Large Civilizations of North and South America, 

Before European Colonization

The Incas
Location: Western South America, in Andes Mountain Range

Conquered by: Francisco Pizarro working for Spain in 1533

Form of Government: Theocratic Absolute Monarchy

In Inca society, the ruler was considered a God. He was the head of government and of the military. The ruler would choose one of his sons, usually the oldest, to be the ruler when he died. He also had a council of nobles to advise him on what was best for the country. The nobles would come from all areas of the empire. When the Inca would conquer a smaller tribe, they would allow that tribe to keep their ruler as long as the rulers followed Inca rules, didn’t rebel, paid taxes, and allowed the Inca to take extra food when other tribes needed it.

Economic System and Classes: The Inca people farmed collectively and shared all products of their labor. They would store surplus (extra) food for times when areas of the nation did not have enough. There was no money, and taxes were paid in cloth, food, baskets, or other useful items. 

The Iroquois Confederacy
Location: New York State

Conquered by: British colonists, slowly, over about 200 years from 1615-1815

Form of Government: Representative Confederacy

The Iroquois Confederacy was a group of 6 large nations of New York region: The Cayuga, Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Seneca, and Tuscarora. Their government was called The Great Peace Law, founded by many Indian leaders including Hiawatha. The nations who once fought against each other now worked together as brothers and sisters. They worked together as one people. If any one of these nations was attacked, the injury was felt by all of the union’s other nations too. Each Iroquois nation ran its internal affairs with a council of elected delegates. They also sent delegates to a grand council to represent all nations. No decision could be made without the consent (agreement) of each nation. Within each nation, decisions were made by discussion among the elected council. Only women were allowed to impeach a leader and also they were the only ones who could replace an impeached leader. 

Economic System and Classes: All food produced was shared among the tribe, and there were no poor, jobless, or rich people. Those who worked in government were usually slightly poorer than regular citizens. Women owned the right to use land for their husbands. They owned all possessions of their husbands after marriage except their horse and rifle; they took charge off the money, and were the tribe 's educators and communicators of tradition. There was no money.

The Aztecs 

Location: Southern Mexico and Guatemala
Conquered by: Hernan Cortes working for Spain in 1519
Form of Government: Absolute Monarchy

In Aztec society, the king was the head of the government. The priests were independent from him and he was not the head of the religion, but he was recognized as being holier than any priest because he was chosen by the Gods as the ruler. The Aztecs conquered people and then had them pay tribute (like taxes) to the Aztecs. When they were conquered, prisoners of war were usually sacrificed to the Aztec God of War. Because of murder by Spaniards, disease, or exhaustion from slavery, most of the Aztecs were dead after 2 generations of Cortes’ invasion.

Economic System and Classes: Warriors were the highest class of citizens, then came priests, then non-warrior citizens, then non-Aztecs who were controlled by the Aztecs, and finally slaves. People owned property, but nobody was allowed to be poor. Poor people would often be sacrificed or be given to warriors as slaves. There was no money. 
Huron Nation

Location: Eastern Canada

Conquered by: French over a period of about 250 years, from 1600 to 1850

Form of Government: Representative Republic

The Huron Indians were very similar to the Iroquois in that they had a representative government where delegates to councils were elected. But there was no method of enforcing any laws. People were simply convinced to follow laws, so leaders had to be very skilled at reasoning and explaining ideas to their fellow citizens. No decision would be made until a consensus (when everyone agreed) was reached.

Economic System and Classes: There was no money, and most Huron tribes were hunter-gatherers who lived in settled communities, but did not farm. They traded with the Iroquois, Algonquin, and French peoples until disease and death from French and British settlers reduced their numbers greatly by 1645.

The Maya

Location: Mesoamerican jungles of the Yucatan Peninsula

Conquered by: Nobody

Form of government: Monarchy

The Maya people were builders. They created many small urban areas (cities) with huge structures (the most famous being Tikal and Chichen Itza). Some of these cities had their own king, but others were subject to one Mayan king. They developed a writing-system of which we have about 10,000 examples of their writing, which is a hieroglyphics-type script. They excelled in pottery and paper making, and they developed a number system, calendar, and astronomy. Their civilizations declined in the 8th and 9th centuries, but we don’t really know why. The best hypotheses are that they over-used the land for agriculture and at the same time, there was less rainfall and droughts which caused many of the cities to be abandoned in favor of smaller settlements. 

