teotl generates out of itself the 
cosmos and everything that happens in the cosmos. 
All existing things consist entirely of – and are thus 
nothing more than -- teotl’s energy-in-motion. Mex-
ica metaphysics eschews ontological hierarchy along 
with transcendent realities, deities, and truths. It draws 
no principled ontological distinction between the sa-
cred and profane(since everything is sacred), ‘natural’ 
and ‘supernatural,’ or human and other-than-human. 
Everything is cut from teotl’s single, sacred, ontolog-
ical cloth.

Process metaphysics
Process, becoming, motion, change, and transforma-
tion define teotl and hence all things. What appear to 
be perduring objects or entities – e.g., creator beings, 
humans, sun, mountains, lakes, animals, plants, pyra-
mids, and statues -- are nothing more than transitory, 
stability patterns in and concentrations of teotl’s ener-
gy-in-motion. Because essentially processive, human 
existence and that of the Fifth Age lifeworld are es-
sentially unstable, evanescent, and transitory. 

Animism
All things are animated, empowered, and vivified 
by teotl ’s life-energy. The cosmos and all its inhabit-
ants – from earth, lightning, rivers, wind, and sun, to 
buildings, featherwork, weapons, and musical instru-
ments; from plants, animals, humans, and ancestors, 
to speech, stories, dance, incense, ceremonies, and 
songs – are vivified, active, and powerful.

Holism
Reality consists of a single, unified, all-inclusive, in-
terdependent, and interrelated sacred whole. The in-
dividual constituents of this whole are essentially in-
terrelated, interdependent, and inter-defined. Mexica 
metaphysics thus embraces pantheism.13

Agonistic Inamic Unity

Teotl’s ceaseless becoming and self-transforming are 
characterized by what I call agonistic inamic unity, 
i.e. the continuing cyclical struggle (agon) between 
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matched dual forces.14 The Nahuatl term for the re-
lationship between such matched forces is inamic. 
Agonistic inamic unity functions as the pattern by 
which and in which teotl weaves itself, reality, cos-
mos, and all existing things, and as such it defines the 
processing of the cosmos and all its inhabitants. This 
pattern emerges immanently from teotl in the way a 
pattern emerges in the weaving of a blanket. Mexica 
metaphysics conceives these matched forces as inter-
dependent, interrelated, mutually engendering, and 
mutually complementary while at the same time mu-
tually competitive and antagonistic. Neither is con-
ceptually or temporally prior to the other. Neither is 
morally or metaphysically superior to the other. 

Teotl’s dual aspects include, for example: male-fe-
male, life-death, order~disorder, feeding~being fed, 
and gifting~receiving.15 As aspects of teotl’s ener-
gy~in-motion, they are more accurately seen, for ex-
ample, as: male-ing (male-energizing)~female-ing 
(female-energizing); ordering energy~disordering 
energy; and gifting-energy~receiving-energy. Some 
inamic processes generate new (or destroy existing) 
inamic relationships. For example, a donor’s appropri-
ate gifting and recipient’s accepting (gifting~receiv-
ing) generates a tertium quid, a new nepantla-defined 
inamic relationship: obligating~obligated or obliga-
tion-creating~obligation-incurring. Inamic relation-
ships may also overlap: feeding~being fed overlaps 
with gifting~receiving, female-ing~male-ing, and ob-
ligating~obligated. Conspicuously absent from this 
list are Good and Evil. Mexica metaphysics conceives 
neither teotl, cosmos, nor human existence in terms of 
a struggle between Good and Evil. Indeed, Good and 
Evil do not exist as such. Notwithstanding, sun, thun-
derstorms, rivers, humans, animals, and houses, e.g., 
may act benevolently or malevolently towards hu-
mans – i.e. in a way that is balancing or unbalancing.

Teotl, reality, and cosmos consist of a grand, all-in-
clusive woven fabric of ongoing agonistic inamic in-
terrelationships. Everything in the cosmos is defined 
in terms of a complex web of inamic interrelation-
ships and interdependencies that eventually includes 
the entire cosmos. The cyclical, back-and-forth tug-
of-war between inamic pairs combined with the al-
ternating, temporary dominance of one inamic over 
its opposite both constitute and explain the genesis, 
diversity, movement, and momentary ordering of the 
cosmos. 

Teotl ’s Cosmic Balancing as Nepantla-Defined 
Processing

Mexica metaphysics conceives teotl’s cosmic process-
ing as a grand nepantla-defined weaving in progress. 
The cosmos as well as the human existential condi-
tion are accordingly defined by abundant mutuali-
ty, reciprocal middlingness, and destructive-creative 
transformation. Nepantla processing is the primordial 
and fundamental pattern of teotl’s ceaseless becoming 
and transforming. It is how teotl, cosmos, and human 
existence unfold. Nepantla defined processes define, 
generate, and constitute the cosmos and all its con-
tents. Paramount among these are feeding~being fed, 
gifting~receiving and obligating~obligated. Indeed, 
the proper circulation of life-energy between humans, 
between other-than-humans, and between humans 
and other-than-humans consists of nepantla-defined 
inamic feeding~being fed, gifting~receiving and obli-
gating~obligated.

Reciprocal gifting (of which reciprocal feeding is an 
instance) middles, weaves together, and transforms 
donor and recipient into social beings who become 
creative participants in a tertium quid, viz. an inter-
personal relationship characterized by dual unity and 
unified duality. It binds them together in a relation-
ship of gifting~receiving and obligating~obligated (or 
obligation-creating~obligation-incurring). 

Reciprocal gifting functions no differently from 
weaving, for example, which middles, unifies, and 
transforms warp and weft into woven fabric, or sexual 
commingling which transforms male and female into 
male-female reproductive unity. By means of recipro-
cal feeding, gifting, and obligating, humans and oth-
er-than-humans generate new as well as sustain exist-
ing social relations with other agents, and in so doing 
contribute to and renew the balance, well-being, and 
ongoing existence of the Fifth Age lifeworld. By not 
doing so, they contribute to the imbalance, disorder, 
ill-being, and demise of the lifeworld.

An ontology of agents
The Fifth Age lifeworld is a social world populated 
by human and other-than-human agents. In brief, the 
Mexica conceived an agent (chihuani16) as an animate, 
vivified, and empowered being, one who is sensitive to 
the world around it and who also possesses the ability 
to act causally upon the world and to respond causally 
to the world. Linda Brown and W. H. Walker write, 
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“… this agency is autonomous, purposeful, and de-
liberate, and arises from sentient qualities possessed 
by [animate beings], such as consciousness or a life-
force.” 17 Agents differ from one another in terms of 
their degree of power,the ability to act upon the world 
and ability to respond to the world, their histories, the 
quantity and intensity of their social relationships (or 
active interrelatedness) with other agents, and their 
“personalities” (e.g. their degree of consciousness, pur-
poses, intentions, likes and dislikes, etc.). Agents also 
have the capability of entering into reciprocal social 
relations with other agents. Agents may be more or 
less social. They possess the ability to act and respond 
socially or interpersonally to the world around them. 
Agents may be human but most agents in the Fifth 
Age are other-than-human: e.g., creator beings, earth, 
sun, rain, rivers, lakes, mountains, gemstones, animals, 
plants, feathers, agricultural fields, and incense along 
with spoken words, dancing, singing, music, buildings, 
statues, and cooking, fishing, hunting, and farming 
tools. Consistent with pantheism, all agents are noth-
ing more than transitory, stability patterns of and con-
centrations of teotl’s energy-in-motion. While creator 
beings are certainly more powerful than humans, they 
are not ontologically sui generis. They are not gods in 
the Abrahamic sense. 
 
An ontology of interpersonal relationships
The Fifth Age is also a social world in the stronger 
sense of being generated and constituted by a vast and 
complex fabric of ongoing interpersonal relationships 
between agents. Humans are always already born into 
this social fabric of dynamic interpersonal relation-
ships. Human and other-than-human agents are de-
fined in terms of their interrelationships within this 
fabric. 

The interrelatedness of well-being
The well-balancedness and well-being of agents is 
interdependent with that of other agents. Agent A 
realizes his well-being if and only if agent B realiz-
es her well-being (and conversely). Second, agent A’s 
well-being is a consequence of his interrelationship 
with B (and conversely). Third, A’s and B’s well-being 
is a property of their interrelationship. Well-being is 
thus an adverb: it qualifies the ‘how’ of A’s and B’s 
ongoing interrelationship. Humans attain balance, 
well-being and the good life not in isolation from or at 
the expense of other agents but rather: only in the web 
of their ongoing social relationships with other agents; 
only in their reciprocity-defined, well-balanced inam-

ic partnerships with others; only in actively maintain-
ing well-balanced, reciprocal relations with others; 
and thus only with the cooperation and help of others. 
In sum, well-being, like existence itself, is relational.18

The Centrality of Nepantla-Defined Recipro-
cal Gifting to the Continuing Existence of the 
Fifth Age

Nepantla-defined reciprocity relations of mutual ex-
change between agents maintain the proper circula-
tion of life-energy throughout the Fifth Age’s life-
world. From these quintessentially social interactions 
emerge a community of humans and other–than-hu-
mans bound together as feeder~fed, gifting~receiving 
and obligating~obligated inamic partners. By means 
of such nepantla-defined processes of life-force ex-
change, human and other-than-human inhabitants of 
the Fifth Age continuously weave themselves togeth-
er into a vast, interrelated and interdependent social 
fabric. In so doing, they not only make life possible in 
the Fifth Age but they also: (a) craft themselves into 
well-middled and well-balanced agents; and (b) craft 
the Fifth Age lifeworld into a well-middled, well-or-
dered, and well-balanced time-place. Without such 
reciprocity, the Fifth Age would become disordered, 
imbalanced, and eventually cease to exist.19

A moral cosmos
Humans are born into a moral cosmos consisting of 
a vast and complex fabric of moral-cum-normative 
relationships that bind agents to other agents, and 
that promote Fifth Age lifeworld balance and exist-
ence. These moral-cum-normative relationships are 
none other than the obligating~obligated and ob-
ligation-creating~obligation-incurring inamic rela-
tionships generated by nepantla-defined, reciprocal 
gifting~receiving relationships. It seems to be a brute 
fact about the Mexica cosmos that a donor’s appro-
priate gifting and a recipient’s consequent obligatory 
receiving (regardless of whether the latter’s reception 
is voluntary or even conscious, as in the case of the 
creator beings gifting life to humankind) generates a 
tertium quid, i.e. a moral relationship that binds to-
gether donor and recipient; a normative relationship 
of mutual and alternating moral obligation and at-
tendant moral ought’s. By accepting the donor’s gift, 
the recipient morally binds herself to the donor and 
becomes morally obligated to ‘gift back.’ At the same 
time, the donor’s original gifting commits him to a 
normative relationship of mutual gifting with the re-



Science, Religion & Culture

2018 | Volume 5 | Special Issue 1 | Page 7                                                      
                              

cipient, since the recipient’s obligatory reciprocal gift, 
in turn, morally obligates the donor to gifting-back 
to the recipient in turn, and so on through countless 
iterations of the gift-exchanging cycle. In short, hu-
mans are born into and defined by a fabric of social 
relationships that bring with them moral obligations 
and responsibilities.20

Mexica creation stories 
By telling human beings who they are, why they were 
created, and what their place is in the Fifth Age, Mex-
ica creation stories tell the Mexica how they ought to 
act. The stories thus function descriptively and pre-
scriptively. They tell us the creator beings “deserved” 
or “merited” the existence of humans by gifting their 
life-energy to humans, and that they did so because 
they needed humans to feed them their human 
life-energy.21 The creator beings thus introduced mo-
rality into Fifth Age in the process of creating it, i.e., 
through their actions, not through their command-
ments or edicts. They weave moral–cum-normative 
relationships into the fabric of the Fifth Age and 
weave humankind into this moral-cum-normative 
fabric in the process of bringing them into existence. 
By dint of receiving the gift of life-energy from the 
creator beings, humans are born morally obligated to 
gift back life-energy to the creator beings.22 In short, 
humans are by their very nature and very existence 
bound in moral-cum-normative relationships with 
the creator beings. However, this fact also means that 
the creator beings depend as much upon humans for 
their continuing existence as humans depend upon 
creator beings for theirs! The two are equally depend-
ent upon one another. It also means that the crea-
tor beings’ original gift of life to humans implicates 
creator beings within a moral relationship of mutu-
al gifting with humans. Both are morally obliged to 
gift~feed the other. The creator beings’ acceptance of 
humans’ return gift of life-energy morally obligates 
them to another iteration in the life-energy gift cycle 
with humans, and so on. Creator beings and humans 
thus feed one another their own life-energies and so 
eat one another’s life-energies, ultimately belying any 
in principle ontological distinction between them. 

Finally, humans are born with the moral responsibil-
ity for renewing the creator beings and hence the en-
tire Fifth Age lifeway. Humans’ participation in the 
ongoing weaving, balancing, and regenerating of the 
cosmos is physically and morally imperative. While 
this fact confers a unique moral responsibility upon 

humans, it does not confer upon humans a morally 
privileged or superior position vis-a-vis the other in-
habitants of the Fifth Age. It does not grant them 
dominion over the world.

The Moral Implications of Daily Life

Finally, the daily survival of humans ultimately de-
pends upon food gifts from other humans and ulti-
mately from other-than-human agents such as Earth 
Mother (Tlaltecuhtli), continually implicating hu-
mans in nepantla-defined gifting~receiving and mor-
ally obligator~morally obligated inamic relationships. 
In addition, each generation of humans is born into 
a human and other-than-human world communi-
ty shaped by the gifts of parents and ancestors (such 
as food, seeds, tools, skills, knowledge, stories, songs, 
stored seeds, rituals, cleared fields, and irrigation ca-
nals), and are, consequently, morally obligated to re-
ciprocate with gifts of their own. 

How does the foregoing bear upon the Mexica’s conception 
of the good life, the life of well-being?
Humans live within a complex fabric of reciprocal 
relationships with other human and other-than-hu-
man agents. Living in balance and hence a life of 
well-being consists of maintaining balance in these 
relationships, a process that requires continual gift-
ing and re-gifting. Since these relationships are moral 
relationships, living a life of well-being thus requires 
constantly fulfilling one’s moral obligations to others.

Social well-balancedness and well-being are con-
stituted by and consequent upon participating in 
nepantla-defined reciprocity relationships. The so-
cial exercise of reciprocity is to be found in enact-
ing well-balanced, morally appropriate, inter-agent 
processes with others. Well-balanced, reciprocal, and 
morally appropriate social relations with humans and 
other-than-human agents are one and the same. Hu-
mans thus attain well-being by means of well-bal-
anced social relationships with others, and they attain 
the latter by means of initiating, maintaining, and 
renewing nepantla-defined reciprocity relationships 
with other agents. 

Living well in a social world of agents – rather than 
in a mechanistic world of lifeless objects to be causally 
manipulated – requires social ‘know how,’ i.e., know-
ing how to get along with other agents in ways that 
initiate, sustain, and renew well-balanced relation-
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ships. It requires having the ‘people skills’ (as we call 
them) needed to induce others into inter-agent rela-
tionships of reciprocal exchange so that they gift what 
one seeks from them -- be it food, sunlight, rain, or 
labor. It involves knowing how to induce others into 
becoming a specific kind of agent, viz., one willing to 
cooperate in producing some end through reciprocal 
exchange. That is, it involves inducing others into be-
having morally.23

Consequentialism 

Mexica tlamatinimeh defined moral goodness/bad-
ness, appropriateness/inappropriateness, and right-
ness/wrongness consequentially in terms of the 
impact of actions, attitudes, and domestic, social, po-
litical, and economic relationships upon Fifth Age 
lifeworld balance. Morally right (good/appropriate) 
actions initiate, sustain, and renew well-balanced re-
lations between and thus well-being among humans 
and other-than-humans. Morally bad (inappropriate/
wrong) actions neglect, obstruct, disrupt or destroy 
existing balance; create new imbalance; perpetuate ex-
isting imbalances; or neglect the opportunity to create 
new balance. They contribute to the imbalance and 
ill-being of the Fifth Age lifeworld and are essentially 
antisocial. 

Mexica ethics is thus non-anthropocentric since 
it takes into consideration the consequences of hu-
man behavior upon other-than-human agents. It is 
this-worldly, since well- and ill-being are defined in 
terms of earthly existence, not some heavenly or hell-
ish afterworld. Finally, it is immanent in the sense that 
moral notions are wholly rooted in the metaphysical 
unfolding of teotl rather than in divine command-
ment, transcendental norm, or intrinsically rational 
principle. 

Mexica tlamatinimeh encouraged the cultivation and 
enactment of the following dispositions in humans 
since they contribute to the well-balanced human life, 
to the genuine (nelli) human life, to human well-be-
ing, and therefore ultimately to the well-balancedness 
and well-being of the Fifth Age lifeworld: reciproc-
ity, respect, responsibility, generosity, obedience, dil-
igence, honesty, loyalty, modesty, cautiousness, ener-
geticness, fulfilling obligations, self-sacrifice, bravery, 
discretion, purity, and cleanliness. They construe these 
as social virtues since they concern the effects of one’s 
behavior upon the well-being of others. The scope of 

these virtues is non-anthropocentric since humans 
are expected to enact them in their interactions with 
humans and other-than-human agents. For instance, 
individuals are enjoined to show respect towards all 
agents, not just human agents. 
Mexica tlamatinimeh discouraged cultivating and en-
acting the following dispositions since they contrib-
ute to individual, domestic, and cosmic imbalance and 
ill-being: neglect of reciprocity, disrespect, irrespon-
sibility, envy, selfishness, greed, sloth, drunkenness, 
adultery, intemperance, dishonesty, inconsiderateness, 
duplicity, pride, disobedience, rebelliousness, unclean-
liness, and excessive activity of any kind (e.g. sleep-
ing, eating, working, sexual commingling, etc.) Dis-
respect, selfishness, envy, and greed towards human 
and other-than-human agents amounts to refusing 
to enter into social relationships of mutual reciprocity 
or to failing to participate in those already existing 
-– hence neglecting to fulfill one’s moral obligations 
and responsibilities to others. I suggest they construed 
these as social vices.24 
 
Humans with these vices are in varying degrees social-
ly distant, socially isolated, and antisocial. By refusing 
to participate in inter-agent reciprocal relationships 
with others, they preclude themselves from those cul-
tivating processes that enable one to become genuine-
ly human. The Mexica likened such individuals to wild 
deer, rabbits, and dogs who live in the uncivilized and 
disordered spaces of the periphery (e.g. grasslands and 
forests).25 They characterized them as: tlacamimilli (a 
“fat and well rounded lump of flesh with two eyes,” 
resembling a swollen lump of maize dough or painful 
swollen abscess); atlacatl (“not-human”); tecuani (“a 
wild beast, one who eats or bites another”);26 atlacan-
eci (“bestial human”); 27 and zacachichimeca (nomadic 
“wild men of the woods”). 28 Such humans are disor-
dered, disorderly, and disordering of other agents, of 
social relationships, and of the Fifth Age. 

Human Well-Being and Life’s Goods and Ills

Human well-being consists of a certain way of living. 
Walking in balance upon life’s path on the slippery 
earth is a process, not an event. Humans live well by 
middling their personal life energies and by engaging 
in and enacting flourishing, well-balanced nepant-
la-defined reciprocity relations of mutual gifting with 
the others agents of the Fifth Age lifeworld. Mexica 
tlamatinimeh taught that those living in balance may 
expect to enjoy: mental-cum-physical health (these 
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being inter-defined), laughter, warmth, sleep, suste-
nance, strength, companionship, family, sexual repro-
duction, children, longevity, sexual pleasure, honor, 
reduced hardship, and respect, along with agricultural 
fertility, success in hunting, and domestic, communi-
ty and Fifth Age well-being. By contrast, those living 
in imbalance can expect to experience: pain, suffering, 
sorrow, thirst, hunger, starvation, disease, madness, 
perversion, filth, deformity in one’s heirs, sexual infer-
tility, agricultural infertility, famine, drought, prema-
ture death, domestic and community discord, and ter-
mination of the Fifth Age. The consequences of living 
well and of living poorly are entirely this-worldly. 

Conclusion 

Mexica tlamatinimeh instructed the Mexica how to 
live as accomplished weavers, weaving into a well-bal-
anced fabric the multitude of inamic forces, agents, in-
terpersonal relationships, and moral obligations con-
stituting their lives and lifeworld. 
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