Governing the Inca Empire — Primary Source

The absence of decipherable written records for the peoples of South America
prior to the arrival of the Spaniards means that our only current sources for their
pre-Conquest history are archaeological artifacts and accounts composed by six-
teenth- and early seventecenth-century American Indian and Spanish writers who
labored to preserve the memory of a past in imminent danger of being lost forever,

One such ethnohistorian was Pedro de Cieza de Ledn (152015 54). In 1535 he ar-
rived in the Americas as a teenage soldier-adventurer and spent the fext seventeen
vears trekking throughout South America, falling increasingly under the spell of
the continent and its narive peoples. As he traveled and fought, he took detailed
notes of all he observed and experienced. Believing, as he noted, that “we and the
Indians have the same origin,” Cieza wrote with great sympathy for the many dif-
ferent American Indian cultures he encountered, even though he seems never to
have doubted the righteousness of the Spanish conquest and conversion of these
peoples. Indeed, one of his primary reasons for recording his observations was that
he considered it “right that the world know how so great a multitude of these In-
dians were brought into the sanctity of the Church.”

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS

1. What devices did the Incas use to govern their vast empire?
2. From Cieza’s perspective, what were the most admirable qualities of this

empire?

It is told for a face of che rulers of this kingdom
that in the days of their rule they had their repre-
sentatives in the capitals of all the provinces, . . .
for in all chese places there were larger and finer
lodgings than in most of the other cigies of this
great kingdom, and many storehouses. They
served as the head of the provinces or regions,
and from every so many leagues' around the trib-
utes were brought to one of these capitals, and

from so many others, to another. This was so well
organized that there was not a village that did
not know whete it was to send its tribure, In all
these capitals the Incas had temples of the sun,
mints, and many silversmiths who did nothing
but work rich pieces of gold or fair vessels of sil-
ver; large garrisons were statiotied there, and, as 1
have said, a steward or representative who was in
cornmand of them all, to whom an accounting of
everything that was brought in was made, and |
who, in turn, had to give one of all that was is-
sued. And these governors could in no way inter-
fere with the jurisdiction of another who held a
similar post, but within his own, if there were -
any disorder or disturbance, he had authoricy to
punish it{s perpetrators}, especially if it were in
the nature of a conspiracy or a rebellion, or failure
to obey the Inca,? for full power resided in these
governors. And if the Incas had not had the fore-
sight to appoint them and to establish the miti-
maes,® the natives would have often revolted and
shaken off the royal rule; but with the many
troops and the abundance of provisions, they
could not effect this unless they had all plotred
such treason or rebellion together, This happened
rarely, for these governors who were named were
of complete trust, all of them Orejomer,* and most
of them had their holdings, or chacaras, in the

neighborhood of Cuzes,” and their homes and
kinfolk. If one of them did not show sufficient
capacity for his duties, he was removed and an-
other put in his place.

When one of them came to Cuzco on private
business or to see the Inca, he left a lieutenant in
his place, not oue who aspired to the post, but
one he knew would faithfully carry out what he
was ordered to do and what was best for the ser-
vice of the Inca. And if one of these governors or
delegates died while in office, the natives at once
sent word to the Inca how and of what he had
died, and even transported the body by the post
road if this seemed to them advisable. The trib-
ute paid by each of these districts where the cap-
ital was sicvated and that turned over by the
natives, whether gold, silver, clothing, arms, and

all else chey gave, was entered in the accounts of
.. . {those] who kept the guipus and did every-
thing ordered by the governor in the matter of
finding the soldiers or supplying whomever the
Inca ordered, of making delivery to Cuzco; but
when they came fram the city of Cuzco to go over
the accounts, or they were ordered to go to Cuzco
to give.an accounting, the accountants them-
selves gave it by the quipus, or went to give it
where there could be no fraud, but everything
had to come out right. Few years went by in

which an accounting of all these things was not
made. .

[The Indians} had a methed of knowing how

the tributes of food supplies should be levied on
the provinces when the Lord-Inca came through
with his army, or was visiting the kingdom; or,
when nothing of this sort was taking place, what
came into the storehouses and whar was issued to
the subjects, so nobody could be unduly bur-
dened. ... This involved the quipus, which are



long strands of knotied strings, and those who
were the accountants and underscood the mean-
ing of these knots could reckon by them expendi-
tares or ocher things that had raken place many
years before. By these knots they counted from
one to ten and from ten to a hundred, and from a
hundred to a thousand. On one of these strands
there is the account of one thing, and on the
other of another, in such a way that what to us is
a strange, meaningless account is clear to thern,
In the capital of each province there were accoun-
rants whom they called quipu-camayoes, and by
these knots they kept the account of the tribure
to be paid by the natives of thac district in silver,
gold, clothing, flocks, down to wood and other
more insignificant things, and by these same qui-
Pus at the end of a year, or ten, OfF tWenty years,
they gave a report to the one whose duty it was to
check the account so exact chat not even a pair of
sandals was missing. . . .

The Orejomes of Cuzco who supplied me with
information are in agreement thar in olden times,
in the days of the Lord-Incas, all the villages and
provinces of Peru were notified that a report
should be given to the rulers and cheir represen-
tatives each year of the men and women who had
died, and all who had been born, for this was nec-
essary for the levying of the cributes as welt as to
know how many were available for war and those
who could assume the defense of the villages.
This was an easy matter, for each province at the
end of the year had a list by the knots of the qui-
pus of all che people who had died there during
the year, as well as of those who had been born.
At the beginning of the new year they came to
Cuzco, bringing their quipus, which told how
many births there had been during the year, and
how many deaths. This was reported wich ali
truch and accuracy, without any fraud or deceit.
In this way the Inca and che governors knew
which of the Indians wete poor, the women who
had been widowed, whether they were able o
pay their taxes, and how many men they could
count on in the event of war, and many other
things they considered highly important.

. As this kingdom was so ~vast, as | have repeat-
edly mentioned, in each of the many provinces
there were many storehouses filled with supplies
and other needful things; thus, in times of war,
wherever the armies went they drew upon the
contents of these storehouses, without ever
touching the supplies of their confederates or fay-
ing a finger on what they had in their seccle-
ments, And when there was no war, all this stock
of supplies and food was divided up among the
poor and the widows. These poor were the aged,
or the lame, crippled, or paralyzed, or those af-
fliceed with some other cliseases; if they were in
good health, they received nothing. Then the
storehouses were filled up once more with the
tributes paid the Inca. If there came a lean year,
the storehouses were opened and the provinces
were lent what they needed in the way of sup-
plies; then, in a year of abundance, they paid
back all chey had received, Eveq though the trib-
utes paid to the Inca were used only for the afore-
said purposes, they were employed to advantage,
for in chis way their kingdom was opulent and
well supplied.

No one who was lazy or tried to live by the
work of others was tolerated; everyone had to
work. Thus on certain days each lord went to his
lands and took the plow in hand and cultivated
the earth, and did ather things. Even the Iricas
themselves did this to set an example, for every-
body was to know that there should be nobody so
rich that, on this account, he might disdain or af-
front the poor. And under their system there was
none such in all the kingdom, for, if he had his
health, he worked and lacked for nothing; and if
he was ill, he received what he needed from the
storehouses. And no rich man could deck himself
out in mote finery than the poor, or wear differ-
ent clothing, except the rulers and headmen,
who, to maintain their dignity, were allowed
great freedom and privilege, as well as the Ore-

Jones, who held a place apart among all the
peoples.



