[bookmark: _51lko35qtlee]The Mita System[footnoteRef:0]  [0:  The requirement that all male family heads work for a certain number of days for the Inca Empire. Duties included farming, serving in the army, textile weaving, building towns, terraces, irrigation systems, and roads, working in mines, and carrying messages. Women were required to weave textiles.  Lesson adapted from Carol Merriman’s Machu Picchu: Unveiling the Mystery of the Incas, on view at the Peabody Museum of Natural History, Yale University, New Haven, Connecticut, from January 26 to May 4, 2003.] 

Central Question:
How did the Spanish Conquest change the way Andean people lived?

[image: ]
The Quipu was used to record amounts of goods and numbers of people. Computations were decimal (every ten), the highest knot standing for one, the next for 10, 100, 1000 and so on. Each ruler, governor, commander, and village chief had a quipucamayoc, the quipu-teller. 

	At about the time Christopher Columbus landed on a tiny island in the Caribbean Sea, Huayna Capac, a powerful emperor, and warrior, was battling to expand his empire thousands of miles to the south, in what is now Ecuador and Colombia. He and his father and grandfather fought to create an empire that extended over a vast area along the Andes Mountains of South America. Probably the largest nation in the world at that time, the Inca Empire was invaded by Spanish soldiers in 1532.

The Inca people originated in the Cuzco Valley of modern-day Peru in about AD 1000 and gradually conquered neighboring tribes. The empire expanded rapidly under three Inca emperors between 1438 and 1527 until, at its height, it stretched from what is now the border between Colombia and Ecuador to central Chile—a distance of over 3,400 miles. At its height, the Inca people, who numbered only about 100,000, ruled from 10 to 12 million people from at least 86 ethnic groups with their languages, traditions, and religious beliefs.

The empire encompassed wildly contrasting geographic regions, ranging from towering snow-capped mountains to coastal deserts to Amazonian jungles. The heart of the empire, centered around Cusco, was located at such a high elevation that people unaccustomed to high altitudes suffered from altitude sickness, which included headaches, fatigue, dizziness, and an upset stomach.

	The empire was often plagued with various natural disasters, including earthquakes, volcanoes, droughts, and devastating floods.

Inca Gold

	The Spanish conquistadores, or conquerors, came to what they called the New World in search of gold. Francisco Pizarro, who first came to the Americas in 1502, had heard rumors of a land filled with gold to the south of Mexico. He and a small band of Spanish soldiers landed on the shores of what is now Ecuador in 1531. They had arrived in Tahuantinsuyu, the “Land of the Four Quarters,” known to us as the Inca Empire.

When Pizarro and his men arrived in the Inca capital of Cuzco, they saw a splendid city with palaces, halls, and temples made of huge stones carefully fit together without mortar. Most incredible were the temples decorated with gold, silver, and precious jewels. The most important temple was the Coricancha, or “House of the Sun,” dedicated to the Inca sun god Inti. Its walls and doorways were covered with gold, both inside and out. One building within the complex contained a large statue of the sun, made of solid gold and embedded with precious stones. More fantastic still was the garden. A Spanish eyewitness, Pedro de Cieza de León, describes the sight as follows: 

They also had a garden, the clods of which were made of pieces of fine gold; and it was artificially sown with golden maize, the stalks, as well as the leaves and cobs, being of that metal… [T]hey had more than twenty golden sheep [llamas] with their lambs, and the shepherds with their slings and crooks to watch them, all made of the same metal.[footnoteRef:1]
 [1:  Pedro de Cieza de León, Chronicles of Peru. Quoted in The Incas and Their Ancestors: The Archaeology of Peru by Michael Moseley, London: Thames and Hudson, 1992, p. 8.] 

Early Spanish observers described the Andean people as well-fed, healthy, and clean. When the Spanish arrived, the Inca emperor and his assistants supervised a highly organized government controlling an area of 135,000 square miles. The Spanish must have been surprised to learn that the Inca Empire ran very efficiently without three inventions considered essential by Europeans: writing, money, and the wheel.

How could the Inca Empire organize such a vast area and produce enough wealth to provide necessities to its people and support a lavish lifestyle for the Inca nobility and priests? The answers lie in the many ways the Incas devised to take advantage of their diverse environment.


	Consider what you have just read, seen, or heard, and then ask yourself:

1. How are the ideas and information connected to what you already knew?
I had learned about the Incas that… / This is the first time that I learned about the Incas. I learned that… 
2. What new ideas did you get that broadened your thinking or extended it in different directions?
One thing that broadened my thinking was… 
3. What challenges or puzzles emerge for you?
One question I have is … 





Vocabulary
Andes Mountains: Mountain chain running along the western coast of South America.
clods: Lumps of dirt.
conquistadores: Spanish soldiers who conquered the Inca Empire and other Native American groups in North and South America.
Coricancha: The temple to Inti, the sun god, built by Pachacuti in Cuzco.
Cuzco: A city in present-day Peru, Cuzco was the capital of the Inca Empire.
empire: A government that controls a huge territory and millions of people, often encompassing many different ethnic groups. Control may be military, political or economic.
Inca Empire: Empire that governed between 10 and 12 million subjects in the Andes region of South America between about AD 1438 and 1532. The Inca Empire lasted less than 100 years.
Inti: The Inca sun god. He was the second most important god after Wiracocha.
llama: An animal native to South America, related to the camel. The llama is used in the Andes to carry heavy loads. Its wool is used to weave cloth, its hide to make leather, and its meat is eaten.
maize: Corn. Maize was a very important part of the Inca diet and was also used to make chicha, or corn beer.
mortar: A building material made from sand, water and lime, similar to cement, for holding stones together.
Pedro de Cieza de León: A Spanish soldier who wrote about the Inca Empire about 20 years after the Spanish Conquest.
Tahuantinsuya: The Quechua word for the Inca Empire








The Inca Territory 
[image: ]
Source: https://www.freeman-pedia.com/incaempire


	Using the map above, answer the following questions: 

1. Where is Quito located today? 

2. Where is Santiago today? 

3. How far did the Incan empire stretch? 





As we have seen, the Incas did not have money, and so the government could not collect taxes as we know them. Instead, Inca administrators required adult men to work for the state for a certain number of days per year. This system is called the mita system. As soon as a man married, he became the head of a household and was obligated to perform mita work. Each person was assigned a specific job according to his skills. For example, a skilled weaver would be assigned to make cloth, and a fast runner would be assigned to be a chasqui[footnoteRef:2] runner. The foot soldiers in the Inca army were farmers who were serving their mita labor obligation. Pachacuti rebuilt Cuzco by calling 30,000 men to contribute mita labor. Both women and men were required to weave a certain amount of cloth for the state each year. Other activities carried out with mita labor include farming, mining, road and bridge building, building temples and other public monuments, transportation of goods, building canals, terraces, and irrigation systems, and making pottery and metalwork. Some ethnic groups were considered to be especially skilled at certain tasks. For example, one group was thought to be especially good at carrying litters (a platform on railings used to carry important people). Others were gifted stonemasons, dancers, or warriors. Some groups were considered “good for nothing,” but they were assigned mita work anyway. One group was required to gather reeds, and another to turn in a basket of live lice every four months!  [2:  A messenger who relayed official messages.] 


Although every man was expected to contribute work each year for the empire, only a few men in a village would be called to work at one time so that other family members could take over their work at home. The length of time a person was expected to do mita work varied according to the task assigned but usually lasted no more than two to three months per year. The person assigned a specific task could get family members to help him to make the length of the mita service shorter, so it was beneficial to have a large family. Although mita work was required and probably resented by non-Inca ethnic groups who became incorporated into the empire, it was an extension of the Andean custom of each individual working for the group. Now each head of the household was performing labor for a certain period in the Inca state.

Workers and their families received something in return for the labor they contributed to the state. Both curacas[footnoteRef:3] and the Inca emperor hosted festivals periodically, in which they gave food and drink to everyone in the community. These festivals were rewarded after workers completed plowing, planting, harvesting, and canal cleaning chores. The emperor also gave textiles and metal objects as an expression of generosity and to symbolize his gratitude for mita labor. For example, soldiers received blankets.
 [3:  An official who supervised from 100 to 10,000 households in the Inca Empire. He or she served under the provincial governor.] 

The Inca Empire also employed full-time skilled craftsmen to produce luxury textiles, elegant pottery, and exquisite objects of gold and silver. The emperor gave these luxury goods to leaders of conquered people, members of the Inca nobility, and Inca religious leaders. They were also placed in the graves of important people.


	Consider what you have just read, seen, or heard, and then ask yourself:

1. How are the ideas and information connected to what you already knew?
One thing I learned is that… 
2. What new ideas did you get that broadened your thinking or extended it in different directions?
One thing that expanded my thinking was...
3. What challenges or puzzles emerge for you?
One question that I have is … 





From Tribute to Taxes

Source A: Tribute owed by the Yacha and Chupaychu people to the Inca Emperor

The Yacha and Chupaychu tribute lists were transcribed from quipus, a device for recording numbers and probably events, developed in South America and used extensively by the Inca emperor to gather information on the empire. The quipu is a long horizontal string with shorter strings extending vertically along it. Knots on the strings stand for different numbers and units. Different colors probably stood for things being counted soon after the Spanish Conquest of the Inca Empire. The quipu below describes the tribute owed by two tribes to the Inca emperor before the Spanish Conquest in 1532. 

In addition, they gave 400 Indians to plant the fields in Cuzco so that the people might eat and
make their offerings to the church. [temple]
In addition [they gave] 50 Indians as servants for Guayna Cava [Huayna Capac][footnoteRef:4], and in continuation. [4:  Inca emperor who ruled from 1493 to 1527.] 

In addition [they gave Indians] to guard the body of Topa Ynga [Inca] Yupanque.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Pachacuti’s son and Huayna Capac’s father.] 

In addition [they gave] 20 Indians to guard the body of (H)uayna Capac after his death.
In addition [they gave] 20 Indians for making feathers.
In addition [they gave] 60 Indians to collect honey.
In addition they gave 60 Indians in order to grow coca[footnoteRef:6], which they delivered to Cuzco and to the storehouses of Guanuco and sometimes they delivered 200 sacks and at other times 40. [6:  A plant native to South America containing a narcotic chemical. Andean people chew the leaves to dull hunger pangs, provide energy and supply nutrients. Coca is grown and processed to make cocaine, a powerful drug.] 

In addition they gave 500 Indians to go to war with the person of the Inca and to carry the hammocks going to Quito and to other places.

Source: “From Knots to Narratives: Reconstructing the Art of Historical Record Keeping in the Andes from Spanish Transcriptions of Inka Khipus,” by Gary Urton, in Ethnohistory 45:3 (Summer, 1998). 


	Guiding Questions 

1. What were the Yacha and Chupaychu people providing to the Inca emperor? 


2. Record the nouns (person, place, or thing) listed in the first line describing the tribute owed by the Yacha and Chupaychu people. 
 

3. Are there any verbs (words that express an action or a state of being) in the sentence?


4. Is there any important information missing from the quipu?






Source B: Tribute given by the natives of Xauxa to their Spanish overlord in 1558

This is a list of payments made by another native group to their Spanish lord in 1558.

In addition we gave him in gold and silver in Caxamarca in gold 596 pesos [and] in silver we gave another sum of 596 pesos.
In addition we gave him 4 horse blankets.
In addition we gave him 40 sheep [llamas].
In addition we gave him 149 fanegas [about 1.5 bushels] of maize
In addition we gave him [of] bowls and jugs 2983 vessels.
In addition we gave him 2386 pheasants [birds].

Source: “From Knots to Narratives: Reconstructing the Art of Historical Record Keeping in the Andes from Spanish Transcriptions of Inka Khipus,” by Gary Urton, in Ethnohistory 45:3 (Summer, 1998). 


	Guiding Questions

1. What the Xauxa people were providing to the Spanish?


2. What does the information on the second quipu suggest about how the Indians’ way of life changed after the Spanish Conquest?


3. Was the quipucamayoc, a person trained to read a quipu, reading the quipu inferring information rather than reading it?


4. Was the Spanish scribe, the person who recorded this account, misinterpreting what the quipucamayoc was saying? Hint: look at the last thing listed “gave him 2386 pheasants”. 





[bookmark: _waw8va86gw8]Parts, People, Interactions

	The following questions relate to the Mita system:

1. What are the parts of the system?

2. Who are the people connected to the system?

3. How do the people in the system interact with each other and with the parts of the system?

4. How does a change in one element of the system affect the various parts and people connected to the system?
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