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Abstract The idea of sacrifice is seen widely 

across cultures and religions. Past civilizations 

believed deeply in their traditions and religion which 

resulted in extremities such as death within their own 

population. The development of the past societies 

such as the Aztecs, Incas, and Ancient Northern 

kingdoms were dependent on agriculture and trade to 

survive. Important individuals of a society would 

initiate rituals that incorporated human sacrifice to a 

deity or a higher power in exchange for prosperity. 

The purpose of this research is to understand how 

societies over time used religion and rituals to 

perpetuate authority and cultivate relationships with 

their gods through the people. Using comparative 

research and secondary data analysis of different 

cultures, I proposed a theory on human sacrifice in 

past civilizations. My results have concluded that 

past civilizations not only used human sacrifice as a 

religious ritual but also to bring their societies 

together, re-establish power, and increase society 

cooperation. 
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What Is Human Sacrifice?
Human Sacrifice is part of the human 

experience and has been for many years. 

Through analysis of different societies and 

cultures, we have discovered that these rituals 

play out in different ways. Human sacrifice 

includes the act of giving up another person’s 

life that is part of society for a greater cause. A 

greater cause includes giving up a life to a god 

or deity in an exchange for prosperity in society 

such as agricultural needs, timed rituals or 

religious needs. Some of these rituals have 

proven to be more violent than others which 

proves different significance. 

Topics and Themes

Calendar System 

Ceremonial Architecture 

Structures of Power

Divination through bodies of water

Agriculture and Gods

Sacred and Profane

Relevance

Human Sacrifice was more than religious 

rituals for the gods. It brought people 

together weather it was voluntarily or through 

political power. As I analyzed in the 3 

groups, individuals varied within the 

sacrifices as it included adult, children and 

both sexes. These rituals foresaw a high 

importance on afterlife as there was intention 

in setting, time, and artifacts that were buried 

with the individual. These rituals took place 

for a higher benefit to their own society, 

which granted them a special place with the 

gods. If we reflect on human sacrifice in a 

historical context, we can visualize similar 

patterns in our modern world. These patterns 

include slavery in America, or soldiers going 

off to fight in wars in order to “protect and 

die” for our country. These soldiers are 

honored by everyone through holidays, 

remembrances as we thank them for their 

sacrifice.  

Inca: Historical Background

The Inka Empire consisted of different geographic 

territory that outgrew the Aztec alliances. Its 

existence was estimated to be from AD 1450 to 

1532. They believed they were brought to life by 

their creator, Viracocha. They operated on governing 

different state institutions across the Andean region 

of South America by military force and cooperation. 

Their everyday life was regulated by Inka ancestral 

worship that included ritualistic practices and 

hierarchal power. In the charts I have included the 

different types of sacrifices on Table 2. The purposes 

intended to serve as stepping stones into afterlife 

through mountain tops and to pay homage to gods. 

These burial sites indicated social and religious 

boundaries making the site symbolic and unifying 

people.

Research and Methods
For my research, I analyzed a combination of over 

20 books and journals to make a cultural analysis 

comparison of the Inka, Aztecs and Bog Bodies. 

This cross-cultural analysis includes articles from 

early theorist along with more recent findings on 

these societies. Archeological evidence is provided 

and analyzed to make similarities and differences 

between the groups. Similarities and differences 

include analyzing the different items these 

individuals were buried with in terms of artifacts, 

food, and cause of death. 

Bog Bodies of Northern Europe

Bog bodies are formed through a natural process, 

mainly found in “bogs.” Bogs are wetlands include 

moss, dead plants, and peat which is organic matter. 

Bog bodies can be created in this environment due 

to the unique chemistry that occurs in the water. For 

many cultures, death was a beginning of a new life. 

For the Irish and people during the Iron Age, there 

were enchanted stories that told that bodies of water, 

was a portal to the new world. Social scientists have 

inferred that because the usual method to process a 

body when death occurred was through cremation, 

this was a specific ritual for specific individuals. 

Aztec Empire

The Aztec Empire covered Mexico-Tenochtitlan, 

Tetzcoco, and Tlacopan. They ruled around the valley of 

Mexico from approximately AD 1428 to 1521. The 

people of Mexica ruled by military power as the Inka 

did to take over land and used the tactic of captivating 

enemies and using them for sacrificial rituals. These 

rituals were intended for the gods as a payment for 

creating earth. By this, the cycle of life and energy were 

regulated. 

Figure 6.  Tollund Man found in Denmark. The Bog People: Iron-Age man Preserved

Figure 8. The Mummy of El Plomo. Of Summits and Sacrifices: An Ethnohistoric Study of Inka 

Religious Practices

References: 

Glob, P.V. (2004) The Bog People: Iron-Age Man Preserved.

Wade, Lizzie. (2018) Feeding the Gods: Hundreds of skulls reveal massive scale of 

human sacrifice in Aztec capital.

Read Almere Kay. (1998) Time and Sacrifice in the Aztec Cosmos.

Besom, Thomas. 2013. Inka Human Sacrifice and Mountain Worship : Strategies for 

Empire Unification.

Sex age

Males: 75% 20-35

Females: 20%

Children: 5%

Type of 

Sacrifice

Age Sex Burials Materials

Qhapah Hucha F:10-15

M:4-10

Males & Females Seated position 

surrounded by goods 

near shrines, rivers, or 

mountains

Gold/silver figurines, 

shells, food, coca 

leaves, fine cloth 

Runa Immolation & 

Warrior Sacrifice 

M: 25-50 Male Citizens/ 

Captive Warriors 

Sacred Hill, Cave, or 

Stone 

Food, Corn Beer, Gold 

and Silver 

Adornments 

Necropampa Rites F & M: 10-50 Males & Females Buried with dead 

Rulers in tombs. Laid 

with materials.

Corn Beer, foods, 

jewelry, metals, golds. 

(varied by individual)

Inka Sacrifices

Aztec Tzompanantli

Table 2. Examples of Inka Sacrifices

Table 1. Aztec Tzompantli Sacrifice comparison between age and sex.  

Figure 2. Island Capital of Tenochtitlan (includes lakes, urban area, settlements and 

road system) 

C. BICKEL AND A. CUADRA/SCIENCE; (MAP) ADAPTED FROM "CARTA 

GEOGRÁFICA DEL DISTRITO FEDERAL" (1899) AND "CARTA HIDROGRÁFICA 

DEL VALLE DE MÉXICO" (1900)

Figure 1. Map by Justin Miller. Strategies for Empire Unification

Figure 7. The Bog People: Iron-Age man Preserved

Figure 5. Remains of Tzompantli. Photographed by Raul Barrera Rodriguez. 

Feeding the Gods: Hundreds of skulls reveal massive scale of human sacrifice in Aztec capital.

Figure 3. Bog/Terrain where bog bodies have been discovered. Photograph by 

Christian Als. Europe’s Famed Bog Bodies Are Starting to Reveal Their Secrets 

Figure 4. Road that Lead to body of Tollund Man. (See figure 6) 

The Bog People: Iron-Age Man Preserved.


