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Preface 

In the 1550s, Bartolomé de Las Casas wrote a history of the Incas of 
South America’s Andean region, part of a massive treatise on indigenous 
cultures of the Americas and their rights as civil societies. Las Casas 
never visited Peru, and the twenty-seven Inca chapters in his Apologética 
historia sumaria drew from the reports that travelers and clergy sent 
back to Spain following the invasion of the Inca empire in 1532. This 
was arguably the first scholarly treatment of primary sources from the 
Andes, and in the 450 years since then, hundreds of documents have 
been written about the Incas, advancing our understanding of the largest 
native empire to develop in the Americas. 

Although new colonial-period manuscripts occasionally have been 
discovered in European or Peruvian archives, some of the most im-
portant advances in Inca studies in the past century have come from the 
field of archaeology, where the physical remains of the Inca empire—its 
cities, roads, and shrines—have been studied. Inca archaeology has 
flourished since the 1960s, with a scholarly literature that seems to grow 
exponentially. 

Inca scholarship today finds itself at a crossroads, faced with the 
question of how historians and archaeologists are to collaborate to re-
construct the Inca past. Working as they do with documents written 
after the fall of the Inca empire, historians tend to project backward in 
time as far as they feel that they can rely on the historicity of the primary 
sources—typically to the middle of the fifteenth century, but rarely ear-
lier than AD 1400. Inca archaeology has traditionally been closely tied 
to the study of the Spanish chronicles, and much has been learned by col-
lecting data that pertain to the period that the documentary record ad-
dresses most explicitly. For archaeology to contribute to Inca studies as 
an equal to the historical record, however, archaeologists must explain 
how Inca civilization relates to earlier states and empires in the Andean 
highlands, and they thus ought to work forward in time from AD 1000 
or earlier. Recent investigations by Peruvian, European, and North 
American archaeologists have begun to explore processes occurring in 
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the Cusco region after the decline of the Wari empire and leading up to 
Inca imperial expansion (ca. AD 1000–1400). A large body of archaeo-
logical data has only recently begun to be employed to bridge the divide 
between pre-Inca archaeology and historically oriented Inca studies. 

The principal aim of this book is to unite the historical and archae-
ological evidence to describe how the Incas became sufficiently powerful 
to embark on their unprecedented campaigns of territorial expansion, 
as well as to consider how such developments related to earlier patterns 
of Andean statecraft. To do so, I propose a new reading of the Spanish 
chronicles, one that focuses on processes—rather than singular events— 
occurring throughout the region surrounding Cusco, the Inca capital. 
The historical record can be used to discuss the kinds of interactions that 
allowed the Incas to subordinate neighboring groups living in a region 
of considerable ethnic, political, and economic diversity. 

The process-based reading of the Inca past can be studied in com-
parison with a large body of archaeological data, including new data 
that my colleagues and I collected in 2000 as part of the Sacred Valley 
Archaeological Project (SVAP). SVAP research consisted of a regional 
archaeological survey in Peru’s “Sacred Valley of the Incas,” a stretch of 
the Vilcanota-Urubamba Valley that is famous for its Inca monuments. 
The regional survey work employed the same field methodology used 
in two previous archaeological surveys directed by Brian Bauer in the 
Cusco Basin and areas to its south. Survey crews of three to five Peru-
vian and American archaeologists walked in parallel lines of approxi-
mately 50 meters through all passable areas of a study region of roughly 
400 square kilometers, registering over four hundred archaeological 
sites on the basis of surface artifacts or architectonic features. Surface 
collections of pottery were analyzed in the laboratory to identify the lo-
cations and sizes of settlements for all phases of the pre-Hispanic occu-
pation of the region. 

Following the survey research, several important sites were mapped 
under the direction of Kenneth Sims, and the largest preimperial site, 
Pukara Pantillijlla, was selected for broad horizontal excavations. Work-
ing with crews of twelve to fifteen men from the nearby town of Cuyo 
Grande, we succeeded in excavating five complete structures, as well as 
several test units in exterior trash deposits and building interiors. The 
artifacts and radiocarbon dates from this research permitted us to date 
Inca expansion into a previously independent area, one that is mentioned 
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in several Inca histories. The new data also provide a portrait of life at 
an early Inca administrative center. 

Archaeological data allow us to identify the physical evidence for re-
gional developments occurring over several centuries, and by reading the 
Inca histories in a compatible way, it is possible to construct two inde-
pendent versions of how the Inca heartland was transformed after AD 
1000. When synthesized into a single narrative, these two lines of evi-
dence provide us with a detailed account of the rise of Inca civilization. 

It would be disingenuous to promote a process-based reading of the Inca 
past without acknowledging that such work would not be possible with-
out the efforts of earlier scholars, as well as a host of people who made 
the SVAP research possible. I would like to thank the many friends and 
colleagues who have helped me to develop as an anthropologist and sup-
ported me as I conducted the research on which this book is based. 

My interest in anthropology and archaeology developed while I was 
an undergraduate at Dartmouth College, and my work with Paul Gold-
stein, Deborah Nichols, Roberta Stewart, John Watanabe, and Roger 
Ulrich introduced me to archaeology, anthropological theory, and the 
critical study of documentary sources. An initial interest in Maya and 
Roman archaeology led me to graduate studies at the University of 
Michigan, but fieldwork opportunities in Bolivia and Peru happily di-
verted me to the Cusco region and, eventually, to the SVAP research. 

At Michigan, I was fortunate to study under a number of distin-
guished scholars, many of whom also proved to be generous mentors. 
Kent Flannery, Jeff Parsons, and Henry Wright taught courses that in-
fluenced my thinking about social evolution, the development of politi-
cal complexity, and processes of state formation. Bruce Mannheim of-
fered a year of Quechua the year before I conducted my fieldwork, which 
has proven invaluable for studying colonial dictionaries. Sabine Mac-
Cormack introduced me to the early colonial documents of non-Andean 
South America and has provided much-needed support and research op-
portunities throughout the dissertation process. Joyce Marcus deserves 
special mention, acting as my adviser throughout my doctoral studies. 
Joyce created courses tailored to her students’ intellectual interests and 
is without rival for her dedication as a mentor and adviser. My doctoral 
project would not have succeeded without the guidance and criticism of 
these and other professors. 
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While Michigan provided the academic and theoretical background 
for the present study, I owe a debt of gratitude to a number of archae-
ologists for helping me to become a proficient field archaeologist. I was 
fortunate to work with Brian Bauer for four field seasons in Bolivia and 
Peru. While working on his Cusco Valley survey project, I learned sur-
vey methodology from Brian, who has provided encouragement, feed-
back, and advice as I have ventured out to direct my own fieldwork. 
Other archaeologists who helped me to develop as a field researcher 
include Paul Goldstein, Mike Moseley, Chip Stanish, and Adán Umire. 
Chip has been especially generous with his support and advice and in-
strumental in helping me to develop manuscripts and grant proposals 
successfully. 

The Sacred Valley Archaeological Project received funding from sev-
eral sources. Predissertation research was supported by the Latin Amer-
ican and Caribbean Studies Program at the University of Michigan, as 
well as a National Science Foundation Graduate Research Fellowship. 
The fieldwork itself was funded by a Fulbright-Hays Fellowship, a 
Wenner-Gren Foundation Individual Grant, the Department of Anthro-
pology at the University of Michigan, the James Griffin Fund of the Mu-
seum of Anthropology at the University of Michigan, and a Discretionary 
Grant from the Horace H. Rackham Graduate School. Additionally, a 
National Science Foundation Dissertation Improvement Grant (BCS 
#0135913) provided funds to process thirty radiocarbon dates collected 
during field research. 

The execution of the research would not have been possible without 
the participation and support of a number of Peruvian colleagues. The 
staff of the Cusco and Lima offices of the National Institute of Culture 
(INC) were helpful and patient in reviewing permit proposals and super-
vising the field research. The Fulbright office in Lima made it possible to 
process paperwork and get into the field without major complications, 
and Cecilia Esparza (the director at the time) made me feel like I had a 
real support network as I did my research. In the field, I was fortunate 
to work with an experienced crew of Peruvian archaeologists. Werner 
Delgado, Ricardo Huayllani, Amelia Pérez, René Pilco, and Herberth 
Reynaga participated in the survey project, and Ricardo and René su-
pervised excavation crews from Cuyo Grande during the excavations 
at Pukara Pantillijlla. Dionisio Jancco, the president of Cuyo Grande, 
helped to organize our excavation crews and was instrumental in the 
success of the excavations. Wilfredo Yépez served as the Peruvian co-
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director of the project, offering sage advice on how to conduct the re-
search. The Yépez family helped out with the project in many ways and 
has provided friendship and support during my visits in Cusco. 

Following the fieldwork, I wrote my dissertation at the American 
Museum of Natural History while working with Craig Morris on data 
analysis from his work at the Inca city of Huánuco Pampa. During my 
time at the museum, Craig, Bob Carneiro, Elsa Redmond, and Chuck 
Spencer have given encouragement and criticism that have improved my 
work. I could not ask for a better environment for thinking through the 
dissertation and completing the writing. 

Finally, I would like to thank my fellow graduate students for every-
thing I have learned from them outside the classroom and in the field. 
There are too many to name them all, but I would especially like to thank 
Brad Jones, Stella Nair, Kenny Sims, Tiffiny Tung, Steve Wernke, and 
Karina Yager for help, support, and good company along the way. In 
addition to all of these names, I save Christina Elson’s for last. She sup-
ported every step leading to the production of this book: the challenges 
of graduate school, the field research, and the laborious write-up pro-
cess. Christina offered comments on grant proposals, directed an exca-
vation crew at Pukara Pantillijlla, and read early drafts of text that wasn’t 
ready for the dissertation committee. Her patience, generosity, and good 
company helped to make a challenging project possible. 
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chapter one 

A New Orientation for Inca Studies 

When a small contingent of Spaniards led by Francisco Pizarro and 
Diego de Almagro invaded the Andean highlands in 1532, the Inca em-
pire was the largest native polity to develop in the Americas. Inca territory 
included parts of the modern nations of Peru, Bolivia, Chile, Argentina, 
Ecuador, and Colombia, an area spanning coastal deserts, tropical jun-
gles, montane valleys, and alpine tundra (fig. 1.1). That one polity could 
unite this region and rule a hundred or more distinct ethnic groups and 
local polities was remarkable to the invading Spaniards. This achieve-
ment was made all the more impressive when indigenous informants told 
them that Inca campaigns of expansion had been made over the span 
of only a few generations. Many Inca conquests were attested to by eye-
witnesses who had fought in Inca armies or were among the conquered. 
In the decades following the conquest, European interest in the Inca past 
developed as Spain consolidated its colonial control over the Andean re-
gion, and oral histories and eyewitness accounts were collected and ed-
ited to describe the Inca past and justify or criticize the Spanish Conquest.1 

For several hundred years, the historical and administrative texts col-
lected in the first century or so after the conquest provided the sole means 
for discussing Inca territorial expansion and imperial administration. 
Many of the most reliable Spanish chroniclers explained Inca imperial 
origins as the result of the actions of a single dynamic individual named 
Inca Yupanqui (fig. 1.2).2 According to these authors, the Inca capital, 
Cusco, was invaded by an ethnic group called the Chancas around AD 
1438. Viracocha Inca, the Inca ruler, fled Cusco with the town’s popu-
lace and his favorite son, leaving behind a young prince named Inca Yu-
panqui and a few of his friends and supporters. Before the Chancas could 
reach Cusco, the creator deity (also called Viracocha) appeared to Inca 
Yupanqui and promised him victory. Viracocha animated stones on the 
nearby hillsides, creating a host of warriors who fought in support of the 
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Fig. 1.1. Map of Inca territory, ca. AD 1532. Tawantinsuyu, the Inca realm, was 
the largest native empire to form in the Americas. 

Inca prince. The Chanca invaders were repulsed, and Inca Yupanqui then 
personally crafted a new imperial order. The transformations credited to 
this ruler—construction of a magnificent urban capital, leadership in 
ambitious military campaigns, the creation of a legal code, and the es-
tablishment of a new religion—were so substantial that he assumed the 
title Pachacutic (Pachakutiq), “The One Who Brings a New Universal 
Cycle.”3 Having defeated dangerous enemies and established an impe-
rial order, Pachacutic and his military commanders launched a lightning 
war upon the Andes that continues to impress modern historians. 

Although this version of Inca imperial origins makes for compelling 
reading, it is rather unsatisfactory for explaining how one remarkable 



Fig. 1.2. Pachacutic Inca Yupanqui. Pachacutic is commonly credited with innovating 
Inca imperial order. (Redrawn from Guaman Poma de Ayala 1980 [1615].) 
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and charismatic man could forge a mighty empire out of a village-level 
society. In trying to separate historical fact from imperial ideology, prop-
aganda, and myth, anthropologists are left asking a number of questions 
that the Chanca invasion story does not explain adequately. How could 
a simple group of maize farmers transform themselves suddenly into 
committed imperialists? Without a centralized government and a large 
subject population, how could a large army have been assembled and 
provisioned for long campaigns? If we discount the divine assistance 
Pachacutic is said to have received from the creator deity, how and why 
would a group of farmers develop military strategies, a conquest ideol-
ogy, and administrative policies for subjugating and governing new 
provinces whose populations outnumbered theirs? If we consider the 
story of the Chanca invasion carefully, it becomes clear that even the most 
brilliant and charismatic leader could not have created such a mighty 
empire single-handedly. Conditions beyond the control of a single indi-
vidual must have played a significant part. 

Complicating issues of how the story of imperial origins could be 
possible is the fact that the Pachacutic account is in part created by se-
lective readings of the Inca histories. While certain Spanish chronicles 
do glorify the actions of Pachacutic above other Inca rulers, several 
scholars have noted recently that this is because the chroniclers relied on 
life histories told by certain Inca lineages intent on maximizing their own 
prestige during the colonial period. The lineages of Pachacutic’s father, 
Viracocha Inca, and his son, Topa Inca Yupanqui, also presented ver-
sions of the past in which their ancestors were credited with the most 
important imperial developments.4 These rival accounts also fail to ex-
plain the processes that made rapid territorial expansion and imperial 
administration possible. 

The Inca histories cannot be treated as a complete and factual chronol-
ogy of events performed by historical individuals. The life stories of in-
dividual Inca rulers and their repeated reorganization as state histories 
led to substantial revisions even before the Spanish Conquest.5 Spanish 
transcriptions of Inca histories were executed with political ends in 
mind, and the reconfiguration of Inca narratives to fit European notions 
of universal history represents a further manipulation of already prob-
lematic materials. The comparison of the sequences of rulers in the Inca 
empire with that in other states and empires reveals the entire king list 
to be historically suspect, and not just in the preimperial period, as has 
generally been assumed by many historians.6 
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Considering that Inca histories are laden with the biases of Spanish 
and Andean writers, riddled with inconsistencies, and produced to meet 
specific political and ideological aims, how are modern scholars to dis-
cern what really happened? Historians have worked backward in time 
using the colonial-period documents, leaving off their narratives as they 
become inextricably intermingled with myth and legend. In this book, I 
propose an alternate method: rather than attempt to unravel the intri-
cacies of Inca historiography, I propose that we cut this Gordian knot 
by adopting a process-based interpretive stance that treats Inca archae-
ology and ethnohistory as equals. The colonial historical documents can 
be used to describe how the Incas interacted with neighboring groups in 
the generations leading up to the first sustained campaigns of expansion 
outside the Cusco region. Regional archaeology and excavation data 
provide an independent perspective on the same period, permitting us 
to evaluate the historical accounts using the physical remains of actual 
human activities from that time. 

A Process-Based Approach to the Study of Inca State Formation 

This book begins with a comparative look at other early states and em-
pires, as anthropological theory sets the parameters for our interpretive 
expectations. Rapid territorial expansion like that described for the Incas 
is not unknown for other empires, but a brief discussion of the Roman 
and Aztec empires demonstrates that rapid growth is most successful 
in cases where a centralized state government had already coalesced in 
the heartland of the emerging empire. Indicators of state formation can 
be identified in the oral histories and archaeological remains from other 
known states, and these indicators are used to evaluate the evidence for 
Inca state formation in the Cusco region.7 

Studying Inca state formation encourages a process-based reading 
of the Inca histories. Rather than focus on the singular actions of quasi-
historical individuals, this new reading identifies a suite of long-term, 
qualitative changes occurring throughout the Cusco region over the 
span of several generations (fig. 1.3). These include the development of 
a centralized and internally specialized government, the spread of a new 
religion that reflects and justifies a more hierarchical society, and the 
emergence of an ideology supporting the permanent conquest of new 
territories. When looking for evidence for similar processes in the Inca 
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Fig. 1.3. Modern towns in the Cusco region 

histories, I present information from independent historical sources where 
possible, privileging those that provide the most detailed discussion of 
incidents occurring in Cusco and its immediate vicinity prior to the ac-
cession of Pachacutic. 

The Impact of Pre-Inca Civilizations in the Cusco Region 

While historical studies of the Incas work backward in time using 
colonial-era documents, this book uses archaeological data to move for-
ward chronologically from around AD 600. At that time, Wari settlers 
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from the Ayacucho region in the central highlands immigrated to the 
region and established colonies or enclaves about 35 to 45 kilometers to 
the southeast of the modern city of Cusco. Wari colonists transformed 
the area immediately surrounding their settlements over a period of sev-
eral hundred years, constructing agricultural fields and irrigation canals 
and investing substantial amounts of labor into building an imperial in-
stallation at the site of Pikillacta. The largest Wari sites in the Cusco re-
gion were abandoned by AD 1000, at which time any formal political 
relationship between the Cusco and Ayacucho regions appears to have 
ended. 

Excavations at Pikillacta and other Wari sites have led investigators 
to conclude that the Cusco region was a province of an imperial polity 
and that the Wari tradition of statecraft and imperial administration 
must have enabled the rapid rise and expansion of the Inca empire. It is 
true that Pikillacta was a massive site, one that was probably constructed 
with the labor of Wari colonists and the local populations of the Cusco 
region. This would-be provincial capital was never completed or fully 
occupied, however, making a Cusco province seem more like an unreal-
ized goal than an administrative reality. 

Archaeological surveys of the Cusco Basin and areas to the north 
and south of Cusco have yielded a very different view of the local effects 
of the Wari colonial system in the Cusco region. Although the arrival of 
foreign colonists dramatically transformed the area immediately sur-
rounding new Wari settlements, local groups in other locations contin-
ued to live in the same villages and farm the same fields as they had since 
around AD 400. Survey archaeologists have not found evidence of any 
Wari administrative sites outside of the Lucre Basin and Urcos area. The 
survey evidence fails to support a provincial model for the Wari occu-
pation of the Cusco region. 

This is not to say that Wari settlers living near the Cusco Basin were 
not influential. We know that local people obtained exotic goods like 
obsidian and turquoise through Wari long-distance exchange networks. 
Despite the rarity of pottery from the Ayacucho region at sites located 
more than about 10 kilometers from Wari settlements, local groups in 
the Cusco Basin produced and distributed pottery that emulated Wari 
design motifs. Even if many local groups were not directly governed by 
the Wari state, there is evidence that they participated in religious rituals 
and perhaps public feasts that were sponsored by Wari officials. 

The Wari polity does not appear to have administered the Cusco 
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region as a province, and the centuries-long hiatus between the aban-
donment of major Wari installations and the formation of the Inca state 
makes it unlikely that the Incas simply remobilized a Wari model of 
statecraft. We must instead look to more indirect influences contribut-
ing to the rise of Inca civilization. Wari settlers probably introduced in-
tensive agricultural practices to the Cusco region, as well as social struc-
tures whereby labor service was given for public construction projects, 
then reciprocated through religious rituals and public feasts. The cen-
turies of Wari settlement in the Cusco region must have reconfigured 
how local groups conceived of the authority of their elite leaders, and 
such developments set the stage for the political competition that cul-
minated in Inca state formation. 

The Cusco Region after AD 1000 

The abandonment of large Wari sites around AD 1000 was part of a 
major settlement shift throughout the Cusco region at that time. Former 
occupants of the Wari colonies resettled in a series of towns located near 
the valley-bottom maize lands that they would have continued to farm.8 

Although systematic survey data have not been collected for this region, 
it appears that the new towns were probably the principal settlements 
of small complex polities. The elite leaders of such settlements appear to 
have organized the same kinds of public works as their Wari predeces-
sors, including defensive walls and religious architecture. The absence 
of obvious defenses at some towns indicates that these settlements were 
probably large enough to discourage raiding by hostile groups, but the 
abandonment of productive farmland in the area between the former 
Wari colonies and the Cusco Basin has been interpreted as evidence that 
the balkanized polities that succeeded the Wari colonial system were not 
necessarily allies of the emerging Inca polity.9 

The Cusco Basin underwent major settlement changes after AD 
1000.10 The population grew dramatically as new groups immigrated 
into the basin, and the city of Cusco grew over time to become the Inca 
capital. New irrigation canals and agricultural terraces were built in 
areas that were previously too marginal for agriculture, and the grow-
ing population settled new villages near these fields. Most villages in the 
Cusco Basin were located on low ridges just above fertile valley-bottom 
farmland, and these do not appear to have been defended. The overall 
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settlement system of the Cusco Basin was much more complex and hi-
erarchical than other parts of the Cusco region. Not all sites near Cusco 
were necessarily under the direct administration of the emerging Inca 
state; several small fortified villages and ridgetop settlements were oc-
cupied in remote areas in the southernmost reaches of the Cusco Basin, 
most of which appear to have been abandoned before AD 1400. 

A pattern of high-elevation ridgetop settlement and the construction 
of defensive works are much more pronounced in the Sacred Valley to 
the north of Cusco. After AD 1000, settlement became more hierarchi-
cal, with a number of small and large villages established at elevations 
of 4000 meters or higher. Some villages were settled in locations offer-
ing natural protection—steep-sided ridges or precipitous cliffs—while 
others were fortified through the construction of defensive walls and 
ditches. Where local leadership managed to organize the labor of a com-
munity or small polity, defensive projects seem to have taken priority 
over agricultural intensification or the construction of public or ritual 
buildings. 

The largest settlements in the Sacred Valley were located close to a 
very different set of resources than those in the Cusco Valley, and local 
populations probably farmed higher-elevation crops (generally, without 
the benefit of irrigation) and herded camelids. No large settlements were 
situated near the valley bottom, where some of the world’s most pro-
ductive maize land is farmed today. Differences in domestic architecture, 
local pottery decoration, and burial treatment indicate that the Sacred 
Valley was home to multiple political and ethnic groups at this time. Pop-
ulations living on the south side of the valley appear to have interacted 
frequently with the Incas, while those to the north did not. 

Groups living to the west of the Cusco Basin also maintained rela-
tions with the Incas. Although regional survey work has not been com-
pleted in this area, the historical documents describe a number of dis-
tinct ethnic and political units. One group, the Ayarmacas, is said to have 
been a complex polity, with a paramount ruler who owned camelid 
herds and various agricultural lands and who at some point in the past 
rivaled the Inca paramount for regional preeminence. The Ayarmacas 
practiced a mixed herding and maize-farming economy, while several 
village-level polities are also said to have lived near valley-bottom maize 
lands located along the important caravan route running west from 
Cusco to the Apurímac River. 

It is likely that the villages to the west of the Cusco Basin were 
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organized similarly to those located to the south of Cusco.11 This area 
is characterized by low population density, and the inhabitants of the 
small villages in the region lived near their farmlands in communities 
that lacked artificial defenses. Groups living between the Cusco Basin 
and Apurímac River commonly used pottery acquired from the Cusco 
Basin, and their local settlement and economy remained stable after AD 
1000, indicating that their incorporation into the Inca state probably 
occurred early on and did not result in major transformations of local 
economies. 

The entire Cusco region experienced the transformation of settle-
ment patterns, political integration, and local economy after AD 1000. 
The Inca state thus formed in a region characterized by a high degree of 
ethnic diversity, on a landscape where a variety of different herding and 
agricultural strategies were pursued. The maize-farming population of 
the Cusco Basin grew dramatically, and by AD 1200 or so, there is evi-
dence that the Incas of Cusco were emerging as the most powerful polity 
in the region—a group that governed a large population and had access 
to substantiated surpluses of agricultural products with which it could 
fund state projects. The Incas may have been the dominant group in the 
Cusco region by the thirteenth century, but they did not rule over most 
of their neighbors. Many small villages may have lived under Inca pro-
tection, and polities of moderate complexity intermarried with the Inca 
elite and contracted alliances. The strongest rivals to Inca dominance 
lived to the northwest and southeast of the Cusco Basin. Groups in the 
latter area were probably descendants of Wari settlers who had their 
own large settlements and monumental architecture, but they appear to 
have lacked the large subject population seen in the Cusco Basin. 

The Formation of the Inca State 

Given the diversity of the ecological, political, and ethnic landscape after 
AD 1000, it is not surprising that the Incas employed many strategies to 
incorporate their neighbors into a single centralized state. Having used 
the archaeological record to work forward to roughly AD 1200, we can 
begin to apply our process-based reading of the Inca past for compari-
son with the archaeological record. 

The rapid population growth in the Cusco Basin after AD 1000 would 
have created new administrative needs for the Inca polity, while simul-

https://Cusco.11
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taneously presenting opportunities for Inca leaders to increase their power 
and authority. Labor service provided to the Inca elite was used to build 
new agricultural lands and irrigation canals, resources that could feed 
the increasing population but were thought of as the personal estates of 
Inca rulers and their lineages. The allocation of newly improved farmland 
would have increased the political power of Inca leaders, undercutting 
the traditional kin-based authority of local leaders. Some groups may 
have resisted Inca dominance, but the Cusco Basin ultimately came un-
der the direct control of Inca rulers. 

As rural populations in the Cusco Basin came to be dominated by 
Inca paramounts, the growing population living in Cusco would have 
become increasingly dependent on the Inca elite for organizing an urban 
food supply. The city grew, flourishing as a center of ceremonial and rit-
ual life for the Cusco Basin, and its sizeable nonfarming population must 
have grown to include religious specialists, artisans, and officials who 
served the Inca state. A state religion based on the worship of the sun— 
to grow the precious maize crop produced on new agricultural terraces— 
was organized under the auspices of the Inca nobility. 

As Inca rulers grew more powerful, they began to espouse an ideol-
ogy justifying the conquest or subordination of neighboring groups. 
The Inca histories indicate that the first territorial expansion outside 
the Cusco Basin occurred around the time that the Inca elite consoli-
dated its local control over the basin. It is unclear whether military ac-
tion was required to incorporate the villages and small polities living to 
the south of Cusco. Given that people in that area used the Cusco Basin 
ceramic style and that there is no evidence of major modification of the 
regional settlement system under Inca rule, it is likely that the incorpo-
ration of small groups living near Cusco did not require extended mili-
tary campaigns. 

The situation in the Sacred Valley provides a marked contrast. Forts 
and fortifications were constructed, and as the Incas came to control new 
territory, they settled new villages in areas between the Cusco Basin and 
neighboring polities that had been depopulated. Evidence of Inca influ-
ence among neighboring groups includes the construction of special ar-
chitecture and prevalence of Cusco Basin pottery in areas where these 
were previously lacking. The permanent incorporation of groups living 
to the north of the Sacred Valley provides evidence that Inca society had 
developed a central administration with specialized offices for govern-
ing groups not sharing kin ties with the Inca elite. 
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Inca Expansion Practices and Local Reactions 

As the Incas began to incorporate the different political and ethnic 
groups living in the Cusco region, they often resorted to military action, 
but many groups living to the north and west of the Cusco Basin were 
initially integrated through more peaceful means. In these cases, mar-
riage alliances prevented major hostilities between groups while at the 
same time promoting Inca power among these groups. Marriages be-
tween Inca rulers and elite women from neighboring groups created last-
ing bonds in which the wife’s kin bore the responsibility of providing 
service to her children and their descendants. This service was recipro-
cated through Inca sponsorship of festive events, many of which would 
have taken place in Cusco. As Inca rulers took multiple wives from 
neighboring ethnic groups, they increased the pool of labor service avail-
able for state projects because elite women continued to receive labor 
service, including the maintenance of lands and herds in their home-
towns. The organization of feasts and ritual events to reciprocate labor 
would have helped to transform Cusco into the center of festive and cer-
emonial life for the region. 

Stories of a small polity called the Huayllacans clearly illustrate how 
the Incas used marriage alliances to extend their dominance. The Huayl-
lacans lived just to the north of the Cusco Basin, and archaeological 
settlement patterns indicate that their population comprised a group 
of small villages and hamlets whose leaders lived in the large village of 
Qhapaqkancha. Although elite Huayllacan women had customarily 
married men from the nearby Ayarmaca group, the Huayllacans broke 
with this tradition, and an elite woman married the sixth Inca ruler. This 
provoked a war between the Huayllacans and Ayarmacas, one in which 
the Incas appear to have remained neutral. Seeing that they were losing to 
the more powerful Ayarmacas, the local elite permitted the Ayarmacas 
to kidnap the son of the Inca ruler and his Huayllacan wife. The boy was 
eventually returned to his father in a sequence of events resulting in ad-
ditional marriage alliances between the Incas and the Ayarmaca and Anta 
ethnic groups. Huayllacan treachery was forgiven, but when this group 
later attempted to meddle in Inca royal succession, the Huayllacans were 
decimated, and their lands were seized as a personal estate of the Inca 
ruler whose kidnapping they had arranged when he was a boy. 

While elite marriage exchange provided a means for extending Inca 
rule over some of the groups of the Cusco region—particularly those 
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that practiced herding and mixed agriculture in the region to the north-
west of Cusco—groups of different ethnicity appear to have been con-
quered militarily. One of the best-documented examples of conquest and 
early administration is the case of the Cuyos, a group living to the north 
of the Sacred Valley. Pre-Inca villages in the Cuyo area were situated at 
high elevations in the side valleys, an area where mixed farming and 
herding are likely to have been practiced. Not only does village location 
imply a different economic base for Cuyo society but this area also has 
decorated pottery, household architecture, and burial practices that are 
distinct from that of the Cusco Basin, suggesting real cultural differences. 

The Cuyos are mentioned as one of the first groups conquered by the 
Incas, and an Inca governor was placed in the area even though Cuyo 
elites continued to hold local leadership positions. Archaeologically, the 
imposition of Inca administration is evident through the construction of 
special architecture and the prevalence of Cusco Basin pottery at certain 
villages to the north of the Sacred Valley. In particular, the Incas built 
religious and administrative architecture at the site of Pukara Pantillijlla, 
which grew rapidly as it developed into a secondary administrative cen-
ter of the expanding state. Radiocarbon dates from excavations at this 
site indicate that the Inca reorganization of the Cuyo area began in the 
late thirteenth or early fourteenth century. 

The Cuyos are said to have remained under Inca rule for several gen-
erations but were accused of plotting the assassination of the ninth ruler, 
Pachacutic. In retaliation, Inca armies passed through Cuyo lands, burn-
ing villages and killing a large number of the local people. The Cuyo area 
then became Pachacutic’s personal estate, and valley-bottom lands were 
developed for intensive maize agriculture and resettled with retainers 
from conquered provincial regions. 

The Consolidation of Inca Rule in the Cusco Region 

If marriage alliances helped to extend Inca dominance and reduce hos-
tilities between different polities, they often failed to produce a peaceful 
transition to direct Inca rule at the local level. Local rebellion is com-
monly mentioned as the final phase by which the Inca state consoli-
dated its control over groups in the Cusco region. Because our histori-
cal perspective comes from Inca informants, we should be cautious 
about such accounts. While local leaders would have had good reasons 
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for attempting to throw off the yoke of Inca rule, we must consider the 
likelihood that the Inca version of events was crafted after the fact to 
justify the reorganization of local economies and political systems to 
meet the goals of the Inca elite. 

To understand why local elites would have rebelled, we should con-
sider the long-term goals of the Inca leadership for the Cusco region. The 
Inca state had developed a conquest ideology that encouraged expan-
sion, with its related desire to access large agricultural surpluses and ex-
otic goods that were not available locally. Expansion into the Cuyo area 
provided direct access to caravan routes to the Amazonian lowlands, but 
it also gave the Inca state control over both sides of a valley where maize 
could be grown intensively. Sacred Valley groups like the Cuyos and 
Huayllacans did not farm the valley bottom intensively, so the Incas used 
labor tribute to canalize the Vilcanota River, construct hillside agricul-
tural terraces, and build irrigation canals that could bring water several 
kilometers from the side valleys that they now controlled. 

The transformation of valley-bottom lands for maize production 
involved massive investments in state infrastructure—not only for the 
terraces and canals for growing maize but also for storage structures, a 
road system to bind the area to the capital, and administrative build-
ings for governing the local population. Inca officials would have de-
manded most of the labor service that had previously been available to 
support local elites. Over time, Inca administrators became the principal 
authority for deciding how food was produced, loyalty was rewarded, 
religious rituals were performed, and conflicts were resolved. While co-
operation with the Inca state would have been an attractive short-term 
strategy for local leaders, it undermined the authority and power of these 
individuals in the long term. From the Inca perspective, local leaders 
would be increasingly redundant in local administration, and they prob-
ably would have represented the principal means for organizing resist-
ance to the complete subordination of local economies, politics, and re-
ligious life. 

Whether the final consolidation of the Cusco region was executed 
in reaction to local rebellions or was initiated by the Incas themselves 
as part of a new policy to streamline local administration, it appears 
that the entire Cusco region was reduced to direct Inca control by around 
AD 1400. This corresponds to the first territorial conquests made out-
side the Cusco region—the first campaigns of an emerging empire. 
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From State to Empire: 
Strategies for Expansion and Administration 

By AD 1400, the Incas had been expanding their territory throughout 
the Cusco region for as much as two hundred years, a period in which 
they developed strategies for incorporating and governing new popula-
tions. Territorial expansion was justified by a sense that the Inca ruler 
could have no equal, and the Incas often described military action as be-
ing an acceptable reaction to hostile responses from local elites. New 
polities and ethnic groups were initially incorporated with as little use of 
direct force as possible, and local leaders were commonly left in charge 
with oversight from Inca officials. If the threat of war was the iron fist 
for intimidating resistant groups into subordinating themselves to Inca 
rule, marriage alliances with local leaders and gifts of exotic goods were 
the velvet glove that encouraged initial cooperation. 

Once new groups had been brought under state governance, the 
Incas tended to leave local economies largely untouched, using labor 
tribute to intensify herding and agricultural production in areas that 
local communities were not using to their full potential. Facilities had to 
be constructed for storage, administrative activities, and rituals of the 
state religion, and newly incorporated territories were linked more closely 
to the capital through the construction of roads. Some new agricultural 
lands were allocated for local food production and the propitiation of 
sacred places and shrines (wak’akuna), but the majority went to support 
the Inca state, the cult of the sun, and the lineage of the Inca ruler. 

Over time, state administration superseded many of the functions 
of local leaders, which may explain why these officials would have led 
rebellions against Inca rule when opportunities presented themselves. 
Whether or not the Incas were being truthful in their frequent descrip-
tions of local rebellion, it is clear that over time they preferred to ad-
minister territory directly, with Inca officials managing the upper-level 
political and religious activities, the most important of which took place 
in Cusco. 

These patterns of expansion and administration had to be modified 
as the Incas expanded throughout the Andean region. In the Titicaca 
Basin, local economies were dominated by herding, and local leaders were 
wealthy and powerful. On the Pacific coast, several polities already ex-
isted where local rulers commanded specialized labor, had a state religion, 
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and were intensively farming most available agricultural land. In Ecua-
dor, the Incas encountered groups that had specialized merchants and 
used shell ornaments in their exchanges. Inca imperial strategies evolved 
to meet local conditions, and while the maize-farming valleys of the cen-
tral Andean highlands show strong evidence of direct administration, 
other regions saw more indirect means of government. It is likely that 
the Incas would ultimately have desired to implement direct adminis-
tration throughout their empire, but they clearly lacked the means to do 
so at the time of the Spanish Conquest. 

The Transformation of the Imperial Heartland 

As the Incas conquered farther from the Cusco region, their heartland 
came to play a different role within the expanding empire. In short, the 
Inca heartland was promoted above provincial regions as a place apart 
from the rest of the empire. Most of the autochthonous ethnic groups of 
the Cusco region were granted honorary Inca status, providing a large 
population of low-level imperial officials who spoke Quechua, under-
stood Inca state practices, and could be relocated to provincial regions 
to implement the development of provincial infrastructure and stabilize 
imperial administration. As local populations were moved throughout 
the Andes, provincial groups were resettled to the Cusco region as per-
manent retainers of the Inca elite. 

The political economy of the Inca heartland was dominated by the 
royal Inca lineages and the state religion. The descendants of former 
rulers controlled estates that their ancestors had established, and the re-
tainer population provided a range of services for the Inca elite, includ-
ing herding, farming, transportation of goods between regions, and the 
production of cloth. The Cusco region was ethnically diverse, but the 
retainer population served royal Inca lineages directly. The population 
of the Inca elite burgeoned in the imperial period, and while some Inca 
nobles served as high-level imperial administrators, a large number lived 
on the estates built by their ancestors and meddled in the politics of the 
imperial heartland. Estates were developed to provide Inca nobles with 
relaxation and enjoyment but were probably also used to by powerful 
individuals—especially the wives and mothers of former Inca rulers—to 
support the influence of competing factions. 
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Process and the Study of Inca Origins 

This book proposes that historical or structural readings of the Spanish 
chronicles alone cannot answer the question of how the Inca empire 
managed to expand so rapidly throughout the Andean region. Chrono-
logical problems in the histories and a “great man” interpretive focus 
have led to the assertion of social and political underdevelopment in the 
Inca heartland prior to the rise of Pachacutic. Such assumptions are hard 
to reconcile with what archaeologists and ethnohistorians in other parts 
of the world have observed about imperial expansion. 

The new, process-based interpretation—summarized in the preced-
ing and detailed in the following chapters of this book—can resolve 
many of the problems with interpreting the Inca past from colonial-
period documents. Inspired by the comparative anthropological study 
of state formation in the archaeological and historical record, this new 
approach attempts to reconstruct the conditions that made rapid Inca 
imperial expansion possible. Paradoxically, it is only by turning our at-
tention away from the legendary acts of a single Inca ruler that we can 
understand how the competing interests and deliberate acts of indi-
viduals enabled Inca imperialism. By expanding our interpretive vista 
beyond Pachacutic’s world-changing deeds, we can begin to describe the 
local effects of Inca expansion, as well as the strategies by which non-Inca 
elites attempted to maintain local autonomy. A focus on state formation 
and territorial expansion in the Cusco region permits us to consider how 
the Inca state came to control large populations and resources, a process 
through which the strategies used in imperial expansion and adminis-
tration were developed, tested, and refined. 



 

chapter two 

State Formation, Imperial Expansion, 
and the History of Inca Research 

in the Cusco Region 

In promoting a new relationship between historical documents and ar-
chaeological data in Inca studies, it is important to state how a focus on 
regional processes can be preferable to the research orientations that 
have been influential in recent decades. The Inca empire is one of the 
best-known pre-Hispanic cultures of the Americas thanks to the research 
of anthropologists and historians, and a new interpretive paradigm 
would not be possible without such research. The process-oriented ap-
proach advocated here is not intended to negate or replace the existing 
scholarly literature on historiography or the structural characteristics 
of imperial Inca society. 

Where an interdisciplinary study of long-term regional processes 
can prove useful is in providing a narrative of the kinds of changes that 
are most likely to have occurred in the Cusco region, developments 
that enabled the trajectory of rapid territorial growth throughout the 
Andean region after AD 1400. While the interpretations presented in 
this book are based on sixteenth-century historical accounts and ar-
chaeological data, its expectations and interpretation are driven by 
propositions derived from the comparative study of other ancient states 
and empires. This chapter describes the comparative anthropological 
approach pursued in this book, presenting a suite of archaeological and 
historical indicators that guide the interpretive process. Once the theo-
retical expectations have been articulated, a brief overview of Inca stud-
ies in the imperial heartland demonstrates the intellectual debt that this 
book owes to previous researchers, as well as the ways that it diverges 
in its conclusions. 

18 
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Anthropological Perspectives on Imperial Expansion 

Many authors remark at the rapidity of Inca imperial expansion, as 
though it stands out distinctly from that of other early empires.1 In fact, 
comparisons with other empires indicate that rapid territorial expansion 
is a common characteristic of empire building but that the conditions 
making such expansion possible require an anthropological explana-
tion.2 While the official histories of imperial societies often focus on the 
agency of a single individual in establishing an empire—an Alexander the 
Great, Genghis Khan, or Pachacutic Inca Yupanqui—anthropologists 
recognize that to achieve monumental results, the actions of even the 
most brilliant and charismatic individuals are dependent on prevailing 
ecological and social conditions.3 In short, it is more significant to un-
derstand the development of particular conditions favoring social trans-
formation than to develop biographies of the charismatic individuals 
who come to be credited with such changes. Rather than debate the his-
torical role of Pachacutic or any other Inca emperor, we should attempt 
to understand how an Inca polity developed that could take advantage 
of particular political and ecological conditions in the Andes to expand 
so rapidly. A cursory look at a few other empires that achieved rapid ter-
ritorial expansion provides some important clues for reconstructing the 
conditions under which the Inca empire developed. 

Early Roman Imperial Expansion (ca. 264–134 BC) 

The first wave of Roman imperial expansion followed several hundred 
years of warfare and alliance building between Rome and its Etruscan, 
Latin, and Samnite neighbors (among others).4 During the early third 
century BC, Rome defeated rebellions by Etruscan towns, repulsed Gal-
lic invasions, and fought a prolonged war with the Samnites, becoming 
mired in the politics of southern Italy, which had been dominated by 
Greek colonies for several hundred years.5 As Rome continued to con-
solidate its control over central Italy, Roman armies were sent to south-
ern Italy in support of allies and were garrisoned in several towns. A fear 
of growing Roman power led some Greeks living in southern Italy to 
seek the aid of Pyrrhus, the king of Epirus, who invaded the Italian 
peninsula in 280 BC. Pyrrhus marched to within 60 kilometers of Rome 
with a professional army of twenty-five thousand men—and twenty 
elephants—and the support of the Greek cities of Tarentum, Metapontum, 
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and Heraclea, as well as the Samnites, Lucanians, Bruttians, and Mess-
apians. Most Roman allies failed to defect to the Greek cause, however, 
and after several costly victories over Roman armies, Pyrrhus abandoned 
Italy, leaving Rome the undisputed power on the peninsula. 

The first war with the Carthaginian empire began just a decade later.6 

Erich Gruen provides a brief description of Rome’s position in 265 BC, 
on the eve of its first major territorial expansion outside of the Italian 
peninsula: 

The Italian peninsula was now united under Roman hegemony. 
Through absorption, annexation, common citizenship, or treaty the 
Italian states were bound to Rome in common policy. . . . The relative 
isolation of Italy from the areas conquered by Alexander gave Rome 
the time needed to extend her influence and consolidate her holdings 
at home. The city’s central location in the peninsula, astride the Tiber, 
afforded a unique position for dominion and control. And Italy’s cen-
tral position in the Mediterranean basin enabled Rome to face both 
east and west. By 265 Roman legions, drawn from the peasantry and 
fighting for their city and homes, had already proved their skill under 
fire for generations. Rome won the loyalty of Italy, not only through 
force of arms, but through extension of the franchise and sharing of 
institutions.7 

From 264 to 134 BC, Rome expanded rapidly, conquering a rival em-
pire, Carthage, and incorporating its territories as new provinces. It also 
annexed the city-states of Greece and Asia Minor into this developing 
imperial order. In roughly the same span of time that Inca territory ex-
panded to control much of the Andean region, Rome rose from a lead-
ing power in the Italian peninsula to become the preeminent power in 
the Mediterranean world.8 The critical invasion of Pyrrhus (280–75 BC) 
may have been important for determining the tempo by which the final 
resistance to Roman order in Italy was defeated, but like the Chanca in-
vasion of the Cusco region—said to have been the stimulus for Pacha-
cutic’s transformation of the Inca polity—this appears to have occurred 
toward the end of a long regional integration process.9 

The Aztec Triple Alliance (c. AD 1428–1520) 

The period leading up the rise of Aztec civilization remains shrouded 
in myth and imperial propaganda.10 Like the Incas, the Mexica elite re-

https://propaganda.10
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counted what Michael E. Smith describes as a “rags-to-riches story,” a 
myth involving migration from a distant origin place by a small group 
that was destined to rise to dominance over the many Postclassic poli-
ties of central Mexico.11 Through alliance manipulation and the use of 
force, the Mexica and their allies consolidated their control over most 
of the complex polities (altepetl) in the Basin of Mexico between about 
AD 1250 and 1430.12 Stories of Mexica origins describe the initial set-
tlement of their capital, Tenochtitlán, which grew rapidly and came to 
be supported by intensive raised-field agriculture. Although the Mexica 
were originally subordinates to the nearby Tepanec polity, they eventu-
ally appointed as ruler (tlatoani) a man said to be descended from the 
Toltecs. Smith describes the rule of Huitzilhuitl(r. AD 1391–1415) in the 
final decades leading up to the emergence of the Aztec Triple Alliance: 

Under his popular leadership, people came from all over the Valley of 
Mexico to live in Tenochtitlan, and the city expanded greatly. The 
Mexica became highly skilled as soldiers and diplomats in their deal-
ings with neighbors. One of Huitzilhuitl’s major accomplishments 
was the establishment of successful marriage alliances with a number 
of powerful dynasties. . . . In addition to his diplomatic success, 
Huitzilhuitl also led the Mexica to victory in a number of military 
campaigns.13 

In 1428, when the Mexica under Itzcoatl successfully rebelled against 
Tepanec domination, their polity was already wealthy and powerful, 
with a reputation as able diplomats and fierce warriors. The Mexica and 
their allies quickly incorporated the complex polities of the Valley of 
Mexico, then extended their territory rapidly for roughly ninety years, 
incorporating large parts of Mesoamerica into their provincial system.14 

When Hernán Cortés reached the Gulf Coast in 1519, the Aztec empire 
was the largest polity to develop in Mesoamerica. 

Prior to its short phase of imperial expansion, Mexica society devel-
oped several important features, including an urban capital, a system of 
intensive agriculture that could feed a large, nucleated population, and 
a government-supervised marketplace for acquiring and exchanging 
staples and exotic goods. The Mexica elite held specialized positions, 
achieving status as warriors, diplomats, and merchants. Marriages were 
the basis for many alliances with groups in the Valley of Mexico, as well 
as polities beyond that region. 

https://system.14
https://campaigns.13
https://Mexico.11
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Conditions Enabling Rapid Imperial Expansion 

We could discuss many other examples of rapid imperial expansion, but 
the preceding cases are sufficient to demonstrate not only that other 
early empires managed to incorporate vast new territories in 100–150 
years but that the polities embarking on such campaigns had developed 
a certain degree of hierarchy and complexity.15 Many anthropologists 
would identify the kinds of changes described for the preimperial Ro-
man and Mexica polities as processes resulting in the formation of a 
centralized state. 

State Formation and Its Archaeological Indicators 

Anthropological archaeologists have debated the nature of state forma-
tion and have presented several means for evaluating political complexity 
in the archaeological record.16 For this book, I define a state as a polity 
characterized by a centralized and internally specialized government.17 

Archaeological indicators of state formation can be identified at sev-
eral different interpretive levels, and such identifications are most secure 
when multiple indicators are present.18 State formation often takes place 
within a relatively small region and is often followed by territorial ex-
pansion (table 2.1). At the regional level, the development of a four-tier 
settlement hierarchy and a log-normal or primate rank-size graph have 
been interpreted as evidence for increasingly hierarchical and centralized 
organization,19 an apparatus settlement system considered to be consis-
tent with an administrative hierarchy that is more complex than those 

TABLE 2.1. Estimates of Integrated State Territory 

Name Integrated Territory Dates Source 

Susa Up to 20,000 km2 Middle Uruk Wright 1998 
Warka 15,000+ km2 Early Uruk Johnson 1980, 248 
Monte Albán 20,000 km2 MA II Marcus and Flannery 1996 
Tikal 20,000+ km2 Early Classic Adams and Jones 1981 
Teotihuacán 25,000–50,000 km2 Early Classic Marcus 1998 
Rome 20,000+ km2 Fourth to third Harris 1979 

century BC 
Maradi 8,000 km2 1854–75 Smith 1967 
Dahomey 24,000 km2 Nineteenth century Spencer 1990 
Benin About 10,000 km2 Nineteenth century Bradbury 1967 

https://present.18
https://government.17
https://record.16
https://complexity.15
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of prestate societies. Log-normal rank-size graphs are often taken as ev-
idence of centrally coordinated regional economies, but in cases where 
the urban capital of the state is disproportionately large, the graph may 
be convex.20 

At the site level, the construction of palaces and appearance of stan-
dardized religious and administrative building forms can indicate the 
establishment of state institutions.21 The leaders of prestate polities are 
typically not capable of using labor tribute to construct palatial residences, 
and the standardization of religious and administrative architecture is 
thought to accompany the development of religious and administrative 
hierarchies. Qualitative changes in the presence of exotic materials and 
craft products might also be considered evidence of economic central-
ization or social stratification concomitant with state formation. 

The archaeological evidence for other cases of state formation sug-
gests that multiple indicators are needed to demonstrate such processes 
unambiguously.22 The success of the archaeological model depends on 
the existence of sufficient data to identify multiple indicators of Inca 
state formation. 

Oral Histories and Processes of State Formation 

In chapter 1, several problems with the historicity of the Spanish chron-
icles were noted. Narratives of the past were reorganized repeatedly in 
Inca times, and their transcription decades after the conquest was often 
influenced by an author’s political intentions, philosophical convictions, 
or notions of proper historiography. The colonial period documents de-
scribing the Inca past cannot be treated as a complete and factual chronol-
ogy of events performed by historical individuals, and scholars ought to 
explore other useful ways of studying them. The archaeological record 
provides one means for evaluating what kind of society the Incas lived 
in at the time of their initial imperial expansion, and it is possible to read 
the historical documents in a compatible way to identify the same 
processes of state formation described in the archaeological record. 

Just as the archaeological indicators of state formation enumerated 
in the preceding are derived from the comparative study of several ar-
chaeologically known states, it is possible to identify indicators of state 
formation in the oral histories of societies known to have experienced 
such processes. Using the same basic definition as for archaeological 

https://unambiguously.22
https://institutions.21
https://convex.20
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cases—a suite of qualitative changes involving the emergence of a cen-
tralized, internally specialized government—it is possible to identify 
state formation for several societies, including Dahomey in West Africa, 
the Betsileo and Merina of Madagascar, and Hunza in Kashmir. Some of 
the kinds of innovations mentioned in the oral histories of these cultures 
are presented in table 2.2, which lists the numbers of rulers credited with 
a particular development. 

Kent Flannery has recently observed that the role of human agency 
becomes more pronounced when we consider historical cases of state 
formation.23 In looking at long-term, regional processes, we do not fo-
cus on the “state makers” glorified in the oral histories but instead iden-
tify how a given polity changed internally and in relation to its neighbors. 
From the table, it is possible to see that emerging states often develop 
more intensive economies in which production is centrally managed 
through laws and religious ceremonies that are controlled by the elite. 

TABLE 2.2. Some Ethnohistoric Indicators of State Formation Processes 

Merina Betsileo Dahomey Hunza 

Territorial control of over 2000 km2 Ruler 3 Ruler 7 Ruler 4 Ruler 4 
Reduction of local autonomy 3 4–7 4 4 
Growth of capital (immigration) 3 4–7 2 4 
Permanent military conquests 3 5 2 2 
Codification of judicial system N/A 4–5 3 4 
Imposition of tribute requirements N/A 5 3 4 
Complex elite hierarchies with more titles 2 5 4 4 
Asymmetrical marriage alliances 1 N/A 1 N/A 
Construction of palaces or royal estates 3 N/A 3 N/A 
Intensification of production 3 5–7 N/A 4 
Sumptuary laws, direct state access to exotics 2 5 3 4 
Calendrical reform, management of 

specialized production 1 N/A N/A 4 
Co-option of local religion or rituals 2–3 N/A 3 3 
Development of state religion and religious 

hierarchy 2–3 5 3 3 
Introduction of technological innovations 1 N/A N/A 4 
Introduction of military innovations 1–2 5 3 N/A 

Note: Numbers indicate which ruler (or rulers) in a multigenerational sequence is credited with a given 
development. For the Merina, ruler 1 is Andriamanelo (see Brown 1979, 120–30 for sequence). Kottak 
(1980, 67–81) discusses Betsileo state formation, noting that the process began with rulers 3 and 4, a 
woman and her son. Herskovits (1938, 11, 13) discusses several ruler lists for Dahomey; for this table, 
ruler 1 is Dogbagri, and the account of Argyle (1866, 3–13) is used. The Hunza case uses information in 
Sidkey (1996) and considers Mir Silim Khan as ruler 4 in the process of state formation. 

https://formation.23
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Immigration to the capital increases, and increased agricultural produc-
tion feeds a growing urban population of retainers, craft specialists, and 
bureaucrats. The management of a centralized economy and large pop-
ulation requires special administrative and religious offices, and elite hi-
erarchies become more complex as the state forms. New intermediate 
elites are supported by tribute, tax collection, or labor service, which is 
also used by the ruling elite to build palaces and private estates, as well 
as to acquire exotic goods not available locally. Externally, the emerg-
ing state begins to conquer or annex new territory, reducing previously 
autonomous neighboring elites to subordinates. Conquests are often made 
in order to acquire productive resources or control over important trade 
routes. The permanent incorporation of new territory requires that new 
provincial officials be appointed. 

As with archaeological indicators for state formation, it is the iden-
tification of a whole set of changes—rather than the innovation of any 
single indicator—that will help us to recognize the development of a cen-
tralized state government. We are seeking evidence of a fundamental 
change in the nature of Inca society, as well as the ways that the Incas 
interacted with neighboring groups. Since multiple versions of the Inca 
past exist, we should be able to identify the same kinds of changes in in-
dependent sources.24 The most useful sources for this analytical process 
will be those that provide detailed information on events occurring 
within about 50 kilometers of Cusco prior to the reign of Pachacutic. 
While the archaeological evidence provides the means for evaluating the 
historical sources, it is critical to avoid selecting only the information 
that corroborates our anthropological expectations. 

Process-Based Perspectives and the Study of the Inca Past 

Although the formation of an Inca state exhibiting the same traits as the 
cultures in the comparative study would have major significance for an-
thropologists focusing on long-term changes in regional databases, it 
would have had far less relevance to the sixteenth-century Incas and 
Europeans whose interest in the Inca past was oriented toward contest-
ing the time depth of the imperial period. Many writers attempting to 
diminish the Inca imperial achievement recount incidents relevant to the 
study of state formation. The repeated reorganization of Inca histories 

https://sources.24
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certainly would have affected how the processes of state formation were 
remembered, but this becomes less important if multiple versions of the 
Inca past describe the same kinds of changes observed in other cases of 
state formation. 

Even though the interpretive approach proposed in this book takes 
a methodological departure from most modern historical studies, there 
is a long tradition of process-based studies of the Incas. Polo de On-
degardo, one of the most astute early colonial administrators, observed 
that “these Incas conquered through violence and warfare . . . and thus 
the only difficulty was in conquering those neighboring polities in the 
Cusco region, because afterwards, all the conquered groups went with 
them [the Incas], and it was always a much larger force than the others 
[i.e., opposing local groups].”25 In 1571, Ondegardo speculated that Inca 
imperialism had developed through processes occurring over 350–400 
years in which the region within about 25 kilometers of Cusco was con-
solidated under Inca control.26 Pedro Sarmiento de Gamboa concluded 
that Inca strategies for expansion and consolidation were transformed 
under Pachacutic’s father following several generations of raiding and 
indirect control over the strongest rivals to the Inca polity.27 

If some colonial writers—especially those who developed synthetic 
prespectives on the Inca past using multiple lines of evidence—recognized 
that local processes in the Cusco region had somehow made Inca impe-
rial expansion possible, why have modern scholars fixed upon the story 
of Pachacutic and the Chanca invasion as the most reasonable explana-
tion of imperial origins? The simplest answer to this question is that the 
Pachacutic story provides the most reasonable paradigm for describing 
Inca imperial expansion, regardless of its shortcomings in addressing the 
processes leading up to such expansion. 

Although many of the most reliable colonial authors describe a rapid 
phase of imperial expansion by the last few Inca rulers, several chronicles 
offer a gradual perspective on Inca imperialism, generally describing a 
more steady imperial territorial expansion from the time of the found-
ing Inca ancestor, Manco Capac.28 Until the 1940s, scholars such as 
Philip Ainsworth Means suggested that the story of a rapid Inca impe-
rial expansion was a Spanish invention, devised to discredit the Incas and 
portray them as parvenu tyrants outside of Cusco.29 A series of influ-
ential publications in the 1940s by John H. Rowe reoriented the debate 
over Inca imperial expansion and firmly established the rapid expansion 

https://Cusco.29
https://Capac.28
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model as the one best supported by the available ethnohistoric and ar-
chaeological evidence from the Inca heartland and provinces. 

In 1945, Rowe observed that archaeological evidence, coupled with 
different kinds of reliable ethnohistoric sources, pointed to a rapid and 
late Inca imperial expansion. His systematic study of Inca political origins 
using archaeology and a critical reading of documents shifted the ques-
tion of Inca political origins from a historical to an anthropological one. 
The German archaeologist Max Uhle had advocated a more active in-
terpretive role for archaeology several decades earlier, but Rowe was the 
first to develop artifact chronologies in coordination with documentary 
research on the Incas.30 The rapid expansion paradigm for Inca imperi-
alism still stands largely intact today, and most archaeologists agree with 
its general processes, if not the calendar dates presented in the Inca his-
tories.31 In the 1940s, Rowe did not attempt to push the available data 
to resolve the issue of how such rapid expansion was made possible, 
although he did suggest that some chronicles contained information on 
developmental processes after about AD 1200 and leading up to Inca 
imperial expansion.32 Without a strong independent database from re-
gional archaeology, the chronicle references to early developments in the 
Inca polity were considered too unreliable to be studied critically.33 

Long-Term Change and Inca Origins 

Shifting the interpretive focus to processes of long-term change is the 
first step in moving beyond “great man” paradigms of Inca origins to 
develop more anthropological perspectives on the Inca empire. Scholars 
following the paradigm of rapid Inca imperial expansion have attempted 
to explain the conditions that enabled (or necessitated) such rapid, punc-
tuated expansion. Factors hypothesized to have influenced the Inca de-
velopmental trajectory include institutionalized exchange relationships, 
internal conflict and interregional hostility, the centralization of eco-
nomic management and redistribution, and ideological innovations.34 

Even in the absence of new data, significant scholarship has shifted the 
interpretive focus from singular events and the deeds of heroes and kings 
to the long-term development of social, economic, military, and ideo-
logical power. Like these scholars, many archaeologists tend to explain 
rapid Inca imperialism as the result of long-term regional processes of 
state formation and political consolidation.35 

https://consolidation.35
https://innovations.34
https://critically.33
https://expansion.32
https://tories.31
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Archaeological Inquiry in the Cusco Region 

In the nineteenth century, Cusco was a destination for many European 
travelers exploring South America, and authors such as Charles Wiener 
and Ephraim Squier provide descriptions of some of the region’s surviv-
ing archaeological monuments.36 Aside from the acquisition of collec-
tions (probably from looted tombs), Max Uhle’s excavations at Q’atan 
near modern Urubamba, and Hiram Bingham’s work at Machu Picchu, 
little systematic excavation work was undertaken prior to the 1930s.37 

Archaeological research in the Cusco region began to flourish in the early 
1930s, due to an increase in government funding to celebrate the four 
hundredth anniversary of the Spanish founding of the city of Cusco.38 

At this time, Peruvian archaeologists began to conduct large-scale exca-
vations at such monumental Inca sites as Saqsaywaman.39 

The interpretive power of Cusco archaeology improved with the es-
tablishment of a preliminary artifact sequence by Rowe in 1944. Since 
the 1940s, the archaeological understanding of the pre-Columbian past 
has expanded as researchers have elaborated the artifact chronology and 
explored important time periods in the region. Large-scale excavations 
have been conducted throughout the region and have addressed the full 
range of human occupation in the Cusco region.40 The protection and 
study of monumental sites by the National Institute of Culture (INC) has 
led to the identification of hundreds of archaeological sites within the 
Inca heartland. 

Systematic Surveys in the Inca Heartland 

While excavation work has increased the interpretive power of relative 
artifact chronologies, regional systematic survey projects have begun to 
map changing settlement patterns in the Cusco region (fig. 2.1). Prior to 
the 1980s, numerous researchers had reconnoitered the region, making 
observations on the sites they encountered, but not systematically study-
ing a defined region.41 The first systematic regional survey project was 
conducted in the Paruro area by Brian Bauer, who directed a pedestrian 
survey of over 600 square kilometers in a region just south of the Cusco 
Basin, registering over four hundred sites in a region where only a hand-
ful had previously been known.42 Based on settlement pattern continu-
ities in Paruro after AD 1000, Bauer concluded that an Inca state had 
formed in Cusco well before AD 1400, extending its control over the 

https://known.42
https://region.41
https://region.40
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Fig. 2.1. Important sites and survey projects in the Cusco region. Although exca-
vations have been conducted in the region for nearly a century, it was only in the 
late 1980s that systematic regional settlement data made it possible to describe pre-
Inca settlement patterns. 

Paruro region without substantial modification to local political and 
economic organization.43 

Testing the hypothesis of early Inca state formation led Bauer to di-
rect a second major regional survey in the Cusco Basin, a region in which 
approximately fourteen hundred sites were identified (fig. 2.2).44 Settle-
ment patterns in the Cusco Basin and to the east and west provided a 
second major region for comparing settlement change over time, and the 

https://organization.43
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presence of an early Inca state has been substantiated with the new 
data.45 The same methodology and artifact sequence were used in both 
surveys, providing a foundation for expanding the regional database with 
subsequent survey projects.46 

The Sacred Valley Archaeological Project 

This book considers Bauer’s data from the Paruro and Cusco Basin sur-
veys, but it also presents new data on over four hundred archaeological 
sites identified by the Sacred Valley Archaeological Project (SVAP), a 
survey and excavation project conducted in 2000 to expand the results 
of earlier survey research. The data from the Paruro and Cusco Basin 
projects had indicated that the Cusco polity developed early political con-
trol over the Cusco Basin and modestly populated areas to the south; 
assessing the extent and timing of this control and its relationship to the 
Spanish chronicles required that further research be initiated. 

The area selected for a third intensive settlement survey was a 30-
kilometer stretch of the Vilcanota-Urubamba Valley, from just above the 
modern town of San Salvador to just below the town of Calca (fig. 2.3).47 

In addition to the main river valley, the study region also included the 
side valleys draining into the Vilcanota River, a total area of approxi-
mately 400 square kilometers. This area was chosen for several reasons. 
From a practical perspective, the Sacred Valley study region abuts Bauer’s 
Cusco Basin survey, effectively connecting the three regional survey 
projects into a single 80-kilometer transect of the Inca heartland, a com-
bined study region of about 1300 square kilometers in which over two 
thousand archaeological sites have been located. The continuities in 
artifact types made it possible to employ a similar field methodology 
with an experienced crew of Peruvian archaeology students who had 
studied the Cusco ceramic chronology. 

Geographical and ecological considerations also influenced the defi-
nition of the study region. Because the aim of the project was to assess 
changing levels of influence and political control over the region, it was 
important to include areas that were close to the Cusco Basin, as well as 
lands that would have been beyond the administrative capabilities of an 
unspecialized government.48 The Chit’apampa Basin is located about a 
half day’s walk from Cusco, while walking to the Chongo and Qochoq 
valleys to the north of the Vilcanota River would involve a much greater 

https://government.48
https://projects.46
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Fig. 2.3. Modern towns in the Sacred Valley study region 

time and energy investment. Some sites in the Chongo Valley were over 
25 kilometers from Cusco and would require over 2500 meters of ver-
tical climbing in each direction. The site of Ancasmarca (in the Qochoq 
Valley) was even more distant, with a similar elevation change. Based on 
environmental constraints, it was hypothesized that complex polities in 
the southern part of the survey region could be governed without the 
need for a specialized administrative hierarchy, but that the successful 
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incorporation of groups living to the north of the Vilcanota River would 
require state-level political organization. 

Ecologically, the study region was designated to focus on all areas of 
agricultural production, with small areas of high-elevation grassland 
(puna) included in the survey. Based on the traditional ecozone identi-
fications described in the following chapter, the study region included 
areas of maize production in the lowest areas of the survey—from about 
2900 meters around Calca—up to approximately 3600 meters in irri-
gated areas. Elevations from 3300 to 3800 meters are used today to dry-
farm a wide range of crops. Above this is a zone of tuber production, 
and areas of grassy puna are found above 4000 meters. As defined, the 
study region included an elevation range of 2900–4500 meters, where a 
variety of human activities would have occurred in prehistory. Data on 
land use patterns, crop yields, and cultivation practices were available 
from ecological studies of the Vilcanota Valley and some side valleys in 
the survey region.49 

One final consideration, and certainly not an insignificant one, was 
that the study region is mentioned frequently in the Spanish chronicles 
and colonial archival documents. Archaeologists had already identified 
and studied several Inca and pre-Inca sites in the region (fig. 2.4), in-
cluding Ancasmarca, Juchuy Coscco, Warq’ana, Muyu Muyu, and Pukara 
Pantillijlla.50 Because earlier survey projects had identified where Inca 
state control was articulated early on—and without major disruption to 
existing settlement patterns—it was important to consider a region whose 
ethnic inhabitants had more complex, and often more contentious, 
interactions with the expanding Cusco state. Several Inca histories state 
that some local populations in the Sacred Valley were displaced during 
the Inca imperial period and their resources were developed as royal es-
tates, four of which (Paullu, Caquia Xaquixaguana, Pisaq, Calca) were 
known to lie within the study area (fig. 2.5). 

In addition to regional survey work, the Sacred Valley Archaeologi-
cal Project included excavations at the site of Pukara Pantillijlla, a large 
ridgetop village that was probably called Cuyomarca in Inca times.51 

Five complete buildings were excavated at the site, as well as five test 
units, a total area of over 200 square meters that yielded a large sample 
of pottery and other artifacts. These excavations provide evidence of 
domestic occupation at the site prior to its incorporation into the Inca 
polity, as well as the period during which the site functioned as a sec-
ondary administrative site for the Inca state. 

https://times.51
https://Pantillijlla.50
https://region.49
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Fig. 2.4. Sacred Valley sites known from the Spanish chronicles and previous 
archaeological research 

Summary 

As we have seen in this chapter, many factors make rapid imperial ter-
ritorial expansion possible, but one common feature of successful im-
perialism is the formation of a state that has begun to develop a centrally 
administered core region or heartland. Although long-distance conquests 
are known to precede the full administrative consolidation of this heart-
land, the state will have begun to unify previously independent groups 
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under a centralized government that has a distinct ideology and shared 
ethnicity or citizenship. Within this region, the state will govern a large 
population and manage an intensified political economy, both of which 
provide the basis for a military force capable of, and ideologically in-
clined to, a program of extended conquest. Many of the strategies for 
expansion and territorial administration developed during the state for-
mation and regional consolidation process become the means for rapid 
imperial expansion. 

The proposition that state formation provided the means for rapid 
Inca imperial expansion not only accords with the regnant paradigm for 
rapid imperial expansion first articulated by Rowe but also offers an 
interpretive point of departure for the archaeological and historical study 
of Inca imperial origins. Regional settlement data and site-level excava-
tions can be used to determine whether multiple indicators of Inca state 
formation are present before AD 1400, while a process-based reading of 
the Inca histories can identify some of the kinds of human interactions 
that would have occurred during the generations leading up to the first 
imperial campaigns. 

Although this book’s approach may depart from the methods and 
conclusions of some previous studies, it is consistent with the process-
based approaches of other archaeologists and ethnohistorians. The col-
lection of new archaeological data from the Sacred Valley study region 
permits a detailed analysis of the problem with reference to a huge vol-
ume of previous archaeological and documentary studies. The new data 
confirm the propositions of many researchers as well as the expectations 
of anthropological archaeologists. 



chapter three 

Ecology and Risk Reduction 
in the Inca Heartland 

In seeking to identify whether Inca state formation provided the basis 
for imperial expansion, we should also consider why a state would form 
in the Cusco Basin when it did. To do so, the process-based study of the 
ethnohistoric and archaeological data must be grounded in an under-
standing of the effects of environmental variability and climatic fluctu-
ation on processes of culture change. Environmental conditions in the 
Cusco region today are highly variable, and human groups have pursued 
different strategies to manage environmental risks under specific eco-
logical parameters. Certain conditions might seem amenable to the devel-
opment or persistence of centralized states, but others would encourage 
strategies requiring less complex social and economic organization. 

In this chapter, the major ecological zones of the Cusco region are 
described, permitting us to consider two possible strategies that early 
sedentary farming groups could have used to reduce risk. Having looked 
at variations in the Cusco landscape, it is possible to address the question 
of climate change and its implications for human settlement patterns in 
the centuries leading up to Inca imperial expansion. 

Environmental Zones of the Cusco Region 

Many valuable studies of the ecology of the Cusco region have been pub-
lished since the 1970s.1 In addition, extensive ethnographic fieldwork 
has been conducted throughout the region, identifying local patterns of 
production and management of natural resources.2 In order to under-
stand how the political economy of the Inca imperial heartland related 
to preimperial ethnic and ritual divisions, it is important to consider 
native ecological divisions within this large region. This book follows 
the typology employed by Jeffrey Parsons and colleagues, which is based 
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TABLE 3.1. Ecological Zones in the Cusco Region 

Ecozone Elevations and Human Use SVAP Area (%) 

Cordillera 
Upper puna 
Lower puna 

Upper kichwa (suni) 

Lower kichwa 
Ceja de montaña 

4700–5700 meters; no economic use 
4200–4700 meters; pastoralism 
3850–4200 meters; camelid pastoralism, tuber 
horticulture 
3500–3850 meters; mixed farming of tubers, 
grains, tarwi 
2700–3500 meters; maize agriculture 
Below 2700 meters; cultivation of maize, 
tropical fruits, coca leaf 

0 
∼5 

∼25 

∼30 
∼40 

0 

on a number of classic geographical studies of Andean ecology.3 These 
researchers identify six principal ecological zones for the Andean high-
lands: cordillera, puna (separated into upper and lower subzones), kichwa 
(also separated into an upper subzone [suni] and a lower one), ceja de 
montaña, montaña, and selva (or yunka). The most important ecozones 
of the Cusco region are the first four, and their approximate elevations 
and general production characteristics are listed in Table 3.1. 

Cordillera 

By definition, the cordillera lies above elevations where widespread hu-
man subsistence activities are common. In the Cusco region, many snow-
capped mountains lying in this zone were venerated by the Incas and 
their neighbors, including Pitusiray, Sawasiray, Salcantay, and Ausan-
gate.4 Today, pilgrimages to the glaciers of Ausangate during the Qoyl-
lur Rit’i festival mark important ritual congregations of groups from 
throughout the region, and the mountain of Pachatusan is part of an im-
portant pilgrimage from the Cusco Basin to the sanctuary of Wanka in 
the Sacred Valley.5 Lower peaks without permanent snow cover (e.g., 
Pachatusan, Huanacaure) were also venerated regionally as sacred places 
(wak’akuna).6 

Areas of glaciated cordillera are found to the west of Cusco, as well 
as to the north of the Sacred Valley, although there are many other areas 
of high elevation, as seen in figure 3.1. The cordillera and upper puna 
surround relatively small valley areas where agriculture and herding can 
sustain large, dense populations. In Inca times the highest peaks were 



ecology and risk reduction in the inca heartland 39 

Fig. 3.1. Areas of high-elevation grassland (puna) and cordillera in the Inca 
heartland 

used to delimit territorial boundaries (saywa) and were revered as the 
most important shrines in local and regional ritual life. 

Puna 

The puna zone in the Cusco region is not nearly as extensive as in the 
Titicaca Basin or Junín regions, but it did represent an important eco-
nomic area in pre-Hispanic times. In the Cusco region, the upper puna 
(particularly elevations above 4200 meters) tends to consist of small 
spring-fed valleys and rolling high plains that would have provided 
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excellent pasture for camelid herds, as well as habitat for wild vicuñas 
and deer species.7 These areas are not productive agricultural zones, and 
many modern Andean herders living at such elevations make exchanges 
with agricultural communities at lower elevations. The viability of small 
family herds is maintained through social relationships that reduce risks 
of predation, theft, and herd disease.8 

The lower puna is used for grazing, as well as for tuber horticulture, 
with a wide variety of potato and other root crops (including oca, ul-
lucu, mashua, and maca) typically cultivated in small, dispersed plots.9 

Above 4000 meters, only the hardiest, most frost-resistant crops thrive, 
and soils need long fallow periods between cultivations. Several re-
searchers have noted the incredible diversity of tuber production in the 
Cusco region, often counting several dozen different varieties in a single 
community.10 Andean tuber production is aimed at averaging out eco-
logical risks over time and space. The practice of freeze-drying root 
crops (especially bitter potatoes) allows families to manage annual crop 
variations, while maintaining biodiversity and dispersed plots reduces 
the risk of total crop failure in a given year.11 Ecological studies in the 
Department of Puno by Carol Goland have demonstrated that the effi-
cacy of such risk reduction strategies declines as distance from the house-
hold increases.12 

Puna grasslands are prevalent to the south of the Cusco Valley, as 
well as on both sides of the Sacred Valley. The Qoricocha area just north 
of Cusco is still an important herding area, and the chronicler Bernabé 
Cobo mentions that the Incas kept state herds there (fig. 3.2).13 Lower 
puna lands are common throughout the Cusco region and represent 
important agricultural resources for the production of tubers.14 

Suni 

As with the lower puna elevations, lands in the upper kichwa (also 
known as suni) tend to be dry-farmed and are exploited in the same 
system of small, diversity-rich plots (fig. 3.3). Suni lands can often be 
used for more than one growing season but require an extended fallow 
period to recover. Within this zone, horticultural products include quinoa, 
kañiwa, amaranth, tarwi, ñuñas (popping beans), and many of the root 
crops mentioned in the preceding. Studies in the Cusco region indicate 
that European cultigens like wheat, barley, broad beans, and onions have 
replaced many of the Andean crops, which are hardy and nutritious but 

https://tubers.14
https://increases.12
https://community.10
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Fig. 3.3. Modern dry-farming of upper kichwa plots. Beans, tubers, and other cultigens are 
intercropped in the same field. 
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Fig. 3.4. Suni and kichwa lands in the Inca heartland 

more difficult to process.15 Suni lands dominate the sides of most val-
leys in the Cusco region, including much of the Anta-Maras-Chinchero 
area. Annual rainfall in the Cusco Basin and Anta-Maras-Chinchero area 
averages around 740 millimeters but is extremely variable from one year 
to another.16 

Lower Kichwa 

In distinction to the suni zone, Cusco’s lower kichwa elevations are 
dominated by intensive maize agriculture, particularly between 2800 and 
3200 meters (fig. 3.4). Improved maize lands are the most productive 
agricultural resource in the region but have very limited distribution. 
The floor of the Cusco Basin is used for maize production, as are parts 

https://another.16
https://process.15
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of the Oropesa and Lucre basins. The most productive maize lands are 
found in the Vilcanota-Urubamba Valley, from below Quiquijana to 
around Ollantaytambo.17 Below 3200 meters, the risk of frost is much 
lower, but these areas tend to receive much less rain than the upper 
kichwa lands around the Cusco Basin. Four towns in the prime maize-
producing zone (Urubamba, Yucay, Calca, and Pisaq) receive an average 
of about 520 millimeters of annual precipitation, which is so variable 
that irrigation is necessary to ensure crop success. 

Intensive maize can be grown most successfully near the valley bot-
toms throughout much of the Cusco region, and many narrow valleys 
like the Apurímac do not offer large areas for cultivation. Others have 
had to be improved to deal with seasonal flooding, meandering river 
beds, and steep valley sides (fig. 3.5). The early Inca state is thought to 
have executed much of this intensification. 

Ceja de Montaña 

In Cusco, ceja de montaña lands are restricted to the areas of Vil-
cabamba, Lares, and Paucartambo. Traveling to these areas from Cusco 
is difficult, as the Vilcanota Valley and some major areas of cordillera 
must be traversed. This zone is warmer and more humid than the kichwa 
and can be used for the cultivation of crops prized by highland groups, 
such as coca leaf and chile peppers (uchu). Some tropical fruits can be 
cultivated in this area as well, and some lowland varieties of maize flour-
ish here.18 

Montaña and Selva 

The montaña and selva ecozones did not form an important part of the 
Inca heartland. Indeed, the Incas viewed the tropical lowlands as a cul-
turally foreign place that was dangerous and unhealthy for long-term 
occupation.19 In terms of agricultural products, these zones produce very 
different foods, including yuca, peanuts, and sweet potato. Natural and 
wild products like honey, feathers, and gold came from these areas, but the 
chronicles suggest that the Incas did not administer territory in the mon-
taña and selva to the north and east of Cusco until the imperial period. 

As with other parts of the Andean highlands, there is tremendous vari-
ability in climate, precipitation, and geology within the general elevation 

https://occupation.19
https://Ollantaytambo.17
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zones described.20 As a region, Cusco has a diverse distribution of agro-
pastoral resources, but its modern economic base is characterized by 
kichwa groups who coordinate the production of diverse resources. 
Contemporary communities near Cusco use a variety of means to ex-
ploit a wide range of ecological zones, including social relationships, 
archipelagic settlement patterns, and market exchange.21 

Two Strategies of Agricultural Risk Management 

Understanding the Inca state as a kichwa-based polity raises the issue of 
political economy and strategies for risk reduction. The simplest dis-
tinction to make in discussing this is between dry-farming and the pur-
suit of more intensive agricultural methods, namely irrigation, artificial 
fertilization, and improvement of farmland.22 Dry-farming of a wide 
variety of crops is possible on most lands in the Cusco region, while 
intensive irrigation-based agriculture is much more restricted. The risk-
reduction benefits of dry-farming can be realized with relatively low pop-
ulation densities, the maintenance of social relationships, and a relatively 
simple political economy. Intensive agriculture reduces risk through 
surplus production, storage, and improved techniques, permitting higher 
population densities but generally requiring more centralized or com-
plex management. It is important to point out that these strategies are 
not mutually exclusive. State political economies might focus on inten-
sive agriculture while subsistence farmers practice dry-farming, even 
though they might prefer more intensive methods. 

The Sacred Valley study region is characterized by two main eco-
nomic production areas. Improved valley-bottom lands represent a small 
percentage of agricultural lands, but they yield huge agricultural sur-
pluses, almost exclusively maize. Many of these lands were developed 
by the Incas and have remained as private properties in the hands of 
Cusco’s elite until the present. In the side valleys that drain into the Vil-
canota-Urubamba River, some irrigation is possible at lower elevations, 
but most agricultural production consists of dry-farming multiple plots 
in upper kichwa and suni lands, where a diverse array of products is 
grown. Dry-farming is pursued on the vast majority of agricultural lands 
in the Cusco region, but such resources must be rotated and fallowed to 
ensure soil quality. Most dry-farmed lands are now held corporately by 
peasant communities who manage land use at the community level. 

https://farmland.22
https://exchange.21
https://described.20
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Dry-Farming as Subsistence Agriculture 

Ideally, subsistence agriculture focuses on satisfizing rather than the 
production of surplus—that is, meeting household food needs with a 
minimum of labor input and risk.23 Household production cannot sim-
ply track anticipated needs, however; it must also cope with possible fluc-
tuations in productivity caused by climatic variation.24 For small groups 
of sedentary farmers, this has traditionally involved a focus on crop di-
versity and maintenance of multiple small plots as a means of buffering 
the risks of crop failure and starvation.25 Temperature, precipitation, 
and other climatic factors fluctuate widely throughout a given region, 
as well as from year to year, creating a patchy resource base that is un-
predictable from one year to the next.26 To minimize risk, Andean peas-
ants intercrop multiple varieties and species in the same plot and maintain 
multiple plots in different locations.27 Crop rotation and fallowing are 
necessary to maintain soil quality, and modern peasant communities 
manage such practices locally. 

Farming multiple plots in a mountain environment means that in a 
given year at least some plots should be productive, but cultivating diver-
sity also incurs travel costs, thereby reducing net caloric yield of a given 
crop.28 Generally speaking, the proximity of land resources sets effective 
limits for diversity, and Andean peasants must balance risk management 
with potential declines in net caloric yield, rejecting the expansion of diet 
breadth when it would impose negative (or risky) net returns.29 

Crop diversity, while an important risk-management strategy, is per-
ceived by peasant farmers as the means to satisfying a “complete” diet 
breadth. Working in the Paucartambo Valley, Karl Zimmerer has shown 
how food is used to shape cultural identity and status, noting a recent 
trend among Andean peasants to value native cultigens over European 
ones.30 It is clear that culinary values and considerations of secondary 
production costs (e.g., processing, requirements of fertilization, weed-
ing, etc.) influence decisions of what to cultivate.31 A complex set of 
criteria determines the cultural value of a given species or variety, and it 
has been observed that sometimes the cultivation of rare or low-yielding 
varieties is undertaken because of their high status as gifts.32 

Based on settlement locations, many pre-Hispanic agricultural groups 
in the Cusco region probably relied primarily on agroecological diversity 
to reduce risk, cultivating several kinds of crops to maintain a complete 
diet (fig. 3.6). For groups engaged in both farming and herding, the 

https://gifts.32
https://cultivate.31
https://returns.29
https://locations.27
https://starvation.25
https://variation.24
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principal settlements would tend to be located at the transitional elevations 
between production zones in order to maximize diversity while minimiz-
ing travel costs. Even after the introduction of intensive maize or tuber 
agriculture as a production strategy, diversity-rich farming has continued 
in one form or another until the present.33 Principal carbohydrate sources 
for Andean farming groups include maize and root crops such as pota-
toes (Solanum spp.), oca (Oxalis tuberosa), ullucu (Ullucus tuberosus), 
mashua (or añu, Tropaeolum tuberosum), and possibly maca (Lepidium 
meyenii), many of which are still cultivated in the Cusco area.34 While 
maize has a limited distribution in the Sacred Valley—typically in irrigated 
fields below 3500 meters—different varieties of tuber crops can be dry-
farmed at elevations up to 4300 meters and are still grown today in an 
astonishing diversity. As Robert Rhoades and Virginia Nazarea observe: 

Farmers opt for an adaptive strategy of using biodiversity in such a 
way that it spreads production risk and labor scheduling across the 
landscape. In the Cusco Valley of Peru, for example, we found farmers 
who plant up to 50 varieties as well as several different species of po-
tatoes at different time intervals in 20 to 30 scattered fields character-
ized by different altitude, soil types, and orientations to the sun. . . . 
This dispersion pattern reduces the risk that one disease outbreak or 
an unpredicted frost will devastate an entire crop. Simultaneously, by 
using different varieties a continuous flow of production through time 
and space can be realized so that different markets, household needs, 
or labor supplies can be accommodated. Interspecific and intraspecific 
variation is also used for agronomic control of weeds and pests, micro-
climatic variation through shading, as well as a buffer against climatic 
and pest damage. Andean potato farmers’ strategies are based on a 
long-term, detailed knowledge of specific plant-environment inter-
action. Any variety is tested against several seasons of variable frosts 
and rainfall as well as performance in different soils.35 

Studies in the Paucartambo Valley and our own field observations in the 
upper basins of the Sacred Valley confirm that diverse cropping of tu-
bers constitutes a major food source for subsistence farmers.36 

While European cultigens such as wheat, barley, and broad beans 
have largely replaced Andean equivalents in places like the Sacred Val-
ley, quinoa (Chenopodium quinoa) and amaranth (Amaranthus cauda-
tus) are still cultivated in many places.37 Kañiwa (Chenopodium pallidi-
caule) might also have been an important crop in pre-Inca times, when 
populations shifted to high elevations and had to contend with colder 

https://places.37
https://farmers.36
https://soils.35
https://present.33


Fig. 3.6. Andean peasants sowing potatoes and oca. (Redrawn from Guaman Poma 
de Ayala 1980 [1615].) 
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temperatures and shortened growing seasons. These plants provide very 
high percentages of high-quality proteins, as well as significant amounts 
of carbohydrates and some fat.38 The Andean grains are frost and 
drought resistant and are thus less risky to cultivate on more marginal 
lands, although they require more time to process for consumption. 

Today, a common crop rotation pattern is tubers-quinoa-tarwi.39 

Tarwi (Lupinus mutabilis) has an extremely high protein content (aver-
aging 46 percent), as well as oil and fat (about 20 percent), and as a 
nitrogen-fixing plant can be cultivated at the end of a rotation cycle, 
intercropped to protect other plants, or grown on extremely marginal 
lands to improve them for other crops.40 Tarwi is still grown in the 
Cusco region and provides an important supplement of protein and fat 
for the subsistence farmer. 

In describing the cultivation of diverse products as a risk-reduction 
strategy, we should recall that Cusco’s agricultural groups were not strict 
satisfizers. The earliest sedentary villages reveal evidence of long-distance 
exchanges of goods not available locally, such as decorated pottery and 
obsidian. Exotic goods with utilitarian, status, and ritual uses could have 
been acquired through exchanges or by obtaining them directly by trav-
eling to where they were produced or occurred naturally. Direct exploita-
tion and exchange both would require some sort of surplus production, 
and local pre-Inca elites would have been involved in acquiring exotic 
goods, or at least in providing leadership and organization for the eco-
nomic and social interactions necessary to acquire them. While still man-
aging production systems in areas best suited for diverse dry-farming, 
some pre-Inca elites also mobilized local labor to build canals and small 
terrace systems. The formation of the Inca state shifted the focus of agri-
cultural production from upper kichwa lands to new state lands in the 
lower kichwa, where intensive maize production would have radically 
altered local economies and diets. 

Intensive Agriculture and the Inca Empire 

Paul Halstead and John O’Shea have observed that in addition to diversi-
fication, human groups can also address resource fluctuations through 
mobility, storage, and exchange.41 Rather than cultivate biodiversity, the 
Inca empire chose to move populations to resources (mobility) and con-
struct storage facilities, while simultaneously intensifying agricultural 
production (fig. 3.7). The intensive agriculture favored by the Inca state 

https://exchange.41
https://crops.40
https://tubers-quinoa-tarwi.39


Fig. 3.7. Inca storehouses (qollqa). (Redrawn from Guaman Poma de Ayala 1980 
[1615].) 
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used irrigated, well-drained, terraced lands and labor tribute to produce 
surpluses of a limited array of crops. As Zimmerer notes, this state agri-
culture was probably diversity-poor, focusing on a few varieties that 
would meet limited state functions.42 The most important crop was maize, 
the cultivation of which was a central concern of the Inca religious cal-
endar.43 Several chroniclers attest to the central role of maize and its 
almost exclusive cultivation on irrigated and terraced lands.44 

The Incas intensified local maize production, building irrigated ter-
race systems and scheduling planting, irrigation, harvest, and fertiliza-
tion. While local lands were sometimes annexed for state use, the canal-
ization of rivers, draining of swampy land, and introduction of a reliable 
water supply created agricultural resources that not only were less risky 
than dry-farmed fields but also did not require a long fallowing between 
plantings.45 Fertilization with camelid dung, night soil, and guano from 
the coast raised the probability that these fields would yield large sur-
pluses year after year.46 

The state focus was on a few maize varieties, including one that would 
store well, such as muruchhu sara, a flinty maize said to have been pre-
ferred by the military.47 In addition to addressing long-term storage 
concerns, the Incas developed high-yield varieties like Cusco Cristal 
Amarillo, which originated in the Sacred Valley and was introduced in 
Inca provinces to replace local strains.48 Finally, the state required a few 
varieties (such as Cusco Cristal Amarillo and Chullpi) that had high 
sugar content, suitable for making maize beer (aqha).49 

In places where maize was not the dominant staple crop (e.g., the 
Aymara-speaking Titicaca Basin), tuber production was reorganized by 
the Inca empire.50 Of the estimated six thousand varieties of potato 
available in South America, the Incas selected a few for high yield, as 
well as for making ch’uñu, a freeze-dried product that could be stored 
for long periods of time and easily transported.51 While Ludovico Berto-
nio’s Aymara dictionary lists perhaps twenty varieties of potatoes and 
tubers, Diego González Holguin’s Quechua dictionary provides limited 
vocabulary for tuber production, almost all of it ch’uñu related.52 In the 
Cusco region, the Incas sowed early (maway) varieties of both maize and 
potatoes, crops that could be harvested several months before normal 
harvests would be ready.53 

Inca surplus food production focused primarily on maize and ch’uñu, 
but these were not the only agricultural products grown on improved 
state lands. Archival documents and chronicle references indicate that 

https://ready.53
https://related.52
https://transported.51
https://empire.50
https://aqha).49
https://strains.48
https://military.47
https://plantings.45
https://lands.44
https://endar.43
https://functions.42
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coca leaf, chile pepper (uchu), cotton, and other crops were cultivated 
in lower-elevation state fields.54 In some cases, terrace systems appear to 
have raised field temperatures sufficiently to raise exotic crops on state 
lands. These products represent the development of agricultural wealth 
and are discussed in greater detail in chapter 10. 

Climatic Change in the Andean Highlands 

Agricultural strategies of resource diversity or surplus production are 
intended to address interannual fluctuations in precipitation and tem-
perature. Both strategies could survive periodic resource failure, but it 
is likely that sustained climatic shifts would require a revision of risk-
management strategies. Although climate change should not be promoted 
as the prime mover in long-term culture change, it would have had vary-
ing effects on groups practicing different political economies.55 Several 
indicators of prehistoric climate change have been measured for the An-
dean highlands, and some general trends can be noted for the past 1500 
years or so. In the Cusco region, the Marcacocha lake core and Quelc-
caya ice core data provide comparable evidence for long-term climatic 
change that can be compared to other paleoclimate studies.56 

The Marcacocha sequence shows a change in lake bed deposits around 
AD 100, interpreted as a cooler period from AD 100 to AD 1050.57 An 
earlier stratum contained pollen possibly associated with the dry-farming 
of hardy crops such as quinoa, kañiwa, and maca, but this pollen de-
creases from AD 100 to AD 1050. The lake core evidence suggests the 
onset of variable climatic conditions after AD 900, with warmer and drier 
conditions than before.58 The cultivation of quinoa and maize, and pos-
sibly tubers like potato and oca, would have been undertaken, and the 
construction of irrigation systems using melt water developed from AD 
1100 to AD 1500.59 

Ice core data from the Quelccaya glacier (located about 100 kilome-
ters east of Cusco) indicate similar trends in temperature and precipita-
tion from ca. AD 540 to AD 1984 (table 3.2).60 The period from AD 
540 to AD 760 was characterized by generally drier conditions, includ-
ing marked dry periods from AD 540 to AD 560 and 650 to 730 and a 
severe drought from AD 570 to AD 610.61 Only the period from AD 610 
to AD 650 was wetter than average. This period of warm, dry condi-
tions was followed by a prolonged cool period from AD 760 to AD 1040, 

https://before.58
https://studies.56
https://economies.55
https://fields.54
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TABLE 3.2. Wet and Dry Periods in 
Quelccaya Glacier Cores 

et and Dry Periods in 
Quelccaya Glacier Cores 

Wetter Periods Drier Periods 

AD 1870–1984 1720–1860* 
1500–1720* 1250–1310* 
760–1040 650–730 
610–650 570–610* 

540–560 

Source: Thompson et al. 1985, 973. 
*Extremes, in which precipitation deviates more 

than 20 percent from the mean. 

in which increased precipitation was common. Warm, dry conditions 
prevailed from AD 1040 to AD 1490, with what L. G. Thompson and 
colleagues call an “especially intense” dry period from AD 1250 to AD 
1310.62 Using data from the Nevado Huaytapallana glacier, Geoffrey 
Seltzer and Christine Hastorf interpret glacial advances at this time as a 
sign that temperatures at the end of the thirteenth century were cooler 
than in preceding centuries.63 They estimate that climatic zones would 
have been depressed by as much as 150 meters, radically altering the 
productive landscape in highland valleys. The onset of the Little Ice Age 
around AD 1500 brought cooler and markedly wetter conditions that 
would last until the eighteenth century.64 

Settlement Patterns, Climate, and Political Economy 

Paleoclimate data provide a means for approaching some of the issues 
of settlement location and political economy. Major climatic shifts would 
have altered the costs and benefits for certain settlement locations and 
production strategies. Warmer temperatures would have raised the ele-
vational limits for cultivating specific crops, while conditions of increased 
aridity generally associated with such changes would have favored the 
cultivation of hardy, drought- and frost-resistant plants such as potatoes, 
oca, ullucu, quinoa, and kañiwa.65 In times of drought, intensive valley-
bottom agriculture would continue to be a successful production strat-
egy in locations with permanent streams, provided that intensification 
did not outstrip reduced water resources.66 Cooler conditions would 
tend to favor shifts to lower-elevation settlement as the limits of ecolog-

https://resources.66
https://ka�iwa.65
https://century.64
https://centuries.63
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ical zones were lowered. The concomitant increase in available water 
might encourage the expansion of intensive agriculture into more mar-
ginal environments, and such periods might be characterized by an in-
crease in maize cultivation. 

In purely environmental terms, diversity and intensive production 
both represent viable means of addressing interannual environmental 
fluctuations.67 Major climatic shifts would affect these economies dif-
ferently. A sudden shift from wet/cool to dry/warm conditions would 
have a negative impact on large systems of intensive agriculture, as has 
been argued for the Tiwanaku empire. Sudden climate change or cata-
strophic environmental perturbations such as earthquakes or El Niño 
Seasonal Oscillation (ENSO) events can have a devastating effect on cen-
tralized polities whose economies rely heavily on intensified agricultural 
resources.68 Conversely, a shift from dry/warm conditions to wet/cool 
ones would affect high-elevation settlement systems relying on diverse 
cropping, as lowered elevational limits for crops (and too much precip-
itation) would impose greater travel costs and more frequent crop fail-
ure, reducing net returns from cultivation. Major climatic changes stress 
social systems by reducing food resources, but they also reduce confi-
dence in the political and religious systems in which affected groups 
participate. 

The settlement patterns in the Sacred Valley exhibit shifts in site lo-
cation, only some of which can be accounted for using paleoclimate 
data. The first villages in the study region tend to be located in the suni 
zone, in areas where herding and dry-farming of diverse crops could be 
managed, probably organized at the level of the village or small polity. 
At around AD 400, the large, nucleated villages in the Sacred Valley 
study region were abandoned as population shifted to locations where 
simple irrigation systems could be exploited, possibly for an increased 
production of maize. These settlement patterns remained more or less 
stable for about 600 years until around AD 1000, when a second shift 
to nucleated high-elevation settlements occurred. This was followed by 
a gradual resettlement of population closer to the valley bottom begin-
ning around AD 1300–1400. Many of these settlement shifts reflect 
changes in political or economic organization, and the following chap-
ters consider how regional ecological changes influenced the formation 
of the Inca state. 

https://resources.68
https://fluctuations.67


chapter four 

Wari Imperialism and Local 
Political Competition in Cusco 

Some of the first Spaniards to traverse the Andean highlands described 
the ruins of impressive sites that had been built before the rise of the 
Inca empire.1 Although the Incas insisted that they had been the first 
civilization to develop in the Andes, archaeologists now know of other, 
earlier, states and empires. Nearly a century ago, the archaeologist 
Max Uhle observed the need to link the Inca empire to these earlier poli-
ties using archaeological data. Some scholars look to the Wari empire as 
the inspiration for Inca statecraft.2 This state flourished in the central 
Andean highlands and some coastal regions from around AD 600 to 
AD 900 or so and is known to have occupied and influenced the Cusco 
region, although consensus has not been reached regarding the degree 
to which Wari colonization influenced Inca state formation. 

Some researchers suggest that the Incas inherited the Wari model of 
statecraft, preserved by the descendants of Wari colonists in the Cusco 
region in the centuries following the abandonment of Wari sites and 
leading up to Inca imperial expansion.3 Although the Inca and Wari poli-
ties did share some structural similarities—for example, an urban capi-
tal, standardized state architecture, and the development of roads and 
intensive maize agriculture to facilitate state functions—they appear to 
have exercised different levels of intensity in provincial administration 
and the central direction of political economy. The development of re-
gional settlement patterns now allows us to discuss the effects of Wari 
imperialism on political hierarchies and competition in the Cusco region. 
The available evidence suggests that a complex prestate polity already 
existed in the Cusco Basin when Wari colonies were established. This 
polity was not heavily impacted by the Wari presence, but centuries of 
contact with Wari colonists and administrators do appear to have trans-
formed the nature of elite identity and group competition. 

56 
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Fig. 4.1. Estimated territories of the Wari and Tiwanaku polities. These states did 
not exercise continuous control in the regions under their influence. Circles mark 
the locations of the two capitals, and triangles and squares identify important Wari 
and Tiwanaku sites, respectively. 

Wari and Tiwanaku Integration of the Andean Region 

The first Andean states formed on Peru’s coast no later than AD 300, 
and succeeding cycles of state formation and regional balkanization ex-
tended the scope of state administration into highland regions.4 Between 
about AD 500 and AD 700, the Wari and Tiwanaku polities united their 
respective highland core areas politically and began to establish colonies 
and provinces in many highland and coastal areas (fig. 4.1). The Cusco 
region has a marked presence of Wari colonial settlement that has been 
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well studied, and the decline of Wari colonies there set the stage for Inca 
state formation and imperialism. Analysis of recently collected archae-
ological evidence from the Cusco region suggests that although the Wari 
colonial presence influenced Inca state formation, it was in less direct 
ways than some researchers have assumed. 

Recent reviews of early Andean empires have pointed out that ad-
ministrative control implemented outside of the Wari and Tiwanaku 
heartlands was territorially discontinuous and many “provincial” re-
gions lack evidence of infrastructural investments consistent with the im-
position of direct rule.5 It is clear, however, that these polities achieved 
a degree of macroregional integration—particularly in the formal linking 
of coastal and highland regions—that was beyond that of early coastal 
polities like the Moche state. Both Wari and Tiwanaku polities had ur-
ban capitals surrounded by densely populated hinterlands.6 Wari roads 
and rectangular architectural compounds have been identified widely 
throughout the Andean highlands, but the best evidence of resettlement 
and economic reorganization consistent with direct state administration 
is found within 100 kilometers or so of the capital.7 The Tiwanaku cap-
ital administered a heartland of comparable size.8 As observed in chap-
ter 2, territories of 20,000 square kilometers or more are comparable to 
those observed archaeologically for many other early states. 

Outside of its heartland, the Wari polity established its presence 
widely throughout the Andean highlands by establishing colonies in 
strategic locations.9 The Wari appear to have had direct access to some 
coastal valleys that could provide a wide range of resources not avail-
able locally, including guano, seaweed, coca leaf, Spondylus shell, and 
fish.10 In many regions colonized by Wari settlers, foreign influence was 
limited to a very small area around the colonies, with almost no evidence 
of direct interactions between local populations and the state heartland.11 

The Tiwanaku polity intensified the agricultural resources of its heart-
land, constructing raised fields near the shores of Lake Titicaca at over 
3800 meters. By draining large expanses of new agricultural land, Ti-
wanaku farmers were able to cultivate tubers intensively with lower 
risks of frost, providing food for hundreds of thousands of people living 
in and around the capital.12 While surpluses of staple foods were pro-
duced abundantly, ceremonial crops like chile pepper and coca leaf could 
not be cultivated in the Titicaca Basin. Tiwanaku established formal 
colonies at lower elevations to the east and west of its heartland: in the 
piedmont lands of some Pacific Coast valleys (Moquegua, Sama, and 

https://capital.12
https://heartland.11
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Azapa), as well as the Larecaja and Cochabamba regions in the Bolivian 
lowland valleys.13 These colonies afforded direct access to maize, chile 
peppers, and coca leaf, as well as exotic goods acquired through contacts 
with groups living on the Pacific Coast and in the Amazonian Basin.14 

Although the Wari and Tiwanaku polities might not have exercised 
direct control over all resources used in their political economies, they 
should still be considered to have been empires on the basis of having 
established colonies and administered ethnic groups living beyond their 
respective heartlands. The transition from colonization to provincial ad-
ministration appears to have been a long-term goal of these polities, and 
formal provincial administration was either present or under develop-
ment in some areas at the time that these polities declined.15 

Local Political Organization in the Cusco Region, AD 400–600 

Recent settlement surveys conducted in the Cusco region indicate that a 
complex polity already existed in the nearby Cusco Basin at the time that 
Wari colonists first began to settle in the Lucre Basin. Researchers have 
identified a local pottery style called Qotakalli that was produced prior 
to Wari imperial expansion.16 Qotakalli pottery appears to have been 
produced in the Cusco Basin by about AD 400 and was distributed 
within that basin and in several neighboring regions.17 This local style 
continued to be produced during the period of Wari colonization (after 
about AD 600), but a new local style called Araway—a local imitation 
of Wari imperial pottery made with a similar paste to that used for the 
Qotakalli style—came to be the more common decorated ware.18 The 
distribution of Qotakalli pottery suggests the presence of a complex 
prestate polity in the Cusco region that might have controlled an area of 
up to 1000 square kilometers. 

The Cusco Basin Polity 

In the Cusco Basin, Brian Bauer has identified more than a dozen vil-
lages, many of which form distinct clusters on low ridges just above the 
valley floor (fig. 4.2).19 Because of the extent of modern settlement in 
the valley and the more dispersed nature of Qotakalli Period settlement, 
it is difficult to identify a paramount center, although the argument could 
be made that the center of the Cusco polity comprised a cluster of villages 

https://regions.17
https://expansion.16
https://declined.15
https://Basin.14
https://valleys.13
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Fig. 4.2. Qotakalli sites in the Cusco Basin (after AD 400) 

located near the western end of the basin. Prior to the Wari occupation 
of the Lucre-Huaro area, the Cusco Basin was characterized by a two-
or three-tier settlement hierarchy, with a few clusters of two or three 
small villages (1–5 hectares each) possibly indicating the most important 
settlement areas. In addition to these are single small villages, some of 
them surrounded by hamlets, as well as groups of hamlets. Most sites 
are located in places that are better suited to farming than community 
defense, and the distribution of Qotakalli pottery to the level of hamlets 
suggests a high degree of interaction between settlements within the 
Cusco Basin.20 

Limits of Cusco Control in the Sacred Valley 

Settlement patterns from the Sacred Valley Archaeological Project reveal 
a major settlement shift in the Chit’apampa Basin—located just over a 
low pass from the Cusco Basin—at around AD 400. For several hundred 
years prior to that time, settlement in this basin had been characterized 

https://Basin.20
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Fig. 4.3. Formative sites in the Chit’apampa Basin (ca. 1000 BC–AD 400) 

by a three-tier settlement hierarchy, with the largest villages located about 
15 kilometers from Cusco on lands where dry-farming could be pursued 
(fig. 4.3). This settlement pattern is consistent with a small chiefdom, an 
independent polity whose elite leaders probably had regular contacts 
with populations living in the Cusco Valley. The largest early villages of 
the Chit’apampa Basin cluster around Raqchi, a site built on a promi-
nent ridge overlooking an important route from the Cusco Basin to the 
Sacred Valley (fig. 4.4). For the Formative Period, Bauer has identified 
another three-tier settlement system in the Cusco Basin, as well as thirty-
one small sites in the Paruro region that may or may not have been or-
ganized hierarchically.21 

At around AD 400, all large villages in the Chit’apampa Basin were 

https://hierarchically.21
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Fig. 4.5. Qotakalli sites in the Chit’apampa Basin 

abandoned, and a new settlement pattern was established at the lowest 
elevations of that basin (about 3500 meters) (fig. 4.5). In the Sacred Val-
ley study region more than 70 percent of sites (thirty-eight of fifty-four) 
occupied from around 1000 BC–AD 400 have no evidence of continued 
settlement after AD 400. The new settlement pattern at that time is less 
hierarchical, and almost all decorated pottery found at the new Qotakalli 
Period villages in the Chit’apampa Basin was Qotakalli pottery from the 
Cusco Basin. 

The distribution of the Qotakalli pottery style in the Sacred Valley 
study region was quite limited geographically (fig. 4.6). Almost all of the 
sites with high percentages of Qotakalli pottery on the surface relative 



64 How the Incas Built Their Heartland 

Fig. 4.6. Qotakalli sites in the Sacred Valley study region 

to other contemporaneous pottery styles are found in the Chit’apampa 
Basin. A cluster of twenty-three sites in the upper Chit’apampa Basin 
represents over 6 hectares of occupational area, comprising half of all 
sites in the Sacred Valley study region with this style present (fig. 4.7). 
As with the Cusco Basin, most of these are small hamlets, but several 
small villages of about a hectare in size (VS-082, VS-043, VS-055) were 
also encountered. Because all of these sites were found in areas with sub-
stantial modern agriculture and settlement, the original size of these sites 
was probably somewhat larger. Two other areas with substantial Qo-
takalli surface pottery can also be noted. Around modern Patabamba, 
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four sites (VS-378, VS-379, VS-380, VS-381) indicate the presence of 
a small village and some outlying hamlets, a total occupation area of 
around 3 hectares. The other important site, Willkarayan (VS-130), is 
located in the lower part of the Chit’apampa Basin. This site, built on 
a low prominence overlooking the principal route between the Sacred 
Valley and the Chit’apampa Basin, was about 1 hectare in area, sur-
rounded by concentric terrace walls. This site, together with the sites in 
Patabamba, marks the limit of sites where the Qotakalli style constitutes 
a distinct majority of decorated shards. The distribution of Qotakalli 
pottery drops off sharply to the north of the Vilcanota River, as well as 
at sites in the valley proper. 

Other sites with Qotakalli pottery are found in the Sacred Valley, as 
well as in its larger side valleys. The sites in the main valley tend to be 
quite small and are usually located 200 to 300 meters above the valley 
floor, in areas with natural defense that are close to small streams. Larger 
sites are found in the area of San Salvador around the Sanctuario de 
Huanca (Wanka), as well as in the Chongo Basin and around Calca. 
Qotakalli does not predominate at these sites, and the presence of local 
imitations of Qotakalli and Araway, as well as Wari Period styles (such 
as Wari and an unidentified style that may originate in the Paucartambo 
region), suggests that some of these sites continued to be occupied into 
the Wari Period. Regardless of the later occupation, it is clear that the 
Cusco styles comprise the majority of decorated surface shards only in 
areas within about a half day’s walk of Cusco. 

The distribution of the Qotakalli style in the study region reveals 
some important characteristics about the size and complexity of the 
Cusco Valley polity at this time. First, it is clear that Qotakalli dominates 
surface assemblages in areas close to the Cusco Basin, while the presence 
of the style drops off sharply to the north of the Vilcanota River. This 
comes as no surprise for a nonstate polity, whose leadership would have 
difficulties with the long-term administration of areas beyond about a 
half day’s walk from Cusco. Clear Qotakalli settlement clusters were 
established around the modern communities of Huillcapata and Se-
queracay in the Chit’apampa Basin and Patabamba in the upper eleva-
tions of the southern rim of the main valley. The site of Willkarayan 
marks the limit of Qotakalli stylistic dominance along a major route into 
the Sacred Valley but does not necessarily represent a site under the 
control of a Cusco Basin polity. 

In the Chit’apampa Basin, the shift away from a pattern of nucleated 
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settlements in upper kichwa lands (characteristic of the period from 
ca. 1000 BC to AD 400) to a more dispersed settlement pattern close to 
water sources is consistent with changes in local autonomy and econ-
omy. While it is difficult to say exactly how this area came to be domi-
nated by groups living in the Cusco Basin, it is likely that interaction 
with these groups promoted new settlement patterns. In terms of defense, 
participation in a larger regional polity would reduce the dangers of 
raiding—and some of the need to live in nucleated settlements—while 
the leaders of the Cusco Basin polity would be expected to encourage 
movement away from sites affording protection from the paramount 
leadership. The shift toward water sources and agricultural lands may 
have been a response to tributary demands from Cusco, allowing locals 
to reduce travel time to agricultural plots in a safer political environ-
ment. Conversely, this may also be due in part to shifting production 
strategies, as higher-elevation lands were abandoned in favor of lands 
where simple irrigation systems could be developed. The cultivation of 
irrigated lands around 3500 meters may be indicative of an intensifica-
tion of maize agriculture, although additional excavations are needed to 
confirm this. As mentioned before, the rise of political complexity in 
Cusco would have led to an increased participation in interregional ex-
change networks, and this may in turn have led to an increase in maize 
cultivation. 

The regional settlement patterns of the three Cusco archaeological 
surveys indicate that a complex prestate polity had developed in the 
Cusco Valley by the latter half of the Formative Period, spreading its in-
fluence throughout the area within about a half-day’s walk from a prin-
cipal cluster of important villages located in the western end of the Cusco 
Basin. A general abandonment of Formative Period villages can be ob-
served throughout the region, as well as the establishment of smaller 
settlements closer to valley-bottom agricultural resources. At this time, 
Cusco elites were probably in contact with emerging complex polities in 
other parts of the southern and central Andean highlands, and this may 
have led to the subordination of neighboring valleys, as well as a shift 
toward maize agriculture. 

Cusco Influence in the Paruro Region 

To the south of Cusco, Bauer has noted a similar geographical limit for 
Qotakalli pottery.22 This style was identified at nineteen sites in Bauer’s 

https://pottery.22
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Paruro survey area, sixteen of them located to the north of the Apurí-
mac River. Almost all sites within 15–20 kilometers of the principal Qo-
takalli villages in the Cusco Basin had high percentages of Qotakalli pot-
tery, and 79 percent of all sites (fifteen of nineteen) with the style present 
were found within 25 kilometers of the principal Cusco Basin settle-
ments. Bauer also identified a contemporaneous local style (Ccoipa) in 
the Paruro region, present in very small amounts within about 10 kilo-
meters of the main Cusco Basin sites but identified at thirty-five sites 
in the Paruro survey region.23 Sites with Ccoipa pottery were clustered in 
the small valleys on both sides of the Apurímac River, with 74 percent 
(twenty-six of thirty-five) found 20–40 kilometers from the principal 
Qotakalli villages, beyond the administrative limits of a nonstate polity. 
The distribution of Qotakalli pottery to the north and south of the Cusco 
Basin may not be a good marker of political control, but it does suggest 
marked differences in the rate of interaction and exchange between groups 
as distances from the Cusco Basin increase. 

Settlement patterns from the Sacred Valley and Paruro study regions 
indicate that the polity in the Cusco Basin was capable of dominating 
an area within about 20 kilometers of its principal settlements (fig. 4.8). 
Groups living outside of that area interacted with the Cusco polity but 
probably were not under its control. These included autonomous villages, 
as well as other small complex polities. Given these territorial limits, it 
appears that Wari established its colonies at the margins of the complex 
Cusco Basin polity.24 While Wari colonization left an indelible mark on 
the Lucre Basin and Huaro area, it did not disrupt settlement in areas 
where Qotakalli pottery was most prevalent. 

Archaeological Manifestations of Wari Imperialism 
in the Cusco Region 

The Wari empire established colonies in the Cusco region during the 
seventh century, at the time of its first major wave of expansion through-
out the central Andes.25 Archaeological research has identified two 
major Wari installations and associated settlement clusters located about 
25–45 kilometers to the southeast of modern Cusco, at Pikillacta in the 
Lucre Basin, and at Batan Urqu located near modern Huaro.26 Some 
authors assert that religious patronage facilitated Wari colonization in 
Cusco, stating that Wari immigrants settled on or near important local 

https://Huaro.26
https://Andes.25
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Fig. 4.8. Estimated limits of the territorial control of the Cusco Basin polity, AD 400– 
1000. Pottery distributions indicate that this polity was not organized as a central-
ized state. 

shrines, co-opting sacred power and perhaps introducing the Wari state 
religion to local groups.27 According to Julinho Zapata Rodríguez, Wari 
burials have been found at Batan Urqu, a site that had a pre-Wari reli-
gious complex, while Gordon McEwan suggests that the site of Mama 
Qolla in the Lucre Basin was an important shrine co-opted by Wari set-
tlers.28 The data for dating the establishment of Wari colonies in Cusco 
and assessing the regional importance of pre-Wari shrines have not been 
fully developed, so we must treat such hypotheses as preliminary. 

The Wari colonies in the Cusco region were established in locations 
where it would have been easy to monitor caravan traffic throughout the 

https://tlers.28
https://groups.27
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region, particularly along the Vilcanota Valley and out of the Cusco Basin. 
It is possible that the Wari state was also interested in access to lowland 
areas northeast of Cusco, where coca leaf and gold could be found, and 
there is evidence that raw materials like obsidian and turquoise may 
have been worked in the Cusco region.29 Wari colonists were probably 
able to attract local support through gifts of craft goods, obsidian, fancy 
pottery, and metal, which may have been given to reward labor service. 
Exotic goods available through Wari colonists would have presented co-
operative local elites with the religious and economic means for ag-
grandizing themselves, and exchanges with local groups may have helped 
Wari colonists to organize the labor that was invested in the ongoing 
construction of colonial infrastructure, including the site of Pikillacta. 

Pikillacta and the Lucre Basin 

Pikillacta is a massive installation comprising a 47-hectare rectangular 
enclosure (745 × 630 meters) and two areas of possible corrals in a total 
area estimated at nearly 2 square kilometers (fig. 4.9).30 Construction 
of the principal compound began around AD 600 and continued in three 
discrete phases. Some parts of the site were occupied until AD 900 or 
later, although excavations have revealed that the site was still under con-
struction at the time of its abandonment and was never fully occupied.31 

The main compounds at Pikillacta included open spaces for staging 
public feasts and more private ceremonies, as well as residential areas.32 

The presence of centralized storage is problematic at this site, and exca-
vations in several structures in sector 4, a complex of 501 small rectan-
gular buildings, yielded evidence of variable domestic use.33 Although 
traditionally interpreted as a storage complex, the buildings in sector 4 
might have served as temporary housing during periodic assemblies at 
the site in which labor tribute would be given by locals, feasts and rit-
ual events performed, and exotic goods distributed by Wari elites. Even 
if these structures were intended for eventual use as storage facilities, the 
apparent lack of large-scale storage at Pikillacta suggests that any Wari 
attempt to convert the Cusco region into a centrally administered prov-
ince was never realized. A lack of large-scale storage facilities at the site 
would contradict interpretations of centralized economic organization 
at the provincial level and would stand in marked contrast with Inca 
provincial administration practices. 

McEwan has described the Wari transformation of the Lucre Basin 

https://areas.32
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from the seventh century onward.34 In reconnaissance work, he identi-
fied Wari settlements at the sites of Minaspata, Qolque Haycuchina, and 
Waska Waskan, located a few kilometers to the south and southeast of 
Pikillacta. Surface pottery at these sites included Wari and local Wari 
Period styles, as well as waste flakes of turquoise and obsidian and bro-
ken marine shell. McEwan believes that these sites were occupied by 
Wari settlers perhaps living among local populations, and he suggests 
that craft production was important in the habitational sites.35 Across 
the basin from Pikillacta, three small residential areas were identified 
close to the local shrine of Mama Qolla: Unca Puncu, Tukuwayku, and 
Morro de Arica. These sites show evidence of extensive local Wari Period 
pottery, with rare examples of the Wari style, leading McEwan to sug-
gest that these were villages of local non-Wari populations.36 

Finally, McEwan identifies four sites as controlling access into the 
Lucre Basin: Chokepukio, Muyurinapata, Rayallacta, and Mullimulliyoq. 
Some of these sites include Wari-style walled enclosures, but McEwan 
notes a presence of local and imitation Wari pottery at Rayallacta, 
among others. Such sites appear to have included a habitational element 
and appear to be associated with monitoring access into the Lucre Basin 
from the Vilcanota Valley and Cusco Basin. A system of roads and cause-
ways connects several strategic Wari sites with each other and with Pikil-
lacta, signifying a centralized administrative infrastructure in the basin.37 

Although McEwan’s reconnaissance of the Lucre Basin was not con-
ducted following a systematic survey methodology, his observations 
certainly demonstrate that Wari colonization had a profound effect on 
the Lucre Basin, sustaining a complex settlement hierarchy and probably 
a large population of colonists and subordinate locals. 

Batan Urqu and the Huaro Area 

Archaeological research is just beginning in the Huaro area, located 
about 15 kilometers southeast of Pikillacta, but it is important to note 
some similarities to the Wari occupation of the Lucre Basin.38 Excava-
tions at Batan Urqu have yielded large quantities of Wari pottery, as well 
as tombs indicating residence by elite individuals with access to large 
quantities of goods from the Wari imperial heartland.39 Recent survey 
work by Mary Glowacki and colleagues has identified several habitation 
sites, some of them with Wari rectangular compounds.40 Preliminary 
research suggests that Batan Urqu may have been established before the 

https://compounds.40
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construction of Pikillacta was initiated, an occupation perhaps similar 
to that of Cerro Amaru in the Huamachuco region.41 Sites in the Huaro 
area have low percentages of Qotakalli pottery from the Cusco Basin, 
with considerable amounts of pottery from the Wari heartland, includ-
ing the Okros, Chakipampa, Viñaque, and Wamanga styles.42 Wari 
imperial pottery is rare in other parts of the Cusco region, and the ar-
chitectural remains at Huaro sites suggest nonlocal settlement of the 
area by groups with regular contacts with the Wari heartland. A well-
established Wari colony in the Cusco region would provide the means 
for developing relationships with some local groups so that labor trib-
ute could be coordinated for the construction of Pikillacta and other 
major colonial infrastructure. Additional research is needed to clarify 
the nature of the Wari occupation of Huaro, but it is clear that the area 
between the Lucre Basin and modern Urcos was heavily colonized dur-
ing the Wari Period and that some local populations were full partici-
pants in the Wari colonial system. 

Wari settlers may have been active in craft production for exchange 
with local populations or with the imperial heartland (or for acquiring 
goods not available locally). It is also possible that, like colonists from 
other early states, Wari settlers initially moved into the Cusco region in 
search of agricultural lands to sustain themselves. Given the severe cli-
matic fluctuations of the seventh century, some Wari “imperialism” 
might constitute a diaspora movement that capitalized on new agricul-
tural techniques, in particular the development of irrigation canals and 
agricultural terraces for intensive maize agriculture.43 As the colonies 
grew and their administrative interests expanded, local populations 
probably provided labor to quarry stone and construct the architecture 
and road projects in the Lucre Basin. The segmented construction of 
walls at Pikillacta is consistent with rotational labor organized by local 
elites, possibly in rounds similar to modern mit’a (a system of rotating 
corvée labor).44 

The Wari colonization of the Lucre Basin and Huaro area had an 
impact on the local landscape and its populations that many Wari re-
searchers have interpreted as sustained and profound. The apparent 
lack of large-scale storage at Pikillacta raises the question of how directly 
local populations outside these areas were administered. If the Cusco re-
gion was an administered Wari province, the regional archaeology 
should indicate changes in political economy, revealed through settle-
ment shifts and the intensification of agriculture. In addition, regional 

https://labor).44
https://agriculture.43
https://styles.42
https://region.41


74 How the Incas Built Their Heartland 

settlement should have become more hierarchical through the establish-
ment of secondary administrative sites. Wari material culture should be 
visible throughout the region, particularly in areas with strong signs of 
imperial infrastructure. None of these indicators has been observed in 
systematically surveyed areas in the Cusco region. 

The Scope of Wari Administration in Cusco 

The establishment of Wari colonies did not have a major impact on pre-
existing settlement patterns outside of the Lucre-Huaro area. The settle-
ment system in the Chit’apampa Basin does not show major changes 
from AD 600 to AD 1000 (fig. 4.10). In the Sacred Valley study region, 
twenty of the forty-six sites with Qotakalli pottery have no Araway pot-
tery, although most of these were hamlets that were abandoned over 
time. At least one small village was established during the Wari Period, 
and one appears to have been abandoned. Most villages with Qotakalli 
pottery also have Wari Period Araway pottery, indicating that the most 
noteworthy development in about four hundred years of Wari coloniza-
tion in the Cusco region was a general nucleation of settlement in some 
areas. This is especially true for areas closest to Cusco, while sites in the 
Sacred Valley proper demonstrate little change or Wari influence. 

One site that highlights the lack of Wari administrative development 
in the Sacred Valley is Wanka, located approximately 15 kilometers from 
Pikillacta (fig. 4.11). The site is located within an easy three- to four-
hour walk of Pikillacta, but it is probably too far from the Cusco Basin 
to have been administered by a prestate polity.45 Situated at an elevation 
of about 3100 meters, Wanka is ideally situated for the development of 
maize agriculture because of permanent water sources and a frost-free 
valley-bottom climate. If Wari imperialism in Cusco were based on di-
rect territorial administration and the intensification of maize agricul-
ture, one would expect Wari influence to extend down the Sacred Valley 
at least to Wanka. This influence would be demonstrated by the pres-
ence of Wari-style pottery and architecture at this site and others located 
near prime agricultural lands in the Sacred Valley (and outside of the 
region interacting regularly with the Cusco Basin polity). 

Surface collections from Wanka reveal an extensive Wari Period as-
semblage, but it is not characterized by a high percentage of Wari-style 
pottery. Surface pottery included Cusco styles (Qotakalli and Araway), 

https://polity.45
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Fig. 4.10. Araway/Wari Period settlement in the Sacred Valley study region 

local imitations of these styles, local Lucre Basin pottery, and several 
fragments of a style that may have been produced in the Paucartambo 
region to the north. Only a few Wari-style shards were collected at 
Wanka. The low frequency of Wari imperial pottery at Wanka is con-
sistent with its distribution throughout the Sacred Valley study region. 
With the exception of a few isolated shards found at sites with large 
components of local Wari Period pottery, Wari-style pottery is almost 
completely absent. 

This is largely true for the Paruro region as well, where Wari-style 
pottery was found in very low percentages at eight of nine identified 
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sites.46 The exception to this pattern is the site of Muyu Roqo, a small 
(2500-square-meter) site located close to modern Paruro. Bauer con-
ducted surface collections and test excavations at this site, encountering 
hundreds of fragments of Wari-style pottery and camelid bones.47 The 
pottery included a high percentage of fancy bowls and drinking vessels, 
and one excavated bone yielded a calibrated date of AD 765–865, about 
two hundred years after the initial Wari occupation of the Lucre-Huaro 
area.48 

The average distance of Paruro Wari sites from the principal settle-
ments of the Cusco Basin was over 30 kilometers, with six of nine sites 
lying in a cluster of settlements around Paruro. By comparison, Piki-
llacta lies just 20 kilometers from Paruro, about a six- to eight-hour walk 
on well-established trails.49 Bauer’s data suggest that the Wari presence 
in Paruro did not constitute formal political administration but rather 
an indirect influence, possibly limited to feasts associated with the cere-
monial maintenance of a local shrine. 

The Wari appear to have exercised considerable influence within the 
Cusco Basin, although the evidence is lacking for political or economic 
reorganization of the local polity. The absence of major changes in set-
tlement pattern and hierarchy contrasts with the intense Wari colonial 
presence in the Lucre-Huaro region, suggesting that formal provincial 
administration was never fully implemented. Within the Cusco Basin, 
Wari-style pottery from the Ayacucho region is rare and is never present 
as the dominant pottery style at any site. Instead, as has already been 
noted, a local imitation of Wari styles called Araway was produced in 
the Cusco Basin, using clay sources similar to those used in the produc-
tion of Qotakalli pottery.50 Araway pottery is found at nearly ninety sites 
in the Cusco Basin, as well as forty-two sites in the Sacred Valley study 
region and eight sites in the Paruro survey region.51 Within the tradi-
tional sphere of Cusco political control, Araway pottery (and the occa-
sional Wari vessel) appears to have been distributed through Cusco elites, 
who probably would have had direct ties to Wari colonists and may have 
helped to mobilize labor tribute at certain times of the year. 

The stability of settlement systems and exchange networks for deco-
rated pottery suggests that Wari administrators did not transform local 
economic production or bypass existing elite hierarchies to govern at the 
local level. Instead, Cusco Basin elites adopted Wari design motifs and 
distributed their local imitation of Wari pottery (Araway) throughout 
the area under their control. Wari elites had access to goods (craft items 

https://region.51
https://pottery.50
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and metal) that were not available locally, and the Cusco polity probably 
came under Wari hegemony because local elites desired to obtain such 
goods and participate in Wari ceremonial life. 

The Effects of Wari Imperialism on Inca State Formation 

The Wari occupation of the Lucre Basin and Huaro area represents a 
major development of a peripheral region, but one of very limited geo-
graphic scope, similar to the Wari occupation of sites around Cerro 
Baúl.52 The archaeological evidence indicates that Wari colonies were 
established in areas where they could have contact with several other 
regional polities. These colonies transformed their immediate environ-
ments, developing a complex administrative infrastructure. Existing 
patterns of interregional exchanges for goods like obsidian were inter-
rupted,53 and Wari officials appear to have co-opted ritual life in some 
places. 

Still, settlement patterns from the Cusco region indicate that Wari’s 
transformative effect was not felt locally in the Cusco Basin and areas 
under its influence. Local elites probably had close interactions with 
Wari colonists and may have helped to organize labor tribute for Wari 
projects. It appears that these elites used such interactions to their own 
advantage, redistributing Wari status goods throughout their political 
networks and even using established craft production systems to imitate 
Wari fancy pottery (fig. 4.12). 

It is possible that the Wari polity attempted to formalize its hegemony 
as a means of developing more intensive tributary relationships with 
potential provinces. While the Wari collapse is poorly understood, the 
Cusco data may indicate local resistance to increased imperial adminis-
tration. If so, local elites were undoubtedly involved in developing re-
gional alternatives to the Wari system.54 

The decline of the Wari empire stimulated the processes leading up 
to the formation of the early Inca state. Centuries of elite interaction 
during the Wari occupation must have had an effect on how elite status 
was communicated, even though Wari administrative control remained 
limited at the local level. The Wari influence on local sources of power 
was probably felt in political, economic, and religious/ideological ways. 
The practice of providing labor tribute for the construction of state facil-
ities (including terraces, canals, and roads) probably increased the amount 

https://system.54
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Fig. 4.12. A schematic of Wari influence in the Cusco region. Wari’s control outside 
of the Lucre Basin and Urcos area appears to have been indirect. 

of labor tribute that local elites could extract from their supporters. 
Economically, the intensification of agricultural production, devotion to 
maize agriculture, and improvement of agricultural lands created a reli-
able surplus in maize not witnessed in earlier local polities. Participation 
in Wari state religious rituals introduced local elites to more hierarchi-
cal and cosmologically overarching religious systems and imbued them 
with more authority than they might otherwise have had. 

In short, Wari imperialism in Cusco had few local effects adminis-
tratively, but far-reaching effects in the conceptualization of elite au-
thority. The decline of the Wari was probably due in part to local elite 
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desertion of the existing tributary system. Future research should eluci-
date whether this was because the Wari were in decline and local elites 
required a new expression of local authority or because of an active 
challenge of imperial authority by local elites, including Wari provin-
cials. Either way, the abandonment of Wari’s colonies created a political 
vacuum in Cusco, with a large number of petty polities led by elite lead-
ers anxious to dominate their rivals. 



 

chapter five 

Setting the Stage for Inca 
State Formation (AD 1000–1200) 

Wari colonies dominated the Cusco region for three hundred years or 
more, and their abandonment signals a major change in regional politi-
cal organization. After AD 1000, settlement patterns and site hierarchies 
that had been relatively stable for centuries were transformed radically. 
In some areas, small valley-bottom villages were abandoned as new poli-
ties regrouped around defensible locations. For example, in the Sacred 
Valley study region, less than 20 percent (41/224) of the sites occupied 
between AD 1000 and 1400 (a period referred to as the Killke Period) 
have evidence of continuing settlement from the preceding period of 
Wari hegemony. Such changes are markedly different from the Cusco 
Basin, where most villages continued to be inhabited, growing larger as 
major Wari sites elsewhere in the region were abandoned. Settlement 
shifts in the Sacred Valley signal a new environment of political compe-
tition between several small complex polities, a situation culminating 
in the formation of the Inca state in the Cusco Basin. This chapter first 
considers the decline of the Wari and Tiwanaku empires, then looks at 
the transformation of settlement in the Cusco region, comparing settle-
ment patterns in the Sacred Valley study region to those from the Cusco 
Basin, the Lucre Basin, and other parts of the region. 

The Decline of the Wari and Tiwanaku Empires 

Archaeological data from the Wari and Tiwanaku heartland and provin-
cial regions reveal that both empires began to decline between about AD 
900 and AD 1000, although processes of disintegration were not uniform 
throughout the Andes.1 There is evidence suggesting that climatic stress 
played a role in political collapse, but some researchers believe that 
internal social competition led to rebellions that interrupted political 
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integration.2 In some provincial regions, imperial installations were aban-
doned at this time, and some of these were even burned.3 Other areas 
saw the persistence of imperial colonies or enclaves, most of them now 
independent from administration by the capital.4 

Processes of balkanization apparently characterized much of the An-
dean region from AD 1000 to AD 1200.5 The Wari and Tiwanaku heart-
lands, incapable of integrating competing elite groups or funding cen-
tralized state governments, broke down into numerous petty polities. In 
the Titicaca Basin, several small Aymara polities (señoríos) emerged and 
competed for regional prominence.6 Settlement in the Titicaca Basin af-
ter about AD 1100 became less hierarchical, characterized by a shift to 
clusters of small, undifferentiated hamlets and villages scattered around 
large ridgetop settlements that were surrounded by concentric walls.7 

Decline of the Imperial Heartlands 

By around AD 1100, settlement patterns in the Tiwanaku Valley indi-
cate a population decline at higher-order administrative sites, with a 
growth in small sites dispersed throughout all environmental zones— 
evidence for localization of production and decline of centralized ad-
ministration.8 Marc Bermann has identified a return to single-family 
residence patterns and the possible disuse of administrative or public 
architecture at this time.9 The state capital was abandoned by AD 1200. 

Although extensive settlement data have not been published for the 
Ayacucho region, the Wari heartland appears to have undergone similar 
processes of decentralization at about the same time. The Wari capital 
may have been sacked around AD 1100, and the political unity of the 
Wari heartland gave way to the development of small petty polities or-
ganized around defensible settlements.10 Areas just outside the imperial 
heartland, where clear Wari settlement patterns and infrastructure have 
been identified, also saw dramatic settlement shifts from low-elevation 
or valley-bottom sites to higher-elevation or ridgetop settlements.11 

Both in the Titicaca Basin and the highlands around Ayacucho, small 
polities were organized to meet corporate defensive needs, and many 
new settlements were established on ridges or hilltops that provided pro-
tection, visibility, and access to more environmental zones that would per-
mit self-sufficient local economies. Even in the absence of a centralized 
state government, elites in some of these petty polities might have re-
tained some aspects of preexisting ideologies, social stratification, and 

https://settlements.11
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the trappings of elite life—for example, political titles, the display of ex-
otic goods, observation of sumptuary rules, and feasting.12 

Processes of Balkanization and Secession in the Wari and 
Tiwanaku Provinces 

Many areas with evidence of Wari settlement underwent political reor-
ganization beginning in the tenth century.13 In the highlands, these are 
typified by radical shifts in settlement and a simpler political organization. 
On the coast, the assertion of local autonomy actually led to the devel-
opment of new complex polities, and challenges to Wari administration 
appear to have led some provincial or local elites to break away from the 
heartland. The establishment or urban growth of sites like Chan Chan, 
Marca Huamachuco, Túcume, Batán Grande, and possibly Cusco cor-
responds to the decline of Wari influence in these regions (AD 900–1100) 
and may represent cases where elites promoted local self-sufficiency as 
a viable administrative alternative to the Wari imperial system.14 

The Wari presence along parts of the north and central coast gave 
way to the formation of new states between AD 1000 and AD 1200. The 
Sicán polity represents one case of secondary state formation, where a 
new centralized polity came to control parts of the north coast from 
AD 900 to AD 1100, when most of the Andean region was experienc-
ing political breakdown.15 In the Chincha Valley on the central coast, the 
decline of Wari influence led to a shift in settlement from control points 
along a valleywide irrigation system to locations closer to the coast. As 
the Chincha state developed, several large political and religious centers 
developed on the flood plain, linked by an intravalley road.16 

Balkanized Polities of the Pacific Coastal Valleys 

The Pacific coastal valleys of southern Peru and northern Chile provide 
some of the most detailed archaeological data on local Wari and Ti-
wanaku political balkanization after AD 1000. In the Moquegua Valley, 
the maize-producing elevations of the middle valley had been colonized 
by both Tiwanaku and Wari, and there appears to have been limited in-
teraction between the outposts of the two empires until perhaps after 
AD 800.17 Tiwanaku settlement was concentrated near the flood plain 
in the midvalley region, where large areas could be watered using sim-
ple canals. Tiwanaku influence in Moquegua appears to have stretched 

https://breakdown.15
https://system.14
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almost to the Pacific coast, and a foreign presence has been identified in 
the Azapa Valley of northern Chile, where Tiwanaku colonists coexisted 
with local groups.18 The Wari occupation of Moquegua was concen-
trated around the sites of Cerro Baúl, Cerro Mejía, and Cerro Petroglifo, 
located above the midvalley Tiwanaku settlements in an area brought 
under cultivation through the construction of long irrigation canals and 
hillside terraces.19 

The collapse of the Tiwanaku colonial system in Moquegua appears 
to have occurred by about AD 950 and resulted in the abandonment and 
deliberate burning of large provincial settlements and a migration of some 
groups to the coast or upper valley.20 The Wari religious-administrative 
precinct at Cerro Baúl was burned and deserted a century or so later, 
although the excavators interpret this as an orderly abandonment.21 

From AD 1000 to 1200 the coastal valleys of the south-central Andes saw 
the development of a number of distinct local ceramic styles, including 
Chiribaya, Tumilaca, San Miguel, and Pocoma. Many of these are asso-
ciated with distinctive architecture, mortuary style, and textile patterns.22 

It appears that several new ethnic and political groups developed at this 
time, some of them (like the Chiribaya and Tumilaca) probably including 
former Wari and Tiwanaku colonists, while others, like those living in the 
Azapa Valley of northern Chile, comprised indigenous populations.23 

In the Moquegua Valley, Tumilaca sites continued to cluster around 
Cerro Baúl, but a series of new villages was established along the Tumi-
laca River, where agriculture would be less dependent on long-distance 
irrigation systems.24 Settlement patterns from coastal surveys indicate 
clusters of relatively small polities. Burials from the Chiribaya culture of 
the lower Moquegua Valley reveal that local elites had access to precious 
metals and other exotic goods.25 It is clear that highland and lowland 
regions maintained exchange relationships after Wari and Tiwanaku 
declined but that these were not based on administrative control or trib-
utary obligations. There was considerable movement of exotic goods 
along the coast, as well as between coastal valleys and the highlands. 

The Decline of Wari and Establishment of Local Polities 
in Cusco 

According to Gordon McEwan, the site of Pikillacta was abandoned 
sometime after AD 900, a process that he describes as rapid yet orderly.26 

https://orderly.26
https://goods.25
https://systems.24
https://populations.23
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The ongoing construction of the site was halted, and the occupants of 
Pikillacta sealed off some parts of the site as they systematically cleaned 
out rooms and subfloor offerings.27 Much of the site was subsequently 
burned.28 

The sudden abandonment of Pikillacta followed about three hundred 
years of stable settlement and coincided with processes of decline and 
abandonment at other Wari sites.29 Given that the Wari heartland was 
itself in decline, it is unlikely that entire populations from distant, long-
standing colonies would have relocated to the capital. Instead, the pop-
ulation movements observed in the Cusco region indicate that it is more 
likely that Wari colonial populations and the local groups under their 
control fragmented and dispersed throughout the region, setting up inde-
pendent polities that competed with each other for regional domination. 

The effects of the Wari collapse on the Lucre Basin have not been 
explored through systematic surveys, although researchers have con-
ducted excavations at the post-Wari sites of Minaspata and Chokepukio 
(fig. 5.1).30 Not all Wari Period sites in the Lucre Basin were abandoned 
when Pikillacta was depopulated, but the scale of emigration from the 
basin is unknown because we still lack data on the size of Pikillacta’s 
permanent population. 

Settlement patterns to the north and east of the Cusco Basin indicate 
that some major settlement shifts occurred as Pikillacta was abandoned 
(fig. 5.2). The small valley-bottom agricultural villages in the Oropesa 
Basin (located between the Cusco and Lucre basins) were abandoned, and 
that area was almost completely depopulated from about AD 1000 to 
AD 1400. Fertile valley-bottom maize lands ceased to be farmed, and the 
only Killke Period settlement was Pukara Tipón, a large, nucleated village 
located several hundred meters above the valley floor in an area where the 
village and its lands could be surrounded by a massive defensive wall.31 

A similar buffer zone also can be observed in the Sacred Valley study 
region, as the small villages and hamlets of the Chit’apampa Basin were 
abandoned in favor of settlement of larger, nucleated villages in more 
defensible locations. The Sacred Valley saw a substantial influx of pop-
ulation after AD 1000, with the establishment of numerous large villages 
on high ridges. Given the modest number and sizes of earlier settlements, 
it appears that the decline of the Wari colonies was associated with ma-
jor demographic and political restructuring in the Sacred Valley. After 
AD 1000, the Sacred Valley was home to several small complex polities. 
Some maintained regular contacts with the Cusco Basin, while others 

https://sites.29
https://burned.28
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Fig. 5.2. Killke Period settlement in the Lucre Basin and Urcos area. Several large, 
nucleated villages or towns grew as the Wari colonies were abandoned around AD 
1000. 

developed distinct local architectural, mortuary, and pottery styles. Such 
distinctions in local material culture are indicative of differences in po-
litical or ethnic identity. Other archaeological research from the Cusco 
region indicates the formation of several small polities, organized around 
nucleated, often defensible, settlements. For example, reconnaissance by 
Kenneth Heffernan and Ann Kendall has identified such polities form-
ing to the west of Cusco.32 Evidence for Wari administration in these 
areas has not been reported to date, although much of the region remains 
to be surveyed intensively. 

In contrast to the many small settlement systems clustered around 
defensively sited principal villages, most of the Cusco Basin after AD 1000 
appears to have been integrated into a single settlement system in which 
site location was influenced more prominently by economic production 

https://Cusco.32
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Fig. 5.3. Killke Period settlement in the Cusco Basin. Survey work by Brian Bauer 
has demonstrated a hierarchical settlement system with a high population density. 

than defense.33 Settlement patterns from the Cusco Basin indicate in-
creasing settlement density after AD 1000 (fig. 5.3). The depopulation 
of intermediate areas may partly account for the increased number and 
size of villages in the basin, as groups living between rival polities cast 
their lot with one or the other. Political complexity continued in the 
Cusco Basin after AD 1000, with major increases in population that 
were probably concomitant with increased competition between the 
Cusco Basin polity and regional rivals. 

The abandonment of Pikillacta was part of a massive transformation 
of regional settlement resulting in the establishment of numerous com-

https://defense.33
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peting petty polities. Given the uncertainty regarding settlement at the 
site of Cusco prior to about AD 1000, it would be problematic to posit 
a direct link between the decline of Pikillacta and the rise of the early 
Inca polity in Cusco. Settlement continuities in the Lucre Basin argue 
against a complete relocation of Wari settlement into the Cusco Basin, 
and it would seem reasonable that the development of Cusco as a para-
mount center was a local initiative, perhaps a reaction to the attempted 
intensification of Wari administration in the region. The establishment 
of a depopulated buffer zone between the Cusco Basin and Lucre Basin 
would appear to indicate a lack of shared traditions between the two 
areas, rather than a large-scale migration of post-Wari settlers to Cusco. 
After AD 1000, the populations of the Cusco Basin and Sacred Valley 
grew substantially, and the site of Cusco itself increased in size and pop-
ulation density. 

Polity and Ethnicity in the Sacred Valley after AD 1000 

Of all areas surveyed intensively, the Sacred Valley study region provides 
the best systematic evidence for massive settlement shifts related to the 
Wari decline. The timing of this shift appears to be at the very end of the 
Wari Period, evidenced by the presence of a small component of Araway 
pottery at thirteen Killke Period sites where no Qotakalli pottery was 
present. Generally, there is little continuity between Cusco-dominated 
Wari Period styles and Killke Period settlements, of which 83.5 percent 
(183/224) have no occupation from AD 400 to AD 1000. 

As the dispersed agricultural villages located on the lower slopes and 
valley-bottom areas were abandoned, new nucleated villages were es-
tablished on remote ridgetops and in locations with good visibility and 
natural defenses. Twenty-one villages of 3 hectares or larger were iden-
tified in the Sacred Valley study region, located at an average elevation 
of 3928 meters—almost 1000 meters above the floor of the Sacred Valley 
(fig. 5.4). This movement represents a major change in site catchment, 
implying a different political economy and new concerns for community 
defense. Over two hundred small villages and hamlets were found at 
lower elevations (3574 meters for sites under a hectare, 3589 meters for 
sites 1–3 hectares), suggesting that, in many cases, large villages located 
in suni or puna lands oversaw agricultural production at lower elevations. 
This pattern of ridgetop settlements does not appear in Brian Bauer’s 
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Fig. 5.4. Major Killke Period settlements of the Sacred Valley study region. The 
largest sites settled after AD 1000 are located at elevations of 4,000 meters or 
higher. 

Paruro survey, but there is some evidence of remote or defensible settle-
ments at high elevation in the southern part of the Cusco Basin.34 

It is difficult at present to subdivide the pottery in use between about 
AD 1000 and AD 1400. A style called Killke was produced in the Cusco 
Basin at this time, but the process of collecting chronometric dates from 
stratified excavation deposits has not advanced sufficiently to permit ar-
chaeologists to identify a clear assemblage for the period from AD 1000 
until the formation of the Inca state around AD 1200–1300.35 The 
appearance of Inca-style pottery and architecture is also poorly under-

https://1200�1300.35
https://Basin.34
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stood chronologically and overlaps with Killke ceramic use in the four-
teenth (and perhaps the fifteenth) century, making it difficult at this time 
to use pottery alone to establish calendar dates for the process of state 
formation. 

Despite these limitations, it is clear that this period marks a radical 
change in the social organization and political economy of different 
groups in the Cusco region. Rank-size graphs for the Sacred Valley study 
region indicate a more hierarchical settlement pattern than was seen 
for preceding periods (fig. 5.5). The rank-size curve for the Sacred Val-
ley for the period from AD 400 to AD 1000 is convex, consistent with 
conditions of upper-tier competition and a lack of central coordination.36 

From AD 1000 to AD 1400, the rank-size graph indicates a more linear 
distribution when excluding the city of Cusco and its secondary admin-
istrative center, established at Pukara Pantillijlla around AD 1300. Ex-
cluding Inca administrative sites, it appears that this region had a more 
complex and well-integrated settlement system. 

Political Units in the Sacred Valley 

Estimated territory sizes for the largest villages after AD 1000 are con-
sistent with an administrative complexity below the state level, and it 
is possible to delimit the territories of several possible polities based on 
clusters of small and large villages. Site locations during this period are 
consistent with the exploitation of diverse animal and plant resources. 
Large villages like Qhapaqkancha, Kaytumarka, Markasunay, and 
Muyuch’urqu were situated at 4000 meters or higher, within easy reach 
of pasture lands for herding and agricultural lands for the production of 
tubers and Andean grains (fig. 5.6). 

The largest villages in the Sacred Valley study region appear to have 
been the principal settlements of small complex polities. Local elites 
would have managed a mixed agricultural and herding economy and 
probably were involved in the organization of labor to construct irriga-
tion canals—for example, the one bringing water to the site and fields 
of Kaytumarka—and defensive works, like the walls at Muyuch’urqu or 
the defensive ditch at Raqchi (fig. 5.7). Several of the largest settlements 
were located along important routes between kichwa valleys and the 
montaña, and local elites probably organized camelid caravans to ob-
tain lowland agricultural products. 

These small polities show evidence of a concern for community 

https://coordination.36
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Fig. 5.6. Plan of Markasunay, a large Killke Period village with early Inca architecture 

protection against raiding and warfare. Not only were many large vil-
lages situated in inaccessible locations, but some of these also had walls 
or defensive ditches, indicating that community or polity labor was be-
ing invested in defense. In addition to inaccessible or defensive settle-
ment locations, there are other possible indicators of conflict between 
groups. Burnt wall daub, evidence of conflagrations that might have 
been associated with raiding, is almost exclusively associated with Kil-
lke Period villages outside of the Cusco sphere of influence. Burnt daub 
is absent in the large valley-bottom villages of the Cusco Basin but was 
found at several sites around Poroy and Cachimayo to the west of Cusco. 
In the Sacred Valley study region, burnt daub was observed on the sur-
face at twenty-eight sites, all of which had substantial components of 
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Fig. 5.8. Map of the location of burnt daub, possibly indicating the burning of set-
tlements in warfare or raids after AD 1000 

Killke Period pottery (fig. 5.8). A midden at Pukara Pantillijlla that dated 
to the thirteenth century contained sling balls and two stone axes, which 
might also serve as indirect evidence for conflict. Frequent raiding and 
warfare are common themes in many of the Inca chronicles for the 
prestate period, as discussed in greater detail in chapter 6. 

A system of balkanized, warring petty polities has been described as 
the prevailing condition for the Andean highlands prior to the Inca con-
quest.37 The chronicler Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala conceptualizes 
the pre-Inca period in terms of decentralization, perpetual warfare, 
and irregular participation in regional ethnic confederations. The area 

https://quest.37


96 How the Incas Built Their Heartland 

surrounding the developing Inca state contained multiple political groups 
of varying organizational complexity, and the Incas would take advan-
tage of ethnic and political variability to expand and consolidate their 
imperial heartland. 

Ethnic Variation in the Cusco Region 

In some cases “ethnic” distinctions were not based on differences in 
material culture or language, and there is reason to believe that many— 
but not all—of the small groups living around Cusco were Quechua 
speakers.38 In contrast to their neighbors, Lucre Basin groups like the 
Muyna and Pinagua may have been more closely related to their Wari 
predecessors than to indigenous Cusco Basin groups. Variations in 
mortuary treatment and architectural style in the Sacred Valley allow us 
to distinguish between some populations. 

In the upper side valleys to the north of the Vilcanota River, some 
local groups placed burials in small ovoidal mortuary structures, sug-
gesting either an influx of nonlocal groups or the adoption of a new 
mortuary style by some groups in the region (fig. 5.9).39 Groups in the 
Chit’apampa Basin, Pisaq area, and San Salvador area did not use such 
structures but buried their dead in simple cliff tombs. Cliff tombs below 
the site of Kaytumarka took the form of painted adobe boxes, while dif-
ferent styles of cliff burials were observed both in the Pisaq area and 
around Ancasmarca. Mortuary patterns indicate that groups living to 
the south of the Vilcanota River probably shared some cultural practices 
not observed among groups living to the north of the valley. The diver-
sity of burial practices reveals that considerable cultural variation could 
be found within a very small region (fig. 5.10). 

Similar variations can be seen in the domestic architecture and pot-
tery of the Cusco region. Distinct pottery styles have been identified for 
the Chongo Basin, the Lucre Basin, the Chinchero area, and the area 
around Colcha, and it is likely that other subregions also produced their 
own pottery.40 In areas where Killke Period architecture is well pre-
served, it is possible to observe variations in domestic architecture. Some 
sites are characterized by rectangular structures, others by ovoid or semi-
circular forms. Distinctive construction features like corbeled doorways, 
multistory construction, and interior wall niches have been identified at 
the site level.41 

In the Sacred Valley study region, groups living to the south of the 

https://level.41
https://pottery.40
https://speakers.38
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Fig. 5.10. Mortuary sites identified in the Sacred Valley study region 

Vilcanota River appear to have been more closely related to the Incas, 
while some of the populations living to the north of the river appear to 
constitute one or more distinct ethnic groups. The prevalence of Killke 
Period pottery from the Cusco Basin is markedly different on the north 
and south sides of the Vilcanota River. Of the twelve wares identified 
from Killke Period excavations at Pukara Pantillijlla, four (designated 
numbers 9–12) are thought to have been produced in the Cusco Basin, 
based on similarities in paste, temper, and wall thickness. These wares 
made up the majority of the decorated pottery collected at sites in the 
Chit’apampa Basin and along the south rim of the Sacred Valley (78 and 
66 percent, respectively). To the north of the Vilcanota Valley, these wares 
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constituted far less of the decorated pottery collections, as low as 33 per-
cent in the Qochoq Valley above Calca and 41 percent in the Chongo 
Basin. Along with differences in mortuary treatment and domestic ar-
chitecture, it appears that the Vilcanota Valley represented a major cul-
tural divide prior to Inca state formation. 

Intensification and Diversity in Pre-Inca Political Economies 

The establishment of a number of small polities after AD 1000 involved 
substantial changes in Cusco’s regional political economies. From AD 600 
to AD 1000 the Wari colonies had developed intensive maize agriculture 
in the Lucre Basin and Huaro areas and included some locals in the use 
of maize—both as a food and fermented alcoholic beverage—in feasting 
and ritual events of a scale beyond what local elites could arrange. The 
location and distribution of Wari settlement and cultural remains sug-
gest a production system based on the intensive local exploitation of 
maize, supplemented by other crops. Herding may have been managed 
through Pikillacta, given the presence of large rectangular enclosures 
with no interior architecture that McEwan interprets as corrals.42 Small 
storage facilities identified at Pikillacta would have held surpluses that 
could be mobilized to fete laborers and buffer Wari colonists against bad 
years, although province-level storage does not appear to have been in 
use at the site. The absence of evidence for large-scale production and 
storage of agricultural surpluses indicates that Pikillacta did not centrally 
manage provincial agricultural production and was not responsible for 
addressing resource fluctuations at the local level. It appears that Wari 
settlers relied on intensive maize production on improved lands but that 
they did not amplify production levels to the point that storage would 
be the primary risk-reduction strategy for the colonies and nearby local 
populations. It is possible that exchanges of exotic and craft goods 
would have provided another means for obtaining food and that the 
maintenance of caravans would have been an alternative to some staple 
production. This would require increased levels of agricultural produc-
tion by local groups, who would then exchange agricultural surpluses 
for craft goods or exotic goods. 

While populations in the Cusco Basin and Lucre Basin lived in close 
proximity to resources for intensive maize agriculture, a substantial com-
ponent of the Cusco region’s population met the challenges of a highly 

https://corrals.42


100 How the Incas Built Their Heartland 

variable, and generally drier, climate by resettling in locations favoring 
more extensive production strategies. In the Sacred Valley study region, 
the largest sites before AD 1000 were located close to the valley bottom, 
where farmers had access to irrigated lands and productive dry-farming 
resources. After AD 1000, the largest villages in the study region were 
located on high ridges with an immediate catchment best suited to herd-
ing and tuber production. 

Based on the shift of population to high-elevation sites, the local diet 
in the Sacred Valley at the time of Inca conquest probably focused on 
the production of a diverse array of tubers, as well as the rotation of 
quinoa, kañiwa, amaranth, and tarwi. Some maize was probably grown 
in plots close to the valley floor, but maize probably was the prerogative 
of the elite or reserved for ceremonial consumption.43 While most agri-
cultural production involved dry-farming on simple terraces, there is 
evidence for the development of pre-Inca irrigation works and terracing 
in some parts of the Cusco region.44 Such projects are likely to have been 
developed through elite management of community labor.45 This en-
courages us to consider how community or polity resources might have 
been allocated and managed prior to the Inca conquest. 

Local Pre-Inca Elite Management of Ecological Complementarity 

The discussion of crop diversity suggests that some risk-pooling strate-
gies are beyond the administrative means of the household. The ethno-
historic and ethnographic literature indicates that organization of the 
labor and resources of extended families, lineage groups (ayllukuna), 
and polities provided access to a more extensive and reliable repertoire 
of food products. The Andean corollary to household risk reduction 
strategies is the concept of verticality, or ecological complementarity, in 
which suprahousehold risk management encourages direct procurement 
of the resources of multiple ecological zones.46 This could be manifested 
in many ways, depending on the level of centralized management, as well 
as the patchiness of the resource environment and its vertical landscape.47 

As Craig Morris has suggested, decision-making processes involved with 
elite coordination of ecological complementarity may have encouraged 
the long-term formalization of centralized hierarchies.48 

In many ways, the potential for centralized management of ecologi-
cal complementarity is influenced by the distribution, patchiness, and 
phasing of resources. While resource distribution is seen as a factor in 

https://hierarchies.48
https://landscape.47
https://zones.46
https://labor.45
https://region.44
https://consumption.43
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the foraging or collecting strategies of hunter-gatherers,49 it also has a 
profound effect on how agricultural communities address risk and re-
source “completeness.” The small pre-Inca polities to the north of the 
Vilcanota River were settled in a way that local leadership could have 
exploited the full range of agricultural diversity available locally. The 
largest villages at this time were located near lands that could be dry-
farmed, as well as pastures where camelid herds could be kept. These 
settlements were often situated near important caravan routes, which 
might have allowed Sacred Valley elites to access montaña products di-
rectly through exchange relationships or small-scale colonization. Groups 
living to the south of the Vilcanota River may have lacked easy direct 
access to lowland products, which may have promoted their early de-
pendency on the Inca state. 

Between AD 1000 and AD 1400, most local agricultural economies 
in the Sacred Valley were probably not simple subsistence systems. The 
presence at Killke Period sites of defensive works and agricultural in-
frastructure indicates that community or polity labor resources were 
being directed into centrally managed projects that would require agri-
cultural surpluses. Such projects may have benefited elite lineages and 
encouraged the development of ancestor veneration; Polo de Ondegardo 
observes that elite Inca mummies and their emblems were used by 
Cusco’s descent groups in ceremonies and festivals to ensure sufficient 
water and good growing conditions.50 Site locations in the Sacred Valley 
are consistent with the maintenance of complementarity between herders 
and cultivators, the cultivation of a wide range of agricultural products, 
and the limited acquisition of maize and crops grown at even lower el-
evations in the montaña. Although more archaeological data are needed, 
historical references to elites in the Cusco region at the time of Inca state 
formation mention many of these features. 

John Murra has suggested that some pre-Inca local elites would have 
monitored local land tenure, organized redistribution of status foods 
(like meat, maize, and coca leaf), and undertaken the development of 
agricultural intensification.51 In the Cusco region, local corvée could be 
applied to the construction of terraces and irrigation canals, creating a 
stratification of local resources between dry-farmed community lands and 
patches of highly productive improved lands that were disproportion-
ately controlled by elites.52 Apportioning community or polity labor 
to intensification strategies would require that local elites either divert 
labor from the maintenance of diversity or extract additional labor. In 

https://elites.52
https://intensification.51
https://conditions.50
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ecologically diverse areas like the Sacred Valley, groups would probably 
tend to be averse to such risks unless the perceived benefit far out-
weighed potential losses.53 The management of regional resources 
would present a means for enforcing internal status differences and in-
tensifying the kinds of interpolity competition ultimately leading to state 
formation. 

Although difficult to quantify at present, it is likely that groups liv-
ing in the Sacred Valley after AD 1000 used diet diversity to construct 
cultural and status identities. Elites probably enjoyed preferential access 
to higher-status foods, as well as a wider diet breadth.54 Nonelites par-
ticipated in a lower-risk production system and would have access to 
high-status foods in the feasting and food reciprocity that were part of 
their labor service (mink’a) for the local leader.55 The linking of agri-
cultural diversity to status would lend itself to local elite management 
and an internally consistent status hierarchy, but it would constrain the 
ability of such a system to adapt to new strategies of risk reduction. As 
discussed later, the production and consumption of diverse foodstuffs 
connoted lower status during the colonial periods and probably distin-
guished local diets from state food production in Inca times. 

The Lucre Basin after AD 1000 

The archaeological evidence from the Sacred Valley study region indicates 
a different political, economic, and cultural organization than existed 
before AD 1000. Such patterns may also hold for the upper Urubamba 
Valley, some areas to the west of Cusco, and the Apurímac Valley south-
west of Cusco.56 It is clear that the decline of the Wari colonies spurred 
the processes of political balkanization in these areas, but such processes 
appear to be less pronounced in the Lucre Basin. While systematic set-
tlement data are lacking for this area, it is clear that the basin continued 
to be settled and that at least some sites near the valley floor continued to 
be occupied. 

In the Lucre Basin, the sites of Chokepukio and Minaspata persisted 
after the decline of the Wari empire.57 While these sites’ sizes during 
the Killke Period occupation are unclear,58 the presence of several large, 
nucleated towns to the east of the Cusco Basin sites represents a different 
kind of settlement system from many other parts of the Cusco region. 

https://empire.57
https://Cusco.56
https://leader.55
https://breadth.54
https://losses.53
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Mary Glowacki has reported that a large nucleated site called Cotoco-
tuyoc was occupied after the Wari colonies around Huaro were aban-
doned, suggesting a similar pattern to that of the Lucre Basin.59 The 
presence of at least four large sites (Tipón, Chokepukio, Minaspata, and 
Cotocotuyoc) without a higher order of settlement suggests that each site 
was the primate center of a small polity, and the Spanish chronicles re-
fer to alliances between some of these groups at times of Inca aggression 
(fig. 5.11). 

The general abandonment of sites located near fertile valley-bottom 
lands in the Oropesa Basin indicates that the territories of the two large, 
nucleated Lucre Basin sites may have been quite small, and it should be 
noted that Lucre-style pottery was not found to constitute a large com-
ponent of the surface pottery at any sites in the Sacred Valley, Paruro, or 
Cusco Basin survey regions. It is likely that Chokepukio, Cotocotuyoc, 
and Minaspata were the paramount centers of small but hierarchically 
complex polities that focused on valley-bottom farming in a system based 
on resources initially developed by the Wari colonies. 

The occupation of Chokepukio was established within and in prox-
imity to large rectangular compounds built during the Wari occupation 
of the Lucre Basin, and radiocarbon dates indicate a continuous occu-
pation through the fourteenth century.60 Excavations at this site have 
uncovered numerous burials, as well as contexts identified by the exca-
vators as shrines.61 Large vessels excavated in these areas indicate that 
public feasting was used to integrate members of the polity and perhaps 
pilgrims visiting the site. Pottery from the Lucre Basin is stylistically dis-
tinct from that of the Cusco Basin, but its distribution is much more 
limited throughout the region compared to the Killke style. 

After AD 1000, local groups in the Lucre Basin maintained and pro-
duced material culture and architectural styles distinct from those of 
other parts of the Cusco region. Discontinuities in settlement suggest 
that these groups were not allied with the Cusco polity, a condition that 
is corroborated by historical documents.62 Edward Dwyer encountered 
evidence of massive burning at Minaspata, possibly the result of raiding 
or warfare, while Juha Hiltunen and Gordon McEwan report a major 
burning event at Chokepukio in the fourteenth century or first part of 
the fifteenth century.63 Chokepukio, Minaspata, and Cotocotuyoc prob-
ably represent territorially restricted complex polities that retained or 
modified many Wari religious and politico-economic practices. While 

https://century.63
https://documents.62
https://shrines.61
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Fi
g.

 5
.1

1.
 A

er
ia

l v
ie

w
 o

f M
in

as
pa

ta
, a

 K
ill

ke
 P

er
io

d 
to

w
n 

in
 th

e 
L

uc
re

 B
as

in
. (

N
eg

at
iv

e 
no

. 3
34

82
1,

 C
ou

r-
te

sy
 D

ep
t.

 o
f 

L
ib

ra
ry

 S
er

vi
ce

s,
 A

m
er

ic
an

 M
us

eu
m

 o
f 

N
at

ur
al

 H
is

to
ry

.)
 



105 setting the stage for inca state formation 

allied with each other they were major competitors of the emerging Inca 
state, although there is clear evidence for the movement of material 
goods between the two areas, indicating that some nonmilitary contact 
was sustained. There may be evidence for elite interactions based on a 
shared regional religious ideology. 

The Cusco Basin after AD 1000 

While only some elements of the Wari settlement system persisted after 
the abandonment of Pikillacta, the Cusco polity appears to have sur-
vived the Wari collapse without itself experiencing substantial settlement 
relocation. Bauer’s survey of the Cusco Basin has confirmed earlier im-
pressions of a settlement system characterized by large, undefended vil-
lages located near the valley floor.64 Many of the largest villages on the 
southern side of the Cusco Basin were established as early as the first 
millennium BC, and there is considerable settlement continuity from 
about AD 1000 through the Inca imperial period. The number and size 
of villages in the Cusco Basin indicate a complex polity that controlled 
a large population and productive resources within a relatively small 
territory. 

The territory of the Cusco Basin polity may have been curtailed 
around the time that the Wari colonies were abandoned. The cluster of 
small villages and hamlets in the Chit’apampa Basin was abandoned 
around this time, leaving an unoccupied buffer zone between Cusco and 
the new small polities forming about 12–15 kilometers to the north. To 
the east of Cusco, the Oropesa Basin was depopulated, leaving fertile 
valley-bottom lands unoccupied for several hundred years.65 

In the Paruro region, Bauer found no evidence of fortified settlement, 
suggesting that some of the small villages and polities of this area re-
mained under the domination of Cusco or lacked the elite leadership to 
coordinate the construction of defensive works.66 Within about 20 kilo-
meters of Cusco to the south, Killke pottery predominates in surface as-
semblages, and there is strong continuity of occupation at these sites into 
the Inca Period. Beyond this limit, the Cusco-produced Killke pottery 
style is less common, and a contemporaneous local style called Colcha 
is found.67 Bauer has demonstrated that the distribution of this style 
emanates from a group of sites located about 40 kilometers to the south 
of Cusco, about 10 kilometers from the modern town of Araypallpa.68 

https://Araypallpa.68
https://found.67
https://works.66
https://years.65
https://floor.64


106 How the Incas Built Their Heartland 

Excavations at the site of Tejahuasi yielded Killke and Colcha pottery, 
along with a radiocarbon date of AD 1010 ± 140, from the era before 
the Inca state had developed in Cusco.69 Settlement patterns for this area 
indicate that the small groups living to the south of Cusco were not con-
cerned enough with village defense to alter their settlement locations, 
and it appears that parts of this area continued to have regular contact 
with the Cusco Basin polity. 

The Cusco Basin polity’s control may not have been very direct at 
this time. Several sites in remote parts of the southern Cusco Basin were 
established on high ridges after AD 1000. Some of these settlements were 
located far from permanent water sources, and many were in areas with 
natural defenses. At least one of these, Pungurhuaylla, was walled (fig. 
5.12). These sites were all established after the decline of the Wari and 
had little or no Inca pottery present, perhaps indicating a temporary— 
and unsuccessful—attempt by some groups in more distant and difficult-
to-reach locations to remain independent of the Cusco Basin polity. 

Summary 

The decline of the Wari colonies resulted in the establishment of several 
distinct polities of varying sociopolitical complexity (fig. 5.13). Within 
the Lucre Basin, a few large primate centers continued to be occupied 
and may have preserved some of the features of Wari hierarchy and cer-
emonial life. These polities controlled small territories and were probably 
temporary allies in conflicts against other groups. To the west of the Lu-
cre Basin, the Cusco polity also retained a substantial influence, prob-
ably continuing to dominate some small groups living to the south of the 
Cusco Basin. This control may have been centralized under a paramount 
leader, but it probably did not constitute a specialized administration. 
Some groups living close to Cusco may have chosen to resist incorpora-
tion into that polity. 

The Sacred Valley and some areas to the west of Cusco witnessed a 
proliferation of small polities, which established themselves in locations 
that provided defense, as well as access to a wide range of agropastoral 
resources. Elites in these polities may have used their authority to un-
derwrite small canal and terracing projects, as well as to develop defen-
sive features for some settlements. After AD 1000, populations in the 
Cusco region maintained diverse ethnic identities, different levels of 

https://Cusco.69
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Fig. 5.13. Schematic of political complexity in the Cusco region, AD 1000–1200 

political complexity, and distinct systems of economic organization. Of 
all groups in the region, the large, hierarchically-organized population 
of the Cusco Basin possessed distinct advantages that allowed it to in-
corporate its neighbors through various expansion and administrative 
strategies. 



chapter six 

The Formation of the Inca State 

Settlement patterns in the Cusco region after AD 1000 provide the crit-
ical link between the Wari Period occupation and the formation of the 
Inca state. The regional data have already demonstrated that the Wari 
had limited power over local people living more than a few kilometers 
away from their principal settlements in the Lucre Basin and Huaro. 
Although they transformed these areas profoundly, the Wari appear to 
have made no attempt to establish colonies or construct administrative 
compounds in the Cusco Basin. The regional data indicate that while 
Wari colonialism probably introduced new expressions of elite authority 
and stimulated competition between elite leaders throughout the region, 
there was no direct transfer of the tradition of Wari statecraft to the 
Cusco Basin when Pikillacta was abandoned.1 

The Inca state was based on Andean principles of social organization 
and inspired by power relationships introduced hundreds of years ear-
lier by Wari settlers, but Inca state formation must be viewed as a long-
term local development rather than a direct borrowing. The archaeo-
logical evidence indicates that interpolity competition intensified with 
the decline of Wari’s provincial network, leading to the emergence of the 
Inca state by the end of the thirteenth century. Inca state formation was 
a regional process involving many groups in the Cusco region and last-
ing for several generations. The description of this process draws on the 
many archaeological and historical indicators discussed in chapter 2. In 
this chapter, we first review the historical evidence for Inca state forma-
tion and then compare it with the archaeological data from the Cusco 
region. 

The contraction of the area controlled by the Cusco Basin polity pro-
vides an opportunity for looking at historical references to the period 
leading up to Inca state formation.2 Several of the most detailed chron-
icles describe a period in which Inca leaders maintained alliances with 
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groups outside of the Cusco Basin, but promoted their interests through 
personal charisma rather than coercive power. For example, Miguel Ca-
bello de Balboa states that the third Inca ruler (Lloque Yupanqui) 

governed his peoples kindly and peacefully, and with such commend-
able artifice that with the fame of his benevolence, discretion, and 
gentleness, he brought to his obedience and grace many Caciques . . . 
and of the first, the most noteworthy were Huaman Samo (Cacique and 
Lord of Huaro), Pachachulla Viracocha (a man of great discretion and 
prudence), and the Ayarmaca polities with their lords and regents— 
Tambocunca and Quilliscaches, and other neighboring lineages—who 
had heard word of his good government and conversation.3 

This passage describes a Cusco Basin polity with a limited territorial 
range that is consistent with the settlement pattern evidence from after 
AD 1000.4 Inca alliances with a limited number of neighboring groups 
depended on the personal interactions of elite individuals who acted on 
behalf of small groups like the people of Huaro, as well as larger ethnic 
confederations like the Ayarmacas (fig. 6.1).5 

The limits of Inca control prior to state formation are indicated by 
elite marriage alliances, as well as descriptions of interactions within the 
Cusco Basin. Several colonial-period writers mention that before the 
Incas extended their political control beyond the Cusco Basin, they con-
tracted marriage alliances with the elite of nearby towns such as Sañu, 
Oma, and Taucaray.6 The chroniclers indicate that the Incas did not 
make lasting territorial expansions outside of the Cusco Basin and that 
some groups living in the basin had to be brought forcibly under Inca 
control as the state formed. 

While the content of the Inca histories for this period is probably 
more myth than history—and certainly not chronologically reliable or 
appropriate for detailing the actions of historical personages—it does 
describe prestate political conditions that correspond to a certain degree 
with the archaeological evidence. Brian Bauer’s work has demonstrated 
that some small groups living just to the south of the Cusco Basin con-
tinued to cultivate close contacts with the Cusco Basin, while other sur-
vey evidence indicates that the territorial extent of the Cusco polity after 
AD 1000 was somewhat circumscribed as depopulated buffer zones 
formed between Cusco and its regional rivals.7 Competition between 
polities intensified with the abandonment of the Wari colonies, and the 
Cusco polity soon developed the characteristics of a centralized state. 
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Fig. 6.1. Allies of Lloque Yupanqui, the third Inca ruler 

The Ethnohistory of Early Inca State Formation 

Archaeological survey research in the Cusco region has identified many 
of the places named in the Inca historical narratives, revealing that many 
colonial-period documents contain information pertaining to processes 
of Inca state formation prior to AD 1400.8 As discussed in chapter 2, 
the kinds of changes indicating state formation in the oral histories of 
other states can be identified in the Inca histories, particularly in those 
chronicles that show an intimate toponymic knowledge of the Cusco re-
gion. The narratives of Miguel Cabello de Balboa, Pedro de Cieza de León, 
Pedro Sarmiento de Gamboa, and others provide important accounts of 
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how power in Cusco was transformed through military, economic, po-
litical, religious, and ideological developments to Inca culture. 

Militarism and Territory 

The chronicles refer to the earliest Inca rulers as controlling small terri-
tories, with little or no political control over neighboring groups. Be-
ginning with the fourth ruler, Mayta Capac, the Incas are said to have 
begun to consolidate their political control over the Cusco Basin, con-
verting neighboring groups to subordinates and in some cases confis-
cating the lands and resources of these groups.9 This ruler supposedly 
appointed his sons to the leadership of other towns in the Cusco Basin.10 

Such a strategy for political consolidation has been described for other 
complex prestate polities, such as the Powhatan of Virginia.11 

The chronicles describe a shift from raiding to conquest warfare from 
the fourth Inca ruler onward, also revealing the development of a more 
structured military hierarchy that enabled increasingly protracted cam-
paigns. Figure 6.2 and table 6.1 indicate that Inca expansion outside the 
Cusco Basin took place over several generations. After the territorial 
consolidation of the Cusco Basin, the first military conquests appear to 
have targeted important caravan routes that would give the Inca polity 
direct access to lowland goods. For example, several sources describe a 
campaign by Capac Yupanqui against the Cuyos as the first territorial 
conquest outside the Cusco Basin. This expansion provided the Incas 
with direct access to the Paucartambo lowlands, where coca leaf, bird 
feathers, and other exotic goods could be acquired.12 This has been ob-
served for other developing states.13 Military campaigns of greater scope 
were possible because the Inca polity could manage the logistics of the 
campaign while simultaneously protecting its own territorial interests. 
References to delegated military authority and to multiple grades of mil-
itary command suggest that Inca armies became more hierarchical at this 
time.14 

While the Incas merely raided some of their enemies, they reduced 
other conquered territories to provinces, reallocating their lands and 
resources. The chronicles are clear about the nature of conquest: after 
raids or military defeats the Incas left strong enemies like those of the 
Lucre Basin alone, but representatives of the Inca ruler established state 
administration among less hierarchical groups in the Sacred Valley. In 
some cases the Inca state implemented indirect rule using local elites, while 

https://states.13
https://acquired.12
https://Virginia.11
https://Basin.10


Fig. 6.2. Conquests of Capac Yupanqui (top) and Inca Rocca (bottom), the fifth and 
sixth Inca rulers. These indicate permanent territorial conquest to the north of the 
Vilcanota River and expansion along important caravan routes. 
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it organized other areas under state administrators. Conquered areas 
appear to have lost much, but not all, of their autonomy; they were re-
quired to supply tribute, probably including labor service in the Cusco 
Basin. The Inca state did not have uniform territorial control over the 
Cusco region at this time, and there are even references to communities 
in the Cusco Basin requiring reconquest or reorganization as the state 
developed.15 

Estates and the Intensification of the Inca Economy 

As the Inca state formed, new relationships developed between rulers 
and intensive agricultural resources. The earliest Inca rulers are said to 
have occupied a single elite residence, the Qorikancha, which also served 
as the polity’s principal temple.16 Inca rulers would have received sub-
stantial labor tribute from villages under their control but probably had 
to contend with the diversion of some of this tribute by local elites. Mar-
riage alliances with other elite lineages or ethnic groups would have 
brought additional labor tribute but would have required reciprocation. 
As the Inca polity began to consolidate its control over larger territories, 
it was necessary to bypass local elites and develop a more secure and 
direct form of labor tribute. The chronicles describe major projects of 
resource intensification and redistribution beginning during the reign 
of the sixth ruler, Inca Rocca. 

This ruler is said to have used labor tribute to construct new agri-
cultural terraces and irrigation canals throughout the Cusco Basin, al-
though some of these projects are credited to his wife, Mama Micay, an 
elite woman from a semiautonomous neighboring polity who probably 
brought her own labor tribute from her natal community.17 Inca Rocca 
is also said to have reorganized the elite lineages of Cusco, assigning new 
irrigation resources to the upper moiety, which comprised members of 
his lineage. A second project of irrigation canal and terrace construction 
was completed at Larapa, which became Inca Rocca’s personal estate 
and was inherited by his descendants.18 At this time, any resistant com-
munities within the Cusco Basin seem to have been defeated, and their 
lands were supposedly divided between existing Inca lineages.19 The re-
organization of the royal lineage system and Cusco’s agricultural lands 
may also have included the establishment of an estate for the lineages of 
Cusco’s lower moiety. After the Spanish Conquest, descendants of the 
first five Incas were found living in villages on the south side of the Cusco 

https://lineages.19
https://descendants.18
https://community.17
https://temple.16
https://developed.15
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Basin, in and around the towns of Wimpillay, Cayaocache, and K’ayra, 
where the mummies or emblems of many, if not all, of their ancestors 
were discovered in colonial times.20 Beginning with Inca Rocca, each 
ruler is said to have established one or more personal estates and built 
palaces. 

The development of the estate system marks an economic transfor-
mation of Inca society. Local elite hierarchies were bypassed by develop-
ing new lands, establishing new villages on those lands, and attracting 
settlement away from large villages in the valley, where developed lands 
were probably in short supply for the growing population. Other pro-
ductive areas were confiscated and reallocated by the state. The close 
link between Inca state formation and land development might help us 
to date these processes, as it is known that the Andean highlands expe-
rienced a severe drought between AD 1250 and AD 1310 (as described in 
chap. 3). Competition for improved land and reliable irrigation water 
and the intensification of agricultural resources certainly would have 
increased at a time when such resources were especially scarce. The ex-
tension of Inca political control into the Sacred Valley—where produc-
tive new lands could be developed—would be a logical decision for a 
polity seeking additional resources. As discussed in greater detail later, 
radiocarbon dates from Pukara Pantillijlla indicate that the Incas came 
to control at least some areas to the north of the Vilcanota River around 
this time. 

The Development of Elite Life in Cusco 

As administrative, political, and religious hierarchies developed in Cusco, 
the emerging Inca elite created new means for communicating its status, 
which involved ensuring access to and control over wealth objects. The 
chronicles suggest that early territorial conquests were made to establish 
direct access to exotic and wealth goods, including cloth, feathers, pre-
cious metals, and coca leaf.21 A number of these references mention the 
reigns of Capac Yupanqui and Inca Rocca. For example, several writers 
indicate that the first Inca territorial conquests were made to gain access 
to coca-producing lands in the Andes, while Bernabé Cobo says that the 
conquest of the Cuyos was made because they refused to give exotic 
birds to the Inca ruler.22 

Several chronicles also mention that Capac Yupanqui and Inca Rocca 
were given over to festivals, drinking, and leisurely living.23 According 

https://living.23
https://ruler.22
https://times.20
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to Cobo, the fifth Inca ruler planted shade trees in Cusco’s main plaza 
and maintained a menagerie there for his personal enjoyment.24 This 
same ruler gave fine cloth (qompi) and women to one of his governors, 
an act of generosity that is mentioned for subsequent rulers.25 Elite cer-
emony was enhanced as the state formed, and elites were involved not 
only in public displays but also in developing private spaces where they 
could enjoy the perquisites of their status. 

Changes in Religious Power 

The chronicles describe how, as the Incas began to consolidate their con-
trol over the Cusco Basin and beyond, they transformed their religious 
system, embellishing the elite ancestor cult, organizing the worship of 
the sun as a state religion, and establishing relationships with important 
shrines throughout the Andean region. The development of a royal an-
cestor cult may have been linked to the organization of a royal estate 
system, but at least one author suggests that the creation of images (ído-
los) developed along with the custom of burying the dead with their pos-
sessions, which then became a system of split inheritance.26 

During the period of state formation, the veneration of the sun was 
promoted as the official state cult. Several different Inca rulers are cred-
ited with the institution of the sun cult and construction of the Qorikan-
cha (Golden Enclosure), the principal temple in Cusco, including Capac 
Yupanqui, the fifth Inca ruler.27 While the sources making this identi-
fication are not the most reliable chronicles for many kinds of infor-
mation, it is interesting to note this agreement among multiple sources. 
Sarmiento de Gamboa states that while the early Inca rulers had estab-
lished and rebuilt the Qorikancha, it served as both elite residence and 
temple until the reign of Inca Rocca, when it was turned over to the state 
sun cult for its exclusive use.28 Cieza de León states that Capac Yupan-
qui began to take women from conquered territories to serve a new state 
religion involving veneration of the sun, and Sarmiento de Gamboa 
mentions that he also delegated religious authority by naming an older 
brother, Cunti Mayta, as high priest of the cult.29 

The regional and multigenerational nature of these changes makes 
it clear that the evolution of the state cult was not the work of a single 
individual. One chronicle states that Inca Rocca completed the Qorikan-
cha, then decreed that a complex of cloistered women associated with 
the state religion (akllawasi) be established in Inca-controlled towns.30 

https://towns.30
https://ruler.27
https://inheritance.26
https://rulers.25
https://enjoyment.24
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The complexes were involved in the production of fancy cloth (qompi) 
and maize beer (aqha) used in elite Inca festivals and gift-giving, so this 
development would be evidence for the development of religion, as well 
as the production of wealth goods controlled by the state. 

The chronicles also mention important developments of religious 
cult under Viracocha Inca and Pachacutic Inca Yupanqui, the most im-
portant of which may be the establishment of the veneration of a creator 
deity (Viracocha) as the imperial cult.31 Creator worship was already 
practiced in some parts of the Andes, and the development of a more 
esoteric religion would allow the Incas to impose their religious hierarchy 
on local systems with simpler religious forms.32 

Other chroniclers mention Capac Yupanqui as a ruler who ex-
tended Inca religious interests to interact with important rival numina 
(wak’akuna) venerated throughout the region, as well as major pan-
Andean pilgrimage centers. The Andean chronicler Joan de Santa Cruz 
Pachacuti Yamqui Salcamaygua describes an episode where this ruler 
visited the principal shrine (wak’a) of the Cuyos, subordinating it to the 
Inca state religion.33 Martín de Murúa states that at this time Inca emis-
saries were sent to the coastal shrine of Pachacamac.34 

The development of a state religion and its imposition on local pop-
ulations appears to have begun as the Inca state formed. This may have 
begun as the promotion of an ancestral cult, but within a few genera-
tions a well-established religious hierarchy was developed, with the 
construction of a principal temple out of fine stone masonry and the 
emplacement of state religious infrastructure at the local level. 

Ideological Developments 

The Inca state emerged concomitant with the loss of autonomy of non-
Inca groups and the reorganization of new areas under Inca control. 
Conquest and subsequent reorganization required the development of a 
state expansion ideology promoting Inca connections to ancestors and 
supernatual forces, which in turn necessitated the conquest of other 
groups and rulers who challenged this superiority.35 Sarmiento de Gam-
boa describes an important change beginning in the time of the fourth 
Inca ruler: 

This Mayta Capac was brave, and he began to prevail by force of arms 
for the first time since Mama Huaco and Manco Capac [the founding 

https://superiority.35
https://Pachacamac.34
https://religion.33
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ancestors]. About this they tell about the bird indi, which Manco Ca-
pac had brought from Tambotoco, and whose successors would have 
inherited it. And before Mayta Capac, they had all kept it shut in a 
chest or box of straw, which they were not accustomed to open, such 
was the fear that they had of it. Mayta Capac, braver than all and de-
sirous to see what this thing was that his forebears had guarded so 
much, opened the chest and saw the bird indi, and it spoke with him; 
and they say that it gave oracles. And from that collusion Mayta Ca-
pac remained very wise and knowledgeable in what he had to do and 
of what would happen to him.36 

While this story cannot be treated as historical fact, the connection 
between the Inca ruler and the ancestors—indi is said to have been the 
name of the image of Manco Capac—is interesting, particularly given 
that other accounts of state formation sometimes include the discovery 
of a talisman or adoption of a royal emblem.37 During the imperial pe-
riod, one name for the sun was inti, and the ninth Inca ruler added the 
title intip churin (Son of the Sun) to the paramount (qhapaq) title.38 

As a state sun cult developed in Cusco, Inca rulers emphasized their 
peerless status, using it as a pretext for conquest. According to Cobo, 
the fifth Inca ruler conquered groups living north of the Vilcanota River 
after local elites refused to give him exotic birds, and Cabello de Balboa 
states that the sixth Inca ruler conquered some towns simply because 
they lay near Cusco and were autonomous.39 Juan de Betanzos states 
that the eighth Inca ruler named himself Viracocha after the creator god, 
to distinguish himself from other regional elites who also used the title 
of qhapaq, while Sarmiento de Gamboa says that this ruler took his 
name after receiving a vision from the creator deity, in which he was in-
spired to conquer the remaining groups living around Cusco.40 Cabello 
de Balboa states that Viracocha Inca began this regional campaign on 
territorial consolidation because “he was very inclined toward warfare, 
and a great friend of subjecting nations, and thus he was disposed not to 
leave in all the region around Cusco any nation outside of the yoke of 
his command and obedience.”41 

Pachacutic, the ninth Inca ruler, was shown his future in a mirror by 
Inti (in this case, the personification of the sun), and is said to have car-
ried that mirror on his conquests.42 Territorial conquest was a course of 
action that the Inca ruler pursued on the basis of divine guidance and in-
spiration, necessitated by the insistence of neighboring elites in using 

https://conquests.42
https://Cusco.40
https://autonomous.39
https://title.38
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royal titles and resisting Inca overlordship. These ideological justifications 
continued during imperial expansion.43 

The historical narratives of multiple independent chronicles describe 
multigenerational processes of Inca state formation taking place in the 
Cusco region prior to the reign of Pachacutic. While it would be mis-
leading to credit a given ruler with the creation of the Inca state, we can 
identify a suite of qualitative, long-term changes in Inca social and po-
litical organization. If we compare descriptions of the Inca polity under 
an early ruler—under the third or fourth ruler, perhaps—with the con-
ditions said to prevail during the reign of Pachacutic’s father, the contrasts 
are difficult to deny. 

As the Inca state formed, power was reconfigured in militaristic, eco-
nomic, political, religious, and ideological ways. The Inca histories pro-
vide a valuable perspective on Inca state formation and can be inde-
pendently evaluated using new archaeological data. While these sources 
cannot be expected to provide accurate chronological dates or fully to 
recount historical events involving real people, they can be used in co-
ordination with archaeological data and anthropological theory to 
advance our process-based knowledge of Inca political origins.44 When 
studied in tandem with the archaeology, the chronicles reveal elements 
of the strategies, practices, and motivations for Inca elites, something 
that is at best difficult to reconstruct using shards, regional settlement 
patterns, and architectural plans. 

Archaeological Evidence for Internal Processes of 
Inca State Formation 

As discussed in chapter 2, several archaeological indicators can be used 
to identify states in the archaeological record. These include (1) the 
emergence of a four-tier settlement hierarchy, (2) increasing centraliza-
tion, evident in regional rank-size graphs, (3) the construction of palace 
and estates for the ruler, (4) the development of standardized and spe-
cialized religious and administrative architecture, and (5) evidence of 
lasting territorial control beyond a day’s walk of the principal settlement. 
Using archaeological data, we can now attempt to identify the same 
qualitative changes already described in the Inca histories. 

https://origins.44
https://expansion.43
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Evidence for the State in the Cusco Basin 

From approximately AD 1000 to AD 1300, the city of Cusco grew rap-
idly, becoming the urban capital of the new Inca state. Although the 
modern city of Cusco sits atop the early Inca one (which was largely re-
built in the imperial period), numerous excavations have confirmed the 
presence of this early Inca occupation at the site of Cusco, one that does 
not appear to have a substantial Wari Period precedent.45 Early Inca 
(Killke) deposits have been found in excavations in the Qorikancha and 
close to the Haucaypata area, as well as in the areas of Collcampata, 
Lucrepata, and Cusipata.46 Figure 6.3 shows that as the early Inca state 
developed, its capital grew rapidly, with a core area reaching 50 hectares 
or more. The area immediately surrounding the urban core was occu-
pied by several other early Inca satellite towns (including Puquin, Kil-
lke, Qoripata, and Saqsaywaman), creating an urban capital whose 
metropolitan region may have been several square kilometers by the 
time of imperial expansion. By comparison, the paramount centers of 
the Lucre Basin and other important rival groups were probably some-
what smaller than Cusco at this time, while the principal settlements of 
other regional competitors were significantly smaller—less than 10 hec-
tares in the Sacred Valley and Paruro region. 

Settlement Continuities in the Southern Cusco Basin 

Even if the largest Lucre Basin sites approached the size of early Cusco— 
the size of the occupations of these sites from AD 1000 to AD 1300 is 
still unclear—they apparently lacked the large and complex network of 
large and small villages and hamlets seen in Cusco. As discussed in chap-
ter 4, few settlement shifts occurred within the Cusco Basin following 
the Wari collapse, although the number and size of settlements increased 
markedly between AD 1000 and AD 1300 (fig. 6.4). The southern side 
of the Cusco Basin continued to be settled by large agricultural villages, 
some of them reaching areas of 6–8 hectares. Even as defense became a 
primary concern for other groups in the Cusco region, population in the 
Cusco Basin increased in villages that were located on undefended low 
bluffs immediately above fertile valley-bottom lands, becoming more 
hierarchical after AD 1000. Irrigation canals were constructed in some 
areas, and the Huatanay River was probably canalized, improving valley-
bottom lands. 

https://Cusipata.46
https://precedent.45
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Fig. 6.3. Known Killke deposits under Cusco. Limited excavations have encoun-
tered evidence of Killke Period occupation under much of the Inca city and its satel-
lite towns. 

The huge increase in settlement from about AD 1000 to AD 1300 in-
dicates population growth consistent with substantial immigration and 
surplus agricultural production. Some people probably moved into the 
Cusco Basin to seek safety from interpolity conflict, while others may have 
been attracted by productive agricultural lands that the Inca polity was 
developing using labor tribute. 

New Villages and State Infrastructure in the 
Northern Cusco Basin 

Sometime before AD 1300, the northern side of the Cusco Basin was 
dramatically transformed. This area consists of numerous narrow fingers 
of flat land separated by gullies, through which run a number of small, 
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Fig. 6.4. Cusco Basin settlement after AD 1000 

deeply entrenched streams. The northern part of the Cusco Basin was 
almost completely depopulated until the Killke Period, perhaps because 
of the challenges in developing terracing and irrigation for reliable agri-
culture.47 As the Inca state formed, a series of large villages was estab-
lished on the lower northern valley slopes. These new settlements were 
built close to hundreds of hectares of newly constructed agricultural 
terraces, fed by irrigation canals that brought water from the nearby 
streams. The improvement of such lands would have been organized by 
Inca elites using labor tribute, but residence in the new villages probably 
would have been contingent on continued service to the emerging state 
elite. It is possible that some of these new settlements were established to 
meet the land needs of a growing Cusco Basin population or in reaction 

https://culture.47
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to the severe drought of AD 1250–1310. In either case, these lands repre-
sent a means whereby the state could undercut village elites—by attract-
ing settlers and their labor tribute from existing villages—and establish 
a more bureaucratic rule over an increasingly dependent population. 

As mentioned in the preceding, one of these new terrace systems was 
claimed as the personal estate of Inca Rocca, a ruler credited with some 
state formation processes in the histories. The construction of large ter-
race and canal systems would have required the diversion of consider-
able amounts of labor from subsistence farming, and it is likely that Inca 
elites used a rotational corvée system (mit’a) to fund construction, a 
practice that may have been introduced to the region (or intensified) in 
Wari construction projects in the Lucre Basin.48 Along with other lines 
of evidence, the organization and execution of such a large project indi-
cates that the early Inca polity was operating as a state by this time. 

Evidence for the State in the Sacred Valley 

The archaeological evidence for state formation in the Cusco Basin in-
dicates processes of urbanism at Cusco, the development of palaces and 
estates by rulers, and economic intensification. New survey data from 
the Sacred Valley complement this picture with other lines of archaeo-
logical evidence. 

Settlement Patterns and Degrees of Centralization 

The formation of an early Inca state is demonstrated by the development 
of a four-tier settlement hierarchy, dominated by an urban capital 
(Cusco) with established secondary administrative centers located more 
than a day’s walk from the capital. As figure 6.5 demonstrates for the 
Sacred Valley survey region, the Killke Period (ca. AD 1000–1400) saw 
the development of a four-tier settlement hierarchy (with Cusco as the 
top tier), prior to the development of the Inca imperial ceramic style 
around AD 1300–1400. The preceding Wari Period settlement pattern 
in the Sacred Valley consists of small villages and hamlets, only some of 
them controlled by the prestate polity in the Cusco Basin. 

The largest Killke Period site in the Sacred Valley study region is 
Pukara Pantillijlla, a site with an area of approximately 10 hectares and 
the remains of more than one hundred stone and mud-brick structures. 

https://Basin.48
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Fig. 6.5. Settlement hierarchy in the Sacred Valley study region. Settlement is much 
more hierarchical after AD 1000, and the integration of the valley under Cusco 
and its secondary center at Pukara Pantillijlla is consistent with a centralized state 
administration. 

Architecture and artifacts encountered in controlled surface collections 
and excavations at this site reveal that an early Killke Period settlement 
was expanded by an intrusive early Inca presence indicative of the ad-
ministrative reorganization of the surrounding Chongo Basin and the 
abandonment of important early Killke Period villages. The growth of 
Pukara Pantillijlla during the Killke Period represents the development 
of a secondary administrative site under the control of the early Inca 
state. 
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In addition to settlement hierarchy, rank-size graphs from the Sacred 
Valley study region indicate changes in the degree of centralized control 
over regional settlement. The rank-size graph of Sacred Valley settlement 
from AD 400 to AD 1000 displays a convex pattern, which some ar-
chaeologists would interpret as a lack of centralized integration of the 
region.49 This convex pattern changes dramatically during the Killke 
Period, becoming a primate-dominated system consistent with regional 
integration by one large center. Comparison of the Killke Period and im-
perial Inca rank-size graphs reveals the continuity of centralized control, 
despite many changes to the regional settlement system. Settlement in 
the Sacred Valley became more hierarchical and centrally integrated well 
before imperial Inca expansion, indicating an extension of Inca state 
control over that region. This control clearly was not uniform through-
out the Cusco region—the archaeological and ethnohistoric evidence 
from the Lucre Basin reveals that some groups living close to Cusco 
managed to resist incorporation into the Inca state until quite late. 

Forts and Fortifications 

As the Inca state annexed new territory outside the Cusco Basin, it ap-
pears to have developed a number of forts and fortifications to safeguard 
new conquests. Two sites in the Sacred Valley survey region may be early 
Inca forts. The site of Raqchi (VS-94) is located on a prominent ridge 
overlooking a principal route from Cusco to the Sacred Valley. A nucle-
ated village was established there after AD 1000, probably to take ad-
vantage of the natural defenses offered by the steep slopes of the ridge. 
A prominent point at the end of the ridge was densely settled, and there 
are extensive architectural remains, completely collapsed and heavily 
looted. On the saddle below the promontory is a large enclosure that 
contains the remains of several large rectangular structures (fig. 6.6). The 
walls protecting the interior architecture are preserved to 3 meters or 
more, and a second set of defensive works can be seen in a dry moat dug 
to restrict access to the ridge. The fortified part of the site has almost 
exclusively Killke and transitional Inca pottery on the surface. This is in 
marked contrast to the village area on the promontory, where a wide 
range of Killke Period pottery styles was present, including pottery from 
the Cusco and Lucre basins. 

Other sites that might represent early fortifications of the expanding 
Inca state include Warq’ana and Pumamarca.50 Warq’ana is a densely 

https://Pumamarca.50
https://region.49
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nucleated settlement that occupies a prominence on the southern rim of 
the Sacred Valley. The rectangular structures at this site are better pre-
served than those at Raqchi, but some of the same enclosures appear to 
be present. Ann Kendall and colleagues report fortification walls asso-
ciated with a defensive ditch restricting access to the ridge where the site 
is located.51 The site has been interpreted as a pre-Inca nucleated village 
that was developed as a fortress when conquered by the Incas during the 
Killke Period. 

Pumamarca is located in the transverse valley above Ollantaytambo, 
along a route to the lowlands. This site also has evidence of fortification 
walls and rectangular architecture (fig. 6.7). Excavations at the site in-
dicate a similar occupational history to the other two sites. The three 
forts identified so far suggest that the Inca state was involved in the mil-
itary conquest of autonomous groups and that it used defensible locations 
to develop forts in order to monitor traffic along important routes. 

Palaces and Royal Estates 

In addition to the archaeological evidence for an early estate at Larapa, 
a second estate has been identified at the site of Qhapaqkancha on the 
southern rim of the Sacred Valley (fig. 6.8), where a rectangular platform 
and Inca-style buildings were constructed. This compound was built 
within a large existing Killke Period village that appears to have been 
largely abandoned during the imperial period. Other royal estates have 
been identified in the Sacred Valley based on historic documents and the 
presence of Inca architecture and ceramics. The royal estates at Calca, 
Caquia Xaquixaguana (today called Juchuy Coscco), and Pisaq are as-
sociated with Killke Period settlements, although they clearly flourished 
as state settlements in Inca imperial times (fig. 6.9).52 

Temples and Administrative Architecture 

Possible Killke Period administrative architecture and temples are iden-
tifiable in the Sacred Valley at sites such as Qhapaqkancha, Markasunay, 
and Pukara Pantillijlla. As mentioned in the preceding, Qhapaqkancha 
has an architectural compound indicative of public or administrative 
functions. This compound is an intrusive construction within a large 
Killke Period village and comprises three rectangular structures attached 
to a 2700-square-meter platform. The two flanking structures face the 

https://located.51
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Fig. 6.10. Administrative building at Pukara Pantillijlla 

village, while the central one faces onto the platform. Based on surface 
ceramics and architectural style, this platform was built toward the end 
of the Killke Period, and it represents an open space that would have 
been used for public events that could have involved an entire subject 
polity.53 A plaza of similar size is present at Juchuy Coscco (called Caquia 
Xaquixaguana in the chronicles), a royal estate said to have been devel-
oped prior to the first major campaigns of Inca territorial expansion.54 

The open spaces and architectural complexes at the administrative 
site of Pukara Pantillijlla are much smaller than those just described. 
Two buildings at this site (designated building 5 and building 15) may 
have been used for administrative or ritual activities (fig. 6.10). Building 
5 is a large square structure that faces a small plaza area. This building 
has thick stone walls that are preserved to approximately 3 meters and 
has four windows and fourteen internal niches. Test excavations in this 
structure revealed the remains of a cobblestone floor, something not 
seen in residential structures excavated at the site. A higher percentage 
of plates and bowls (61.8 percent) was present in this structure than 
was seen in the site as a whole (46.4 percent), with a lower incidence 
of cooking vessels. It is possible that this building and associated plaza 
were used for activities involving local elites, Inca administrators, and 
the consumption of food and beverages prepared elsewhere at the site. 
A radiocarbon date of grass temper from wall plasters in an interior 
niche in building 5 yielded a calibrated two-sigma date of AD 1300–1370 
(48 percent probability) or AD 1380–1440 (47.4 percent probability), 

https://expansion.54
https://polity.53
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suggesting that this building was built well before the traditional date 
for Inca expansion.55 

Building 15 was built later in the site’s occupation, probably in the 
fifteenth century. This structure has a similarly high proportion of plates 
and bowls, with fewer cooking vessels. It is possible that these structures 
had nonresidential functions, while the semicircular structures at the site 
were used as residences of local elites. In addition to these buildings, a 
compound of four rectangular structures (buildings 10–13) was built 
during the expansion of the site occupation under Inca rule. These build-
ings were not excavated, but their layout suggests both residential and 
nonresidential functions, perhaps including storage. 

More excavation is needed throughout the Cusco region in order to 
clarify the question of when and where special administrative and reli-
gious architecture developed, but the available evidence suggests that 
some small-scale examples began to be built during the Killke Period 
Inca state expansion into the Sacred Valley. 

Territorial Control 

In terms of administered territory, it is difficult to assess the total area 
administered by the early Inca state, although it is clear that the polity 
in the Cusco Basin had surpassed the operational boundaries for prestate 
social organization. To the north of Cusco, the Vilcanota River presented 
a natural limit to the kind of face-to-face administration seen in com-
plex polities where power and authority were not specialized or widely 
delegated. For example, round-trip travel from Cusco to the important 
prestate village of Muyuch’urqu presents a difficult journey of over 40 
kilometers, with a total elevation change of more than 5000 meters. By 
comparison, the site of Qhapaqkancha, on the southern rim of the Sa-
cred Valley, could be reached in several hours’ walk from Cusco. The 
development of the secondary administrative site at Pukara Pantillijlla 
indicates that the early Inca state had extended its control over some ar-
eas to the north of the Vilcanota River, requiring a permanent adminis-
trative presence and reorganization of local politics and economies. 

Bauer has presented a second measure of the extent of Inca influence, 
based on the distribution of the preimperial Killke pottery style.56 While 
local pre-Inca styles are distributed in an area within roughly 20 kilo-
meters of the production site, Killke pottery is found well beyond such 
limits, up to 50 kilometers or more in some places. This figure may be 

https://style.56
https://expansion.55
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an exaggerated indicator of political control, but it does suggest a qual-
itative difference in how the early Inca style was distributed throughout 
the Cusco region. Killke pottery is the most common style at sites lo-
cated south of the Vilcanota River, but it is also common at sites as far 
away as Ancasmarca, the farthest point from Cusco in the Sacred Val-
ley study region.57 

Early Inca Expansion to the South of Cusco 

The settlement patterns and distribution of Killke pottery described for 
the Sacred Valley study region can be compared with the ethnohistory 
and settlement archaeology from Bauer’s Paruro fieldwork. Historical 
documents mention the Chillque, Masca, Tambo, Queguar, Papre, Aco, 
Yanahuara, and Quechua ethnic groups as living to the south of Cusco. 
Archaeological surveys have been conducted in the historic territories of 
the Chillque, Masca, and Tambo; these are among the smaller groups, the 
largest probably consisting of no more than a few thousand individu-
als.58 The center of the Chillque ethnic territory is the modern town of 
Araypallpa, the area of densest distribution of the Colcha ceramic style 
at the time the Inca state was forming.59 The center of Masca territory 
was modern Yaurisque, while the Tambos lived around modern Pacariq-
tambo, both areas lying about 20–25 kilometers from Cusco.60 

Bauer’s survey research indicates that the regional moiety system de-
scribed in the sixteenth century probably dates to AD 1200.61 As dis-
cussed in the preceding, the Cusco polity after AD 1000 appears to have 
exercised influence over Masca and Tambo territory, with regular inter-
actions with the Chillques around Araypallpa. Bauer notes that settlement 
for these areas remains stable over time, with no indication of defensive 
settlements from AD 1000 to AD 1300.62 Instead, these groups lived in 
small villages and hamlets scattered throughout kichwa-zone lands. Their 
incorporation into the Inca state appears to have occurred early on, and 
without substantial reorganization of settlement or local economy. Ac-
cording to Bauer, all major sites occupied during the period of early Inca 
state formation continued to be occupied into the imperial period. 

The archaeological evidence does not suggest that the Incas resorted 
to military conquest to incorporate groups living immediately to the 
south of the Cusco Basin,63 and it is possible that these small groups 
chose to ally themselves with, and ultimately subordinate themselves to, 

https://Cusco.60
https://forming.59
https://region.57
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the Inca state because of (1) a tradition of long-standing political asso-
ciation, (2) a desire to participate in Inca economic networks and reli-
gious systems, and (3) a need for protection against would-be enemies, 
perhaps including the Muyna and Pinagua polities of the Lucre Basin. 

Groups living at a greater distance from Cusco apparently did not seek 
the protection of the Inca state. Although the archaeological data are 
lacking for most areas, the chronicles suggest that many groups living 
farther to the south of Cusco—for example, the Papres, Yanahuaras, and 
Chumbivilcas—were incorporated during regional military campaigns 
several generations after the first territorial expansion began (see table 
6.1). Groups like the Quechuas are said to have contracted alliances with 
the Inca state but were not subordinates to the extent that they could 
claim Inca military protection.64 By the time of Inca imperial expansion, 
all of these groups were under the control of the Inca state and were 
closely tied to Cusco by shared ethnic ties, politics, and ideology. Resis-
tance at this time by groups like the Acos led to their resettlement in new 
imperial provinces.65 

Summary 

After AD 1000 the Wari polity’s colonial influence in the Cusco region 
had declined, giving way to conditions of widespread political competi-
tion between a number of small polities. Conflict led to the depopula-
tion of productive lands between the Inca polity and neighboring groups, 
leading some populations to resettle in the Cusco Basin. High rates of 
population growth in the Cusco Basin would have presented the Inca 
polity with administrative challenges, particularly in addressing resource 
fluctuations and political competition. The state formed as Inca elites 
reorganized the Cusco Basin, simultaneously reducing some neighbor-
ing groups to subordinates and instituting state administration over ter-
ritory that had never previously been dominated by Cusco. Internally, 
Inca rulers promoted the reorganization of Cusco’s descent groups and 
developed new agricultural resources as part of an estate system. They 
appointed relatives to religious, administrative, and military positions to 
meet the governmental requirements of the rapidly growing population 
of the Cusco Basin. Rulers prominently consumed and redistributed ex-
otic goods, and Inca elites used feasting and gifts of cloth, coca leaf, and 
precious metals to reciprocate the services of their subjects. The state made 
direct access to these goods a priority in its expansion strategy. 

https://provinces.65
https://protection.64
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Inca rulers began to construct their own palaces and estates and de-
velop a ceremonial life that legitimated the Inca conquest of neighboring 
groups. This included control over local agricultural rituals and shrines, 
the development of a religious hierarchy, and the construction of tem-
ples.66 The state took control of economic and religious aspects of the 
calendar, elaborating and reorganizing ritual life. The calendar provided 
a means for controlling economic production, and the developing state 
created new agricultural lands and used centralized management to 
amplify agropastoral yields. 

Feeding an urban population would have been a central concern for 
the state, which began to intensify agricultural production and develop 
storage facilities that could buffer against lean years. A prolonged drought 
in the second half of the thirteenth century probably intensified the de-
velopment of and competition for agricultural resources.67 Storage of 
foodstuffs and wealth goods helped to maintain Cusco’s political econ-
omy and ceremonial life, as well as to fund state expansion projects. The 
developing state began to resettle some depopulated buffer zones and 
extend territorial conquests along caravan routes to ensure direct ac-
quisition of nonlocal resources like coca leaf and chile pepper. The lion’s 
share of plunder from military campaigns would have benefited Inca 
elites, but some was probably distributed to reward soldiers. Conquered 
groups came to be governed by state administrators who often retained 
local elites to enact state policies locally. These new subordinates pro-
vided the labor for the continued extension and intensification of maize 
agriculture in the Cusco Basin and Sacred Valley. Not all groups were 
reduced to subordination during the initial territorial expansion. Some 
alliances were maintained, while hostile groups were attacked and raided 
periodically for decades before being conquered. 

The Inca state expanded its territory through increasingly protracted 
military campaigns, conquering resistant groups and developing forti-
fications in strategic locations. Local resistance or rebellions led to the 
territorial consolidation of increasingly large parts of the Inca heart-
land, while long-distance diplomatic contacts (e.g., with shrines like 
Pachacamac or with polities in the Titicaca Basin) became more sus-
tained or formalized. Inca imperial expansion began in earnest with sus-
tained campaigns outside of the Inca heartland, against groups that were 
culturally distinct from those of the Cusco region. These were soon fol-
lowed by final territorial consolidation of the Cusco region. 

https://resources.67


 

chapter seven 

Elite Interaction and Local 
Responses to Inca Expansion 

In the last chapter we saw that the archaeological evidence and histori-
cal accounts of colonial-period Inca elites describe both processes of Inca 
state formation and territorial expansion throughout the Cusco region. 
Because the conquest or subordination of neighboring polities was an 
important feature in oral histories describing state formation processes, 
we should also attempt to consider the reactions of neighboring groups 
to the development and expansion of the Inca state. An appreciation 
of how cooperation or resistance by local elites affected the nature and 
tempo of Inca expansion and political consolidation is critical for under-
standing how Inca imperial strategies developed. This chapter first de-
scribes patterns of elite interaction in the Cusco region, then presents 
case studies that illustrate local responses to Inca expansion. 

Neighbors of the Inca State 

Many of the internal processes involved in Inca state formation have 
already been discussed, and the early subordination of some groups 
outside the Cusco Basin is identifiable in the archaeological evidence. 
The expansion of the Inca state throughout the Cusco region involved a 
number of groups that maintained more autonomy than the ethnic groups 
of the Paruro region, discussed in the previous chapter. As the Inca state 
extended its territory to the north and south of Cusco, it also interacted 
with complex polities and numerous ethnic groups lying to the east and 
west of the Cusco Basin. Systematic survey data are not yet available in 
the latter areas, but it is possible to describe the groups living around the 
Cusco Basin and describe their interactions with the Inca state over time 
(fig. 7.1). 

138 



Fig. 7.1. Political and ethnic groups of the Cusco region 
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Areas West and Northwest of Cusco 

The region to the west of Cusco was occupied by a large number of dif-
ferent groups, including the Limatambo, Quilliscache, Mayo, Equeco, 
Sanco, Huarocondo, and Anta. The location of these groups and their 
sacred places (wak’akuna) indicates that most represent small polities, 
in some cases occupying only a single village and its surrounding ter-
ritory.1 Ethnically, some of these groups might not have been closely 
related to the Incas; a sixteenth-century administrative visit (relación ge-
ográfica) states that they spoke their own languages (lenguas particu-
lares) in addition to Quechua.2 
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Few references are made regarding these groups in the Inca histories 
(except for the Antas, discussed in greater detail in this chapter), al-
though survey work now underway in the region west of Cusco will soon 
provide archaeological data for addressing the level of local political 
complexity and cultural integration. Reconnaissance work in the Lima-
tambo area indicates a similar settlement stability to that observed for the 
Paruro area to the south of Cusco.3 Documentary references and archae-
ological observations from the Quilliscache territory note the presence 
of defensive ridgetop sites, probably indicative of local resistance to Inca 
control until the end of the regional consolidation process.4 

Ann Kendall, working in the Cusichaca area about 70 kilometers 
northwest of Cusco (an area at the margins of the Inca heartland), has 
reported settlement patterns that reflect a concern with defense, as well 
as local evidence for the construction of some small canal and terrace 
systems prior to Inca incorporation.5 Site locations for the small groups 
between Limatambo and Cusco appear to be consistent with an early 
incorporation into the Inca state, a proposition that will be considered 
by archaeological research currently in progress. 

The area to the north of the Anta-Limatambo area was occupied by 
one of the largest and most complex groups of the Cusco region, the 
Ayarmacas. This group occupied the Maras and Chinchero area and may 
have controlled some parts of the Sacred Valley around Urubamba.6 The 
Spanish chronicles describe the Ayarmacas as a complex polity with a 
paramount ruler (Tocay Ccapac) who had political alliances throughout 
the region and dominated many of the small neighboring groups. The 
Incas made marriage alliances with this group during the period of state 
formation but also warred with them on occasion before finally bring-
ing the polity under territorial administration around the time of initial 
imperial expansion.7 

To date, the limited reconnaissance and excavations conducted to the 
west and northwest of Cusco do not permit the systematic evaluation of 
the historical accounts, although regional survey data are being collected 
that will provide an independent means for describing the Ayarmaca 
polity and its relation to the Inca state.8 The available data indicate that 
a distinct pottery style was produced in this region and distributed in 
parts of the Sacred Valley. Some sites are located on prominent hills or 
ridges, possibly to provide defense against raiding, and the principal 
Ayarmaca settlements appear to have been large valley-bottom villages 
located close to maize lands near modern Maras.9 
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The Lucre Basin 

The political climate of the Lucre Basin in AD 1000 has already been de-
scribed. The archaeological and documentary evidence indicates that the 
basin was occupied by the Muyna and Pinagua polities and that these 
groups were not allies of the Inca state, but rather should be considered 
among its most important rivals.10 The depopulation of the area be-
tween the Cusco and Lucre basins persisted until the Incas conquered 
the region and established labor colonists in new settlements.11 The only 
substantial Killke Period settlement within this buffer zone was Pukara 
Tipón, a nucleated village whose settlement and agricultural lands were 
surrounded by a massive defensive wall constructed of rough fieldstones 
and mud mortar that stands approximately 5 meters high. Areas not 
protected by the wall had sheer cliffs blocking access to the site. To-
gether, the wall and cliffs created a defensive perimeter of more than 
6 kilometers, one whose construction would have involved considerable 
investment of local labor. The group that built Tipón must have consid-
ered security to be more important than ecological risk or the intensifi-
cation of the local political economy. 

Within the Lucre Basin, the local polities produced a distinct pottery 
style, one that has limited distribution at sites in the Cusco Basin and in 
the Sacred Valley. It is unclear how the Muyna and Pinagua defended 
their principal sites (Chokepukio and Minaspata), and it is possible that 
they relied on the size of these settlements to discourage raids. Still, the 
Spanish chronicles refer to repeated Inca incursions against these poli-
ties, which occurred over several generations before the Lucre Basin was 
reorganized politically under direct Inca administration.12 

Even though Cusco did not annex the Lucre Basin polities until late 
in its program of regional consolidation, there is documentary evidence 
that Cusco maintained diplomatic and political relations with polities to 
the east of the Lucre Basin. The Huaro area is mentioned as an early ally 
of the Cusco polity, and its mention as an affinal group (kaka) by the 
chronicler Guaman Poma suggests that political alliances were maintained 
through elite marriages.13 The chronicler Pedro Sarmiento de Gamboa 
describes a military campaign that conquered sites in the Vilcanota Val-
ley above Pisaq, thereby allowing the Inca state to bypass the Lucre Basin 
and surround the holdout Muyna and Pinagua polities.14 Several authors 
mention Inca military conquests beyond the Lucre Basin well before the 
reduction of these polities was complete.15 

https://complete.15
https://polities.14
https://marriages.13
https://administration.12
https://settlements.11
https://rivals.10
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Although archaeological data from areas to the east of Cusco are still 
being developed, the Spanish chronicles suggest that early Inca state ex-
pansion was stymied by the complex polities of the Lucre Basin. The Inca 
state cultivated alliances with groups beyond this area and bypassed the 
Muynas and Pinaguas while extending their territorial control up the 
Vilcanota Valley. By the time of imperial expansion, Inca rulers were 
developing personal lands in the area of Quiquijana and beyond,16 and 
they supposedly were able to draw military support from the Qanas and 
Kanchis, although these groups were not considered to share Inca eth-
nicity and lived outside of the Inca heartland.17 Survey and excavation 
work in the Vilcanota Valley between Huaro and Sicuani should clarify 
the limits of the Inca heartland and the dates for Inca expansion beyond 
the heartland region. 

Elite Interaction: Alliance, Warfare, and Defense 

The proliferation of local elites in Cusco’s small post-Wari polities led to 
the development of new kinds of elite interactions, predicated on shared 
language, ethnicity, economy, and political organization. The Spanish 
chronicles indicate that as the early Inca state formed in the Cusco Basin, 
elite hierarchies were becoming increasingly complex throughout the 
region. 

Elaboration of Elite Hierarchies 

The documentary and archaeological evidence suggests that elite hier-
archies did not remain unchanged following the decline of the Wari em-
pire. Although elite authority had been elaborated through the Wari 
colonization of the Lucre Basin and Urcos area, state administrative and 
religious institutions did not persist after the abandonment of Pikillacta. 
The Inca histories describe early rulers as being the paramounts of un-
specialized governments of a limited size and complexity, rather than 
inheriting a tradition of statecraft directly.18 For example, chronicle ref-
erences to the third Inca ruler, Lloque Yupanqui, describe an Inca polity 
where the paramount interacted with other local leaders as primus inter 
pares but was not appreciably more powerful than his allies and rivals. 
Several writers state that Lloque Yupanqui was able to attract the leaders 
of many nearby towns to his service but that this was due to his personal 

https://directly.18
https://heartland.17
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charisma rather than any coercive power that the Cusco polity could ex-
ert outside of the Cusco Basin.19 Interestingly, the leaders of these ethnic 
groups, towns, and polities are mentioned in the chronicles as individ-
uals without political titles indicative of a regional political hierarchy.20 

These references provide a point of comparison for the use of political 
titles during the period of Inca state formation. 

The chronicles indicate a multigenerational process of developments 
within the Cusco Basin that was followed by territorial expansion that 
incorporated the once-autonomous groups living throughout the Cusco 
region. This period of Inca state formation, territorial expansion, and 
regional consolidation also corresponds to a vertical and horizontal di-
versification of regional elite hierarchies and political competition. Chron-
iclers like Pedro Sarmiento de Gamboa and Miguel Cabello de Balboa 
mention several non-Inca elites as they describe the beginnings of Inca 
territorial expansion in the region. 

Elite interaction can be understood better by looking at the Quechua 
vocabulary for elite status. Significantly, terms like kuraka, llaqtaka-
mayuq, or tukrikuq that were used to describe imperial Inca positions 
are absent from this vocabulary.21 Instead, a separate set of titles may 
be found in the names of rivals to the early Inca rulers. 

Chronicle references to local elite titles are all but absent until the 
time that state formation began in the Cusco Basin, when the Inca ruler 
is first described as being named qhapaq, a paramount office that the 
colonial Quechua dictionaries gloss as “king.”22 The office of qhapaq 
was not the only level of noble in the Cusco region, and the documents 
refer to secondary elites as apu, a title meaning “great lord” or “judge” 
and implying a secondary elite status that could be organized in pairs— 
perhaps the paramount leadership of a moiety within a complex polity.23 

The first Inca ruler mentioned by Sarmiento de Gamboa as using the title 
qhapaq had several sons and nephews named apu, to whom new gov-
ernorships, priesthoods, and military commands were delegated.24 Early 
elite vocabulary also includes the term thupa, which means “lord,” of-
ten lordship over a town or region that was conquered.25 The term inka 
itself is an honorific, implying membership in the nobility.26 Finally, ylla 
suggests wealth and prosperity.27 

Analysis of elite titles associated with early Inca expansion indi-
cates how important elite interaction was in developing alliances and 
justifying military action (fig. 7.2). The strongest rivals to the Incas are 
named qhapaq, including the paramount leaders of the Ayarmaca (Tocay 

https://prosperity.27
https://nobility.26
https://conquered.25
https://delegated.24
https://polity.23
https://vocabulary.21
https://hierarchy.20
https://Basin.19
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Fig. 7.2. Distribution of elite titles in the Cusco region 

Ccapac), Pinagua (Pinagua Ccapac), and Cuyo (Cuyo Ccapac) groups. 
These leaders may have shared similar political hierarchies and economic 
organization.28 It is unclear whether multiple qhapaq offices refer to a 
diarchy or conditions of alliance, but some rulers employing the qhapaq 
title appear to have been united with another paramount leader. At any 
rate, these elites may have dominated small confederations that included 
pairs of secondary lords who were called thupa, ylla, and apu.29 In ad-
dition to the most powerful regional competitors, pairs of village or 
moiety leaders are also mentioned for some areas, indicating a wide 
range of political complexity. In referring to leaders of qhapaq status, 
Cabello de Balboa also makes reference to the conquest of “other lords 
of lesser title.”30 

Inca imperial expansion is explained by some chroniclers as occur-
ring because Inca rulers were not content that other paramount rulers 
should pretend to use titles like qhapaq.31 The Incas referred to rulers 
like Qolla Ccapac and Chimú Ccapac as one-time equivalents of the Inca 
ruler, and Juan de Betanzos mentions that Viracocha Inca elevated his 
title to that of a deity to distinguish himself from other qhapaq title 
users.32 By the imperial period, the Inca ruler had a well-established 
series of titles emphasizing uniqueness and divine descent (sapa inka, 

https://users.32
https://qhapaq.31
https://organization.28


145 elite interaction and local responses 

Fig. 7.3. Inca marriage alliances, according to Sarmiento de Gamboa 

intip churin, etc.), and new administrative and bureaucratic titles also 
came into use. 

Marriage Alliances 

Marriage alliances helped to determine status in Cusco’s elite hierar-
chies, as well as the kinds of relationships that competing polities had 
with each other (fig. 7.3). As has been observed, some groups (e.g., the 
Pinaguas) maintained no marriage alliances with the Incas, while others 
were described as kaka, or affinal male relatives.33 In his early Quechua 

https://relatives.33
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dictionary, Domingo de Santo Tomás demonstrates a link between 
marriage and affinal labor service, equating the mother’s kin with the 
presentation of tribute or service.34 The duties of kinship made elite 
marriage alliances a means for creating social obligations that lasted for 
several generations. 

Prior to the imperial period, Inca elites used marriage alliances to 
create asymmetries with other elite lineages and polities, in part by tak-
ing advantage of the practices of virilocal residence patterns, bilateral 
descent, and polygyny.35 Wife-giving polities appear to have been sub-
ordinate to wife-taking polities as the Inca state formed, and the off-
spring of these unions inherited labor tribute and resources in their 
mothers’ communities.36 At the time of state formation, dominant rulers 
throughout the Cusco region also took multiple secondary wives from 
neighboring polities as a means of increasing political control. Not only 
would the subordinate communities have to provide labor service to 
their elite women, but the male relatives of these women also would have 
certain social obligations to these women’s children. 

The importance of female elites in these processes should be empha-
sized. The chronicles state clearly that the women who became principal 
wives of the Inca rulers at the time of state formation were daughters of 
local lords, and one is described as being a female ruler (cacica).37 In 
some cases, these women are said to have actively sought out political 
alliances between their relatives and the Inca state. Mama Micay, wife 
of Inca Rocca, the sixth Inca ruler, is credited with developing new agri-
cultural infrastructure, evidence of using personal labor tribute to the 
benefit of the royal lineage.38 Elite Inca women continued to hold per-
sonal estates in the imperial period and were active in developing polit-
ical factions and influencing imperial administration.39 

The children of elite marriages had very real ties to their mothers’ 
communities. Several colonial authors indicate that the obligations of 
the mother’s kin among Andean societies included ritual actions, as well 
as labor service. Pablo Joseph de Arriaga states that when a child was 
four or five years old, he or she had a hair-cutting ceremony in which a 
new name was given, and for which the parents’ kin—both the father’s 
family (masa) and the mother’s relatives (kaka)—gave the child “wool, 
maize, camelids, silver, and other things.”40 Felipe Guaman Poma de 
Ayala states that incest taboos and social obligations of kaka groups to 
masa groups persisted over several generations: “and these godparents 
[of haircutting and marriage rituals] helped with the work, with other 

https://administration.39
https://lineage.38
https://cacica).37
https://communities.36
https://polygyny.35
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necessities, and when they were sick, and in eating and drinking, and in 
the festivals, and in the field, and in mourning their death, and after 
death, and at all times while they were alive, and afterwards their chil-
dren and descendants, grandchildren and great-grandchildren were 
served.”41 These statements help to reveal the long-term effects of in-
tergroup marriages: herds and agricultural lands in the mother’s commu-
nity would be worked for her children, and labor might also be expected 
for other projects outside of that community. In return, the individuals 
receiving these resources and labor would be responsible for ceremonial 
reciprocation of service through feasting, bringing wife-giving groups 
into the ceremonial life of the wife-taking polity.42 The case of the 
Huayllacans illustrates how marriage alliances influenced Inca state 
expansion. 

The Huayllacans: Marriage Alliances and Political Competition 

Chronicles and archival land documents locate Huayllacan territory in 
the communities of Patahuaillacan (identified as modern Patabamba), 
Micocancha, Paullu, and Paulopampa (fig. 7.4).43 These sites are named 
in a land document pertaining to the area around modern Patabamba 
and Paullu, located on the southern rim of the Sacred Valley just over 
15 kilometers from Cusco.44 Huayllacan settlements were concentrated 
in an area of rich tuber production and dry-farming, but with easy ac-
cess to both the high puna pastures in the Lake Qoricocha area, as well 
as the maize-producing kichwa lands near the floor of the Sacred Valley. 

At the time that the Inca state began to expand throughout the 
Cusco region, the Huayllacans are described as being a small polity 
(probably of Quechua speakers) with hereditary leaders who had regu-
lar contact and strong marriage ties with Inca Cusco.45 According to 
Pedro Sarmiento de Gamboa, the sixth Inca ruler, Inca Rocca, married 
Mama Micay of Patahuaillacan, who was the daughter of the leader of 
the Huayllacans, Soma Inca, and is herself described as a political 
leader.46 This marriage marked a shift of Huayllacan elite marriage 
alliance—and, thus, political subordination—from the Ayarmacas to the 
Incas, although it is clear that Inca influence at the time was limited to 
hegemony rather than formal political administration. 

Mama Micay had been promised as wife to Tocay Ccapac, the leader 
of the Ayarmacas, and this change in allegiance sparked a war between 

https://leader.46
https://Cusco.45
https://Cusco.44
https://polity.42
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Fig. 7.5. Marriage alliances in the story of Yahuar Huaccac. Although the story can-
not be considered a historical reality, it describes an important process whereby sub-
ordinate groups transferred their loyalty from the Ayarmacas to the Incas through 
marriage alliances. 

the Ayarmacas and Huayllacans. That the Incas did not interfere in this 
conflict suggests that the Huayllacans did not enjoy their military pro-
tection and that the Huayllacans were free to contract external relations 
with other groups, both indications of continuing local political auton-
omy. When the Ayarmacas proved stronger in the conflict, they forced 
the people of Patahuaillacan to help them kidnap Titu Cusi Huallpa 
(known more commonly as Yahuar Huaccac), the son of Mama Micay 
and Inca Rocca (fig. 7.5). 

To comply with the Ayarmaca demand, a Huayllacan chief named 
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Inca Paucar, who was a paternal uncle of Titu Cusi Huallpa, asked that 
he visit the community of Micocancha in order that he might come to 
know his relatives on his mother’s side and claim resources in the com-
munity.47 The boy was about eight years old, and different accounts 
state that the visit was to correspond with the inheritance of estates and 
camelid herds in the Huayllacan territory. The Huayllacans left the child 
in the village and went to their fields, allowing the Ayarmacas to enter 
the village and take the boy.48 He was carried off to Ahuayrocancha, the 
principal settlement of the Ayarmacas, and was sent by Tocay Ccapac to 
live in difficult conditions among the herders of the Ayarmaca ruler. A 
secondary wife of Tocay Ccapac named Chimbo Urma helped to rescue 
Titu Cusi Huallpa and return him to Cusco. An elite woman from Anta, 
she convinced her male relatives to assist in the rescue and transfer their 
political allegiance to the Incas. To avoid a war, the Ayarmaca and Inca 
rulers made a reciprocal marriage exchange, whereby an Ayarmaca 
woman became the principal wife of the seventh Inca ruler, and an Inca 
woman married the succeeding Tocay Ccapac. 

While this should not be considered an account of a historic sequence 
of events, the story of the kidnapping of Titu Cusi Huallpa reveals the 
likely significance of elite marriage alliances in the Cusco region as the 
Inca state began to expand territorially.49 Inca elites intermarried with 
other groups, and kin ties were used to communicate subordinate sta-
tus. This story describes how the Incas had become powerful enough to 
attract new subordinates, groups that had traditionally intermarried with 
and served the Ayarmacas. The chronicles mention that as the state 
formed, Inca rulers began to take multiple secondary wives, increasing 
the number of neighboring groups obliged to serve the Cusco elite in ful-
fillment of kinship obligations. Elite Inca polygyny would have helped 
to promote Cusco above other important settlements in the region, as a 
place where members of many groups would come to celebrate festive 
and ritual occasions, to serve rotations of labor tribute, but also to 
assert their own individual statuses through competitive displays of 
wealth, feasting, and dancing. 

Long-term changes in Inca-Huayllacan relations are illustrated in a 
second episode between the Incas and the Huayllacans that occurred 
later in the reign of Yahuar Huaccac (Titu Cusi Huallpa). After the re-
turn of the Inca heir to Cusco, the Huayllacans were spared after hum-
bling themselves before the Inca ruler. Still, they remained sufficiently 
involved in Inca politics to attempt to promote the succession of an ille-

https://territorially.49
https://munity.47


151 elite interaction and local responses 

gitimate son of Yahuar Huaccac named Marca-yutu, to whom they were 
related.50 Because this ruler’s principal wife was the Ayarmaca daughter 
of Tocay Ccapac, Marca-yutu might have been the son of a secondary 
Huayllacan wife—otherwise he could not be both “illegitimate” in terms 
of succession and also more closely related to the Huayllacans than the 
legitimate heir. To advance their interests, the Huayllacans conspired to 
kill Pahuac Huallpa Mayta, the second-born son who had been named 
successor. They requested that Yahuar Huaccac send him to Paullu to 
visit his grandfather Soma Inca and then killed the boy and his guard of 
forty nobles. To avenge the assassination of his appointed heir, Yahuar 
Huaccac led his armies against the Huayllacans, killing some and ban-
ishing others from the region, then taking their lands as a personal estate. 
Centuries later, members of his descent group continued to live in the 
territory of the Huayllacans, and the mummy of Yahuar Huaccac was 
found by Polo de Ondegardo in Paullu.51 

This second Huayllacan story indicates that as the Inca state grew 
stronger, it redefined its relationship with subordinate groups. The 
Huayllacans shifted their principal marriage alliance from the Ayarma-
cas to the Incas, presumably based on the assumption that this change 
would most effectively preserve local autonomy and promote local po-
litical interests. When an Ayarmaca woman became the Inca ruler’s 
principal wife, the Huayllacans conspired to promote the succession of 
someone they considered their relative. The attempt to maintain the rep-
resentation of their own interests in the Inca state ultimately led to the 
destruction of the Huayllacans as an autonomous political entity. Their 
conquest led to the transformation of Huayllacan territory into a royal 
Inca estate, one that emphasized Inca dominance rather than kin ties to 
the local people.52 At the same time, this conquest is said to have been 
the prelude to a more sustained military campaign in which Inca armies 
conquered ten towns located in the Vilcanota Valley.53 

Archaeological Evidence for the Huayllacan Polity 

Archaeological data collected by the Sacred Valley Archaeological Project 
provide new perspectives on the Huayllacan polity. At around AD 1000, 
settlement in the Patabamba-Paullu area shifted away from unprotected 
locations near Patabamba to a large ridgetop site called Qhapaqkancha. 
Located above 4000 meters, the site comprises over 4 hectares of densely 
nucleated semicircular stone structures, many of which have been poorly 

https://Valley.53
https://people.52
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preserved. The density of surface pottery was very high in some parts of 
the site, and identifiable shards were predominantly of a Killke-related 
variety, with less frequent examples of Killke pottery from the Cusco 
Basin and a few isolated fragments of Lucre Basin pottery. 

The site size is somewhat misleading, as the flanks of the mountain 
below the zone of buildings and domestic terraces are covered with small 
irregular agricultural terraces that may have included some residences.54 

From approximately AD 1000 to AD 1300, Qhapaqkancha was a large 
village commanding a vista of the Sacred Valley between Pisaq and 
Lamay. The site was situated close to large numbers of puna corrals, a 
productive, well-watered area of tuber production, and lower-elevation 
fields where other crops could be grown. 

About twenty small sites are associated with Qhapaqkancha, ranging 
from isolated hamlets to small villages that skirt the flanks of the main 
settlement on the lands of modern Paullu, Coya, and Macay (fig. 7.6). 
This area appears to have been an independent polity during the first 
part of the Killke Period. The paramount center was located in a defen-
sible area with good views of the main valley, while about four small 
villages were situated below it, several hundred meters above the main 
valley floor. 

That the site was incorporated into the Cusco polity later in the Kil-
lke Period is indicated by the presence at Qhapaqkancha of a large rec-
tangular platform with three early Inca buildings on it (fig. 7.7). This 
complex is constructed on a prominent point at the northernmost tip 
of the ridge on which the site is located. All of the buildings are built of 
stone and have multiple entrances on a single side, as well as interior 
niches. The two flanking buildings face the main Qhapaqkancha village 
and may have been used for ordinary administrative activities. The cen-
tral building faces away from the village onto the open platform that 
measures approximately 2700 square meters. The size of the platform 
and its relationship to the central structure suggests that this may have 
been a public space used by the state for political or ritual activities. When 
compared to other Inca architectural complexes, it is clear that this one 
lacks many of the characteristics of multiple open spaces and controlled 
access seen in imperial Inca palatial and residential architecture. 

Rather than functioning as an elite residence, the Inca complex at 
Qhapaqkancha may signal the establishment of Inca administrators to 
govern the local populace, apparently sometime prior to AD 1400. Of a 
collection of more than fifty decorated shards collected from the surface, 

https://residences.54
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Fig. 7.6. Archaeological sites in Huayllacan territory 

only eight transitional or local Inca fragments were encountered, and 
these were restricted to the area of the Inca platform. These were asso-
ciated with some Killke pottery and local Killke Period styles. The plat-
form group, built in what is identifiable as Inca style, appears to be a late 
intrusion on the site occupation and represents the only discernible rec-
tangular architecture at the site. 

The archaeological data from this area indicate that the Huayllacans 
were a small complex polity that was brought under Inca control prior 
to the period of Inca imperial expansion. The imposition of state ad-
ministrative control may have been based on the establishment of a royal 
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Fig. 7.7. The Inca platform at Qhapaqkancha. This may have been used by local 
elites for everyday administration and for gathering the entire polity on important 
occasions. 

estate, but it was enacted through the creation of public spaces and ad-
ministrative structures, also seen at Pukara Pantillijlla for the nearby 
Cuyo group. With the historical documents, it can be argued that, over 
several generations, direct control was extended over the Huayllacans— 
first through marriage, then through military intervention—and ulti-
mately their resources were incorporated into a royal estate. 

The integration of this group probably provided the Inca state with 
new camelid herds while simultaneously bringing large areas of puna 
pastureland under direct Inca control. Bernabé Cobo states that the eighth 
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Inca ruler, Viracocha Inca, was sent to Chit’apampa to manage Inca state 
herds, possibly referring to the Qoricocha puna, where numerous corral 
groups and colonial place names attest to pre-Hispanic herding.55 

The historical and archaeological evidence reveals changes over time in 
the relationships between Inca elites and those of neighboring groups. 
At the time of state formation in the thirteenth century, the Inca polity 
became strong enough to attract alliances with groups that sought to 
preserve their own autonomy by becoming subordinates of the ascen-
dant group in the region. Marriage alliances did not lead directly to 
political administration, and subordinate groups were left to make most 
local decisions relating to economy and defense. The continuing auton-
omy of these groups proved to be unsatisfactory for the state, particu-
larly if marriage allies really did attempt to influence political succession 
patterns or factionalism in Cusco. 

The Cuyos: Conquest and Consolidation 

While marriage alliances promoted Inca hegemony over related groups, 
military conquest and political administration were also important 
means of expansion, as seen in the case of the Cuyos. The territory of 
the Cuyos is found in the Chongo Basin, a large side valley located above 
modern Pisaq, to the north of the Vilcanota River (fig. 7.8). Today, two 
towns in the Chongo Basin preserve the name (Cuyo Chico and Cuyo 
Grande), and some descent groups (ayllukuna) in nearby communities 
are named Hanan Cuyo and Hurin Cuyo.56 Colonial documents place 
groups of Cuyos in higher elevations of the valley and in the puna be-
tween the Chongo Basin and the Paucartambo Valley, while Inca de-
scendants of Pachacutic Inca Yupanqui lived near the valley bottom at 
Pisaq.57 

The Cuyos lived only about 10 kilometers farther from Cusco than 
the Huayllacans, but their territory lay to the north of the Sacred Valley, 
a natural boundary for effective long-term administration by unspecial-
ized polities in the Cusco Basin. Owing to this distance and an apparently 
greater political complexity, the Cuyos had a different political relation-
ship with the early Inca state than the Huayllacans did. The chronicles 
mention that the earliest Inca territorial expansion extended into Cuyo 
lands, through which it was possible to access important caravan routes 

https://Pisaq.57
https://herding.55
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Fig. 7.8. Archaeological sites in Cuyo territory. The early Cuyo sites are located 
near a number of aboveground mortuary structures and have distinctive pottery on 
the surface. 

to the Paucartambo Valley and lowland coca lands. According to Bern-
abé Cobo and others, the initial conquest took place under the fifth ruler, 
Capac Yupanqui, and represents the first external territorial expansion 
of the Inca state.58 Sarmiento de Gamboa credits Yahuar Huaccac with 
the conquest of Paucartambo during the reign of his father, Inca Rocca, 
implying that Cuyo territory already had been encroached upon by this 
time.59 

https://state.58
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The Cuyo conquest is interesting because of an apparent adminis-
trative reorganization that accompanied it. Cobo states that Capac Yu-
panqui appointed a rival brother, Tarco Huaman, as governor over a 
new province, in part so that he would be removed from Cusco. Other 
chronicle accounts mention a province of Cuyosuyu, with a tributary 
organization of two hunu (twenty thousand households), organized into 
administrative halves (saya) that were ruled by lords named Apu Lalama 
and Yamque Lalama, who reported to Cuyo Ccapac—and presumably, 
to the Inca governor.60 Population figures are almost certainly rounded 
off or exaggerated, but it is clear that the chronicles refer to a larger and 
more hierarchical group than the Huayllacans, evident by the use of the 
paramount title qhapaq and the establishment of pairs of apu under that 
leader. According to Martín de Murúa, one Cuyo lord was apparently 
of sufficient status to marry a daughter of the Inca ruler.61 

After the multiple references to their initial conquest, the Cuyos seem 
to have remained under Inca hegemony until the reign of Pachacutic Inca 
Yupanqui, the ninth Inca ruler.62 The chronicles relate that after defeat-
ing the Chancas, Pachacutic held a festival at which an attempt on his 
life was made. The Cuyos were blamed, although Miguel Cabello de Bal-
boa claims that they were falsely accused. In either case, the Inca reaction 
was to campaign throughout Cuyo territory, destroying the principal set-
tlement and killing many of its inhabitants. Estimates of the number 
killed vary, but there is general agreement that the Inca reprisal involved 
the destruction of Cuyo villages and widespread killing. Although some 
authors claim that the Cuyos were completely destroyed, they are men-
tioned in some colonial land documents and were possibly resettled in 
the Sacred Valley proper, in the puna above the valley, or in lowland coca-
producing areas.63 

The documentary record describes how the Inca state used military 
force to incorporate a complex polity near Cusco, possibly imposing some 
sort of administrative reorganization. The question of an assassination 
attempt is significant because of Cabello de Balboa’s claim that the 
Cuyos were unfairly blamed. As John Murra notes, local rebellions dur-
ing the imperial period provided a pretext for bloody reprisals and the 
confiscation and reallocation of local lands and resources.64 After the 
decimation of the Cuyo population, at least part of the Cuyo territory 
was annexed by Pachacutic and developed as a personal estate centered 
at Pisaq, which would have administered new intensive agricultural in-
frastructure near the floor of the Sacred Valley.65 When interviewed by 

https://Valley.65
https://resources.64
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Francisco de Toledo, descendants of Pachacutic Inca Yupanqui living in 
Pisaq mentioned a group called the Chuyos, not as the autochthonous 
inhabitants of that area but as cannibalistic forest people living in the 
montaña.66 

Archaeological Perspectives on the Cuyos 

The archaeological evidence from the Cuyo area also seems to substan-
tiate some of the information provided in the chronicles. Until AD 1000, 
the Chongo Basin had been home to small agricultural groups, living in 
small villages and hamlets but not organized hierarchically. Survey data 
collected by the Sacred Valley Archaeological Project indicate that in 
the first part of the Killke Period population increased dramatically as 
several large nucleated villages were established, most of them located on 
ridgetops at high elevation (at 4000–4300 meters). The largest of these 
was Muyuch’urqu, a 6-hectare village protected by cliffs and a series of 
defensive walls that are preserved to a height of 2 to 3 meters (fig. 7.9). 
Muyuch’urqu appears to have been the center of a complex polity sur-
rounded by five or six smaller villages, positioned to control caravan 
traffic out of the Sacred Valley and probably overseeing a mosaic econ-
omy that included agricultural production and herding. 

The Muyuch’urqu polity appears to have been culturally distinct 
from groups living in the Cusco Basin. While the Huayllacan sites show 
a strong presence of Killke ceramics from Cusco, these are almost com-
pletely absent at the early Cuyo sites. Besides distinct local pottery, this 
area has a different mortuary treatment, with dozens of aboveground 
mortuary structures erected close to the major villages. It appears that 
in the first part of the Killke Period the Chongo Basin was settled by an 
independent group that had little contact with the developing Inca state. 

The distribution of late Killke Period sites (i.e., those with some Inca-
style ceramics present) reveals a major settlement shift in the Chongo 
Basin, indicative of the imposition of administrative control by the Inca 
state. At this time, the principal settlement in the basin was Pukara Pan-
tillijlla, a site located at about 3950 meters on a ridge across the basin 
from Muyuch’urqu (fig. 7.10). At Pukara Pantillijlla, Killke and Inca pot-
tery are found commonly on the surface, and the site appears to have 
acted as a second-tier administrative center for the Inca state, which 
charged it with overseeing new villages established at lower elevations. 

https://monta�a.66
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Fig. 7.10. Plan of Pukara Pantillijlla 

Pukara Pantillijlla: A Local Center under Inca Control 

Pukara Pantillijlla is located on a prominent ridge overlooking the upper 
and lower parts of the Chongo Basin (fig. 7.10). At more than 10 hectares, 
it is the largest Killke Period site in the Sacred Valley survey region and 
is substantially larger than Muyuch’urqu. The remains of more than one 
hundred stone structures are scattered along the ridge in areas where 
modest domestic terraces could be constructed. Small agricultural ter-
races flank the hillside below the core habitation area. The establishment 
of a large secondary administrative center to the north of the Sacred Val-
ley changed the nature of the regional administrative hierarchy and 
central control from the Cusco Basin. 

Pukara Pantillijlla is larger and architecturally distinct from the ear-
lier site of Muyuch’urqu.67 There is a mix of mortuary, architectural, 
and ceramic styles indicative of an increased interaction with the early Inca 
state. Burials at the site include simple cliff interments, mud-plastered 
mortuary boxes in rock outcrops, and some possible aboveground mor-
tuary monuments. In addition, excavations by the Sacred Valley Archae-
ological Project uncovered four burials—an infant, a juvenile, and two 
adults—inside public and domestic structures. 

https://Muyuch�urqu.67
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At least eight buildings at the site were constructed with square or 
rectangular plans, a distinct form from the other semicircular or irregular 
structures at the site. As mentioned in chapter 6, one of these, building 5, 
was built on a small plaza area and may have been used for religious or 
political functions (fig. 7.11). This building had a high, east-facing en-
trance that is much wider than doorways used for residential structures. 
The interior of the structure had fourteen square niches and four win-
dows, and a sample of grass from the plaster of one niche returned a cal-
ibrated two-sigma AMS radiocarbon date of AD 1300–1370 (48 percent) 
or AD 1380–1440 (47.4 percent).68 To the east of this structure lay a 
compound of four smaller rectangular structures, which might represent 
an elite residence or a complex of administrative buildings. This kind of 
architectural clustering is not common at other Killke Period sites in the 
area.69 Finally, a single rectangular structure (building 15) was built on 
an artificial platform in front of and concealing a natural niche in a cliff 
that also made up the south part of the structure. The foundations of 
this structure were partially excavated out of bedrock, and its proxim-
ity to the hidden niche may indicate a ritual function. 

The surface of Pukara Pantillijlla is covered with ceramic fragments 
that include the local pottery style, as well as substantial amounts of Kil-
lke and Inca pottery. Excavations indicate that only a small part of the 
site was occupied before AD 1250, during the time when Muyuch’urqu 
is thought to have dominated the upper Chongo Basin. This occupation 
has high percentages of local pottery, with a smaller proportion of Kil-
lke pottery than was found at sites to the south of the Vilcanota River. 
For example, a midden excavated near building 3 in the site core dated 
to the thirteenth century and had no pottery identified as Inca (out of 
620 diagnostic shards).70 By comparison, the complete excavation of a 
semicircular structure and a rectangular structure (buildings 9 and 15), 
both located in the eastern part of the site, yielded a much higher per-
centage of Inca pottery (12.71 percent, or 515/4051), with no evidence 
of previous settlement. Throughout the site, proveniences where Inca 
pottery was absent, and where Killke pottery constituted only a small 
percentage of diagnostic shards, were found in and around buildings 1, 
3, 5, and 6, all of these located close to the site core. Buildings with sub-
stantial Inca components (buildings 4, 9, and 15) were built on newly 
constructed domestic terraces that do not appear to have had previous 
occupation. The site architecture and data from excavations and surface 
collection are consistent with Inca expansion into this zone. 

https://shards).70
https://percent).68
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As the Inca state expanded its territory north of the Sacred Valley, 
Pukara Pantillijlla grew considerably, with many older structures razed 
and new terraces and buildings constructed. The later occupation reveals 
much closer ties to the Inca state, with large amounts of Killke and Inca 
pottery present. Excavated midden contexts yielded the bones of camelids, 
deer, and guinea pigs, as well as carbonized potatoes and maize. Status 
markers like metal tools (axes) and ornaments (pins and pendants) were 
encountered, along with more mundane stone and bone tools that were 
used for weaving and other activities. The later occupation of this site 
appears to correspond to an elite residential site that included buildings 
used by Inca state administrators, some of whom might have lived at 
the site. 

The abandonment of the site can be dated with new radiocarbon 
dates (table 7.1). The excavation evidence does not confirm that the site 
was burned at the end of its occupation, nor does it appear to have been 
completely deserted as imperial expansion began. Many buildings were 
abandoned, including large residences, and building 5 fell into disuse 
and was even used for human burial. Architecture and middens associ-
ated with the Inca occupation yield dates indicating that site abandon-
ment probably began toward the end of the fourteenth century, but that 
some buildings were in use throughout much of the fifteenth century. 

TABLE 7.1. Architectural Dates from Buildings at Pukara Pantillijlla 

Sample Description BP 95.4% probability 

AA47651 Large irregular structure outside 
of Inca site core 642 ± 32 AD 1280–1400 (95.4%) 

AA47655 Irregular structure in site core 546 ± 31 AD 1300–1360 (32.9%) or 
AD 1380–1440 (62.5%) 

AA47656 Small rectangular structure with 
evidence of colonial reuse 443 ± 32 AD 1410–1500 (94.4%) 

AA47657 Rectangular structure; part of 519 ± 55 AD 1300–1370 (29.5%) or 
administrative complex AD 1380–1480 (65.6%)] 

AA47658 Large irregular structure in site 
core 590 ± 34 AD 1300–1420 (95.4%) 

AA47659 Rectangular structure; possibly 382 ± 40 AD 1440–1530 (56.5%) or 
ceremonial function AD 1540–1640 (38.9%) 

AA34946 Rectangular central structure; 555 ± 45 AD 1300–1370 (48%) or 
public building AD 1380–1400 (47.4%) 

Note: Dates were calibrated using OxCal v3.5, and are calibrated to 95.4% probability. Values less 
than 10% probably are not listed. Sample AA34946 was processed as part of Brian Bauer’s Cusco Val-
ley Archaeological Project. 
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Few classic imperial Inca polychrome shards were found among the 
roughly fifty thousand shards analyzed from the excavations, and it ap-
pears that the use of the site as an Inca administrative center ended as the 
site of Pisaq was developed near the floor of the Sacred Valley (fig. 7.12). 
At that time, settlement of the Chongo Basin began to cluster near the 
bottom of the valley 900 meters below, where groups were governed by 
Inca elites living at Pisaq, a private estate of Pachacutic. Pisaq is even 
larger than Pukara Pantillijlla and also represents the expansion of an 
existing Killke Period settlement.71 The architecture of Pisaq’s most re-
stricted complexes is of the classic Inca style, which is not present at 
Pukara Pantillijlla. 

The continuity of settlement at Pukara Pantillijlla indicates that Inca 
stories of the Cuyo demise were greatly exaggerated. Rather than oblit-
erating the Cuyos, the Incas appear to have marginalized them eco-
nomically, and their early administrative site became redundant with the 
construction of Pisaq. Some Cuyos probably continued to live at Pukara 
Pantillijlla and in villages throughout the basin, but their local influence 
was greatly diminished as they lost their political autonomy. 

New archaeological evidence from the Sacred Valley study region indi-
cates that the Chongo Basin was occupied by an independent non-Inca 
group prior to the period of Inca state formation. Settlement was re-
organized at Pukara Pantillijlla as this area came under the domination 
of the Inca state, and it is possible that people from Cusco resided there. 
Around the time of Inca imperial expansion, many Cuyo settlements 
were abandoned in a major settlement shift in which new sites were set-
tled close to valley-bottom lands associated with maize production. 

Elite Interaction and Inca State Expansion 

As the Inca state formed, elites in the Cusco Basin sought to extend their 
territorial control and to subordinate or eliminate political rivals in the 
region surrounding their territory. Because of the political and ethnic 
diversity of the region, several strategies were necessary. Inca lords mar-
ried elite women from subordinate groups that shared a compatible eth-
nic identity, and the children of these unions appear to have received 
labor tribute and owned camelid herds in the mother’s community. The 
chronicles indicate that internal developments in the Cusco Basin were 

https://settlement.71


Fi
g.

 7
.1

2.
 P

is
aq

, a
s 

se
en

 f
ro

m
 P

uk
ar

a 
Pa

nt
ill

ijl
la

. 



166 How the Incas Built Their Heartland 

accompanied by the shifting of marriage alliances from groups like the 
Ayarmacas to the Incas, as seen with elites from intermediate groups like 
the Antas and Huayllacans. It is clear that elite women had substantial 
political influence in their natal communities and were instrumental in 
determining alliance patterns and the hegemonic reach of the expanding 
Inca state. 

While the Incas and Ayarmacas maintained diplomatic relations and 
occasional marriage alliances, no such mentions are made for other large 
groups like the Cuyos and Pinaguas. State expansion led the Inca ruler 
to take a principal wife and multiple secondary wives from a variety of 
ethnic subordinates. As the imperial pattern of sibling marriage devel-
oped, Inca rulers often arranged for their daughters to marry local elites, 
as discussed for the Cuyos and Chancas. 

The Inca state took a more militaristic stance toward groups with 
whom it did not contract marriage alliances. Occasional raiding gave 
way to military conquest, which ultimately led to a shift from hegemony 
to territorial administration. In the case of the Cuyos, Inca conquest led 
to the establishment of an Inca governor over the region. The Cuyo para-
mount, Cuyo Ccapac, continued to function, but chronicle references to 
administrative units and the use of the apu title suggest state manipula-
tion of local elite structures and tributary organization, a transformation 
that accompanies archaeologically observed settlement changes. 

At some point in the Inca expansion sequence, the Inca ruler pro-
moted himself from the office of qhapaq to that of sapa inka (or sapay 
qhapaq), a title implying absolute paramountcy rather than a dual or 
paired office. The time when imperial expansion began was character-
ized by a series of “rebellions” by the major qhapaqkuna of the Cusco 
region, whose continued local power impeded the full development of 
imperial infrastructure. As the Inca state developed direct control over 
the Cusco region, local elites were forced either to accept a subordinate, 
dependent role under an Inca-administered government, or to assert 
independence and attempt to use local power resources to maintain au-
tonomy. In most cases where local elites chose to resist the state (e.g., the 
Cuyos and Pinaguas), their constituencies were not granted Inca ethnic 
status, and were marginalized in the imperial period. Conversely, coop-
erative groups—often weaker local groups where local identity would not 
sustain resistance—became “Incas-of-Privilege,” a higher status within 
the empire, but one that often resulted in the loss of territory and mas-
sive resettlement throughout the empire. 



chapter eight 

State Expansion, Economic Intensification, 
and Local Resistance 

The examples of the Huayllacan and Cuyo polities reveal a historical 
trajectory to the territorial expansion and administrative policies of the 
early Inca state. As the Incas extended their direct access to different 
kinds of resources, they also intensified their control over subordinate 
groups and polities. The state drew increasing amounts of labor and re-
sources from local political systems, presenting local elites with new 
costs and benefits for resistance to or participation in the developing Inca 
system. Ultimately, there were fundamental conflicts between the strate-
gies of Inca and local elites, and the final phase of Inca regional consol-
idation is characterized by increased militarism and the suppression of 
local autonomy. 

Military Campaigns and Territorial Consolidation 

As figure 8.1 indicates, increasingly sustained campaigns of military 
conquest characterized the period preceding imperial expansion, and the 
final consolidation of Inca territorial control in the Cusco region was 
still underway as the Inca state began to develop diplomatic ties with 
distant regions and engage the armies of rival polities and confederations 
such as the Qollas and Chancas. Inca rulers and their close kin led armies 
to greater distances from Cusco, engaging in the conquest of multiple 
towns in a single campaign. For example, the seventh Inca ruler is said 
to have fought the Huayllacans, then moved up the Sacred Valley to 
conquer five towns and the Caviña ethnic group.1 The eighth ruler and 
his sons also engaged in sustained campaigns to the northeast and south-
west of Cusco. According to Pedro de Cieza de León, these rulers were 
the first to organize campaigns to the Titicaca Basin, and the eighth Inca 
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Fig. 8.1. Campaigns of Yahuar Huaccac (top) and Viracocha Inca (bottom), the 
seventh and eighth Inca rulers 
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ruler managed to extend Inca hegemony to that region while also sub-
ordinating the Qanas and Kanchis, two groups living outside the Inca 
heartland in the upper Vilcanota Valley.2 

It is possible that chronicle references to earlier rulers “conquering” 
areas more than 100 kilometers from Cusco refer to raids or attempted 
invasions rather than to successful territorial conquest and administra-
tive reorganization. Alternatively, Inca forces could have made such 
journeys not to fight but to intimidate local elites into forging alliances 
with the Inca ruler. Systematic archaeological data and well-provenienced 
radiocarbon dates from areas 50–150 kilometers from Cusco are almost 
completely lacking, and more research will be needed to assess the na-
ture of Inca influence in the areas lying immediately beyond the imperial 
heartland. 

The increasing ability of Inca armies to engage in more sustained 
campaigns near Cusco—and to impose provincial administration on con-
quered groups—probably indicates (1) advances in logistical capability, 
(2) numerical superiority of Inca armies, (3) conquest through siege or 
intimidation rather than pitched battles, and (4) the development of an 
ideology justifying permanent territorial conquest.3 These developments 
are unlike the warfare conducted by nonstate societies in South Amer-
ica, where territorial conquest was not a goal or end result and where 
most conflict occurred within a day’s walk of a village.4 A large, well-
provisioned Inca army would be able to avoid many direct conflicts 
through displays of overwhelming numerical superiority or by using 
siege tactics to conquer recalcitrant locals. These military strategies em-
body the fundamentals of Inca military tactics described in the Spanish 
chronicles for the period of imperial expansion. 

Military campaigns throughout the Cusco region increasingly 
achieved the subjugation of new towns and polities, as well as the re-
structuring of local political systems. The intensification of warfare at 
this time might have been stimulated by competition over natural re-
sources during a period when environmental conditions were fluctuat-
ing, but armed conflict was essential to the transition from Inca hegemony 
to direct territorial administration, as local elites attempted to throw off 
Inca rule and reestablish local autonomy. Inca state expansion and local 
resistance promoted the intensification of interpolity conflict until state 
administrative reorganization could be established locally. 
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Expansion of the Royal Estate System 

As Inca armies made permanent military conquests, the royal estate sys-
tem expanded outside of the Cusco Basin. As discussed in the preceding, 
the practice whereby rulers built sequential estates developed at the time 
of state formation, evidenced by the construction of new agricultural 
lands at Larapa that supported the lineage (panaka) of Inca Rocca. 
Other lands may have been allocated around Wimpillay to serve the lin-
eages of earlier rulers. Starting with the seventh sapa inka, rulers are said 
to have developed their own estates in the Sacred Valley, using the re-
sources of newly conquered groups. The seventh Inca (Yahuar Huaccac) 
established an estate around modern Paullu, confiscating the lands of the 
Huayllacans after they betrayed him. After conquering the people of 
Calca, the eighth ruler (Viracocha Inca) 

liberally authorized that they should continue to possess their lands 
. . . provided that at the appointed time and in accordance with the 
laws, they would give tribute to Cusco of that which was in their vil-
lages, and that of those same ones that they should go immediately to 
the city and build him two palaces, one within it and the other in 
Caquia [Xaquixaguana] so that he could go out for his recreation . . . 
and so that they would understand what they had to do, and there 
would be no dissent among them, he ordered that a representative of 
his be left there with great powers, without depriving the local lord 
of his authority.5 

In this case, defeat meant that labor tribute was levied on the local 
community and that an Inca governor was placed at the local level to 
organize and supervise it. The construction of Viracocha Inca’s retreat 
at Caquia and its subsequent enlargement in the imperial period would 
have required a substantial amount of labor, which was reciprocated by 
feasts and exotic gifts from the Inca ruler (fig. 8.2).6 Labor service on 
new agricultural fields associated with the estate sustained the ruler’s 
panaka into the early colonial period. 

The royal estate system proliferated throughout the region as the 
state expanded. Yahuar Huaccac had a single estate outside the Cusco 
Basin, but Viracocha Inca developed estates at Caquia, Calca, and Tipón, 
while Pachacutic is said to have had estates at Pisaq, Ollantaytambo, 
(Machu) Picchu, Amaybamba, and Alca.7 The estate system created or 
improved thousands of hectares of agricultural land in the Cusco region, 
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sometimes expropriating existing natural resources and human labor 
from local systems. The development and maintenance of estates would 
have benefited Inca elites while forcing local groups to work harder or 
subsist on less, or both. 

The Development of State Infrastructure 

A shift to intensive valley-bottom agriculture in the Sacred Valley was 
an important means of producing surpluses to fund state projects and 
military campaigns. Throughout the Sacred Valley, local populations 
resettled as the Inca state developed new agricultural infrastructure in 
the valley for the production of maize. This involved draining swampy 
land, canalizing rivers, and constructing canals, agricultural terraces, 
and storage facilities in areas that had previously been only marginally 
productive. 

Canalization, Terracing, and Irrigation 

Prior to Inca conquest, small plots of valley-bottom maize lands in the 
Sacred Valley were probably maintained by local elites, but the distance 
of major ridgetop settlements from valley-bottom lands suggests that 
maize agriculture by nonstate polities was not a central component of 
the local political economy. Before the incorporation of the Sacred Val-
ley under the Inca state, the construction of agricultural infrastructure 
near the valley bottom would have created a rich yet vulnerable crop in 
a location where it could not be protected from other groups. By bring-
ing both sides of the Sacred Valley under its administration, the Inca state 
came to control a substantial, yet underdeveloped, resource that could 
be generate huge returns for the state through the investment of local 
labor tribute. During the imperial period, Inca rulers personally under-
took the development of new valley-bottom lands in the Sacred Valley, 
creating resources that were held corporately by their descent groups 
(panakakuna) after the founders’ death.8 This process may have begun 
fairly early in the process of Inca state expansion—the first Inca ruler to 
establish a personal estate in the valley was the seventh Inca ruler, Yahuar 
Huaccac—and continued under every ruler until the time of Huascar.9 

In the Sacred Valley, the development of maize lands involved four 
kinds of construction: draining swampy land, canalizing the Vilcanota-
Urubamba River, constructing irrigation canals to channel water from 
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permanent transverse streams and rivers, and developing agricultural 
terraces on the floor and lower slopes of the valley where reliable irriga-
tion water was available. Ian Farrington has discussed river canalization 
in the Sacred Valley, which is also described in the documentary record, 
estimating that over 23 kilometers of the river were canalized in as many 
as six distinct projects.10 By diverting the course of the river, it was pos-
sible to create new valley-bottom fields that would not be in danger of 
seasonal flooding, located at elevations where frosts are uncommon.11 

Farrington estimates that nearly 800 hectares of new lands were brought 
under cultivation through canalization, which could be used permanently 
to grow high-yield maize for the state.12 Inge Bolin has demonstrated 
that much larger areas were improved with irrigation canals and new 
agricultural terraces.13 

Because the Vilcanota River is too entrenched to provide irrigation 
water, valley-bottom lands were made more productive by diverting 
streams and rivers from side valleys though a series of new canals. In the 
Pisaq area, for example, at least four different canals were built to bring 
water from the Chit’apampa and Chongo basins, irrigating hundreds of 
hectares of new fields. The 65 hectares of terraces in and around the 
monumental complex alone could have fed nearly one thousand people 
throughout the year, if planted with maize.14 During the Sacred Valley 
survey fieldwork, stream canalization projects were observed at San Sal-
vador, Punabamba, Coya, Lamay, Patahuasi, and Calca, although dating 
these canals conclusively is not possible with present data. Other irriga-
tion systems are recorded for the Sacred Valley below Calca.15 

While the Sacred Valley shows the most obvious evidence for the de-
velopment of agricultural lands, such projects were also undertaken in 
the Lucre and Oropesa basins, within the Cusco Basin, the Limatambo 
area, and other parts of the Cusco region.16 Many of these date to the 
imperial period, but the presence of Killke pottery on new agricultural 
terraces or in close proximity to canals indicates that significant areas of 
new maize production had been developed prior to Inca imperial expan-
sion. These lands augmented the resource base of the Inca state, allow-
ing it to expand territorially while simultaneously transforming local 
economies. 

Storage and Settlement under the State 

New state lands developed in the Cusco region would have provided the 
Inca state with agricultural surpluses capable of feeding tens of thousands 

https://region.16
https://Calca.15
https://maize.14
https://terraces.13
https://state.12
https://uncommon.11
https://projects.10
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of people. These new surpluses were stored throughout the Cusco region 
in groups of qollqa, storage structures often located near state fields (fig. 
8.3).17 Figure 8.4 shows the locations of known storage facilities in the 
Cusco region, including the Sacred Valley study region, where several sites 
with storage facilities were observed. Such installations were widespread 
and were placed in visible locations as a means of communicating state 
control over the productive landscape. In the Sacred Valley below the 
study region, groups of storehouses have been identified around Yucay, 
Ollantaytambo, and other locations.18 Storage buildings are present at 
Inca estates, an apparent shift in production and storage strategy, since 
large-scale, centralized storage is apparently absent in large pre-Inca vil-
lages. Settlement location and the distribution of Inca storage facilities 
indicate that the state relied on the storage of agricultural surpluses to 
buffer against shortfalls and environmental fluctuations. 

While developing storage facilities around their new agricultural 
lands, the Incas also settled new villages close to these resources. Many 
new Inca villages were established close to the valley bottom, some just 
above new state canals. New settlements such as Paullu, Tancarpata, 
Tucsan, and Taray would have been dependent on Inca canals for their 
water and were established with much more concern for proximity to 
state fields than to the diverse agropastoral resources that were exploited 
by independent pre-Inca polities. Given their lack of defensive works and 
reliance on long irrigation canals, the new villages at or near the valley 
floor would have looked to the Inca state for defense. The shift to in-
tensive maize agriculture would have lent itself to a more centralized and 
bureaucratic state administration, which would have restructured exist-
ing social hierarchies, greatly reducing the functions of local elites, as 
well as their ability to resist the state. As discussed in chapter 10, long-
term resettlement processes would bring even more dependent retainer 
populations into the Sacred Valley and other parts of the Cusco region. 

Roads and Way Stations 

Another aspect of Inca state infrastructure that can be identified in the 
Cusco region is a system of roads and way stations (fig. 8.4). In the Sacred 
Valley study region, several probable Inca roads have been identified 
linking Cusco with Pisaq and Calca and ascending to the north of the 
Sacred Valley toward passes that lead to the lowland valleys of Lares 
and Paucartambo. Two possible way stations were identified during the 

https://locations.18


Fig. 8.3. Storage at two Sacred Valley sites. These facilities were probably constructed 
at the same time as nearby irrigation canals and agricultural terraces. 
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Fig. 8.4. Inca roads, tampu locations, and qollqa remains in the Cusco region 

regional survey, one just below the site of Ancasmarca and the other in the 
upper Chongo Basin. These both consist of rectangular Inca structures 
without a significant scatter of shards inside or around the buildings. 

The full development of the system of roads and way stations (tam-
pukuna) described in colonial documents would have required territorial 
administration over the entire Cusco region, a process that was prob-
ably completed just after the earliest campaigns of imperial expansion 
began.19 Killke Period sites in Paruro and the Sacred Valley are located 
close to roads leading to Cusco, indicating that transportation infrastruc-

https://began.19
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ture began to be developed in some locations well before the imperial 
period.20 The process of organizing regular infrastructure for inter-
regional travel led to the development of a more regular settlement lattice 
for the Cusco region, with large estates serving as secondary administra-
tive sites. 

Economic Specialization 

Aside from chronicle references to state herds, the archaeological evidence 
provides some indication that the intensification of maize production at 
the valley bottom was accompanied by specialization in herding and cul-
tivating economies.21 The Sacred Valley study region does not include 
large areas of puna, but some large high-elevation sites were encountered 
that were occupied from the late Killke Period. One of these was Hatun 
Sayhua, a 3.75-hectare ridgetop site located at 4200 meters. Based on sur-
face pottery, Hatun Sayhua was probably settled at the end of the Killke 
Period, when the important Killke Period site of Markasunay was largely 
abandoned. Settlement under the Inca state involved the occupation— 
or expansion of occupation—at Hatun Sayhua, as well as the con-
struction of irrigation canals, terracing, and domestic and administra-
tive architecture at the valley bottom near the modern town of Poques. 
The abandonment of Markasunay and Inca development of this area 
probably constituted an upward move of herders (from 3900 meters to 
4200 meters) and concomitant downward resettlement of cultivators (to 
around 3600 meters). Such a division is probably indicative of increas-
ing economic specialization, as is the late Killke Period expansion of 
other puna sites like Ancasmarca (figs. 8.5 and 8.6). These processes 
continued in the imperial period, as discussed further in chapter 10. 

The archaeological evidence from the Sacred Valley study region re-
veals that the Inca state initiated major projects to intensify agricultural 
production and pastoralism, reduce local autonomy, and facilitate the 
flow of people, goods, and information throughout a centrally adminis-
tered region. Such projects transformed the state’s capacity to engage 
in sustained military campaigns, which by this time were justified by a 
developed conquest ideology. While state strategies are fairly easy to di-
vine from the archaeology and history, it is also important to consider 
the consequences of economic intensification and resettlement on local 
populations. 

https://economies.21
https://period.20
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Fig. 8.5. Plan of Ancasmarca, a Killke Period village 

State Strategies for Resettlement and Dependency 

The proliferation of the Inca state maize economy had far-reaching local 
effects. As discussed in chapter 3, Inca state production strategies tar-
geted a small number of species and varieties for intensive production. 
Inca risk-reduction policies were based on storage, as well as the ability 
to move people and resources as necessary. Inca maize agriculture in the 
Sacred Valley was conducted at elevations below the risk of frosts, in 
locations where reliable irrigation water was available. By the imperial 
period, guano and other natural fertilizers were used to increase yields 
in state fields, and selection of high-yield strains made state agriculture 
extremely productive.22 The maintenance of these fields provided royal 
lineages and the state religion with large surpluses, but it required a more 
intensive labor input, initially from conquered local groups like the 
Huayllacans and Cuyos. 

Inca control over local agriculture generally involved the use of local 
labor to create new agricultural resources that belonged to the state or 
the cult of the sun. Using local and imported labor, the state spread the 
intensive production of a limited number of varieties. An intensification 
strategy yielded surpluses on state fields in most years, which were used 
to fund territorial expansion and further intensification. State storage 
replaced diversity as a principal risk-reduction mechanism for yearly 

https://productive.22
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fluctuations, while an elaborate record-keeping system allowed the state 
to map provincial people onto available resources, thereby addressing 
regional variability.23 

Although this reallocation of land, water, and labor resources in-
creased state revenues and reduced risk at the polity level, it also affected 
local productive systems and the ways in which local status was con-
structed. Intensive maize production encouraged different settlement 
patterns, labor structures, and religious systems than those of inde-
pendent local polities. State construction projects and storage systems 
created resources to which local groups had no reciprocal claims, and 
resource fluctuations would have increased local dependency on the state. 
Increasingly direct state administration would have made local elites 
redundant, and they were often replaced as state administration inten-
sified. The differences between local economic systems in the Sacred Val-
ley and those of the Inca state made a period of final rebellion and state 
consolidation almost inevitable. 

Rebellion and Reconquest 

Rebellion and reconquest represent internal and external expressions of 
the militaristic intensification of Inca state control. Pedro Sarmiento de 
Gamboa is clear about the nature of rebellion and reconquest among 
groups like the Muynas and Pinaguas: 

In seeing their goal, or upon the death of the Inca ruler who had van-
quished them, [conquered polities] immediately sought to procure their 
freedom, and for that they took up arms and rebelled. And thus this 
is why we say repeatedly that a town was conquered by different Inca 
rulers, as was the case with Mohina and Pinagua, that although they 
were driven out and reduced to submission by Inca Rocca, they were 
also subdued by Yahuar Huaccac and then Viracocha Inca and his son 
Inca Yupanqui.24 

This chronicler goes on to explain that even as the Incas were con-
solidating their political control over the Cusco region, several neigh-
boring groups fought to maintain their autonomy, while others actually 
sought to extend their own influence in the event that the Incas should 
be defeated or weakened by constant warfare. This period of rebellion 
and reconquest marks the culmination of centuries of interpolity com-

https://Yupanqui.24
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petition, a final political reorganization resulting in local subordination 
to the Inca state.25 Simultaneously, it marks an increase in the tempo and 
intensity of Inca expansionism—the beginnings of imperial expansion 
outside of the heartland. Radiocarbon dates from such heartland sites 
as Chokepukio, Pukara Pantillijlla, and Huata indicate that the final 
phase of consolidation in the Cusco region probably occurred by the end 
of the fourteenth century, which corresponds to the earliest Inca dates in 
the Titicaca Basin, as well as chronicle references to military campaigns 
by the seventh and eighth Inca rulers.26 

At Chokepukio, Gordon McEwan and colleagues report that ten 
radiocarbon samples from wood beams and grass temper in wall plasters 
date within a calibrated two-sigma range of AD 860–1410.27 Although 
they do not provide more specific data, it appears that the Killke Period 
occupation of this Lucre Basin site ended by around AD 1400 as the last 
holdout groups were incorporated into the Inca state. Two samples of 
grass temper from structures at Huata were collected as part of the Sa-
cred Valley Archaeological Project radiocarbon samples (AA47679 and 
AA47680) and yielded two-sigma calibrated dates similar to the date for 
the abandonment of the pre-Inca public building at Pukara Pantillijlla.28 

The architectural dates from Pukara Pantillijlla indicate that some ir-
regular or semicircular structures were abandoned before the fifteenth 
century, while rectangular structures continued to be used during the im-
perial period. These three sites were all said to have rebelled against 
Pachacutic early in his reign, and each appears to have been in the process 
of being abandoned by the beginning of the fifteenth century. 

As discussed earlier, local elites played a vital role in the management 
of systems of ecological complementarity and resource diversity and 
would have been influential in dictating the ultimate trajectory of the 
local system under the Inca state. The chronicles provide ample evidence 
that Inca imperial expansion strategies often involved co-opting local 
elites by offering them perquisites for cooperation while simultaneously 
threatening military force should this offer of “friendship” be rejected. 
As we have seen for the Cusco region, some groups appear to have been 
peacefully absorbed by the Inca state, although the renunciation of local 
autonomy was probably a response to the threat of military force from 
the Incas or their most powerful rivals. Groups submitting to Inca dom-
ination were usually afforded Inca ethnic status (as Quechua speakers) 
and were frequently used to fill low-level bureaucratic positions during 
the imperial period. 

https://Pantillijlla.28
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Conversely, many other groups had to be reconquered after they at-
tempted to assert their local autonomy. What are described as rebellions 
in the Inca histories appear to have occurred at times when Inca rulership 
changed hands or when the Inca state was threatened by external pres-
sures. Conflicts between local elites and the Inca state indicate competi-
tion in the intermediate levels of the state administrative hierarchy as the 
state sought to undercut local autonomy and reduce the Cusco region to 
a state-administered territory.29 The fact that “rebellions” provided the 
Inca state with a pretext for bloody reprisals and local territorial reor-
ganization should suggest that some accounts of local treachery were 
composed after the fact to justify state interference at the local level. Ei-
ther way, it is clear that local elites and the consolidating Inca state had 
conflicting long-term interests that ultimately led to the restructuring of 
local economic and political systems under direct Inca administration. 
Local groups were not necessarily destroyed but were marginalized and 
appear to have had some of their resources confiscated by the Inca elite. 

One potential source of conflict was the state program of resource 
intensification. The imposition of Inca rule over many areas led to the 
state-organized development of agricultural and pastoral resources, which 
undercut the role of the local elite in management of ecological comple-
mentarity. Provincial governors and bureaucrats would have allocated 
state lands, as well as assumed patronage of rituals associated with in-
tensive maize production and resolved conflicts related to the manage-
ment of state resources. Over time, the state was better able than local 
elites to reciprocate local labor tribute generously, and projects of the 
state diverted available local labor from those of the local elite. Subor-
dination to the Inca polity probably would have curtailed the rights of 
local elites to raid or make war on their neighbors, thereby depriving lo-
cal elites of one means of increasing their resource base externally. Local 
religious power was simultaneously eroded by the Inca promotion of state 
cults and sponsorship of local shrines, threatening local elite justifica-
tions for community support. While cooperation with the Inca state was 
perhaps appealing to local elites in the short term—for avoiding military 
conflict and increasing their access to exotic goods—several generations 
of Inca hegemony would have diminished their economic, political, mil-
itary, and religious power and undermined their local authority. 

In other words, where state production strategies were significantly 
different from those of local elites, rebellion was a logical consequence 
of hegemony, particularly at times when state legitimacy seemed weaker 
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than local identity. While common, rebellions appear to have hastened 
the loss of local autonomy. John Murra has observed that rebellion or 
armed resistance during the imperial period was one of the few ways by 
which local people could be stripped of their traditional resource base.30 

Rebellion may be considered as an attempt by local elites to reestablish 
themselves as viable leaders of autonomous local polities, but it also 
offered the Inca state an excuse to accelerate the process of imposing 
administrative control. The consequences of an unsuccessful rebellion 
appear to have included widespread military reprisals followed by the 
transformation (less obvious in the documentary evidence) of local cul-
ture through alteration of agricultural cycle, diet, and religion.31 

Of course, local elites of rebellious ethnicities persisted under the Inca 
state, although many of their privileges do appear to have been dimin-
ished. Some members of the Huayllacan, Cuyo, Pinagua, and Muyna 
groups continued to live in the Inca heartland, even as their traditional 
lands were increasingly encroached upon by royal Inca estates.32 The 
Sacred Valley was transformed so that provincial retainers served Inca 
elites while indigenous ethnic groups became increasingly marginalized. 
This expansion process of hegemony-rebellion-direct administration also 
characterizes the Inca occupation of many of its provincial holdings, as 
discussed in the following chapter. 

https://estates.32
https://religion.31


chapter nine 

The Imperial Extrapolation of 
Inca State Expansion Strategies 

Inca State Expansion 

Having looked at the developments in the Cusco region from AD 1000 
to AD 1400, it is now possible to discuss how state formation enabled 
rapid Inca imperial expansion. The notion that the Inca empire was in-
vented out of a tribal or chiefly tradition by a single charismatic ruler 
does not accord with the available evidence. The archaeological and 
documentary evidence indicates that processes leading to Inca state for-
mation began with the decline of Wari colonies in the region. Inca in-
teractions with neighboring groups over several hundred years led to 
the development of the strategies for territorial expansion and adminis-
tration that were used and modified in the imperial period. This is not 
to say that some Wari notions of provincial government, religious ide-
ology, or elite authority were not preserved or modified by the develop-
ing Inca state, but it is clear that the Incas did not simply borrow the 
idea of empire and implement a model that had lain dormant for some 
five hundred years. 

As it came to dominate the Cusco region, the Inca state developed 
the political, military, economic, and ideological practices that enabled 
the rapid incorporation of unspecialized complex polities favoring kichwa 
production zones, as well as groups practicing dry-farming and herding. 
Early Inca expansion into the Paucartambo lowlands demonstrates an 
interest in controlling trade routes and achieving direct access to exotic 
goods not available locally. Patterns of territorial expansion and adminis-
trative consolidation in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries reveal 
that many of the strategies employed in imperial expansion were devel-
oped locally during this time. In a general sense, these can be categorized 
as (1) expedient expansion, (2) economic growth through indirect rule, 
and (3) long-term administrative intensification. 

184 



the imperial extrapolation of inca state expansion 185 

Expedient Expansion 

As discussed in Chapter 8, the early Inca state subordinated new groups 
by the most indirect means possible. While marriage alliances provided 
one means to ensure local support, they tended not to reduce local au-
tonomy sufficiently, and most groups eventually had to be forcibly sub-
jugated. Military campaigns often involved sending messengers to tar-
get polities, with offers of “friendship” and an invitation to come to 
Cusco.1 The repudiation or alleged mistreatment of messengers gave the 
Inca ruler the ideological justification to retaliate, as his paramountcy was 
not recognized and his declarations of friendship were impugned. The 
sapa inka assembled a large military force and traveled to the offending 
polity in his litter, surrounded by a corps of bodyguards. The sight of 
such a large force was probably enough to dissuade some towns from 
further resistance, but direct assaults on their strongholds weakened any 
remaining resolve. 

Even with groups that resisted militarily, the Inca ruler was said to 
be generous, offering marriage alliances and leaving local elites in posi-
tions of authority. This did not necessarily mean trusting local elites to 
organize labor tribute and serve the state faithfully, and the Inca ruler 
left his representatives in conquered territory to administer Inca interests. 
Labor tribute rounds were served locally in the construction of Inca es-
tates and state infrastructure, as well as in Cusco itself. 

Polities that were more centralized or resisted more strongly were 
bypassed during the initial stages of conquest, although it appears that 
groups like the Pinaguas and Muynas were attacked frequently. As it 
began to expand imperially, the Inca state already had a diplomatic pro-
tocol for justifying expansion, and it attempted to avoid costly set-piece 
battles with well-prepared enemies. By casting the conflict as a mis-
understanding between elite leaders rather than a war between polities, 
the Incas often were able to find more cooperative local factions who 
wanted to avoid armed conflict or wished to increase their own local 
power by forging an alliance with the Inca ruler. 

Economic Growth through Indirect Rule 

The Inca state left local elites in their offices and tended not to expro-
priate large amounts of a polity’s subsistence resources. In the Sacred 
Valley study region, the Incas allowed some conquered groups to occupy 
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their ridgetop villages for a time, but the Incas applied labor tribute to 
the development of lands not currently in local use, focusing particular 
attention on valley-bottom maize lands. It appears that the state attempted 
to preserve the fiction of two parallel systems—an intensifying state 
economy and a more or less autonomous, unimproved local one—while 
extracting increasing returns from new territories. Many of the imposi-
tions of the early state at the local level were probably justified by state 
acts of generosity, such as feasts or elaborate religious rituals. The con-
struction of administrative sites, roads, storage units, and agricultural 
infrastructure would have taken years, and the Inca state reduced ad-
ministrative costs by avoiding unnecessary direct intervention at the 
local level. 

Long-Term Administrative Intensification 

Inca use of local labor tribute and establishment of state agents con-
flicted with the maintenance of long-term local elite authority, and re-
bellion or state-initiated administrative intensification was common as 
the state expanded. The conflict between two alternatives in the inter-
mediate administrative hierarchy—local elites versus state officials— 
encouraged the state to replace or eliminate local elite leaders and im-
pose more direct administrative forms. In the Cusco region, the estate 
system expanded to manage local production, and a permanent re-
tainer class was developed that largely replaced autonomous local ethnic 
groups. 

The full imposition of Inca state administration in many parts of the Cusco 
region required several generations as the state effected the transition 
from indirect to direct control. The same strategies developed during the 
process of state expansion and consolidation provided the basis for Inca 
imperial strategies, which were modified to meet local contingencies rather 
than inflexibly enforced. In early campaigns, complex but politically frag-
mented regions were targeted for incorporation through alliances, elite 
interaction, and warfare, and administrative intensity increased over 
time as opportunities arose to undermine local elite autonomy. As con-
trol over nonstate confederations and chiefdoms was being consolidated, 
the more complex states and empires were incorporated in the same 
manner, although they were administered differently. At the time of the 
Spanish Conquest, the Inca realm (called Tawantinsuyu in Quechua) was 
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involved in provincial reorganization, particularly in areas that previ-
ously lacked local political complexity.2 

The first campaigns of Inca imperial expansion involved the incor-
poration of highland valley systems, while lowland areas were bypassed 
and left for later conquest (fig. 9.1). The upper quarters (suyukuna) of 
the empire, Qollasuyu and Chinchaysuyu, were initially highland prov-
inces, while the lower ones included territory along the Pacific coast 
(Cuntisuyu, to the west of the Andes) and in the Amazonian piedmont 
(Antisuyu, to the east of the Andes). Highland valleys made excellent 
targets for incorporation because they were often small and isolated, 
with local economies that could be intensified easily by the state without 
major disruption of local production. Local systems were self-sufficient 
in the production of staple resources, but new agricultural and pastoral 
resources could be created by the state and maintained by labor colonists. 
Road systems and administrative centers often were built in areas out-
side of the local productive system,3 and state control of regional stor-
age and state sponsorship of redistribution was intended to undercut 
staple autonomy at the local level. The Incas developed more direct 
control over the highland valley economies, exploiting local patterns 
of ecological complementarity to extend imperial control into lowland 
areas,4 with the ultimate goal of achieving direct control over all re-
sources used by the empire. Given the variability in local ecology and 
political organization, it is possible to appreciate the flexibility of Inca 
imperial strategies and to discern their development over time. 

Inca Incorporation of Complex Nonstate Polities 

Using well-established strategies for expansion and administration, the 
Incas began their imperial campaigns—permanent conquests beyond 
about 70 kilometers of Cusco—by moving against complex nonstate 
polities or confederations in the highlands. In some cases, Inca armies 
bypassed centralized states to campaign in highland regions with com-
plex nonstate organization. The incorporation of such groups often took 
place in at least two stages, beginning with a period of alliance or hege-
monic control, followed by the development of imperial infrastructure 
and administrative reorganization of the local system.5 

Katharina Schreiber has argued that complex nonstate polities are 
ideal for incorporation into an empire because local hierarchies have 
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already been established, but not to a degree that extensive administra-
tive restructuring is required to undercut local authority.6 It is possible 
to impose additional levels of religious and administrative hierarchy on 
the local system and administer indirectly through local political struc-
tures. Indirect control initially benefits both the imperial system and 
some local elites, whose access to prestige items and local authority are 
increased. In the long run, however, administrative goals at the state and 
local level are generally incompatible.7 Once an imperial province had 
been pacified, the Incas used local labor to develop more direct admin-
istrative systems and to increase and control state revenue, while local 
elites often rebelled in an attempt to maintain autonomy and reduce de-
pendency on imperial structures and ideologies.8 Local elites remained 
within the imperial system to the extent that it presented a better alter-
native to “going it alone,”9 and provincial elites in Tawantinsuyu often 
found ways to exploit the imperial system to their own ends, using ter-
ritorial control and tributary patterns to extract more resources for their 
own use. This situation was tolerated by the Incas in provinces where 
local elite cooperation was essential for maintaining order. 

In complex polities with centralized (but unspecialized) political lead-
ership, it was possible to incorporate large groups through elite inter-
actions with a few self-interested individuals, and the exchange of gifts, 
marriage partners, and sacred objects (wak’akuna) was a common initial 
overture by Inca representatives, who offered friendship to local elites 
while simultaneously threatening war with vast armies assembled nearby. 
In such polities, the competitive nature of the political system made it 
likely that if one individual or faction proved disloyal or uncooperative, 
a replacement would be available. A relative of the sapa inka, accom-
panied by a large army and bearing a wide array of gifts and honors, 
could often incorporate a complex polity or undermine existing regional 
alliances without having to resort to warfare. Of course, the chronicles 
indicate that Inca armies were resisted on many occasions. Following the 
establishment of Inca rule, many provinces saw the development of im-
perial infrastructure, as well as local resistance to more extractive admin-
istrative demands. We can consider some of the better-documented cases. 

Aymara Polities of the Titicaca Basin 

The Incas appear to have begun processes of alliance building and con-
quest in the direction of the Titicaca Basin prior to the final consolidation 
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Fig. 9.2. Inca expansion in the altiplano 

of the Cusco region.10 The polities affected by this expansion initially 
included the Qanas, Kanchis, Qollas, and Lupaqas, and later expansion 
incorporated the Pacajes, Qarankas, Killaka-Asanaqi, and the Charka 
confederation (fig. 9.2). By the end of the fourteenth century, several 
polities in the Titicaca Basin and southern altiplano were in the process 
of organizing into large confederations or states. Archaeologically, it ap-
pears that these groups were organized regionally for defensive purposes 
and that their political organization, while not constituting strong cen-
tralized states, allowed a more direct influence in the upper valleys of the 

https://region.10


the imperial extrapolation of inca state expansion 191 

Pacific coast, where maize could be cultivated.11 Historical descriptions 
of these groups suggest that they were united at least nominally under 
hereditary leadership, but that political organization comprised multiple 
autonomous units that were not well integrated. Warfare was based more 
on raiding than conquest and administration.12 

The Inca conquest of this region began by raising a massive army and 
marching it to the territory of target polities, then attempting to entice 
local elites to contract a subordinate alliance with the Inca ruler by of-
fering gifts that included precious metals and fine cloth. Even where the 
combination of diplomacy and coercion was not successful in avoiding 
military conflict, the Incas often managed to manipulate local rivalries 
to keep a region from uniting in organized resistance. For example, while 
the Kanchis of the upper Vilcanota Valley fought the Inca army, neigh-
boring Qanas withheld their support, then submitted to the victorious 
Incas in exchange for prestige gifts and a guarantee that their lands 
would not be looted.13 Likewise, the rivalry between the Qollas and Lu-
paqas led to the two groups fighting each other, with the Incas forging 
an alliance with the winner.14 In the case of the Lupaqas, a marriage 
alliance was proposed by Qari, the paramount ruler.15 Some defeated 
Qolla elites were transported to the Inca heartland to work as retainers 
on Inca estates,16 while cooperative Lupaqa and Killaka elites received 
honors from the Inca ruler, including fancy cloth, Spondylus shell, and 
the right to ride in a litter. These local leaders used their administrative 
positions to extend their own personal networks into the lowlands to 
the east and west of the altiplano.17 

The establishment of indirect control through alliance building did 
not achieve a successful imperial administration over this region, and 
several chroniclers mention repeated rebellions that occurred for several 
decades.18 This is probably because the effective administrative range of 
cooperative local elites was not sufficient to maintain order and because 
local patterns of ecological complementarity favored local elite auton-
omy and political instability.19 Rebellions led by dissatisfied local elites 
occurred at the northern and southern edges of Lupaqa territory, par-
ticularly during the interregnum between Inca rulers or when Inca armies 
were occupied in other campaigns.20 

The reconquest of rebellious areas ultimately led to the establishment 
of a more intensive imperial administration for the region. Huge Inca 
armies engaged in bloody campaigns to wipe out resistance, then resettled 
local populations and developed infrastructure throughout the Titicaca 
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Basin, including decimal organization within new imperial provinces.21 

The local road system was greatly expanded, and new Inca towns were 
built along it.22 

At the same time an important imperial pilgrimage center was de-
veloped on the Copacabana Peninsula and islands of Coati and Titicaca 
in Lake Titicaca.23 Following the military conquest of the Copacabana 
area, an Inca palace was constructed, and a provincial governor from 
the lineage of the eighth ruler was appointed to govern labor colonists 
from over forty different ethnic groups from throughout the empire.24 

This area had been part of an important regional shrine system in Ti-
wanaku times, and the Incas co-opted ideological and religious power 
by promoting a pilgrimage system commemorating a Titicaca version of 
the creation myth and establishing a royal estate at Tiwanaku.25 

While local groups were organized under Inca administration and 
labor colonists were brought into the region from other parts of the em-
pire, some local populations were also moved out of the Titicaca Basin 
and altiplano region. For example, the Incas developed an impressive 
state production enclave in the maize-producing lands of Cochabamba 
and Larecaja, using labor from numerous altiplano ethnic groups to 
produce agricultural surpluses to fund administration and military ex-
pansion.26 The complex polities of the highlands served as the basis for 
colonizing and controlling areas from the Amazonian lowlands to the 
Pacific coast,27 but direct control had to be developed to keep local elites 
from having sufficient autonomy to present a serious threat to Inca po-
litical stability. 

Confederations of the Central Sierra 

Inca reliance on local elites in the Titicaca Basin and Bolivian altiplano 
led to repeated rebellions as imperial infrastructure and administration 
were gradually implemented. There is evidence that this degree of local 
unrest was avoided as the Incas expanded their territory to the north of 
Cusco (fig. 9.3). Although local elite resistance is commonly mentioned 
in the histories, all evidence suggests that the development of imperial 
infrastructure in this area generally began at the initial period of con-
quest, leading to fewer long-term problems than were experienced in the 
southern altiplano. 

Having already defeated the Chancas in previous conflicts, the Incas 
began their expansion to the north of Cusco by making alliances with 
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Fig. 9.3. Inca expansion in the central highlands 

various Chanca elites, including at least one case of marriage exchange.28 

Miguel Cabello de Balboa states that in cases where fighting occurred, 
the Incas killed all local elites, replacing them with the local elites’ chil-
dren, who served under the supervision of Inca governors.29 The next 
region targeted was that of the Soras and Lucanas, an area that appears 
to have been characterized by two- or three-tier settlement hierarchies and 
the existence of hereditary village leaders.30 Linguistic heterogeneity and 
the absence of significant settlement hierarchy suggest that much of the 
region at the time of conquest was not consolidated under a single state 
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or confederation. When attempts at peaceful incorporation of the Soras 
failed, the Incas defeated them in a fierce battle and then starved out the 
last resisters in an extended siege. At the same time, they made alliances 
with people in the Vilcas River region and began to construct adminis-
trative sites and reorganize local political and religious systems.31 

A similar process took place among the Wankas, Taramas, and Chin-
chaycochas, and the establishment of Inca control led to immediate 
changes in local settlement and the construction of Inca administrative 
sites.32 The northern Inca campaign successfully incorporated highland 
valleys as far as Huánuco, establishing a system of major administrative 
sites that reordered local economic and political organization under the 
decimal system in a way that used local elite networks and ethnic organ-
izations to extract a variety of resources (fig. 9.4).33 Inca tributary de-
mands and the centralization of storage systems had an impact on local 
craft production and political economy.34 

One result of these campaigns was the construction of a network of 
administrative sites along the imperial road system.35 Local populations 
were reorganized under decimal administration, although local elites 
continued to hold low- and mid-level administrative positions, imple-
menting imperial labor requirements.36 Labor colonists, including mem-
bers of many Inca-of-Privilege groups from the Cusco region, were also 
resettled into newly administered areas, including a major production 
enclave at Abancay.37 Inca governors received their orders from Cusco 
but allowed local elites to manage administrative affairs through hered-
itary offices that could be passed to their eldest or most able sons. Inca 
administrators arranged local elite marriages and had control over the 
approval of new officials (kurakakuna). Archaeological evidence from 
sites like Huánuco Pampa indicates that the most important administra-
tive relationship was between Inca administrators and a large number 
of local elites.38 Inca cities were designed to reproduce Inca ideology and 
administrative structure, and many imperial rituals and ceremonies were 
practiced at the provincial level.39 

The highlands northwest of Cusco remained closely integrated 
throughout much of the imperial period in part because local elites were 
tied closely to the empire through marriage and wak’a exchange and 
through obligatory inclusion in imperial rituals and administration. This 
integration was successful because Inca administrators were monitored 
through repeated provincial reviews by the sapa inka or trusted advisers. 
In this area, which had been the heart of the Wari empire, the presence 
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Fig. 9.4. Huánuco Pampa, an Inca administrative city. (Courtesy of Craig Morris.) 
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of roads or routes first established by the Wari and the legacy of more 
complex conceptualizations of elite authority may have aided the Incas 
in imposing stable provincial administration.40 

The Inca Conquest of Ecuadorian Polities 

By the time Inca armies had advanced northward into the lands of the 
Cañaris, Puruháes, Caranquis, Quitos, and other groups of the Ecua-
dorian highlands, Inca imperial strategies from earlier campaigns were 
already well established, and Frank Salomon has documented how impe-
rial control was extended over time.41 Inca armies appear to have targeted 
specifically those areas with more complex organization (e.g., the Caran-
quis), where local polities lived in large nucleated villages with monu-
mental architecture and some agricultural intensification.42 The incor-
poration of new groups in these areas led to the establishment of Inca 
fortifications to monitor the area and participate in exchange networks 
between the highlands and the lowlands, where Spondylus shell, cotton, 
gold, and coca leaf could be acquired.43 Over time, colonists were brought 
in from other parts of the empire to farm in highland valleys, and a more 
permanent presence of Inca representatives was established in the low-
lands, although the Incas had very limited direct control there.44 

Like the Chachapoyas to the south, the Cañaris were massively re-
settled, particularly to Cusco, and at least six Cañari migrations took place 
during the reigns of Topa Inca Yupanqui, Huayna Capac, Huascar, and 
Atahuallpa.45 These groups served full-time retainers (yanakuna) and 
messengers (chaskikuna), and John Murra has demonstrated that some 
members of these groups also became more or less permanent military 
specialists, evidence that the Incas were moving toward instituting a pro-
fessional army and perhaps a more secular and militaristic administration 
of their empire.46 The creation of a new retainer class with no ethnic af-
filiation and a direct obligation to the Inca elite was an important means 
by which the empire began to undermine traditional equations of kin-
based reciprocity.47 

Once new territory had come under Inca control, large state instal-
lations were developed at Tomebamba and Quito, constructed over 
preexisting settlements in what amounted to the development of new ad-
ministrative capitals.48 The evidence for Inca conquest in Ecuador sug-
gests that Inca strategies for expansion and administration were modified 
to address local resistance and the changing needs of the empire. 
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https://administration.40
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Inca Incorporation of States and Empires 

As the Incas developed infrastructure throughout many of their new prov-
inces and continued campaigns of expansion against nonstate polities, 
they also began to incorporate centralized polities along the central and 
north coast. The coastal region had remained unconquered for a variety 
of reasons. The geographic emphasis on Inca conquest had been in areas 
with isolated complex groups whose agricultural and pastoral economies 
could be integrated and managed most effectively in the existing state 
political economy.49 The establishment of Inca infrastructure increased 
production in areas whose full potential was previously untapped in the 
absence of centralized administration. While the Andean highlands could 
provide a wide range of productive capabilities, the Incas ultimately de-
sired direct access to products available only from coastal valleys and 
the Amazonian lowlands.50 These included both prestige items (e.g., 
Spondylus shell, precious metals, exotic bird feathers, and coca leaf) and 
more mundane products like honey, timber, fish, seaweed, and guano for 
fertilizing maize fields.51 

Because the coastal polities already were organized into a number of 
centralized governments, the Incas may have had longstanding alliances 
to ensure access to some coastal products. Several chronicles mention 
marriage alliances and raiding along the coast prior to military incor-
poration, although there is no archaeological evidence of Inca control 
anywhere on the coast prior to AD 1400. Coastal polities were more dif-
ficult to incorporate because local economies and ideologies were al-
ready well developed and local elites often contested Inca hegemony.52 

In many cases, the Incas established complementary administrative and 
ideological systems without making radical internal changes to local sys-
tems.53 Other systems had to be reconfigured hierarchically to impose 
imperial government.54 

The Incorporation of the States of the Central and South Coast 

As mentioned in the preceding, the south and central coastal regions were 
controlled by a number of small states. According to Pedro de Cieza de 
León, Inca conquest of these coastal polities began with an unsuccessful 
raid, which was then followed by peaceful overtures.55 Some of the 
smaller polities such as those in the Nazca and Ica valleys appear to have 
been incorporated without a major fight, and areas that were previously 

https://overtures.55
https://government.54
https://hegemony.52
https://fields.51
https://lowlands.50
https://economy.49
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not centrally organized saw the establishment of imperial administrative 
sites along a new coastal highway.56 The Chincha polity was highly de-
veloped at the time of conquest, and continuities in settlement indicate 
that few changes were made at the local level following incorporation 
into Tawantinsuyu.57 An early colonial visit to the Chincha Valley by 
Cristóbal de Castro and Diego de Ortega Morejón recounts the conquest 
of the Chincha polity as a peaceful one occurring around AD 1400 (fig. 
9.5).58 Other polities appear to have united in resistance to Inca expan-
sion, raising armies or setting up defenses at fortified sites. For example, 
the Huarco and Lunahuaná polities refused to submit to the Incas, 
retreating to Ungará, a fortress in the Cañete Valley that protected the 
local irrigation system, and undergoing a protracted military siege by 
Inca armies before a final defeat.59 

Coastal polities already had well-developed elite ideologies and hier-
archies, specialized labor, and productive infrastructure (including road 
and irrigation systems), and the Inca administrative strategy appears to 
have been much less invasive than for nonstate polities.60 In general, 
Inca administrators appear to have left many coastal areas under the 
leadership of local rulers, developing increasingly more intensive admin-
istration over midvalley coca and maize lands and intermontane herd-
ing areas that coastal polities had never controlled directly.61 The Incas 
established administrators in imperial enclaves in capital areas and de-
veloped a regional system of roads and way stations (tampukuna), where 
the imperial presence is directly visible.62 There is less evidence for the 
resettlement of labor colonists into or out of centralized coastal polities 
under the empire, and local material culture along the coast often has 
little evidence of Inca influence.63 

While Inca administrators in many ways were set up as parallels to 
local elites—to look after imperial interests in these realms—Inca crafts 
and goods were distributed more pervasively along the central coast. 
Coastal elites used Inca pottery, cloth, and exotic goods, but they also 
produced Inca-influenced styles of their own and distributed them 
among their constituents.64 As local elite hierarchies remained critical 
to the administration of the central coast, religion provided one means 
for extending imperial administration. Inca temples and akllawasi 
were constructed close to major regional shrines like Pachacamac and 
Chinchacamac, and the empire co-opted local cults and exchanged 
wak’akuna with local groups (fig. 9.6).65 The distribution of Inca religious 

https://constituents.64
https://influence.63
https://visible.62
https://directly.61
https://polities.60
https://defeat.59
https://Tawantinsuyu.57
https://highway.56
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architecture demonstrates that imperial investment was heaviest in the 
highlands of Chinchaysuyu, to the northwest of Cusco (fig. 9.7). 

Even if long-term Inca strategies for the coast included undercutting 
local elite authority, individuals like the lord of Chincha continued to 
enjoy a degree of autonomy, receiving high honors for their loyalty up 
to the time of the Spanish Conquest.66 The lack of Inca imperial pottery 
at the local or domestic level (contrasted with the prevalence of local dec-
orative styles) indicates that powerful local elites retained their power 
and controlled regional distribution patterns.67 

Inca Conquest of a Coastal Empire 

The incorporation of the small coastal states supposedly began after the 
incorporation of the Chimú and Cusmanco polities to the north. The 
trajectory of Chimú imperial development had been similar to that of 
Tawantinsuyu—expansion within a heartland region, followed by north-
south conquests of self-sufficient polities with like economies—if slightly 
earlier and more impressive in terms of its early material manifestations.68 

It is possible that the Incas chose first to develop an alliance relationship 
with the Chimú and their highland allies in the Cajamarca region, and 
Pedro Sarmiento de Gamboa mentions that these groups sent warriors 
to help Pachacutic Inca Yupanqui put down an early Inca rebellion in 
the Titicaca Basin.69 This would be consistent with other accounts from 
other regions that describe Inca expansion as beginning with raiding or 
alliance building, followed by more direct incorporation.70 

Inca administration involved the development of some imperial infra-
structure and the partial reorganization of the Chimú imperial appara-
tus. According to Agustín de Zárate, the Chimú paramount title, Chimú 
Ccapac, persisted until the reign of Huayna Capac, when the Chimú elite 
rebelled against Inca rule.71 While Chimú rulers became Inca puppets 
whose policy-making power was assumed by Inca administrators, local 
elites appear to have been affected in limited ways, and material culture 
shows only an ephemeral Inca presence outside of mortuary and elite 
administrative contexts.72 The importance of local elites is underscored 
by their willingness to rebel against regional administrators during the 
Inca civil war and Spanish Conquest.73 The Inca occupation of the north 
coast remains understudied, although several important projects have 
been conducted.74 

It is possible that evidence of more direct Inca administration is to be 

https://conducted.74
https://Conquest.73
https://contexts.72
https://incorporation.70
https://Basin.69
https://manifestations.68
https://patterns.67
https://Conquest.66
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found in the highland regions that were formerly part of the Cusmanco 
polity. Documentary evidence from the Callejón de Huaylas and the 
Huamachuco and Cajamarca regions suggests that as the Incas extended 
their highland infrastructure, they may have placed the administration 
of upper coastal valleys under highland communities as the realignment 
of coastal infrastructure was underway.75 It is unclear whether Inca ad-
ministration was fully implemented on the coast, or whether processes 
of consolidation were underway at the time of the Spanish invasion. 

Administrative Trajectories and the Formalization of 
Ecological Complementarity 

Tawantinsuyu grew rapidly through the incorporation of complex poli-
ties, but as provincial control became more direct, the Incas attempted to 
occupy areas that lacked well-developed sociopolitical complexity. Ini-
tially, imperial order depended on local highland elites to organize the 
acquisition of nonlocal goods, and there is evidence that elite privilege 
and responsibility involved the supervision of hunting and herding in 
high-elevation grasslands, the exploitation of natural resources, and the 
acquisition of lowland resources.76 In the case of Ecuadorian mindaláes 
and Chincha mercaderes, the Incas left specialized merchants and pre-
existing exchange networks in place, perhaps because they were more 
effective in the short term than the direct reorganization of an ethnically 
complex region.77 That is, given the short time span for Inca control in 
Ecuador, more direct strategies may not have been imposed. As the In-
cas moved northward through Ecuador, local networks were useful as a 
means of extending imperial hegemony as more direct control was im-
plemented within established provincial regions.78 Some of the areas 
requiring more administrative development included coastal and high-
land regions with sparse populations, as well as the lower montaña re-
gion, where many groups lacked hierarchical political organization. 

One solution to areas with rich resources but sparse population was 
to send labor colonists (mitmaqkuna) to colonize the area and develop 
resources, with an ultimate goal of realizing a self-contained system of 
ecological complementarity. Colonization and administration were of-
ten based on extending existing patterns of ecological complementarity 
maintained by complex highland groups.79 In the coastal valleys of south-
ern Peru and northern Chile, Inca infrastructure developed in maize-

https://groups.79
https://regions.78
https://region.77
https://resources.76
https://underway.75
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producing regions but extended to the coast in some locations to exploit 
fish, guano, and other marine resources.80 In high-elevation grasslands 
suitable for pastoralism, the imposition of an Inca imperial herd system 
transformed existing patterns of herd management and the social net-
works enabling them.81 Control over the imperial roads and major car-
avan routes was essential for the maintenance of administrative con-
trol.82 In many areas, local elites probably set the tempo for the imperial 
formalization of direct resource access, either by resisting or exploiting 
the system. 

At the time of the Spanish Conquest, the Incas were successfully ex-
tracting exotic goods from lowland regions and redistributing them 
across the empire, often after their development as wealth items by craft 
specialists in Cusco and other administrative locations.83 As Pedro San-
cho de la Hoz observed, storage in the Inca capital included exotic bird 
feathers, precious metals, and pigments for decoration.84 Spondylus 
shell came from Ecuadorian estuaries, and gold was found in the mon-
taña to the east of the Andean highlands, while northern Chile and 
northwest Argentina provided copper and other resources.85 Early in the 
Inca expansion, an effort was made to develop coca-producing lands to 
the east and west of the Andean sierra, and Inca infrastructure stretched 
into the montaña in areas around Cusco.86 

To some degree, the Incas could regulate the production and distri-
bution of wealth items within their polity and could actually increase 
wealth by restricting the flow of certain goods. Still, it is clear that the 
empire did not have complete control over some goods coming from 
lowland areas (e.g., Spondylus and bird feathers) and had to make con-
cessions to local elites and lowland groups to gain access.87 For exam-
ple, tributary records from Huánuco and the Titicaca Basin indicate that 
highland administrators were responsible for acquiring some lowland 
materials directly (e.g., gold, silver, honey, coca leaf, and uchu) but only 
for the modification of others (e.g., the working, but not acquisition, of 
bird feathers).88 

The direct incorporation of egalitarian lowland groups had rarely 
been made successfully by the time of the Spanish Conquest, but Inca 
imperial strategies increasingly targeted lowland areas, in part through 
the construction of networks of fortifications (fig. 9.8).89 The Incas ex-
plained away their inability to incorporate such groups, saying that the 
lands lacked salt or worthwhile resources, the natives were cannibals, or 
that the climate was unhealthy. The major ecological differences between 

https://feathers).88
https://access.87
https://Cusco.86
https://resources.85
https://decoration.84
https://locations.83
https://resources.80


Fig. 9.8. Lowland areas, with Inca forts. (Redrawn from D’Altroy 2002.) 
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the highlands and the Amazonian lowlands may have created a bound-
ary between language groups or kinds of political organization; at the 
very least, direct administration of the humid lowlands was a costly af-
fair, and in most cases, it appears that the empire had to content itself 
with informal exchanges at the ecological interface between the two 
areas, probably in the coca-producing zone above 1500 meters.90 The 
construction of roads down to the montaña and of systems of fortresses 
in some frontier areas suggests that the Incas would have continued to 
attempt to formalize their control, probably by depopulating lowland 
areas and bringing in settlers from the montaña, as was done near 
Cochabamba in Bolivia.91 A gradual colonization of progressively lower 
ecological floors might have been the only way to introduce direct im-
perial control over such areas. 

It is clear that in the southern reaches of the empire, where mineral 
wealth was considerable, but where local groups proved difficult to pacify, 
Inca control was less direct than in other areas.92 Documentary descrip-
tions of the southern boundaries of Tawantinsuyu exaggerate the south-
ward spread of Inca material culture, and it appears that the degree of 
organized local resistance determined the limits of Inca expansion in 
this region and mitigated its intensity.93 

It is likely that Tawantinsuyu would have continued its territorial ex-
pansion and administrative consolidation had the Spanish Conquest not 
occurred. Military investment at the time of the conquest was concen-
trated on northern Ecuador and southern Colombia, and it is possible 
that through long-distance exchange alliances the Incas would have 
eventually attempted to incorporate the large chiefdoms of the Popayan-
Chibcha living in the Cauca and Magdalena valleys. In addition, there 
is evidence that eastward expansion toward the Amazonian lowlands 
was proceeding with limited success and that the Incas wished to in-
corporate additional territory in south-central Chile and northwestern 
Argentina. Clearly, while major rulership crises characterized the final 
years of the pre-Hispanic era, Inca administration was still in the process 
of being fully implemented in many provincial regions. 

Summary 

This brief discussion of Inca imperial expansion has demonstrated how 
many of the patterns of early Inca expansion in the Cusco region pro-

https://intensity.93
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vided the basis for imperial expansion and administration. Elite inter-
action, nonviolent incorporation of complex highland groups, and the 
gradual development of direct administration are all described for the 
Inca heartland during the process of state formation. Imperial conquest 
and administration led to the evolution of these strategies, which in turn 
changed the way that the imperial heartland was administered. As 
demonstrated in chapter 10, the Cusco region was transformed in the 
imperial period to meet new social and political demands as the Inca 
state grew into the largest empire in the Americas. 



chapter ten 

The Transformation of the Inca Heartland 

Inca strategies for territorial expansion and the administration of subject 
populations developed over several hundred years as the Incas gradually 
established an advantage over neighboring groups, then incorporated 
them one by one as subordinates. As they contracted marriage alliances 
with the Ayarmacas, warred with the Cuyos and Pinaguas, and generously 
bestowed exotic gifts upon Anta elites, the Incas crafted the policies and 
strategies that guided them in their conquest of the Andean region. The 
incorporation of the Sacred Valley added a large subject population, but 
it also presented an untapped agricultural zone whose development was 
critical for imperial expansion. The transformation of valley-bottom 
maize lands enabled sustained long-term military campaigns outside of 
the Cusco region. 

We have seen that Inca strategies and policies changed over time and 
were adapted for different regions, and the imperial period also saw a 
major change in the role played by the heartland region, particularly the 
Sacred Valley. 

Ethnic and Ritual Definitions of the Inca Imperial Heartland 

As the Incas expanded outside of their heartland, they developed con-
tinuous control over a region within about 50–80 kilometers of the 
capital. Most groups living in this area were granted Inca ethnic status 
and many were obliged to provide colonists to settle in provincial re-
gions and implement imperial administration. The chronicles provide us 
with several ways of identifying the limits of the Inca heartland, includ-
ing ethnic and ritual boundaries. 

208 
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Inca Ethnic Boundaries 

As discussed in chapters 6 and 7, numerous historically documented 
political and ethnic groups are known to have lived the Cusco region, 
including some (like the Huayllacans and Cuyos) that are not known to 
have been granted Inca status. Inca groups were allowed to pierce their 
ears, and their higher status in the imperial system is attested to by Span-
ish references to orejones (literally, “big ears”) in positions of local 
prominence throughout the empire. The chroniclers Garcilaso de la Vega 
and Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala provide some of the most detailed 
information on these groups, crediting their establishment to the Inca 
founding ancestor, Manco Capac.1 Significantly, these and other gradu-
alist chronicles take the boundaries of the Inca imperial heartland as a 
point of departure for imperial expansion, making them poor sources for 
evaluating how such a territory developed. 

Lists of Inca-of-Privilege groups are found in multiple chronicles, 
although they often are contradictory or vague.2 Thirteen groups are 
mentioned by multiple authors: Masca, Chillque, Papre, Tambo, Mayo, 
Sanco, Limatambo, Quilliscache, Quechua, Queguar, Huaro, Caviña, and 
Poque. In addition to these groups, another seven—Aco, Yanahuara, 
Anta, Lare, Huarocondo, Muyna, and Urco—are mentioned more than 
once by a given author. Finally, the Chinchaypuquio, Yucay, Xaquix-
aguana, Equeco, Ayarmaca, Quispicancha, and Chilpaca groups are 
mentioned once by a single author. Importantly, we also know from 
multiple sources that in addition to these groups were others, native to 
the Cusco region, who did not become Incas-of-Privilege, including the 
Cuyos, Pinaguas, and Huayllacans. 

Some of the variation in groups named may be due to the use of 
geographic names to describe their occupants (e.g., Xaquixaguana 
[Qaqawana], Yucay, Quispicancha, Chinchaypuquio), but there is 
some confusion as to whether some groups living at the margins of this 
region—Yanahuara, Lare, and Aco—were in fact Incas-of-Privilege. Re-
gardless, the region of Inca-of-Privilege groups represents the area that 
the Incas considered as their imperial core, a region within about 50– 
80 kilometers of Cusco that included dozens of groups that had to be 
integrated into the Inca polity. 
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Ritual Boundaries of the Inca Heartland 

A second indicator of the imperial Inca conceptualization of its heart-
land emerges through the analysis of the Citua (also spelled Çitua, Situa, 
Zithuwa) ritual described by the priest Cristóbal de Molina.3 This ritual 
was performed in the Inca month of Coyaraymi (August) and consisted 
of two parts: Cusco’s descent groups ritually established the boundaries 
of the Inca heartland, and then provincial elites entered the region 
and proceeded to Cusco to give allegiance to the Inca ruler. As Molina 
describes the ceremony, runners gathered in Cusco’s main plaza, one 
hundred from each imperial quarter (suyu) representing the royal and 
nonroyal Inca lineages. The Cusco representatives ran to about 15 kilo-
meters from the city along the four principal highways, passing cere-
monial weapons off to groups that Molina describes as mitmaqkuna (al-
though they may have been Incas-of-Privilege). The secondary runners 
continued to four important confluences of major rivers (tinkukuna), 
where they cleansed their weapons in the water. Molina identifies the 
terminal points of this ritual as the Apurímac River below Limatambo 
and at the confluence with the Cusibamba River, as well as the Vilcanota 
River at Pisaq and at Quiquijana (fig. 10.1). 

The Citua boundaries indicate an additional level of hierarchy to that 
described by the honorary Inca groups. The ritual marks the confluence 
of important transverse rivers into the Vilcanota and Apurímac rivers, 
probably staking a claim not only to the territory within the four points 
but to the drainages of the side valleys as well.4 Simultaneously, the 
transfer of ceremonial authority along the route demarcated the ritual 
limits of the urban jurisdiction of Cusco, an area of about 500 square 
kilometers. The Citua ritual marked the boundary of the capital, as well 
as the limits of territory over which royal Inca lineages had traditional 
control. 

Inca Towns in the Early Colonial Period 

A third line of evidence for identifying the boundaries of the Inca heart-
land comes from a description of the 1571 celebration of the christen-
ing of Melchior Inca, the son of don Carlos Inca and great-grandson of 
the emperor Huayna Capac. Baltasar de Ocampo states that all Inca towns 
in the area were invited to the event and names thirty-four different pre-
reducción towns from which all Inca people traveled for the event.5 These 
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Fig. 10.1. The route of the Citua ritual and its definition of Inca heartland boundaries 

towns are identified as Inca, in clear distinction to other invited groups, 
like the Qanas, Kanchis, and Qollas.6 As figure 10.2 shows, these groups 
all came from within the limits—established by other measures—of the 
Inca heartland, and the list includes important boundary towns (Lima-
tambo, Pisaq, and Quiquijana). The clustering of the towns suggests a 
similar heartland as defined by the Citua—that is, not including groups 
in the ceja de montaña like the Poques and Lares—but also one with a 
very strong ethnic connection to areas south and west of Cusco. The 
gaps in “Inca” towns in other areas are consistent with the territories of 
groups that were not considered Inca, such as the Pinaguas and Cuyos. 

These three lines of evidence present an emic perspective on how the 
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Fig. 10.2. Inca towns listed by Ocampo as having been invited to an Inca christen-
ing in 1571 

Incas delimited their imperial core. The area that the Incas considered 
their ethnic and ritual heartland was perhaps somewhat smaller than 
their political and economic core. Ethnic identity was not distributed 
evenly but clustered in different ways based on a complex series of 
“Inca” identities. The imperial heartland was promoted above the four 
provincial regions, but the Inca elite was responsible for replicating 
provincial divisions ritually. As the capital of the empire, Cusco was 
elevated above the heartland itself. Such promotions underscore the 
transformative effect of Inca imperial expansion on the economy, poli-
tics, and religious life of the Cusco region. 



213 the transformation of the inca heartland 

Imperial Expansion and Cusco’s Staple Finance Dilemma 

Although the large-scale intensification of agricultural production in the 
Sacred Valley helped to enable imperial territorial expansion, agricul-
tural resources would also have set effective limits for that expansion. 
Terence D’Altroy has observed that the logistical problems of moving 
staple goods increase with distance as the caloric requirements involved 
in transportation mount.7 Effective transport limits could be extended 
in a number of ways, including the construction of roads for more rapid 
transit, the central management of large camelid caravans, and a focus 
on producing dried foodstuffs, including maize, ch’uñu (freeze-dried 
potatoes), and ch’arki (dried camelid meat). As it expanded, the Inca 
empire invested in road construction, herd management, and storage 
systems, extending the efficacy of Cusco-produced staple production. As 
conquests continued beyond these logistical limits, the Incas developed 
new production enclaves in provincial areas and used local production 
and storage to maintain imperial infrastructure.8 Major state production 
centers were developed at Cochabamba, Abancay, and other locations, 
and the huge volume of provincial storage complexes bears witness to 
the integration of local staple production to sustain the empire.9 Many 
state-directed projects to intensify local production were supported by 
relocating ethnic Inca groups from the heartland to other parts of the 
empire (table 10.1). 

As staple goods from Cusco were no longer the most effective pro-
vision for many military campaigns, new provinces were also too distant 
for the Incas to use labor tribute to transport staple goods between heart-
land and provinces, although it is clear from the documentary record that 
the symbolic transport of staple crops to Cusco continued throughout 

TABLE 10.1. Colonization of Some Inca-of-Privilege 

Ethnic Group Area Colonized Source 

Aco Ayacucho Arnold 1993 
Anta Ayacucho Stern 1982 
Chillque Arequipa D. Julien 1993 
Queguar Angaraes Relaciones Geográficas 1:201–204 
Canco Huamachuco J. Topic and T. Topic 1993 
Yanahuara Arequipa D. Julien 1993 
“Orejones” Huánuco Grosboll 1993; Heffernan 1996 
“Orejones” Tumipampa Heffernan 1996 
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Fig. 10.3. Origins of wealth goods in Tawantinsuyu 

imperial times. One solution to this increasing problem of long-distance 
transportation was the production of wealth goods—portable exotic 
items that were easily transferred between the capital and distant provin-
cial regions.10 These included Spondylus shell, precious metals, and fine 
cloth (fig. 10.3). Tawantinsuyu facilitated a trans-Andean movement of 
exotic goods, transforming ordinary sea shells from the Pacific Ocean 
into status objects merely by transporting them to areas like northwest 
Argentina where such things were not available locally.11 While some 
wealth was created merely by transporting materials between regions, Inca 

https://locally.11
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administrative centers also produced wealth goods—tributary laborers 
and specialists produced imperial pottery designs for local distribution, 
wove cloth, and worked metals and raw materials into adornments and 
status markers. 

The lion’s share of the most precious and portable wealth goods 
would have been transported to Cusco, and eyewitnesses to the Spanish 
Conquest speak of temples plated with gold and silver, as well as of stor-
age complexes with fancy cloth, exotic bird feathers, and other rarities.12 

Within Cusco, the display of wealth objects was a means of status vali-
dation for the Inca nobility.13 

The transformation of provincial regions would have had a profound 
effect on the Sacred Valley. Economically, the intensive production of pre-
served staples not only became less critical for provisioning military cam-
paigns but it presented a potential problem for the imperial economy. If 
the imperial heartland lagged behind the provinces in the production of 
wealth, it ran the risk of creating a centrifugal power drain as wealthier, 
better-developed provinces would seek to maximize their economies by 
encouraging local economic self-sufficiency (autarky) while also shedding 
the major economic burden of supporting a top-heavy capital nobility. 
Such processes might be inevitable in the long term, but the Inca needed 
to transform the heartland region to stave off more proximate crises. 

New Strategies for Managing Staple and Wealth Production 

One solution to this economic problem was to produce more wealth in 
the imperial heartland. This required a reallocation of productive re-
sources, as well as an increase in available labor. While the Incas could 
not effectively bring their staples to the provinces, they could bring provin-
cial populations to where the staples were being produced, and the Incas 
implemented massive resettlement programs that brought in labor from 
throughout the empire, particularly that of the Cañaris and Chacha-
poyas (fig. 10.4). While many of the new settlers in the Sacred Valley 
were mitmaqkuna—provincial labor colonists who worked for the state 
yet retained their ethnic identities—others were yanakuna, members of 
a retainer class permanently settled away from their natal communities 
and generally attached to the personal service of an Inca ruler and his 
descendants. Many of these provincial settlers were kamayuqkuna, spe-
cialists in such occupations as cloth production or stonework. 

https://nobility.13
https://rarities.12


Fig. 10.4. Yana ethnicities in living in Yucay in 1571. Most of these individuals represent 
groups from the central highlands and Ecuador. 
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Settlement Patterns in the Sacred Valley 

In the Sacred Valley study region, approximately 150 sites were identi-
fied with Inca imperial pottery on the surface. As figure 10.5 shows, the 
settlement pattern for the imperial period is markedly different from the 
period prior to the Inca conquest of the region. The largest towns, Pisaq 
and Calca, represent secondary administrative sites in the regional set-
tlement lattice and were occupied by members of royal lineages. In early 
colonial times, members of the lineage of Pachacutic lived in Pisaq, de-
scendants of Yahuar Huaccac lived in Paullu and Lamay, and the panaka 
of Huayna Capac was settled in Yucay.14 The towns of Calca, Lamay, 
Coya, Pisaq, Urquillos (Urcos), Yucay, and Ollantaytambo are each 
known to have had a descent group named Cusco ayllu in colonial times 
(e.g., ayllu Coya Cuzco), possibly referring to groups resettling in the 
Sacred Valley from the Cusco Basin.15 Other large villages like Poques 
and Caquia Xaquixaguana were found in productive lands a few hours’ 
walk from the large towns, and the panaka of Viracocha Inca was set-
tled in the latter community.16 The majority of the valley’s population 
in the Inca imperial period resided close to state maize lands located near 
the floor of the Sacred Valley. 

This settlement pattern is strikingly different from the pre-Inca pattern. 
The focus of the more hierarchical imperial settlement system reflects a 
shift from high ridges to the valley bottom, where large towns and vil-
lages were strongly linked to state resources. It is important to note that 
many small villages in the area are located just above state fields, in areas 
where dry-farming is practiced today. Colonial documents pertaining to 
the Sacred Valley mention towns that would have been occupied by 
yanakuna and mitmaqkuna, as well as some that were populated by local 
ethnic groups. The communities of Patahuaillacan, Paulo Guayllacan, 
and Cuyo would have been settled by groups that did not become Incas-
of-Privilege.17 Descent groups and witnesses mentioned in colonial doc-
uments clearly identify permanent settlement in other villages by Qollas 
(around Pisaq and Vicchu), Wankas (around Lamay), and other provin-
cial ethnic groups. The location of these villages suggests that while some 
groups in the valley lived in large Inca towns, others chose to live at the 
margins of the state system, where they could most easily work on state 
fields while still cultivating their own diverse crops. It is possible that 
retainers (yanakuna) occupied the royal estates and administrative cen-
ters, while local groups and ethnic settlers were given more flexibility in 

https://of-Privilege.17
https://community.16
https://Basin.15
https://Yucay.14
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Fig. 10.5. Inca Period settlement in the Sacred Valley study region. The largest towns 
are located at the valley bottom, close to state maize lands. 

settlement. Archival documents from the valley suggest that local groups 
were allowed to work lands that had not been improved by the state or 
claimed for state herds or forests.18 

The royal estates of the Sacred Valley continued to be occupied, and 
new estates were developed in the imperial period. The descendants of 
earlier Inca rulers like Yahuar Huaccac and Viracocha Inca lived in the 
valley in early colonial times, while those of Pachacutic occupied Pisaq 
and several other sites downstream from the Sacred Valley study region.19 

https://region.19
https://forests.18
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Viracocha Inca’s estate at Caquia Xaquixaguana was enlarged, probably 
during the reign of Huayna Capac or Huascar (fig. 10.6). Radiocarbon 
samples taken from wooden lintels and grass tempers in wall plasters in-
dicate that major construction probably occurred around AD 1420–1530 
(table 10.2). Huascar was in the process of developing lands around 
Calca and Coya when the Inca civil war broke out (fig. 10.7).20 The ref-
erences to estate development during the imperial period suggest that 
large numbers of provincial retainers would have traveled to the Inca 
heartland to live permanently. 

Historical Evidence for Wealth Production 

The presence of tens of thousands of provincial colonists and retainers 
had the effect of supporting intensive heartland staple production while 
also intensifying and centralizing the production of wealth finance goods. 
Permanent retainers had the added advantage of reducing the costs 
of travel time and teaching production skills.21 Evidence of this kind of 
production can be seen in numerous historical documents from the Cusco 
region. For example, witness testimonies (informaciones) collected by 
the viceroy don Francisco de Toledo include a great deal of information 
on Inca resettlement policies in the heartland.22 At least fifteen non-Inca 
ethnicities are represented in the informaciones for the Cusco area, many 
of whom had parents or grandparents who were brought to Cusco to 
supervise mitmaqkuna or yanakuna for different Inca rulers and their 
wives. The earliest references to resettlement are for Qanas, Qollas, and 
Soras, who claimed to have been brought to Cusco by Pachacutic Inca 
Yupanqui.23 

A second list of ethnic groups can be assembled by looking at some 
of the land documents pertaining to the Sacred Valley in particular. In 
1571, men from at least forty ethnic groups were found to be living 
in the Yucay Valley in what was formerly the estate of Huayna Capac, the 
eleventh Inca ruler (fig. 10.4).24 These groups included honorary Inca 
ethnicities (e.g., Aco, Chillque, Huaro, Lare, Masca), conquered local 
ethnic groups (Cuyo, Muyna, Pinagua), and approximately thirty provin-
cial Inca groups from across the empire. While some of these groups are 
known to have migrated to the Yucay Valley after the Spanish Conquest, 
men from more than twenty ethnic groups were living in the valley be-
fore the European invasion—a considerable ethnic diversity. 

The documents suggest a variety of activities for individuals who 

https://10.4).24
https://Yupanqui.23
https://heartland.22
https://skills.21
https://10.7).20
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were permanently resettled to the imperial heartland by the Incas. Most 
of the provincial workers (suyurunakuna) probably worked state fields, 
and some of Toledo’s witnesses supervised their labor, like the father of 
the Chupaychu Juan Condor Capcha.25 Some specialists, like the father 
of Marcos de Cayogualpa, were involved in the construction and main-
tenance of agricultural terraces (chakrakamayuq),26 while others worked 
stone and constructed buildings in and around the capital, like the grand-
father of the Chupaychu Juan Guanaco, as well as Pedro Cayo Cuxi’s 
parents.27 Martín Capta’s forebears were involved in the exploitation of 
salt (kachikamayuq),28 and the parents of Pedro Yaure supervised 
groups of people who apparently trapped or kept birds (aveadores).29 

Cloth Production 

The most common designation for labor specialists in Toledo’s infor-
maciones was cloth production (qompikamayuq). The father of Juan 
Tarumaguia, a Lurinwanka, supervised cloth production for Huayna 
Capac, as did Alonso Conchay’s father, Cusi Auca.30 Documents in the 
Betancur Collection also mention cloth production, while a 1587 land 
document from the San Salvador area states that Qolla herders and cloth 
specialists were brought to the Sacred Valley, probably by Pachacutic 
Inca Yupanqui.31 The intensification of cloth production would have 

TABLE 10.2. Architectural Dates from Inca Buildings 

Sample Site Context BP 95.4% probability 

AA47660 Warq’ana Grass sample from 
plaster of a window 
lintel 479 ± 39 AD 1390–1490 (93.9%) 

AA47661 Caquia Grass sample from a 411 ± 39 AD 1420–1530 (75.2%) or 
Xaquixaguana door lintel AD 1560–1630 (20.2%) 

AA47662 Caquia Grass sample from 
Xaquixaguana plaster of a window 383 ± 40 AD 1430–1530 (57.0%) or 

lintel AD 1540–1640 (38.4%) 
AA47663 Caquia Grass sample from 

Xaquixaguana plaster of a niche lintel 416 ± 28 AD 1430–1520 (89.9%) 
AA47684 Caquia Grass sample from 

Xaquixaguana wall daub 417 ± 30 AD 1420–1520 (88.6%) 
AA47665 Urcon Grass sample from a 400 ± 33 AD 1430–1530 (74.1%) or 

window lintel AD 1560–1630 (21.3%) 

Note: Dates were calibrated using OxCal v3.5, and are calibrated to 95.4% probabilty. Values less than 10% 
probability are not listed. 

https://Yupanqui.31
https://aveadores).29
https://parents.27
https://Capcha.25
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required special management of large state herds, apparently belonging 
to the estate of each Inca ruler, as well as to the state religious cult.32 Pe-
dro Ychoc testified in Toledo’s informaciones that his ancestors were 
brought from Huánuco by Topa Inca Yupanqui to help supervise the 
herders of Inca Yupanqui (Pachacutic), while the Atavillo Santiago 
Tacuri stated that his grandparents were brought by the same Inca to 
manage his own herds.33 Diego Cusi Condor’s father was a herder for 
Huayna Capac.34 

Cloth production by female specialists was also an important part of 
the royal estates, although it is less visible in colonial administrative texts. 
Several chroniclers make reference to the assignment of mamakuna— 
women with formal training in the production of fine cloth and the 
preparation of ceremonial foods and beverages—to the principal wives 
of Inca rulers, as well as the mummy cults of deceased rulers and some 
honored lords. Juan de Betanzos notes that Mama Anahuarque (sister-
wife of Pachacutic) was given one hundred mamakuna at the time of her 
marriage and that she received another fifty from a priest representing 
the sun.35 After the death of Viracocha Inca, Pachacutic assigned ma-
makuna and yanakuna to support his father’s mummy cult by working 
fields and performing the life history of the dead ruler.36 Pedro 
Sarmiento de Gamboa describes the complete destruction of the house 
of Topa Inca Yupanqui by Atahuallpa’s soldiers following their victory 
in the Inca civil war, stating that even the mamakuna associated with the 
panaka were killed.37 

Several chroniclers note that the mamakuna produced the finest 
textiles in the empire and that many of those leaving service in Cusco’s 
akllawasi became wives or consorts of the Inca ruler, worked to support 
the mummy cults of the royal panaka, or were given in marriage to loyal 
members of the imperial elite.38 These women were skilled weavers, 
knew how to produce the foods and beverages served at the most im-
portant imperial festivals, and were initiated into important ritual mys-
teries related to the state religion. As wives or retainers, these women 
would enhance the status of those with whom they were paired. 

The documentary evidence indicates a wide variety of specialized 
activities that were organized through the holdings of each panaka, or 
royal lineage. Agricultural production and herding were maximized by 
bringing in full-time specialists experienced in maize farming and herd 
management. Wealth production included the care of birds, the process-
ing of salt, and, most importantly, the production of cloth.39 Specialized 

https://cloth.39
https://elite.38
https://killed.37
https://ruler.36
https://Capac.34
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laborers were brought to Cusco from the provinces, formally trained, 
then attached to royal estates to produce wealth goods. The agricultural 
lands of these estates were also transformed by retainers to produce 
more ceremonial and exotic products. 

The Development of Agricultural “Wealth” 

While some important changes took place in the labor structure and 
management of the heartland economy during the imperial period, the 
Incas also employed a second means of converting staple production into 
wealth finance. Besides importing labor specialists—who could consume 
staples while producing wealth goods—the Incas redefined the symbolic 
role of certain agricultural goods, some of which could be produced in 
the Sacred Valley. 

The most important of these was maize, which was grown intensively 
throughout the Cusco region but was particularly productive in the 
Sacred Valley at elevations between 2800 and 3000 meters. According 
to Daniel Gade, two kinds of maize predominate the contemporary agri-
culture in this part of the valley: paraqay sara, a large-eared variety used 
only for food, and uwina, a smaller variety that can be used as food or 
for brewing maize beer (aqha).40 Paraqay sara may have been developed 
in the valley by the Incas as a preferred high-yield variety, and Gade 
suggests that the conquests of Tawantinsuyu carried this variety as far 
away as Ecuador and Argentina. Paraqay sara might have been one of 
a few kinds of maize grown on state fields during the period of early state 
expansion. 

Beyond being simply a foodstuff, maize was also an important cer-
emonial crop, and Spanish eyewitnesses describe the consumption of 
huge quantities of maize beer during important festivals in Cusco (fig. 
10.8).41 The importance of maize production in the Inca calendar indi-
cates that this crop had a status above other kinds of food that could be 
produced.42 As Cusco grew into an imperial capital, its ceremonies be-
came grander, and the importance of maize beer for state ceremonies 
amplified as larger numbers of provincial people flocked to Cusco to 
participate in polity-wide ceremonies like the Citua and qhapaqhucha 
(a ritual where boys and girls were selected as sacrificial victims, traveled 
to Cusco to be sanctified, and returned to provincial regions to be sac-
rificed). Because certain kinds of maize could be converted from a staple 

https://produced.42
https://10.8).41
https://aqha).40


Fig. 10.8. Aqha consumption in Inca ritual. (Redrawn from Guaman Poma de Ayala 
1980 [1615].) 
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product to an important ritual beverage simply by fermenting it, it is pos-
sible that maize production in the Sacred Valley focused increasingly on 
the cultivation of colored and sweet maize varieties for ceremonial use. 

Elite women—particularly those associated with the akllawasi com-
plex—were responsible for brewing maize beer for state festivals, and 
large maize storage facilities were located within Cusco’s akllawasi.43 

While land documents from the Sacred Valley refer repeatedly to women 
of the royal lineage benefiting from the production of royal estates, they 
are ambiguous about the role played by different categories of mama-
kuna in state ceremonies. Kathryn Burns notes that the Cusco akllawasi 
possessed lands in the Sacred Valley around Pachar, while Susan Niles 
cites a 1594 document identifying lands of the mamakuna in the Yucay 
area.44 Although it does not mention these holdings, the Betancur Col-
lection documents refer to kamayuqkuna dedicated to the worship of 
the sun serving in fields in Yucay.45 Some female retainers appear to have 
worked on cloth production, but others probably worked often in the 
transformation of maize into aqha. 

In addition to cultivating maize as a ceremonial food, parts of the 
Sacred Valley appear to have been used to produce exotic crops not 
available in the Cusco Basin. One of these was chile pepper (uchu), which 
was grown in Yucay on the estate of Huayna Capac, as well as by the 
natives of Urcon near Calca.46 Several tributary workers in Yucay testi-
fied to having labored in the production of chile peppers.47 In addition, 
Inca rulers are said to have introduced the cultivation of fruits and veg-
etables from provincial regions to Cusco, and colonial documents iden-
tify individuals who were associated with maintaining these crops.48 

The cultivation of exotic plants was probably intended for elite use only, 
and it is doubtful that many of these crops would have grown well in 
most parts of the Sacred Valley. 

Coca Production and the Royal Estates 

A final transformation of the agricultural production of the Inca heart-
land involved the expansion into and development of coca lands (fig. 
10.9). Coca leaf can be grown below Machu Picchu in the Urubamba 
Valley, as well as the Lares and Paucartambo areas.49 Coca lands were 
developed by Inca rulers as part of their personal estates, and these lands 
were worked by people who had a labor obligation to the estate. For ex-
ample, colonial-period testimony states that Pachacutic Inca Yupanqui 

https://areas.49
https://crops.48
https://peppers.47
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https://Yucay.45
https://akllawasi.43


227 the transformation of the inca heartland 

Fig. 10.9. Coca lands near Cusco 

possessed several lowland plots in a valley called Tancoa (close to Machu 
Picchu), including fields named Turuntuy (also Torontoy), Panpa Hugua, 
Pisca, Chuqui Suso, Macay, Tiobamba, and Guaillanga.50 While coca 
leaf is only mentioned peripherally in this document, other sources iden-
tify the Cusco montaña (including Picchu, Toayma, and Amaybamba) 
as an important place for cultivating coca.51 

It appears that coca plots were developed as small, named units, and 
several Inca rulers often had plots in the same valley, as is the case for 
Amaybamba.52 Both Pachacutic Inca Yupanqui and Topa Inca Yupanqui 
developed coca lands in this valley, and Topa Inca Yupanqui’s principal 
wife, Mama Ocllo, is mentioned as co-owner of the plots pertaining to 
her husband. Huayna Capac’s estate at Yucay probably also had coca 
lands in the lowlands, in Tono, Paucarbamba, and Yanatile. These lo-
cations are mentioned repeatedly as lands claimed by Francisco and 
Hernando Pizarro for coca cultivation and worked by small numbers of 
tributary laborers.53 

While coca cultivation was often conducted by natives of lower-

https://laborers.53
https://Amaybamba.52
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elevation areas (especially Cañaris, Chachapoyas, and a broad category 
of lowlanders, or “Yungas”), it appears that some of the local ethnic 
groups of Cusco were dispossessed of their lands and settled in coca-
producing areas below Paucartambo. The Pinaguas appear to be one 
example,54 and the Cuyos might be another. While some Cuyos were 
living in the Pisaq area in the early colonial period, they do not appear 
to have been in the grant of native labor (encomienda) of Juan Sierra de 
Leguizamo—to whom Pisaq was entrusted—but rather in a grant made 
to Juan de Pancorvo, who possessed some small lowland encomiendas 
with coca fields and perhaps a gold mine.55 The noble Inca witnesses liv-
ing in Pisaq testified to Toledo that a group called Chuyos was one of 
several cannibalistic tribes inhabiting the lowland jungle, an account 
that might be significant when considering that the only group to give 
such testimony was the Inca panaka that displaced the Cuyos from their 
traditional lands.56 

In short, coca cultivation may have provided the Incas with a means 
of using available labor to produce a valuable ritual and wealth product, 
as well as a place to send indigenous groups who proved difficult to 
administer. Permanent settlement in lowland areas was said to be un-
healthy for highland groups, both because of climate and lowland dis-
eases like leishmaniasis.57 For example, a 1571 census in the Betancur 
Collection lists a Diego Quispe as a forty-year-old yana who got sick 
working in the lowlands (“enfermó en los andes”) and died around the 
time the census was being taken.58 The census mentions several other 
tributary laborers who had gotten sick or died while working in the low-
lands.59 The resettlement of problematic groups to the lowlands would 
benefit the state by producing agricultural wealth and vacating prime 
kichwa lands for state development. 

The Estate System and Elite Political Competition 

The extension of the estate system to lowland coca plots signals some 
major changes occurring in the estate system in the imperial period (fig. 
10.10).60 The shift in the valley from intensive cultivation of subsistence 
goods to a more varied production of prestige and wealth goods also re-
flects the role of the panaka estate in the political system of Tawan-
tinsuyu. When the Spaniards arrived in Cusco in 1533, they were amazed 

https://10.10).60
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by the pomp and grandeur of Inca elite life. Writing years later, Pedro 
Pizarro describes how the mummies of important Inca women and men 
formed the basis for the structure and hierarchy of royal Inca inter-
action. Pizarro observes that living members of the royal panakakuna 
used the dead as an excuse to be supported in lavish fashion on the re-
turns from their estates.61 Other chroniclers indicate that the royal de-
scent groups were organized by the ruling Inca, who acted to mediate 
between the groups assigned to the hanan and hurin moieties.62 As the 
productive resources of the panaka estates evolved, so too did the rela-
tionship between these groups and the government of the empire.63 

https://empire.63
https://moieties.62
https://estates.61
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During the imperial period, Inca rulers took multiple wives and 
consorts from both Cusco and the provinces, and each ruler produced 
numerous offspring.64 Juan de Betanzos says that Inca Rocca, a ruler at 
the time of state formation, had six wives and thirty children, while his 
successor had twenty wives and fifty children.65 Pedro Sarmiento de 
Gamboa claims that Atahuallpa’s armies killed eighty sons and daugh-
ters of Huascar when they took the city of Cusco.66 While these num-
bers cannot be taken as accurate figures for royal offspring, we know 
that the chronicles mention more than a dozen children of Huayna Ca-
pac, even though Atahuallpa had executed as many of his siblings as 
possible during the Inca civil war.67 Even if most members of the royal 
lineages did not practice polygyny, the populations of Cusco’s Inca elite 
would have grown substantially throughout the imperial period. 

Under these conditions, the principal wife of the sapa inka, as well as 
his favorite consorts, potentially exercised considerable political power, 
both officially as administrators and unofficially by forming or sup-
porting political coalitions.68 For example, the favorite consort of Topa 
Inca Yupanqui is said to have convinced her husband to give her son (not 
the legitimate heir) provincial holdings in the Titicaca Basin.69 Topa Inca 
Yupanqui’s sister-wife Mama Ocllo solved important provincial admin-
istrative crises, commanded her own yanakuna, and was venerated in 
women’s rituals in Cusco.70 

The influence wielded by royal wives and consorts promoted faction-
alism, which became pronounced at times of royal succession. For ex-
ample, on the death of Topa Inca Yupanqui, two of his secondary wives 
named Ccuri Ocllo and Chuqui Ocllo rallied the dead emperor’s descent 
group and promoted their relative Ccapac Huari for the Inca rulership.71 

A rival faction and its candidate, Huayna Capac, suppressed this attempt. 
Interestingly, while the women organizing the coalition are said to have 
been executed, Ccapac Huari was merely exiled to Topa Inca Yupanqui’s 
estate at Chinchero. 

This case illustrates that while estates functioned to provide for the 
subsistence needs of the Inca elite, they also acted as a means to reduce 
political competition in Cusco. In the early Inca state, close relatives of 
the sapa inka were useful as provincial governors, military commanders, 
and religious specialists. The development of decimal administration in 
many provincial regions would have reduced the number of midlevel 
bureaucratic offices needing royal staffing,72 and the burgeoning of the 
nonruling Inca elite would have had the rapid effect of creating a class 

https://rulership.71
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of nobles living in Cusco with no occupation. Several sources associate 
the last Cusco ruler, Huascar, with the complaint that the dead—that is, 
the descent groups of previous rulers—ate from the best lands of the em-
pire. The civil war that preceded the Spanish invasion was precipitated 
in part by the rapid development of top-heavy Inca nobility in the im-
perial heartland. 

Although the estate system was perhaps ultimately unsuccessful, there 
is evidence that it was transformed during the imperial period so as to 
alleviate some royal Inca political competition by creating areas of elite 
recreation outside of the capital. For example, Huayna Capac’s estate at 
Yucay included gardens and fountains, and personal recreation is fre-
quently mentioned as one of its main functions.73 As Susan Niles has 
pointed out, the estate included lodges in good hunting lands as well.74 

The estates of some earlier rulers were located in areas to facilitate the 
administration of local populations, but Huayna Capac’s estate was lo-
cated at the floor of the Sacred Valley, where its pleasant climate would 
induce members of his lineage (Tumipampa Panaka) to remain and enjoy 
themselves. 

At the time of the civil war between Huascar and Atahuallpa, the 
Cusco estate system was not organized uniformly. As has been discussed, 
members of the lineages assigned to Hurin Cusco were settled in a clus-
ter of villages located on the south side of the Cusco Basin. The lineages 
of Inca Rocca and Yahuar Huaccac each had lands that could be used 
for the production of agricultural staples. Conversely, rulers from Vira-
cocha Inca onward had multiple estates that not only were associated 
with agricultural production and the administration of tributary groups 
but also had elegant ornamental terraces, fine masonry buildings, and a 
variety of productive resources stretching into the lowland coca lands. 
The estate system appears to have evolved into a system whereby power-
ful women and their children—royal lineage members who could chal-
lenge the accession of a new Inca ruler and thereby encourage provincial 
rebellions—could be “retired” and encouraged or forced to reside out-
side of the city. 

Gender and Resource Administration in the Estate System 

The importance of women in the estate system is immediately obvious 
when looking at the chronicles and archival documents.75 Major reset-
tlements made by ruling Incas after the conquest of a new province or 

https://documents.75
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suppression of a rebellion formed the labor base for new royal estates, 
although some Inca rulers are mentioned as providing labor for the es-
tates of their fathers as well. The documents also mention that personal 
retainers were brought from the provinces to serve the wives and close 
relatives of the Inca. For example, Martín Capcha was brought from 
Huánuco to serve Huacco Ocllo, the wife of Huayna Capac,76 and the 
Collagua Gómez Condori stated that his father had been brought to 
serve Amaru Topa Inca, brother of Topa Inca Yupanqui.77 The father of 
Francisco Cochachan (or Chachin) had been an important kuraka in the 
Callejón de Huaylas and was brought to Cusco after the death of 
Huayna Capac to serve his secondary wife, Rahua Ocllo.78 Land docu-
ments from the colonial period indicate that many of the daughters and 
wives of Huayna Capac held small named plots of land lying within the 
area of his personal estate.79 It is likely that such grants were worked by 
retainers living on the estate, whose labor would have gone to support-
ing important wives and female relatives of the Inca. 

Personal administration of estates and labor resources by Inca women 
dates at least to the reign of Viracocha Inca. His daughter, Mama 
Anahuarque, had plots of land in the Quiquijana area that were worked 
for her.80 Mama Anahuarque may have been the first daughter of an Inca 
ruler to marry her brother; she was certainly not the first elite woman in 
the Cusco region to exercise considerable influence in the administration 
and politics of the Inca state. Women were not simply passive marriage 
partners. The Spanish chronicles mention them as political leaders and 
as initiating alliances between the Incas and groups outside of the Cusco 
Basin. In the imperial period, women formed coalitions to advance 
candidates for rulership and are mentioned as canny administrators and 
important political and ritual figures.81 Spanish eyewitnesses clearly state 
that the mummies of important Inca ladies participated in public Inca 
rituals.82 The politics of the panaka were not controlled solely by its 
male members. 

Inca imperialism did not merely transform provincial regions; the heart-
land itself was radically altered to respond to internal and external stresses 
brought by imperial growth. The imperial capital and its hinterland were 
dominated by an increasingly top-heavy Inca elite, who relied more and 
more on permanent retainers from the provinces. The mundane sub-
sistence products that were so vital for funding military expansion held 
secondary importance in a system that increasingly targeted wealth pro-
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duction and catered to elite pleasure. As Inca ethnicity (rather than elite 
status) became the basis for bureaucratic resettlement, many of Cusco’s 
ethnic groups were sent to live in provincial regions and were replaced 
by non-Inca retainers. Many of these changes facilitated the imposition 
of Spanish rule at the top of the Inca system in Cusco. 



chapter eleven 

Conclusions 

Having described a new model of Inca state formation and imperial ex-
pansion, let us return to the event-based historic version of Inca impe-
rial origins for some points of comparison. When we reconsider the 
events that historians interpret as precipitating the sudden appearance 
of the Inca empire, we see that the new process-based model explains 
the historical and archaeological evidence more completely and realisti-
cally. While stories of the heroics of Pachacutic emphasize his charisma 
and ambition, they also show that this one Inca ruler alone could not 
have created the conditions for imperial expansion. 

The new radiocarbon dates presented in this book indicate that events 
linked to Pachacutic’s rise to power did not occur around AD 1438, but 
earlier. Sites said to have been conquered by Pachacutic after he assumed 
sovereignty actually appear to have been abandoned or in the process of 
decline by about AD 1400. The dates from Pukara Pantillijlla, Huata, and 
Chokepukio suggest that Inca campaigns of consolidation in the Cusco 
region that are said to have followed the Chanca invasion took place as 
much as fifty years before the traditional date. Such dates would tend to 
agree with those chronicles that emphasize Pachacutic’s father Viracocha 
Inca as the founder of the Inca imperial order,1 but for the moment we 
will not challenge the legacy of Pachacutic as the Inca “great man.” 

Assuming that Pachacutic came to power by defending Cusco from 
a historical Chanca invasion, he would not have been protecting the 
scattered huts of a simple village society. He would have owed his vic-
tory to the support of real Inca armies rather than fieldstones animated 
by the creator deity to assist him. History and archaeology reveal that 
even before Pachacutic began to rule the Inca polity, the Cusco region 
had been brought under Inca dominance, with large parts of it directly 
administered by the state by AD 1400. At the margins of Inca control, 
some 80 kilometers or so from Cusco, lived several distinct ethnic groups 

234 



235 conclusions 

that were either directly ruled by Inca governors or had been reduced to 
uneasy subordination and indirect rule. Stories of the power of the Inca 
state would have spread widely throughout the Andean highlands, and 
emissaries from distant polities would have visited the Inca capital. As 
they passed through the territory of the Inca state, foreign visitors would 
have witnessed state representatives using local labor tribute to intensify 
maize agriculture, to construct royal estates, and to establish infrastruc-
ture integrating the Cusco region logistically and economically. A closer 
inspection of local attitudes toward Inca domination would reveal dis-
content and unrest among many local elites, particularly the leaders of 
a few autonomous groups who had held out against Inca expansion. 

As they traveled toward Cusco, visitors would see new nucleated set-
tlements established by the state, with improved agricultural lands and 
storage facilities. Groups living closer to Cusco, like the people of Anta, 
considered themselves kin of the Inca elite after generations of inter-
marriage and were loyal supporters even in times of crisis. Upon arriv-
ing in the Cusco Basin, travelers would have beheld a valley filled with 
large villages and towns, with broad expanses of irrigated maize fields. 
From the hillsides above the valley they would have glimpsed Cusco 
itself, a large city with palaces, temples, and plazas actively used in the 
daily governmental and religious life of a centralized state. By the end of 
the fourteenth century, Cusco had been occupied for two hundred years 
or more, and the population of the Cusco Basin must have numbered at 
least in the tens of thousands by this time. 

Assuming that our visitors to Cusco were not diplomats or state rep-
resentatives, but an invading host of Chanca warriors, the forces of the 
Inca state would have contested their entry into Inca territory and ad-
vance on Cusco. An invading army would have to fight experienced war-
riors who were led by Inca officers with years of experience conquering 
new territory and putting down local rebellions. The Inca army would 
be composed of troops drawn from the sizeable Cusco Basin population, 
as well as more than a dozen loyal ethnic groups. Backed by an army 
that was well trained, was well supplied, and believed in its divine right 
to conquer, Pachacutic would have no need for supernatural interven-
tion against an army that was a long distance from home, deep in hostile 
territory. 

Having defeated this Chanca army, Pachacutic would certainly have 
faced major political and administrative challenges. A foreign invasion 
would have exacerbated a succession crisis in which the urban elite of 
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Cusco supported Pachacutic against the wishes of Viracocha Inca, who 
designated his son Inca Urcon as his successor. The royal Inca lineages 
would need to be reorganized to diminish the power of opposing factions. 
Rebellious or disloyal groups that had broken with the Incas during the 
invasion would need to be conquered and brought permanently under 
Inca government. By maintaining campaigns of imperialism outside of 
the heartland, Pachacutic could have facilitated an internal reorganiza-
tion of Inca Cusco—including a recasting of royal myths and histories. 
Justifying his role in overturning the existing social order (as a pachaku-
tiq) would require considerable force of character, but it would not ne-
cessitate the single-handed creation of the imputed new world order. 

Intensifying imperial expansion and promoting the Incas and their 
ethnic neighbors above all other Andean groups would have enabled 
Inca rulers to undertake the social reorganization of the Inca heartland 
while reducing internal conflict. Internal elite competition would have 
been channeled into ongoing campaigns of expansion. Because the Inca 
state would have begun such conquests a generation or two earlier, the 
means and ideological justifications were already well developed for 
continuing the annexation of new territory. Rapid territorial expansion 
against a wide range of ethnic and political groups—living in all eco-
logical zones found in the Andean region—required the Incas to tailor 
imperial strategies to local conditions, which was probably the work of 
a number of knowledgeable Inca local elites and bureaucrats rather than 
the imperial ruler. The transformation of the heartland was a response 
to long-term imperial needs that could not have been foreseen when 
expansion began. 

Inca State Formation and Imperial Expansion 

This new process-based interpretation of Inca state formation and im-
perial expansion avoids the pitfalls of a literal historical approach and 
permits an important body of new archaeological evidence to be placed 
on equal interpretive footing with the Inca histories. Such an approach 
informs us of processes about which Spanish writers and their Inca in-
formants were at best only vaguely aware. It allows us to move beyond 
the personal experiences of individual Andeans—in space as well as 
time—to look at how the events that are said to have happened were 
brought about. Some of the processes described here contradict what was 
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asserted to be true in the Spanish chronicles, but our historical and ar-
chaeological models are both in agreement regarding general patterns. 

We can now see the Incas as an evolving polity, one whose trajectory 
began hundreds of years before the first Inca armies crossed the Andean 
highlands. The Cusco Basin was already home to a complex polity when 
Wari colonists arrived in the seventh century. Although the Wari as-
sumed an indirect role in regional politics, their long occupation of the 
Lucre Basin widened the scope of elite authority. The decline of the Wari 
colonies left the Cusco region politically fragmented, with several small 
polities whose leaders were inclined to compete with each other for con-
trol of the region. 

While some elites managed diverse herding and farming economies, 
those living in Cusco used labor tribute to intensify maize production, 
creating agricultural surpluses that could be used to buffer against en-
vironmental fluctuations, to fund ceremonial activities, and to support 
military conquests and long-distance exchange relationships. When the 
Cusco region experienced a severe and prolonged drought in the late 
thirteenth century, the Cusco Basin polity would have had a large pop-
ulation and substantial resource base, and climatic change must have 
increased competitive pressures between groups. As the state formed in 
the Cusco Basin, it developed the means for directly administering larger 
territories and populations, and environmental uncertainty appears to 
be linked to a period of state expansion that lasted through much of the 
fourteenth century. 

The Inca state used marriage alliances, gift giving, diplomacy, in-
timidation, and warfare to extend its control over much of the Cusco re-
gion. Inca expansion was opportunistic, and the Inca state often chose 
to administer new subordinates indirectly, leaving local elites in place 
under the supervision of Inca representatives. The state used local labor 
tribute to improve the most fertile agricultural lands in the region, which 
for the first time began to yield massive surpluses. As the state developed 
infrastructure and increasingly acted as a patron in local affairs, local 
elites often rebelled (or were accused of plotting rebellion), giving the 
state an excuse to consolidate administrative control and transform lo-
cal economic and political systems. 

Inca imperial strategies developed out of these processes of state for-
mation and territorial expansion. The archaeological evidence has shown 
that the Incas did not simply adopt the Wari imperial model, and that 
Wari colonization in Cusco was much more limited and indirect than 
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has been assumed. It is also clear that the Incas did not begin their im-
perial campaigns as a village-level society lacking political offices and a 
centralized government. This book has shown that the strategies of Inca 
imperialism developed out of processes beginning hundreds of years be-
fore Inca imperial expansion overran the Andean region. Recognizing 
these processes allows us to describe the dynamic nature of Tawan-
tinsuyu and to see it as part of an enduring tradition, rather than the 
product of a single charismatic individual. 
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appendix a 

Glossary of Spanish and Quechua Terms Used 

This book uses Quechua and Spanish spellings for personal names, to-
ponyms, archaeological sites, and cultural concepts pertaining to social 
organization, ecology, and kinship. I have elected to use Spanish spellings 
for people and places mentioned in the Spanish chronicles, following 
the most commonly accepted form when alternatives exist. For archae-
ological sites, I use the spellings employed by other archaeologists. For 
Quechua concepts (e.g., tinku and yana), I prefer a three-vowel orthog-
raphy and spellings common to the Cuzco-Collao dialect for most terms 
and follow entries in the 1976 dictionary of Antonio Cusihuamán where 
possible. For plural nouns, I have chosen to use the -kuna suffix rather 
than a Spanish ending (e.g., yana: retainer; yanakuna: retainers). Where 
colonial dictionaries are referenced, the original spelling is provided. Ap-
pendix A provides a glossary defining relevant terminology. 

Spanish (Sp.) and Quechua (Q.) terms used in the text are included here. 
A three-vowel orthography has been used for most Quechua terms, fol-
lowing the 1976 dictionary of Antonio Cusihuamán. Terms from colo-
nial dictionaries follow original spellings. 

akllawasi (Q.) (akllay “to select or set apart” + wasi “house”) A restricted 
complex where young women (akllakuna) were taught to spin, weave, 
and brew aqha to support religious and political activities (González 
Holguin 1989 [1608], 15–16). 

amaranth (Amaranthus caudatus) A seed-bearing plant originating in Mex-
ico. Called kiwicha in Quechua. 

apu (Q.) Judge or great lord, but also used for lineage heads or war cap-
tains. Also used to refer to important mountains (González Holguin 
1989 [1608], 31–32). 
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aqha (Q.) Maize beer. Also referred to by the Caribe name, chicha, or as azua 
(González Holguin 1989 [1608], 18). 

ayllu (Q.) A group whose membership shares common descent. The ayllu is 
configured in a number of ways in the ethnographic and ethnohistoric 
literature (González Holguin 1989 [1608], 39). 

cacica/cacique (Caribe) A female/male local political leader. This is a general 
term applied by Spanish writers to many different kinds of local leaders 
throughout the Americas. A Quechua equivalent is kuraka (González 
Holguin 1989 [1608]:55). 

ccapia (Q.) A soft maize (González Holguin 1989 [1608], 578). 
chakrakamayuq (Q.) (chakra “agricultural field” + kamayuq “specialist”) 

An Inca imperial specialist in constructing agricultural terracing, or 
someone specialized in a certain kind of agricultural production (González 
Holguin 1989 [1608], 91). 

ch’arki (Q.) Freeze-dried camelid meat (González Holguin 1989 [1608], 98). 
chaski (Q.) A person who ran messages along the Inca road system 

(González Holguin 1989 [1608], 98). 
ch’uñu (Q.) Freeze-dried potatoes (González Holguin 1989 [1608], 121). 
chuspi sara (Q.) A sweet maize (González Holguin 1989 [1608], 578). 
Citua (Q.) An Inca imperial ritual involving the demarcation of the Inca 

heartland, followed by the required visit to the imperial capital by 
provincial elites. 

coca leaf (Q.) (Erythroxylon coca) Ceremonial plant whose leaves are 
chewed for a mild narcotic effect. Lowland coca lands were owned by 
Inca rulers, and the use of coca was an elite prerogative. 

conquistador (Sp.) A participant in sixteenth-century Spanish conquests in 
the Americas. 

cordillera (Sp.) Mountain range. 
culli sara [kulli sara] (Q.) A sweet maize (González Holguin 1989 [1608], 

578). 
encomienda (Sp.) A Spanish colonial grant whereby the encomendero was 

entrusted with the Christianization of a native group, which was in turn 
required to supply tribute and labor service to support the encomendero. 

hanan (Q.) “Upper,” usually used to refer to the upper moiety of a commu-
nity (see González Holguin 1989 [1608], 333). 

hunu (Q.) A unit of ten thousand (Santo Tomás 1951 [1560], 295). 
hurin (Q.) “Lower,” usually used to refer to the lower moiety of a community 

(see González Holguin 1989 [1608], 333). 
información (Sp.) A kind of colonial document in which a questionnaire (in-

terrogatorio) was read to witnesses, who were given the opportunity to 
confirm those statements or add relevant information. This was a common 
technique for collecting information for use in legal proceedings. 
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intip churin (Q.) “Son of the Sun.” A title used by the Inca emperor. 
kachikamayuq (Q.) (kachi “salt” + kamayuq “specialist”) A specialist in the 

processing of salt (see González Holguin 1989 [1608], 44). 
kaka [caca] (Q.) A category consisting of a man’s affinal male relatives. The 

term has been defined to include (1) mother’s brother, (2) wife’s father, 
(3) wife’s brother, and (4) mother’s brother’s son. Not all colonial sources 
agree on the exact definition. 

kamayuq [camayo] (Q.) An Inca imperial specialist, literally “one who is 
characterized by the essence of” a given activity (see González Holguin 
1989 [1608], 47–48). 

kancha (Q.) An enclosure, often used to describe elite residential com-
pounds (multiple buildings delimiting a restricted central open space). 
Also, corrals used for herding camelids (González Holguin 1989 [1608], 
49). 

kañiwa (Q.) (Chenopodium pallidicaule) A high-elevation grain, related to 
quinoa. 

khipukamayuq (Q.) An Inca imperial specialist in recording and remember-
ing information through the use of the khipu, a series of knotted cords 
(González Holguin 1989 [1608], 309). 

kichwa (Q.) Temperate valley-bottom farmland, and the groups living in this 
zone (González Holguin 1989 [1608], 300). 

kuraka (Q.) A local elite leader, roughly equivalent to a cacica/cacique. 
llaqtakamayuq (Q.) A low-level Inca imperial bureaucrat, characterized by 

village-level administration (González Holguin 1989 [1608], 208). 
maca [maka] (Q.) (Lepidium meyenii) A high-elevation tuber. 
mamakuna (Q.) Senior women who taught young women in the akllawasi, 

as well as women serving as full-time ritual specialists in the sun cult and 
other religious orders (González Holguin 1989 [1608], 225). 

masa (Q.) A kin category used to include a man’s father’s kin. Masa were 
work partners and participated in different ritual events than kaka kin 
(González Holguin 1989 [1608], 221). 

mashua (Q.) (Tropaeolum tuberosum) A high-elevation tuber. 
maway (Q.) Early planting lands, particularly lands with a reliable water 

supply and low frost risk. 
mink’a (Q.) Festive or wage labor that is not reciprocated (González Hol-

guin 1989 [1608], 240). 
miski sara (Q.) A sweet maize (González Holguin 1989 [1608], 578). 
mit’a (Q.) A “turn,” as in a system of rotational corvée (see González Hol-

guin 1989 [1608], 243). 
mitmaq [mit’ayuq] (Q.) A person fulfilling a turn of labor service (see 

González Holguin 1989 [1608], 243, 244). 
montaña (Sp.) The tropical lowlands. 
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muruchhu sara (Q.) A hard maize variety (González Holguin 1989 [1608], 
252). 

ñuñas (Q.) (Phaseolus vulgaris) Andean “popping beans.” 
oca [o’qa] (Q.) (Oxalis tuberosa) A high-elevation tuber. 
orejón (Sp.) Literally “big ear.” Refers to Inca administrators, who enjoyed 

the privilege of piercing their ears. 
panaka (Q.) One of Cusco’s royal Inca ayllus. 
paraqay sara (Q.) A large-eared high-yield variety of maize (González Hol-

guin 1989 [1608], 279). 
puna (Q.) High-elevation grasslands (González Holguin 1989 [1608], 295). 
qhapaq (Q.) Paramount ruler of a polity (González Holguin 1989 [1608], 

134–35). 
qhapaqhucha (Q.) An Inca imperial ritual in which children selected from 

provincial regions traveled to Cusco to be sanctified, then returned to 
the provinces to be sacrificed. 

qollqa (Q.) An Inca imperial storage structure. 
qompi (Q.) Fancy cloth (see González Holguin 1989 [1608], 67). 
quinoa [quinua] (Q.) (Chenopodium quinoa) A high-elevation grain. 
reducción (Sp.) A colonial resettlement involving reducing dispersed native 

settlements into nucleated Spanish-style towns. In Peru, many reduc-
ciones took place in the early 1570s under the viceroy don Francisco de 
Toledo. 

sapa inka (Q.) See sapay qhapaq (see González Holguin 1989 [1608], 78). 
sapay qhapaq (Q.) “Peerless Lord,” a title used by the Inca ruler (González 

Holguin 1989 [1608], 661). Similar titles include sapa inka. 
sara (Q.) Maize (see González Holguin 1989 [1608], 79). 
saya (Q.) Moiety. 
saywa (Q.) A boundary marker, often between agricultural fields, or on a 

ridge between two communities (González Holguin 1989 [1608], 325). 
selva (Sp.) See yunka. 
sierra (Sp.) Highlands. 
sinchi (Q.) A term used in some chronicles as a title for a temporary war 

leader. The early dictionary of Santo Tomás (1951 [1560], 263) uses it 
as an adjective for strength or bravery. 

suni (Q.) A farming zone, located in upper kichwa elevations. 
suyu (Q.) An Inca province. The four principal provinces were Chinchaysuyu, 

Antisuyu, Qollasuyu, and Cuntisuyu, but other regions are referred to 
as suyu as well (e.g., Colesuyu and Cuyosuyo) (González Holguin 1989 
[1608], 333). 

suyuruna (Q.) A person pertaining to the Inca imperial provinces (González 
Holguin 1989 [1608], 333). Used in contrast to yana. 

thupa (Q.) A prince or lord (González Holguin 1989 [1608], 347). This title 
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sometimes occurs with place names (e.g., Vicchu Topa), perhaps signify-
ing conquest of, or lordship over, a town or region. 

tinku (Q.) An ambivalent pairing of two things. Andean dual organization 
groups moieties or ayllukuna in a way that creates a social whole, but 
one where a certain antagonism is expressed ritually between the two 
halves (González Holguin 1989 [1608], 342–43). 

tukrikuq (Q.) An Inca imperial overseer (González Holguin 1989 [1608], 
344). 

uchu (Q.) Chile pepper. Also called ají (González Holguin 1989 [1608], 349). 
ullucu (Q.) (Ullucus tuberosus) A high-elevation tuber. 
uwina (Q.) A sweet maize, prized for making aqha (González Holguin 1989 

[1608], 578). 
wak’a (Q.) A shrine or sacred object. This term is applied broadly to things 

sacred or unusual (see González Holguin 1989 [1608], 165–66). 
yanakuna (Q.) Retainers in the Inca empire, usually attached to permanent 

service of royal Inca lineages or the state religion. Singular is yana 
(González Holguin 1989 [1608], 363–64). 

ylla (Q.) A rich man, or a talisman thought to bring riches or good luck 
(González Holguin 1989 [1608], 366–67). 

yuca (Sp.) (Manihot esculenta) Manioc, a lowland root crop. Called rumu 
in Quechua. 

yunka (Q.) Lowland elevations, especially those below about 2700 meters. 
Also used to refer to people native to such elevations (González Holguin 
1989 [1608], 371). 
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Cusco Regional Chronology 

The identification of regional settlement patterns is based on the Cusco 
regional artifact sequence, which has been presented most recently and 
thoroughly by Brian Bauer (1999, 2001). This sequence is based on the 
one first developed by John Rowe (1944), with modifications made to 
reflect the results of stratigraphic excavations and multiple radiocarbon 
dates for different periods. In discussing the Cusco artifact sequence and 
settlement patterns, some problems have arisen in the use of traditional 
period names. Rowe’s system, which was developed in the Ica Valley, is 
based on a series of horizons and intermediate periods, implying periods 
of political centralization and balkanization. Changes in the Cusco re-
gion do not correspond well to these periods. Rather than develop a new 
sequence of local periods and phases, the Cusco sequence follows the 
basic chronology used in the Titicaca Basin for periods prior to AD 400, 
using Archaic and Formative periods (Table B.1). For periods after AD 
400, periods are named after the dominant regional style, although this 
does not imply any relationship between contemporaneous pottery styles. 

Based on radiocarbon samples from stratigraphic excavations, the 
development of the Qotakalli pottery style occurred as early as AD 400 
(Bauer 2004; Bauer and Jones 2003), a stylistic innovation correspon-
ding to major changes in regional settlement. Qotakalli pottery has been 
found with incised pottery and a Titicaca Basin-related style called 
Muyu Urqu, indicating that its production was begun prior to the Wari 
colonization of the Cusco region (Bauer 2004; Bauer and Jones 2003). 
Based on the available data, the period from AD 400 to AD 600 is re-
ferred to as the Qotakalli Period. Other ceramic styles were produced 
and used in the Cusco region at this time, but Qotakalli is the dominant 
style in the area surveyed to date. The best examples of Qotakalli pot-
tery come from the Cusco Basin, and Bauer (1999, 2001) has published 
numerous photographs and drawings of this pottery. 
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Radiocarbon dates from excavations at Pikillacta (McEwan 1987) 
and contemporaneous sites in the Cusco Basin (Bauer and Jones 2003) 
indicate that Wari colonization began around or after AD 600 and lasted 
until around AD 1000. Although the occupation of the Lucre Basin and 
Huaro area does not appear to have had major effects on settlement pat-
terns in areas surveyed, Wari interaction with locals over these centuries 
was important, and the period from AD 600 to AD 1000 is referred to 
here as the Wari Period. SVAP settlement patterns for the Wari Period 
are very similar to those of the preceding Qotakalli Period. 

Following the abandonment of the Wari colonies, several ceramic 
styles were produced and used in the Cusco region, including Killke, 
Colcha, and Lucre. The period from AD 1000 AD 1400 is referred to as 
the Killke Period because Killke pottery has the most widespread distri-
bution in the Cusco region at this time. It should be noted that the ter-
minal date of AD 1400 corresponds to the beginning of Inca imperial 
expansion, rather than the end of Killke pottery use or innovation of the 
Inca style. Inca and Killke pottery have been found together in excava-
tion strata dating to the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, making it 
difficult to mark the end of one period and beginning of the next. The 
Inca Period (AD 1400–1535) refers to imperial Inca settlement within 
the Cusco region. 

TABLE B.1. Period Names for the Cusco Region Sequence 

Period Name Other Styles References 

Inca AD 1400–1535 Killke Kendall 1985 

Killke AD 1000–1400 

Wari AD 600–1000 

Qotakalli AD 400–600 

Formative ∼2000 BC–AD 400 

Archaic ∼7000–2000 BC 

Colcha, “Lucre B,” Inca 

Araway, Ccoipa, Qotakalli, 
“Lucre A” 

Muyu Urqu 

Marcavalle, Chanapata, Pukara 

Bauer 1999, 2001; Dwyer 
1971; McEwan 1984 
Bauer 1999, 2001; 
Glowacki 1996; Bauer 
and Jones 2003; McEwan 
1984, 1987 
Bauer 1999, 2001, 2004; 
Bauer and Jones 2003 
Bauer 1999, 2001, 2004; 
Chávez 1980, 1981a, 
1981b 
Bauer 2004 





Notes 

Chapter One 

1. See, for example, Las Casas 1939 (1550s); Anonymous Parecer 1995 
(1571); Toledo 1940g (1572), 1940h (1572). Detailed accounts of the Inca past 
were not widely read by the literate public in Europe but were of great importance 
in formulating arguments regarding Spanish imperial policy. During the reign of 
Charles V, Bartolomé de Las Casas wrote an Inca history that challenged the le-
gitimacy of Spanish conquest in the Americas. The reign of Philip II saw the emer-
gence of a reactionary historiography aimed at refuting Las Casas, as well as an 
increasingly centralized control over the production and publication of chronicles 
pertaining to the Inca past. 

2. These include Juan de Betanzos (1999 [1551–57, bk. 1, chaps. 6–8]) and 
Pedro Sarmiento de Gamboa (1965 [1572, chaps. 26–28]). Contemporary scholars 
have also tended to focus on this ruler as the most important force in the inno-
vation of the Inca imperial order (e.g., Bruhns 1994, 331; Davies 1995, 40–63; 
C. Julien 2000; Schaedel 1978). The story of the Inca empire’s rise under Pacha-
cutic may represent the regnant myth of imperial origins in the sixteenth century, 
but it was one of many conflicting Inca accounts aimed at glorifying competing 
royal Inca lineages while also promoting the imperial conquest ideology. 

3. This name is significant on a number of levels. Pacha may be defined as 
“time,” “soil,” or “place,” while kutiq (from the verb kutiy, “to return”) means 
“the one who brings a new cycle” (see González Holguin 1989 [1608], 57, 268). 
In agriculture, a farmer who turns over soil to plant seeds for a new crop could 
be a pachakutiq—Ballón Aguirre et al. (1992,106) define kutiy as “to sow once 
again that which was already sown” (Sembrar de nuevo lo ya sembrado). From the 
perspective of Inca imperial politics, the term is linked with individuals credited 
with rearranging social and political organization, as well as the historical narra-
tives that justified the existing order. Pachakutiq also reflects a cyclical conceptu-
alization of time and space, the ushering in of a new era. 

4. The chronicles of Juan de Betanzos (1999 [1551]), Bartolomé de Las Casas 
(1939 [1550s]), and Cristóbal de Molina (1989 [1575]) focus on the actions of 
Pachacutic, but Terence D’Altroy (2001a, 203–4) has noted that other Inca line-
ages claimed that important imperial expansion began under Viracocha Inca or 
Topa Inca Yupanqui; cf. C. Julien 2000; Rostworowski 1999; Rowe 1985b. Sev-
eral of the earliest sources of Inca history emphasize Viracocha—as a mythic or 
historical figure—as an important early Inca ruler or founding ancestor. Viracocha 
is mentioned prominently in the accounts of Pascual de Andagoya (1986 [1541/ 
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42]), Pedro de Cieza de León (1986 [1553]), the khipukamayuqkuna (1974 [1542/ 
1609]), Ondegardo (1940 [1561]), and Bartolomé de Segovia (1943 [1553]). 

5. See Gose 1996; C. Julien 2000. Pachacutic and his great-grandson 
Atahuallpa are both said to have reorganized the official Inca history, and other 
modifications by earlier rulers are possible. As Sabine MacCormack (2001a, 
331–36) has noted, Inca narratives were composed for specific purposes, and they 
were reshaped when transcribed in the colonial period by Spanish writers, taking 
on many features of European narrative structure. 

6. The acceptance of Miguel Cabello de Balboa’s dates for Inca rulers from 
Pachacutic onward was first advocated by Rowe (1945, 281). MacCormack 
(2001a, 330, 334) and other authors have observed a variability in the Inca king 
lists recorded by different Spanish authors and have argued that the “official” 
list of twelve rulers and the European calendar dates that accompany it reflect 
colonial-period influence. David Henige’s (1974, 71–94) comparative study of 
king lists and succession demonstrates that a twelve-generation sequence of un-
broken father-son succession is highly unlikely. 

7. These are discussed in detail in another work (Covey 2003). It should be 
noted that many historians object to comparative approaches, preferring instead 
to consider Inca civilization sui generis. Some anthropologists contest the historic-
ity of the Inca historical narratives, arguing that they should be studied for their 
structural content alone. 

8. These sites are known through the research of Brian Bauer (Bauer and 
Covey 2002), Edward Dwyer (1971), Arminda Gibaja Oviedo (1973), Mary 
Glowacki (2002), and Gordon McEwan and colleagues (1995, 2002). 

9. The historical evidence supports this conclusion, as has been elaborated 
in Bauer and Covey 2002. 

10. Brian Bauer’s Cusco Valley survey has produced the most comprehensive 
archaeological evidence regarding the internal processes of Inca state formation. 
Settlement patterns after AD 1000 can be found summarized in Bauer and Covey 
2002. 

11. The region to the south of the Cusco Basin was surveyed by Brian Bauer 
(1990, 1992, 1999), who was the first scholar to use regional survey data to hy-
pothesize early Inca state development. 

Chapter Two 

1. For example, Conrad and Demarest (1984, 138) describe the Inca trajec-
tory as characterized by “stunning abruptness.” The Inca achievement was cer-
tainly impressive, but as Carla Sinopoli (1994, 162) has observed, rapid territorial 
expansion is a common feature of early empires. 

2. See, for example, Algaze 1993; Bauer and Covey 2002; Berdan et al. 1996; 
Deagan 2001; Sinopoli and Morrison 1995. 

3. This is argued convincingly by Robert Carneiro (2000, 178), but a num-
ber of other theoretical perspectives also situate individual action and agency 
within structures and processes beyond any individual’s complete control. For 
example, Fernand Braudel (1972) focuses on ecological conditions and long-term 
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macroregional social interactions in creating conditions amenable to the rise of 
empires; cf. Wallerstein 1974. Anthony Giddens (1984) describes the dialectic 
between structure and individual agency, a theoretical concept that can be seen in 
the writings of Antonio Gramsci and other early sociologists. 

4. See, for example, Badian 1958; Barker and Rasmussen 2000, 262–96; 
Gruen 1970. Barker and Rasmussen describe how Roman military success led to 
the reorganization of local Etruscan lands, the establishment of Roman colonists, 
and the construction of roads linking colonies to the capital. 

5. H. H. Scullard (1980, 136–53) provides a thorough treatment of the Ro-
man consolidation of Italy and the Pyrrhic invasion. William Harris (1979, 175–82) 
notes that the historical accounts of this period are suspect, but he concludes that 
by 290 BC Rome had developed an expansion policy aimed at controlling the en-
tire Italian peninsula from the Etruscan, Umbrian, and Picentine territories south-
ward. This involved almost annual warfare. 

6. Harris (1979, 182) states that the withdrawal of Pyrrhus led the Roman 
Senate to begin to consider wars of expansion outside the Italian peninsula in the 
late 270s BC. 

7. Gruen 1970, 3. 
8. See essays in Gruen 1970 for some classic treatments of Roman imperi-

alism at this time. 
9. One might note that the Inca history of Pedro de Cieza de León (1988 [ca. 

1550]) describes many of the same kinds of interregional activities, including 
interference in disputes outside the area of the Inca heartland (in this case, the Tit-
icaca Basin). Inca and Roman imperial campaigns began as the two polities as-
serted their influence over areas previously dominated by different ethnic groups 
(Aymara and Greek speakers, respectively), defeated external invasions, and were 
forced to devise a means for both administering new subject populations and ob-
viating further invasions. 

10. Itzcoatl, the ruler who is credited with overseeing the rise of an inde-
pendent Aztec polity, is said to have had all histories burned in 1428 so that new 
ones could be written (Smith 1996, 51). 

11. Smith 1996, 38–45; cf. Urton 1990, 1. 
12. Smith 1996, 44–49; 2001. 
13. Smith 1996, 47–48. Smith notes that one marriage alliance was con-

tracted with an important polity outside the Valley of Mexico, although Mex-
ica military conquests at this time enlarged Tepanec territory rather than that of 
Tenochtitlan. 

14. See essays in Berdan et al. 1996; Smith 1996, 2001. 
15. Other examples of rapid expansion include the Achaemenid empire 

(Kuhrt 2001), the Vijayanagara empire (Sinopoli and Morrison 1995), and the 
Russian empire. Macedonian and Mongol expansion occurred during the lifetime 
of a single ruler but was made possible because the expanding culture could place 
its representatives as rulers of other states and empires throughout a vast region 
without modifying their political economies radically. 

16. See Marcus and Feinman (1998) for a recent bibliographic essay on state 
formation; cf. Stanish 2001a. 
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17. The substantial body of literature on state formation is not reviewed here. 
Classic definitions of the state include those of Morton Fried (1967), Elman Ser-
vice (1962, 1975), and Henry Wright (1977). Joyce Marcus and Gary Feinman 
(1998, 6–7) describe a number of possible characteristics that distinguish states 
from prestate societies: “(1) a change in the settlement hierarchy from three to 
four levels; (2) a change in the decision-making hierarchy from two to three (or 
more) levels; (3) a fundamental change in the ideology of stratification and descent, 
such that rulers were conceded a sacred supernatural origin (establishing their 
divine right to rule) while commoners were seen as having a separate descent of 
nondivine origin; (4) the emergence of two endogamous strata, the result of sev-
ering the bonds of kinship that had once linked leaders to followers in a branching 
continuum of relationships; (5) the evolution of the palace as the ruler’s official 
residence; (6) the change from a single centralized leader (e.g., a chief) to a gov-
ernment that employed legal force while denying its citizens the use of personal, 
individual force; and (7) the establishment of governmental laws and the ability 
to enforce them.” 

18. It should be noted that these indicators have traditionally been used to 
identify the first states that formed in Mesopotamia, Egypt, China, Mesoamerica, 
and the Andes. Although the Inca empire was the last of several generations of 
states and empires to develop in the Andes, it formed in a region where earlier 
states had not implemented centralized regional administration, and many of the 
processes are analogous to those of first-generation state formation. 

19. Johnson 1977, 1980; Wright and Johnson 1975. 
20. A caveat should be issued regarding rank-size graphs. As Gregory John-

son (1977, 494–501) has noted, central place theory was developed to address 
retail production and marketing, not regional settlement in nonurban archaeo-
logical cultures. Smith and Schreiber (2004) identify what they consider the mis-
use of rank-size graphs by Andean archaeologists. I include the rank-size graphs 
for the Sacred Valley study region because they illustrate a qualitative change in 
the nature of settlement organization, one that is consistent with other lines of 
evidence and similar to patterns observed in other cases of state formation; cf. 
Johnson 1977, 500. 

21. Flannery 1998, 21, citing Sanders 1974. 
22. See, for example, Chang 1974; Cowgill 1992; Marcus and Flannery 1996; 

Pollock 2001; Sanders et al. 1979; Spencer and Redmond 2001a, 2001b; Wright 
1986; Wright and Johnson 1975. 

23. Flannery (1999) argues that individual agency is important in state for-
mation, but his case studies also clearly show that Shaka (Zulu), Osei Tutu 
(Ashanti), Mir Silim Khan (Hunza), Kamehameha (Hawai’i), and Andrianam-
poinimerina (Merina) benefited from previous consolidation of power by prede-
cessors and that the success of their states depended on maintaining the integrity 
of a centralized government following their deaths. 

24. Because this process-oriented reading of the Inca past does not consider 
cultural innovations to reflect the historical actions of actual individuals, it would 
not be necessary that developmental sequences correspond to the reigns of exactly 
the same sequence of rulers. 
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25. Ondegardo 1916a (1571), 51: “estos yngas señorearon por violencia y 
guerra . . . y así toda la dificultad que hubo fue en conquistar aquellas comarcas 
del Cuzco, porque luego todos los conquistados iban con ellos y era siempre 
mucha mas fuerza que los otros.” See Ondegardo 1940 (1561), 132. 

26. Ondegardo 1916a (1571), 49. Bernabé Cobo also considered the devel-
opmental trajectory of the Incas to have lasted approximately four hundred years 
(1964 [1653], bk. 12, chap. 1). Cobo claims that Inca power extended well be-
yond the Cusco region prior to the reign of Viracocha Inca, who consolidated Inca 
control over the many semiautonomous neighboring groups (1964 [1653, bk. 12, 
chap. 11]). 

27. Sarmiento de Gamboa 1965 (1572, chap. 24). 
28. The chronicles of Garcilaso de la Vega (1965 [1609]), Felipe Guaman 

Poma de Ayala (1980 [1615]), and the khipukamayuqkuna (1974 [1542/1609]) 
present a gradualist model of Inca expansion, a trajectory of conquest that begins 
with Manco Capac (the founding ancestor) controlling the entire Cusco region 
and expanding outward from the boundaries that were considered the Inca heart-
land in the imperial period. It should be noted that the lack of information on how 
the Incas integrated their heartland makes it difficult to use the gradualist chron-
icles for an anthropological study of Inca state formation. 

29. In 1928, Means divided his study of the Spanish chroniclers into “Gar-
cilassans”—those describing gradual expansion—and “Toledans,” who were seen 
as manipulating the Inca past to discredit the Inca achievement. Rowe’s early 
scholarship (1944, 1945, 1946) convincingly demonstrated the lack of concordance 
between the gradualist perspective and the evidence from Inca provincial regions. 

30. In a 1912 paper, Uhle noted that the Spanish chronicles could never ex-
plain the relationship between the Inca empire and earlier Andean civilizations 
because the Incas claimed to be the first civilization to rise in the Andes. Uhle felt 
at the time that only archaeology could answer such questions. 

31. D’Altroy (2002, 46–47) summarizes archaeological research into Inca 
chronology. He notes that imperial expansion may have begun slightly earlier than 
historians assume and that the reliance on unprovenanced calendar dates from the 
Spanish chronicles imparts a false sense of exactness and historicity. 

32. Rowe 1946, 203–4. 
33. Rowe 1945, 277. 
34. Influential studies include Conrad 1981; Conrad and Demarest 1984; 

Isbell 1978; Lumbreras 1978; Rostworowski 1978, 1988a; Patterson 1985; 
Schaedel 1978. 

35. Among the archaeologists to posit such developments are Bauer 1992; 
Bauer and Covey 2002; Dwyer 1971; Morris 1998, 294; Moseley 1992, 243–44; 
Parsons and Hastings 1988, 223–24. 

36. Squier 1877; Wiener 1880. 
37. Bingham 1915, 1948. See Bauer 2004; Bauer and Stanish 1990; Uhle 1912. 
38. Silverman 2002, 884. 
39. For example, Valcárcel 1935, 1939. 
40. Representative publications include Barreda 1973; Bauer 1999, 2001; 

Bauer and Jones 2003; Bauer et al. 2001; Chávez 1980, 1981a, 1981b; Dwyer 
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1971; Gibaja 1982; Glowacki 2002; Kendall 1994; McEwan 1984, 1987, 1996; 
McEwan et al. 2002; Torres 1989; Zapata Rodríguez 1997, 1998. 

41. For example, Dwyer 1971; Kendall 1974, 1985; Rowe 1944, 1967. 
42. Bauer 1990, 1992, 1999, 2001; cf. Muelle 1945. 
43. Bauer 1990, 1992. 
44. In this book, I distinguish between the Cusco Valley and the three basins 

it comprises (from west to east, the Cusco Basin, Oropesa Basin, and Lucre Basin). 
The Inca capital is found within the Cusco Basin, where processes of Inca state 
formation occurred. As discussed in the following, archaeological patterns in the 
Cusco Basin are quite different from those in the Lucre Basin located at the south-
eastern extreme of the Cusco Valley. I follow a number of ethnohistoric sources 
(see chap. 10) to define the Inca heartland (also referred to as the Cusco region) 
as the area within approximately 50–80 kilometers of Cusco. 

45. Bauer 2004; Bauer and Covey 2002. 
46. All Cusco surveys used a field methodology based on the one Parsons and 

colleagues (2000) employed in the central highlands. Crews of three to five mem-
bers systematically walked all accessible parts of the survey region at intervals of 
about 50 meters, registering sites based on the presence of surface artifacts or 
other cultural remains. 

47. In this book, I refer to this area as the Sacred Valley study region when 
discussing project data. Areas downstream from the study region are referred to 
as the Urubamba Valley, and those upstream as the Vilcanota Valley. 

48. Charles Spencer (1990, 1998) has hypothesized that the limits of non-
specialized political administration are approximately a half day’s walk from a 
polity’s principal settlement. The successful long-term administration of larger 
territories would thereby require more specialized and hierarchical government. 

49. For example, Cosio et al. 1983; Gade 1975. 
50. Dwyer 1971; Kendall 1974, 1985; Kendall et al. 1992; Rowe 1944. 
51. Dwyer 1971; Espinoza Soriano 1977; Sarmiento de Gamboa 1965 (1572). 

Chapter Three 

1. For example, Flores 1985; Gade 1975; Cosio et al. 1983; Winterhalder 
1993; Zimmerer 1996. 

2. For example, Allen 1988; Bolin 1994; Urton 1981, 1990. 
3. Parsons et al. 2000, 11. 
4. Albórnoz 1989 (1581/85); Pachacuti Yamqui Salcamaygua 1993 (17th 

century), f. 7v, 15v, 21v. 
5. Randall 1982; Sallnow 1987; see Poole 1982. 
6. Albórnoz 1989 (1581/85); Pachacuti Yamqui Salcamaygua 1993 (17th 

century), f. 21v. 
7. Flores 1985; Parsons et al. 2000, 28 
8. Flannery et al. 1989. 
9. Zimmerer 1999. 

10. Flores 1985; Rhoades and Nazarea 1999; Zimmerer 1996, 1998. 
11. Zimmerer 1999. 
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12. Goland 1993. 
13. Cobo 1964 (1653). María Rostworowski (1962) has published a docu-

ment that names several corral groups in the Qoricocha puna, confirming the 
practice of herding on behalf of the Inca state or the royal Inca descent groups. 

14. Cosio et al. 1983; Zimmerer 1996. 
15. Gade 1975. 
16. Winterhalder 1993. 
17. Gade 1975. 
18. Gade 1975. 
19. ADC Corregimiento, Causas Ordinarias, L. 1, C. 7 (1568a); Hem-

ming 1970, 367–69; Lizárraga 1968 (1605), 64; Matienzo 1967 (1567), pt. 1, 
chaps. 55–51. 

20. For example, Anonymous Discurso 1906 (ca. 1570), 149. 
21. Allen 1988; Flores 1985; Webster 1971. 
22. See Murra 1960; Zimmerer 1996, 34–44. 
23. Sahlins 1972; see Hastorf 1993. 
24. Cashdan 1990. 
25. For example, Barker and Rasmussen 2000, 25–37; Brush 1977; Forbes 

1989; Rhoades and Nazarea 1999, 219; Zimmerer 1996. 
26. Winterhalder 1993. 
27. Brush 1976, 1992; Cosio et al. 1983; Goland 1993; Rhoades and Nazarea 

1999, 220; Zimmerer 1996, 1999. 
28. Travel costs can be reduced by sending members of the same kin group 

(a family or lineage group) to reside in multiple ecozones and exploit different 
crops directly. John Murra (1972) identifies this pattern of ecological complemen-
tarity, calling it a vertical archipelago. From this perspective, the limits of diver-
sity involve not only travel costs but also the degree to which kinship or social or-
ganization can achieve cultural coherence under conditions of dispersed residence. 
Prehistoric settlement patterns for the Cusco region include a large number of very 
small or dispersed settlements, indicating that some sort of transhumance was 
probably practiced. 

29. Goland 1993; see also Winterhalder 1986. 
30. Zimmerer (1996, 18) notes that “farmers in the Paucartambo Andes grow 

crops to yield a variety of foodstuffs in their version of a ‘decent life,’ an idea that 
taken broadly also pillars our own lifeways.” 

31. Rhoades and Nazarea 1999. 
32. Brush 1977, 1992; Rhoades and Nazarea 1999, 223. 
33. Zimmerer 1996. 
34. See Cosio et al. 1983; NAS 1989; Zimmerer 1998. 
35. Rhoades and Nazarea 1999, 220–21. 
36. Zimmerer 1996, 1998; see also Farrington 1984; Flores 1985. 
37. Gade 1975. 
38. NAS 1989, 129–61; Repo-Carrasco 1988; Salis 1985. 
39. Repo-Carrasco 1988, 18; cf. Parsons et al. 2000, 74. 
40. NAS 1989, 181–90. 
41. Halstead and O’Shea 1989, 3–4. 
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42. Zimmerer 1996, 34–40. 
43. Murra 1960. 
44. For example, Acosta 1940 (1590), bk. 4, chaps. 16–17; Garcilaso de la 

Vega 1965 (1609), bk. 5, chaps. 1–5; Gasca 1998 (1551–53), f. 8v–9; López de 
Izturizaga and Román de Baños 1973 (1585); Santillán 1968 (1563), no. 34; 
Valverde 1959 (1539), 214. 

45. See Murra 1980 (1956), 29–44. 
46. Cieza de León 1988 (ca. 1550), chap. 75; Cobo 1964 (1653), bk. 14, 

chap. 8; Garcilaso de la Vega 1965 (1609), bk. 5, chap. 2; see C. Julien 1985. 
47. Acosta 1940 (1590), bk. 4, chap. 16; Grobman et al. 1961, 185–89. 
48. Grobman et al. 1961, 244–53. 
49. See Grobman et al. 1961, 170–75; Zimmerer 1996, 37–38. These vari-

eties are mentioned in colonial dictionaries. For example, Diego González Hol-
guin lists a high-yield white maize (paraqay sara), sweet maize (miski sara, chuspi 
sara), and a hard maize for making a lowland variety of aqha (culli sara). In ad-
dition, both González Holguin and the chronicler Garcilaso de la Vega distinguish 
between hard and soft maize (muruchhu sara and ccapia, respectively) (Garcilaso 
de la Vega 1965 [1609], bk. 8, chap. 9). 

50. See Murra 1980 [1956]. 
51. Acosta 1940 (1590), bk. 4, chap. 17; Zimmerer 1996, 38–40; 1998, 446. 
52. Bertonio 1956 (1612); González Holguin 1989 (1608). 
53. See Gade 1975. Zimmerer (1996, 140–45) discusses early planting prac-

tices in the Paucartambo Valley. 
54. For example, Espinoza 1973; C. Julien 2001; Rostworowski 1963a, 1963b. 
55. See Seltzer and Hastorf 1990; Shimada et al. 1990. 
56. Chepstow-Lusty et al. 1996; Thompson et al. 1985; cf. Seltzer and Has-

torf 1990. 
57. Chepstow-Lusty et al. 1996, 828. 
58. Chepstow-Lusty et al. 1996, 827; Chepstow-Lusty et al. 2003, 501. 
59. Chepstow-Lusty et al. 1996, 829. 
60. Thompson et al. 1985. 
61. Thompson et al. 1985, 973. 
62. Thompson et al. 1985, 973. See Thompson et al. 1994, 92; cf. Binford 

et al. 1997. 
63. Seltzer and Hastorf 1990, 402. 
64. Thompson et al. 1986. 
65. Chepstow-Lusty et al. 1996; Thompson et al. 1994, 92; see Thompson 

et al. 1998. 
66. See Binford et al. 1997, 243; Shimada et al. 1990; Williams 2002. 
67. We must remember to account for human populations in this discussion. 

Population growth can generally be expected over time for sedentary farmers, and 
intensive agriculture sustains higher population densities while requiring far less 
land per capita than dry-farming. Periods of resource crisis and political compe-
tition between groups would tend to increase the costs of diversity-oriented dry-
farming, as dispersed farming populations would be more vulnerable and less 
able to defend their territories from encroachment by larger groups of intensive 
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agriculturalists. Intensive agricultural systems become increasingly vulnerable to 
environmental fluctuations as populations grow and become dependent on the 
maximization of available resources, but intensification appears to be a highly 
competitive strategy when it is initially implemented. 

68. For example, Binford et al. 1997; Moseley 1990; Shimada et al. 1990. 

Chapter Four 

1. For example, Cieza de León (1986 [1553], chaps. 87, 105) describes the 
abandoned capitals of the Wari and Tiwanaku, which local informants claimed 
had been built long before Inca times. 

2. Some scholars have hypothesized that the Incas borrowed elements of 
statecraft from the coastal Chimú empire after they conquered the north coast in 
the fifteenth century (e.g., Bruhns 1994, 333–34; cf. Conrad 1981; Conrad and 
Demarest 1984; Rowe 1948). In this scenario, Chimú statecraft was derived from 
Wari practices (Bruhns 1994, 334; McEwan 1990), then appropriated and codi-
fied by Pachacutic. The chronology of Chimú palace construction reveals that this 
culture probably did not use the same royal estate organization system as the Incas 
(Kolata 1990, 137; see Ondegardo 1916b [1559], 8–9); the reuse of architectural 
space at Chan Chan and modification of Chimú oral histories make it difficult to 
demonstrate that the Incas borrowed elements of Chimú statecraft (Moseley 
1992, 256). The archaeological and historical evidence from the Cusco region is 
consistent with long-term local developments. 

3. For example, Gordon McEwan and colleagues (2002, 288) state that “fol-
lowing the Huari collapse (ca. AD 800–900), succeeding local elites in the Valley 
of Cuzco [the Lucre Basin] appear to have maintained complex social organiza-
tion based on the Huari model, but on a much smaller scale than that of the Huari 
Empire. Ultimately, these local organizations formed the core of the Inca regional 
state and finally the Inca empire”; cf. McEwan 1996, 169. In contrast, Mary Van 
Buren (2000, 77) argues instead that the centuries-long hiatus in state adminis-
tration in the central Andean highlands makes it more likely that the Incas “drew 
on notions of order found in their own as well as many other Andean societies, 
rather than adopting high culture transmitted by [Wari] inner elites.” 

4. See Billman 1999; Earle 1972; Stanish 2001a, 53–55. The Moche polity 
on the north coast was certainly a state, but some researchers argue that the Lima 
and Gallinazo cultures (and perhaps Nazca, as well) were also organized at the 
state level at the same time or earlier. 

5. Katharina Schreiber (2001, 86–89) discusses variability in the manifesta-
tion of the Wari imperial presence, while Charles Stanish (2002, 186–93) provides 
an overview of the evidence of Tiwanaku control in provincial and peripheral 
regions. 

6. Isbell 1997a; Kolata 1993. 
7. For example, Anders 1991; Isbell 1977; Schreiber 1992, 2001. 
8. Bermann 1994; Isbell and Burkholder 2002; Janusek 2002; Seddon 1998; 

Stanish 2002. 
9. For example, Anders 1990; J. Topic 1991. 
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. Agurto Calvo 1984, 101–18; Anders 1990; Canziani 1992, 107–10. 
11. For example, Agurto Calvo 1984, 101–18; Owen 1994; Schreiber 1999; 

J. Topic 1991. 
12. Kolata 1991. 
13. Goldstein 1989, 1993, 2000; Higueras-Hare 1996; Stanish 1992; Trim-

born 1981. 
14. Covey 2000; Goldstein 1993, 1995/96; Rivera 1991. 

. See Schreiber 1992. 
16. See Bauer 2001; Bauer and Jones 2003. 
17. Barreda 1982; Lumbreras 1978. 
18. Bauer and Jones 2003, 15. 
19. Bauer 2004. 

. Bauer 2004. 
21. Bauer 1999, 126–28; 2004. 
22. Bauer 1990, 1992, 1999. 
23. Bauer 1987, 1999, 2001. 
24. Cf. Jennings and Craig 2001. 

. Bauer 2004; McEwan 1991; Schreiber 2001; Williams 2001. 
26. Glowacki 2002; McEwan 1984, 1991; Zapata Rodríguez 1998. 
27. McEwan 1991; Zapata 1998. 
28. McEwan 1991, 99; Zapata 1997, 1998. It is worth noting that the site of 

Muyu Urqu in the Cusco Basin also seems to have had early religious architecture 
but that it does not have a later Wari occupation. 

29. McEwan 1991. 
. McEwan 1996, 171–72. 

31. McEwan 1984; 1991; 1996, 181–85. 
32. McEwan 1998. 
33. McEwan 1991, 106–8. 
34. McEwan 1991, 98–100. 

. McEwan 1991, 99. 
36. McEwan 1991, 99. 
37. McEwan 199199. 
38. Glowacki 2002. 
39. Zapata Rodríguez 1997. 

. Glowacki 2002; Glowacki and Zapata 1998; Lavender 2001. 
41. Glowacki and Zapata 1998; see T. Topic and J. Topic 1987. 
42. Glowacki 2002, 277–78. 
43. See Moseley 1992, 218–19. 
44. Bauer 2004; Bauer and Covey 2002; see Urton 1988. 

. Based on ethnographic data from prestate complex polities, Spencer 
(1998) argues that a radius equivalent to a half day’s walk represents an approx-
imate limit to successful prestate political administration. Travel to Wanka from 
Cusco requires 1400 meters of vertical climbing in each direction and a walk of 
well over 20 kilometers from the Cusco Basin, meaning that it falls outside that 
limit. 

46. Bauer 1999, 63. 
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47. Bauer 1999, 63; 2001. 
48. Bauer 2001. 
49. Bauer 1999, 2001. 
50. Montoya et al. 2000. 
51. Bauer 1999, 2004. 
52. Owen 1994; see Williams 2001; Williams and Nash 2002. 
53. Burger et al. 2000 notes that the Wari occupation of the Lucre-Urcos area 

led to the procurement of obsidian from Wari-controlled sources, although more 
sourcing of obsidian from non-Wari domestic excavations in the Cusco region 
would be useful for demonstrating to what extent this pattern extended to local 
populations. 

54. Luis Lumbreras (1978) has hypothesized an indirect Wari influence in the 
Cusco Basin and Sacred Valley, and the archaeological data appear to support this. 
Lumbreras also speculates that local Cusco Basin elites were instrumental in re-
sisting Wari imperialism. 

Chapter Five 

1. See, for example, Bermann 1994; Kolata 1993; Parsons et al. 1997, 337; 
Schreiber 2001. Central government in the Tiwanaku heartland appears to have 
disintegrated slightly later than in the Wari heartland, although the abandon-
ment of both polities’ provincial centers occurred over a span of several centuries. 
Recognizing the dynamic and long-term nature of imperial decline, this book uses 
AD 1000 as an approximate point chronological marker for the balkanization of 
Wari colonies in the Cusco region. 

2. Studies of climate change in the Tiwanaku heartland include Binford et 
al. 1997 and Ortloff and Kolata 1993. Looking at Tiwanaku provinces in the 
Moquegua Valley, Patrick Ryan Williams (2002, 371–72) argues that provincial 
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climatic perturbations. 

3. This includes the major Wari sites in the Cusco region. Mary Glowacki 
(2002, 275) states that the site of Qoripata was “deserted and then burned, sug-
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the Huari from Cuzco.” Gordon McEwan (1991) has also identified intentional 
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4. For example, Sutter 2000; Williams 2001. 
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Parsons and Hastings 1988. 
6. Albarracin-Jordan and Mathews 1990; Bauer and Stanish 2001, 43–46; 
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12. Sufficient data are not available to evaluate this in the Andes, but similar 
processes occurred throughout Mesoamerica around the same time. During the 
early Postclassic (ca. AD 950–1150), stratified petty polities coalesced in the Oax-
aca Valley, Mixteca Alta, Basin of Mexico, and parts of the Maya lowlands as 
centralized states declined. There was considerable elite interaction during this 
period, but this may have actually hindered the consolidation of an entire region 
under one individual or group (see Marcus 1998). Areas that had never experi-
enced the development of state administrative infrastructure exhibit many of the 
same characteristics in terms of archaeological settlement patterns but lacked the 
degree of historically established elite authority and networks of elite interaction. 

13. See Conlee and Schreiber 2002; Schreiber 1987, 1993, 2001; Williams 
2001. 

14. See Bauer 2004; Kolata 1990; Pineda 1989; Sandweiss and Narváez 1995; 
Shimada 1987, 1990; Topic and Moseley 1983; T. Topic and J. Topic 1987. Local 
economic self-sufficiency and the development of core area technologies and in-
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30. Dwyer 1971; Gibaja 1973; McEwan et al. 2002. 
31. Bauer and Covey 2002. 
32. Heffernan 1989, 1996; Kendall 1994, 1996. 
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Period sites, concluding that “Cuzco was an oasis of tranquillity [sic] surrounded 
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34. Bauer 1992, 1999. 
35. See Bauer 1999, 2001; Dwyer 1971; Kendall 1996; Rowe 1944. This book 

does not attempt to subdivide regional settlement patterns for this period, al-
though some sites are described as having “early Killke Period” occupation, based 
on continued settlement from the preceding Wari Period (and lack of Inca Period 
ceramics) or stylistic similarities between surface pottery and materials recovered 
in early, dated excavation contexts. Evidence of Inca expansion into the Sacred 
Valley study region (in the last century or so of the Killke Period) includes the pres-
ence of Killke Period sites with high percentages of Killke pottery, as well as sites 
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36. Covey 2003. 
37. For example, Guaman Poma de Ayala 1980 (1615); Ondegardo 1916a 

(1571). 
38. See Mannheim 1991; Fornée 1965 (1586). 
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42. McEwan 1991. 
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diet among the Xauxa, a group living in the central highlands north of the Cusco 
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262 notes to pages 101–10 

51. Murra 1980 (1956). For the Xauxa of the upper Mantaro Valley, exten-
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Chapter Six 

1. Settlement in the Cusco Basin did grow over time, but the Lucre Basin re-
tained a substantial population while fertile farmland between the two areas was 
abandoned as a buffer zone formed. 

2. See Covey 2003. 
3. Cabello de Balboa 1951 (1586), bk. 3, chap. 12, p. 283: “governava sus 

gentes amigable y pacificamente, y con tan loable artificio que con la fama de su 
benevolencia discrecion y mansedumbre trujo á su obediencia y gracia, muchos 
Caciques en sus naciones de ellos sugetas: y de los primeros y mas señalados que 
vinieron fueron Guaman Samo (Cacique y Señor de Guaro) Pachachulla viracocha 
(hombre de gran discrecion y prudencia) y las naciones Ayarcamas con sus Señores 
y regentes: Tambo vincais [sic]: y Quiliscochas [sic], y otros linages circunvecinos, 
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(1653), bk. 14, chap. 6; Sarmiento de Gamboa 1965 (1572), chap. 16. 
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with the hierarchical settlement pattern of the Cusco Basin after AD 1000. The 
anthropological literature for persuasive leadership suggests that it is more con-
sistent with autonomous village societies rather than hierarchical polities. 

5. Rowe (1960, 419) suggests that Pachachulla Viracocha refers to an im-
portant oracle in the Urcos area. 

6. For example, Cabello de Balboa 1951 (1586), bk. 3, chap. 10–12; Cieza 
de León 1986 (1553), chaps. 31–33; Las Casas 1939 (1552), chap. 250; Sarmiento 
de Gamboa 1965 (1572), chaps. 15–17. 
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12. Pachacuti Yamqui Salcamaygua (1993 [17th century], f. 14v–15) states 
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(1974–76, 215–16) identifies this as an important sacred place (wak’a), while Zim-
merer (1996, 45) states that Cañac-huay is the pass through which one travels to 
reach the Paucartambo coca lands. Repeated campaigns in Paucartambo and the 
Andes are mentioned for virtually every Inca ruler from the fifth onward, sug-
gesting a continued interest in maintaining access to lowland goods and products. 

13. Algaze (1993) and Spencer and Redmond (2001a) describe early state 
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14. Cabello de Balboa 1951 (1586), bk. 3, chap. 13, pp. 290–91; Cobo 1964 
(1653), bk. 12, chap. 9; Sarmiento de Gamboa 1965 (1572), chap. 19. The devel-
opment of military hierarchy and a conquest ideology eventually led to the impe-
rial practice of carrying sacred objects (wak’akuna) and emblems of the Inca royal 
dead to war (e.g., Cabello de Balboa 1951 [1586], bk. 3, chap. 22, pp. 374–78; 
Salomon and Urioste 1991, 114–16; see MacCormack 1991, 134). Betanzos 
(1999 [1551], pt. 1, chap. 18) states that Pachacutic had a wak’a named Caccha 
made that could be carried into battle as a proxy of the Inca ruler. González Hol-
guin (1989 [1608], 128) defines Kacchani as “to strike with terror” (Atemorizar) 
and Kac chayacuni as “to go making courage, or spirit, or with authority” (Yrse 
haziendo brioso, o animoso, o de autoridad). By carrying royal emblems and sa-
cred objects, Inca armies added a supernatural level to military command, which 
was closely tied to their expansion ideology. In terms of actual organization of sol-
diers and command structure, Murra (1986) has noted that military service became 
more specialized and professional in the imperial period. 

15. For example, Murúa 1987 (1590), bk. 1, chap. 13. 
16. Sarmiento de Gamboa 1965 (1572), chap. 19. 
17. For example, Cieza de León 1988 (ca. 1550), chap. 35; Cobo 1964 

(1653), bk. 12, chap. 9; bk. 13, chap. 28; khipukamayuqkuna 1974 (1542/1609), 
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32; Murúa 1987 (1590), bk. 1, chap. 13; Sarmiento de Gamboa 1965 (1572), 
chap. 19. 

18. See Bauer 1998, 92, 93; Cobo 1964 (1653), bk. 12, chap. 9; Murúa 1987 
(1590), bk. 1, chap. 13. 

19. Murúa 1987 (1590), bk. 1, chap. 13. 
20. Manco Capac: ADC Fondo Corregimiento L. 47, C. 17 (1766); ADC 

Fondo Corregimiento L. 49, C. 29 (1768); Sarmiento de Gamboa 1965 (1572), 
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panqui: Cobo 1964 (1653), bk. 12, chap. 6; Sarmiento de Gamboa 1965 (1572), 
chap. 16. Mayta Capac: Sarmiento de Gamboa 1965 (1572), chap. 17. Capac Yu-
panqui: Cobo 1964 (1653), bk. 12, chap. 8; Sarmiento de Gamboa 1965 (1572), 
chap. 18. 

21. For example, Pachacuti Yamqui Salcamaygua 1993 (17th century), f. 9. 
22. Cabello de Balboa 1951 (1586), bk. 3, chap. 13, pp. 290–91; see Cobo 

1964 (1653), bk. 12, chaps. 8–9; Guaman Poma de Ayala 1980 (1615), f. 103–4. 
23. Cobo 1964 (1653), bk. 12, chap. 8; Pachacuti Yamqui Salcamaygua 1993 

(17th century), f. 16v; Sarmiento de Gamboa 1965 (1572), chap. 19. 
24. Cobo 1964 (1653), bk. 12, chap. 8. 
25. For example, Sarmiento de Gamboa (1965 [1572], chap. 22) mentions 

that Inca Rocca gave gifts of gold, silver, and cloth to elites in the Anta area. 
26. Calancha 1974–82 (1639), bk. 1, chap. 15. 
27. For example, khipukamayuqkuna 1974 (1542/1609), 31; Oliva 1998 

(1598), f. 37v. 
28. Sarmiento de Gamboa 1965 (1572), chap. 19. 
29. Cieza de León 1988 (ca. 1550), chap. 34; Sarmiento de Gamboa 1965 

(1572), chap. 18. 
30. Khipukamayuqkuna 1974 (1542/1609), 32. 
31. Cobo 1964 (1653), bk. 13, chap. 4. 
32. There is some confusion about the relationship between this cult and the 

cult of the sun in the imperial period. 
33. Pachacuti Yamqui Salcamaygua 1993 (17th century), f. 14–15. 
34. Murúa 1987 (1590), bk. 1, chap. 11. 
35. For example, Santillán 1968 (1563), no. 2. 
36. Sarmiento de Gamboa 1965 (1572), chap. 17. 
37. For example, Argyle 1966, 5; Brown 1979, 121. 
38. Sarmiento de Gamboa 1965 (1572), chap. 29. Elite titles are discussed in 

greater detail in chapter 7. 
39. Cabello de Balboa 1951 (1586), bk. 3, chap. 13, p. 294. 
40. Sarmiento de Gamboa 1965 (1572), chap. 24; for a discussion of this 

practice in the imperial period, see MacCormack 2001b. 
41. Cabello de Balboa 1951 (1586), bk. 3, chap. 14, p. 298: “Este Viracocha 

Ynga fue muy inclinado á las armas, y grande amigo de sugetar naciones y ansi 
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42. Sarmiento de Gamboa 1965 (1572), chap. 27. 
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43. MacCormack 2001b, 428. 
44. See Bauer and Covey 2002; Covey 2003. 
45. See Bauer and Covey 2002; Bauer 2004. 
46. Bauer and Covey 2002; Dwyer 1971; Rowe 1944. 
47. Bauer and Covey 2002. 
48. Bauer and Covey 2002. 
49. See Johnson 1977. 
50. Kendall 1996; Kendall et al. 1992; Niles 1980. 
51. Kendall et al. 1992, 220. 
52. See Castillo and Jurado Chamorro 1996; Kendall et al. 1992; Yépez 1985. 
53. For the proxemics of Andean plazas, see Moore 1996. It is tempting to 

speculate that the outward-facing structures were used—possibly by local elites— 
for regular interactions with the local Huayllacan populace, while the structure 
facing the platform was used by Inca administrators during periodic public events. 

54. See Betanzos 1999 (1551), bk. 1, chap. 6; Cieza de León 1988 (ca. 1550), 
chap. 38; Kendall et al. 1992. 

55. Brian Bauer, personal communication, 2003. 
56. Bauer 1992, 83–88. 
57. See also Kendall 1985, 329–34. 
58. Bauer 1990, 1992; see Poole 1984. Comparative figures are available 

from Toledo’s Visita General in the 1570s (Cook 1975 [1570s]), although these 
reflect decades of population decline following the Spanish Conquest. 

59. Bauer 1999. 
60. The Queguars lived to the east of the Paruro River drainage systems 

near the modern communities of San Juan de Quehuares and Rondocan. To the 
southeast of the Paruro drainage, across the Apurímac River, lies the region of 
the Papres near the communities of Pirque, Papre, Sanka, and Curma. Farther to 
the south, well in the District of Acomayo, were the Acos. The Yanahuaras lived 
to the southwest, across the Velille River (Poole 1984, 84, 457–68). 

61. Bauer 1987; 1992, 124–39; see also Gade and Escobar Moscoso 1982; 
Poole 1984; Urton 1990. 

62. Bauer 1990, 1992. 
63. Cf. Cabello de Balboa 1951 (1586), bk. 3, chap. 13, p. 291. 
64. Cieza de León 1988 (ca. 1550), chap. 37. 
65. Sarmiento de Gamboa 1965 (1572), chap. 35; see Arnold 1993. 
66. Bauer 1996. 
67. Thompson et al. 1985, 973. 

Chapter Seven 

1. For example, Albórnoz 1989 (1581/85); Bauer and Barrionuevo Orosco 
1998; Ocampo 1999 (1610). Documents in the Betancur Collection (ADC 
Colección Betancur, vol. 7 [compiled in 1795], f. 445v–46) include colonial re-
settlement (reducción) information on the Xaquixaguana area, identifying towns 
named Canco, Anta, Cazca, Equeco, Tanboqui, Pomaguanca, Sorite, Lauanqui, 
and Chiguan Quiliscache. The people of Canco, Equeco, and Conchacalla were 
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reduced into the town of Anta (ADC Fondo Corregimiento, L. 8, C. 1 [1626]; 
ADC Fondo Corregimiento, L. 31, C. 9 [1733]; see ADC, Manuscritos 17 [1589]; 
Cortés de Monroy 1982 [1690], 189–96). The Mayo appear to have lived in (or 
been reduced into) Zurite (ADC Fondo Corregimiento, L. 2, C. 23 [1595]; Cueva 
1982 [1690], 199–203), while several documents refer to the town of Huarocondo 
continuing to be settled (Olivera y Dolmos 1982 [1689], 184–87). Heffernan 
(1989, 1996) presents a detailed history of the Limatambo area. 

2. Fornée 1965 (1586). Some of this linguistic diversity may have been the 
product of Inca imperial resettlement projects (see chap. 10). 

3. Heffernan 1989, 1996. 
4. Bauer and Covey 2002; Kendall 1994; MacCurdy 1923; Rowe 1944; 

Sarmiento de Gamboa 1965 (1572), chap. 35. The chronicles suggest that the 
Quilliscache were early Inca allies but that they may not have been reliable ones. 
For example, Sarmiento de Gamboa (1965 [1572], chaps. 16, 26, 27) identifies 
their leader as an ally of the third Inca ruler and loyal supporter of Pachacutic 
during the Chanca invasion, but he also (chap. 35) lists the towns of Cugma and 
Huata (located in Quilliscache territory) as conquests of Pachacutic. Betanzos 
(1999 [1551–57], bk. 1, chap. 10) claims that the groups living around Xaquix-
aguana joined the Chancas and fought against the Incas. The settlement of a Quil-
liscache village near Xaquixaguana (see n. 1) may indicate that this group was 
forcibly resettled from its traditional lands following Inca conquest. 

5. Farrington 1984; Kendall 1985, 1994, 1996. 
6. See Rostworowski 1970b for the most complete ethnohistoric treatment 

of the Ayarmaca polity (see also AGN Tit. Prop. L. 1, C. 3 [1557]). Rostworowski’s 
study details colonial-period Ayarmaca settlement, which does not appear to have 
been continuous from the Killke Period. An archaeological survey in the region 
has identified large villages around Maras, where the chronicles of Sarmiento de 
Gamboa and Cabello de Balboa situate the principal Ayarmaca settlements. Large 
villages and a complex settlement hierarchy appear to be absent for the Killke Pe-
riod around the modern towns of Pucyura and Chinchero, where the Ayarmacas 
lived in the colonial period. 

7. See Sarmiento de Gamboa 1965 (1572) for a discussion of Inca-Ayarmaca 
relations over time. 

8. Archaeological research conducted in this region includes Haquehua 
Huaman and Maqque Azorsa 1996; Maqque and Haquehua 1993; Rivera 1971a, 
1971b, 1972, 1973. The Xaquixaguana Plain Archaeological Survey, which I di-
rected in 2004–5, is developing settlement patterns for a region of more than 500 
square kilometers to the west and northwest of Cusco. 

9. Cf. Rostworowski 1970b. 
10. Bauer and Covey 2002. 
11. La Lone (1985) notes that Viracocha Inca conducted the final conquest 

of the area, establishing a personal estate at Tipón. 
12. Sarmiento de Gamboa 1965 (1572), chaps. 19, 23, 24. 
13. Cabello de Balboa 1951 (1586), bk. 3, chap. 12, p. 283; Cobo 1964 

(1653), bk. 12, chap. 6; Guaman Poma de Ayala 1980 (1615), f. 84; Sarmiento 
de Gamboa 1965 (1572), chap. 16. Inca kinship has been discussed by C. Julien 
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(2000), Lounsbury (1986), and Zuidema (1977, 1989), and there is considerable 
disagreement over the relationship of colonial documentation of commoner mar-
riage practices to those of elites in Cusco at the time of state formation. Colonial 
sources like Santo Tomás (1995 [1560], f. 69v–70r) and Pérez Bocanegra [1631] 
do not agree exactly in the definition of important terms, and the dictionaries of 
González Holguin (1842 [1607], 214–15; 1989 [1608]), Ricardo (1951 [1586], 
98), and Santo Tomás (1951 [1560]) leave much room for interpretation. The 
term kaka generally refers to an affine, including father-in-law, mother’s brother, 
or wife’s brother; cf. C. Julien 2000, 25; Zuidema 1995, 151–64. Arriaga men-
tions a ritual participation by kakakuna in important initiation events, and his 
Edict against Idolatry (1999 [1621], 171) defines kaka as “uncle,” a distinct 
category from “in-law,” or masa (see also Guaman Poma de Ayala 1980 [1615], 
f. 848; Salomon and Urioste 1991, 151 n. 878). 

14. Sarmiento de Gamboa 1965 (1572), chap. 23. 
15. For example, Sarmiento de Gamboa 1965 (1572), chaps. 23, 25. 
16. Rostworowski 1962. 
17. Ondegardo 1917 (1571), 46. 
18. It should be noted that a few scholars consider the chronicle of Fernando 

de Montesinos (1882 [1642]) to provide evidence of such a direct transfer of state 
traditions (Hiltunen 1999; Hiltunen and McEwan 2004). Montesinos wrote his 
chronicle over a century after the conquest, and his Inca history is copied from a 
manuscript written by a Spaniard in Ecuador—with heavy editing to fit Mon-
tesinos’s religious arguments linking Andean civilizations with biblical prophecies. 
Sabine Hyland’s research exposes these and other problems with the Montesinos 
chronicle (e.g., Hyland n.d.). Bernabé Cobo, a Jesuit who wrote an exhaustive 
Inca history based on mutiple versions of the Inca past, discounts Montesinos’s 
long sequence of Inca and pre-Inca kings as being at odds with all other source 
materials that he studied, including the accounts of Inca elites themselves (Cobo 
1964 [1653], bk. 12, chap. 2). It should be noted that while Montesinos frequently 
names places, ethnic groups, and local leaders in Ecuador (e.g., 1882 [1642], 
chaps. 24–26), almost none are mentioned for the Cusco region. Fewer than a 
dozen places in the Inca heartland are named—several of which are misspelled— 
and none of the pre-Inca ethnic groups or their leaders are identified (except as 
residents of such places as Hillaca [Huayllacan], Choco [Chocco], Muhina [Mo-
hina], and Lima Tambo). Several of the place names refer to the homes of Inca 
queens, information that may be copied from other chronicles. Even if the ruler 
list of Montesinos were accurate, his chronicle is virtually useless for understand-
ing Inca state formation processes. 

19. Cabello de Balboa 1951 (1586), bk. 3, chap. 12, p. 283; Cobo 1964 
(1653), bk. 12, chap. 6; Sarmiento de Gamboa 1965 (1572), chap. 16. 

20. Names of early non-Inca leaders include Huaman Samo and Pachachulla 
Viracocha. These appear to be personal names and not titles. Sarmiento de Gam-
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