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ordained by the emperors of the Incas dominate and transform the
natural landscape. Cities, temples and fortresses of stone, marvelously
engineered roads cut through sheer mountain slopes, massive agri-
cultural terraces, and hydraulic works are emblematic of Inca power.
In this book, Alan L. Kolata examines how these awesome material
products came into being. What were the cultural institutions that gave
impetus to the Incas’ imperial ambition? What form of power did the
Incas exercise over their conquered provinces far from the imperial
capital of Cuzco? How did the Incas mobilize the staggering labor force
that sustained their war machine and built their empire? What kind of
perceptions and religious beliefs informed the Inca worldview?
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A doorway at the site of Machu Picchu reflects the importance of stone
in the Inca world, as well as the exceptional artistry with which crafts-
men conceived and carved this elemental material. (Photo © Edward
Ranney, from Monuments of the Incas, by John Hemming, Thames and
Hudson, Ltd., London, 2010)
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Preface

In the fall of 1492, as the small fleet of Christopher Columbus approached
landfall in the Caribbean, far to the southwest a native lord of the Andes
was preparing to take dominion over the largest empire ever forged in
the Americas. In that year, the Inca Wayna Qhapag, the last independent
heir to a remarkable Andean culture grounded in aggressive religious
and cultural proselytism, found himself the supreme lord of a domain
of startling proportions. The Incas’ own name for their empire reflected
their belief that they had conquered the known world: Tawantinsuyu, the
“Four Parts Joined,” or the Realm of the Four Quarters. The lands of
this realm incorporated a dazzling and sharply juxtaposed series of phys-
ical landscapes that ranged over the territories of five modern Andean
republics: Peru, Bolivia, Chile, Argentina, and Ecuador. The world of
the Inca contained an astonishing array of radically different environ-
mental zones, replete with brusque contrasts in climate, vegetation,
topography, soil, and other more subtle biological and physical associa-
tions. This wild diversity of terrain, and therefore of ecological poten-
tial, represented both a significant impediment to the achievement of
regional political integration and an exceptional concentration of natu-
ral resources with the potential to underwrite imperial-scale economies.
Despite the physical difficulties of the terrain, Inca armies were able to
extend the power of their lords from the tortuous, dissected mountain
slopes and valleys of highland Peru to the perpetually arid coasts strung
along the western margins of the South American continent, and from
the humid, subtropical enclaves encrusted in the great eastern flanks
of the Andean massif to the cold, austere, and seemingly endless high
plains of the Lake Titicaca basin. The social obstacles that confronted
the Inca political, economic, and military apparatus in its drive to power
were no less bewildering in their diversity or daunting in their complex-
ity. The Inca Empire, at its apogee, incorporated more than two hundred
separate ethnic groups, most speaking mutually unintelligible languages.
Their emperors strained to conquer, and then to administer, societies
that covered the entire spectrum of human organization from small,

xiii
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Xiv Preface

mobile bands of hunters and gatherers who inhabited isolated areas in
the densely forested regions of eastern Ecuador and Peru to the pow-
erful, immensely wealthy indigenous states of the Pacific coast and the
Andean high plateau, such as the kingdoms of the Chimu, Chincha,
Lupaca, and Colla peoples.

Despite these formidable environmental and social barriers to empire,
within the evanescent space of three generations during the fifteenth
and early sixteenth centuries, the Incas succeeded in transforming
themselves from a congeries of small, ethnically related social groups
jockeying for power in the mountainous regions around Cuzco in south-
ern Peru into the greatest single Native American political entity ever
to emerge. Extending their authority over an area of some forty-eight
hundred kilometers in length from north to south, they ruled over sev-
eral million people and developed a massive imperial infrastructure, the
material remains of which still inspire awe and admiration. No other
Native American society, not the Aztec, Maya, Toltec, or Teotihuacan in
Mesoamerica, ever forged an empire of such scope and social complex-
ity. What, then, was special about the ancient Inca and their world?

Throughout the Andes, public works ordained by the emperors of
the Incas dominated, and at times transformed, the natural landscape.
Cities, temples and fortresses of stone, marvelously engineered roads
cut through sheer mountain slopes, and, most especially, massive agri-
cultural terraces and hydraulic works were emblematic of Inca power
and productive capacity. Yet it is not so much these awesome material
products of the Inca Empire that claim our curiosity but, rather, the
social processes that brought them into being. What, for instance, were
the cultural institutions that structured and gave impetus to the Incas’
imperial ambition? What form of power did the Incas exercise over their
conquered provinces far from their imperial capital of Cuzco? How did
they mobilize the staggering labor force that was required to sustain
their war machine while simultaneously erecting and maintaining exten-
sive and monumental public works? What kind of perceptions, thought
processes, and beliefs informed the Inca worldview, confirming in their
own minds their right to rule other nations? What impact did the radical
social transformation that the Incas experienced in their move toward
statehood and imperial power have on the structure of the Inca nation
itself and on other ethnic groups that they subjugated? These are the
principal questions that will orient this book.

Answering these questions engages us in an exploration of the social
history and the cultural dynamics of civilizations throughout the Andes.
The imperial achievements of Tawantinsuyu were not simply the brilliant
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Preface XV

invention of the kings of Cuzco, the triumph of civilization over barba-
rism, as Inca court propagandists would have us believe. They had not
occurred in a cultural vacuum. The roots of Inca civilization, much like
those of their Mesoamerican counterparts, were firmly planted in the
deep bedrock of earlier cultural traditions. Before the Incas, the politi-
cal history of the Andes had been marked dramatically by the ebb and
flow of other, more ancient states and empires. The Wari and Tiwanaku
of the Andean highlands and altiplano had left an enduring legacy of
state expansion in the same regions that the Incas would conquer some
five hundred years later. Many of the organizational tools that the Incas
used to bind local populations to the yoke of their government had
been devised and elaborated in the centuries before the Inca by these
early predatory states, and they had long been common currency in the
pan-Andean repertoire of state formation. Similarly, on the desert coast
of northern Peru, the kingdom of Chimor was once ruled by a dynasty
of divine kings who had forcefully commanded the resources and the
obeisance of a large population generations before the Incas even had
pretensions to imperial rule. The richly decorated palaces and royal sep-
ulchers at Chan Chan, the remarkable capital city of Chimor, had been
the scenes of unimaginable exhibitions of kingly power and wealth when
the first leaders of the Incas had been nothing more than competing
petty warlords living in crudely fortified compounds. The ideology and
practice of divine kingship, like other institutions that became indeli-
bly associated with the Incas, were clearly not exclusive to the lords of
Cuzco. The Inca inherited a rich stream of existing cultural beliefs, social
institutions, political strategies, technological capacities, and economic
systems that shaped the essential contours, if not the precise course, of
their history.

The story of the Incas, who in 1492 were in the midst of extending
their domain in the Andes, was the final pre-Columbian chapter of a
complex saga of human adaptation over several millennia in a context
of formidable environmental and social challenges. We will come to
understand the Incas and their empire in terms of continuing interac-
tions between individual and collective social agents pursuing their own
interests and enduring sociocultural structures that shaped Andean soci-
eties over many generations. That is, we will come to know Inca society
and history as the complex product of individual and collective agency
and deeply embedded Andean social structures. This book, then, will
do double duty, providing detailed descriptions and analyses of Inca
history, social organization, political economy, statecraft, and religious
ideology, while offering an interpretive framework of Inca society and
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xvi Preface

politics derived from comparative social theory. As we shall see, the
social structures, political concepts, economic systems, religious prac-
tices, strategies of power, and cultural dispositions of the Inca have gen-
eral comparability to those of other indigenous states and empires, but
they also possess unique features that make exploring the Realm of the
Four Quarters a particularly fascinating study in social analysis.
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A Note on Orthography

Many of the terms used in this book are Quechua, the language spoken
by the Inca. In part because Quechua originally existed only as a spoken
language, a great deal of variation in spelling continues to exist. Many
scholars use an older system of standardization, based on Spanish
orthography, and some terms may be recognizable to the reader in
this form, such as “quipu” for “khipu.” In most cases, this book adopts
spellings in accordance with the most recent system of standardization
(post-1970s). Only those terms that are well known in their Hispanicized
version retain these spellings here — including “Cuzco” and, of course,
“Inca” (now often spelled “Inka”).
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