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​Fire in the Andes: The Great Rebellion of Túpac Amaru II, 1780–1783 

In November 1780, a wealthy Andean nobleman ambushed a corrupt Spanish official on a mountain trail, and set in motion the largest anti-colonial uprising Latin America would see before its wars of independence. José Gabriel Condorcanqui, who took the name Túpac Amaru II, claimed direct descent from the last independent Inca emperor, executed in Cusco's plaza two centuries before. Within months he commanded an army of over one hundred thousand, shattering Spanish forces at Sangarará and standing before the walls of the ancient Inca capital itself. This is the story of that rebellion in full: the mining mita that broke Andean bodies for two and a half centuries, the Bourbon fiscal reforms that turned chronic grievance into acute crisis, and the extraordinary partnership of Condorcanqui and his wife, Micaela Bastidas, whose own strategic command has long been underestimated. It follows the uprising through its catastrophic first defeat, its ferocious second phase under Túpac Katari and Bartolina Sisa in Upper Peru, and its final betrayal, a negotiated peace violated by the very Crown that offered it. Drawing on the full sweep of colonial records, this is narrative history at its most urgent: a story of empire, faith, family, and the price of demanding justice from a power that never intended to deliver it. 
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​Chapter 1: The Conquered Realm
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There is a particular quality of light in the high Andes that photographs cannot capture and travelers rarely forget: a hard, thin brilliance, unfiltered by the density of air that softens the sun at sea level, falling across a landscape that seems less to have been shaped by geological time than to have been thrown up in a single violent gesture and left to cool. At twelve and thirteen thousand feet above the Pacific, the sky does not simply arch overhead; it presses close, a ceiling of impossible blue broken by peaks whose snow does not melt even in the fierce equatorial summer. It is a landscape that punishes carelessness and rewards knowledge accumulated over centuries, knowledge of which slopes hold moisture, which altitudes will bear maize and which only the bitter tuber that must be freeze-dried into chuño before it can be eaten, which passes close with snow in June and which remain open through the coldest months. It is not a landscape that forgives the ignorant, and for two and a half centuries after 1532, the men who ruled it from Lima and from Madrid remained, in the deepest sense, ignorant of it still.

This book begins in that light, on that altitude, because the rebellion it describes cannot be understood as a sudden eruption, a single spark landing on dry tinder. It must be understood instead as the final phase of a slow-burning fire that had been alight, in one form or another, since the winter afternoon in November 1532 when a small company of Spanish horsemen and foot soldiers, no more than perhaps a hundred and seventy strong, entered the town of Cajamarca and, within the space of an hour, destroyed the ruling apparatus of the largest and most sophisticated empire the Western Hemisphere had ever produced. The rebellion of José Gabriel Condorcanqui, who would take the name Túpac Amaru II and lead the largest anti-colonial insurrection in the history of Spanish America prior to the wars of independence, erupted in November 1780, two hundred and forty-eight years, almost to the month, after that first catastrophic encounter at Cajamarca. The distance between the two dates is not incidental. It is the argument of this book that the events of 1780 to 1783 represent, in a very real sense, the working-out of contradictions that were built into the structure of Spanish rule in Peru from its very first days, contradictions that no amount of administrative reform, no degree of legal protection extended to indigenous subjects on paper, and no quantity of accumulated Spanish wealth extracted from Andean silver could ever fully resolve. To understand why a wealthy, Jesuit-educated indigenous nobleman with three hundred and fifty mules and a genuine claim to royal Inca blood would, in his late thirties, choose to stake his life and the lives of his family on an uprising against the most powerful empire in the Atlantic world, one must first understand the empire he was rising against, the land in which that empire had rooted itself, and the older empire whose fall had made the Spanish one possible.

The Inca Empire that fell in the 1530s was not, whatever the Spanish chroniclers who wrote its epitaph liked to suggest, some timeless and unchanging Andean civilization awaiting its inevitable conquest by a superior European power. It was, on the contrary, a relatively young and still-expanding polity, built with extraordinary speed over little more than a century by a series of Cusco-based rulers who had taken the administrative and religious traditions of earlier Andean civilizations, the Wari, the Tiwanaku, the Chimú, and a dozen smaller regional states whose names survive mostly in archaeological reports, and welded them into a state apparatus of remarkable reach and sophistication. At its height, in the early sixteenth century, Tawantinsuyu, the Land of the Four Quarters, stretched from what is now southern Colombia to central Chile, a north-south span of some four thousand kilometers along the spine of the Andes, encompassing perhaps ten million subjects speaking dozens of mutually unintelligible languages, unified by a shared administrative language, Quechua, a shared system of tribute labor known as mit'a, a shared road network of paved highways and rope suspension bridges that remains, in places, the most direct route across certain valleys even today, and a shared cosmology in which the reigning Sapa Inca was understood not merely as a political sovereign but as the living descendant of the sun god Inti, a figure whose body, upon death, did not decay into ordinary mortality but was mummified and continued to participate, through ritual, in the governance of the realm.

It is worth dwelling on this last point, because it will matter a great deal later in this narrative, when we come to consider the peculiar ideological chemistry that allowed a Catholic, Jesuit-educated, Spanish-speaking indigenous nobleman of the 1770s to present himself, with apparent sincerity and considerable political effect, as the restored embodiment of a royal Inca line extinguished two centuries earlier. The Inca state was not a secular bureaucracy that happened to have a religious veneer; it was a sacred kinship structure in which political legitimacy and cosmological order were inseparable, in which the person of the ruler was understood to guarantee the fertility of the land, the regularity of the seasons, and the continued favor of the ancestors. When the Spanish destroyed that structure, when they captured the reigning Sapa Inca Atahualpa at Cajamarca, extracted from his subjects a ransom in gold and silver so vast it beggars modern comprehension, and then executed him regardless, by strangulation, in July 1533 rather than the burning the Spanish had originally threatened, a substitution granted as a mercy because Atahualpa, facing death, had agreed to be baptized, they did not simply change the personnel of Andean government. They tore a hole in the fabric of Andean cosmology itself, a wound that would fester, reopen, and bleed intermittently for the whole of the colonial period, and that would erupt with particular violence in 1780, when a man claiming descent from the last independent Inca line would present his rebellion, in substantial part, as an act of cosmic restoration rather than merely political revolt.

The conquest itself, it should be said plainly, was less a military triumph in the conventional European sense than an act of opportunism executed against a state already convulsed by internal catastrophe. Francisco Pizarro's expedition arrived in the Andes at almost precisely the moment that the Inca realm was tearing itself apart in a brutal succession war between two half-brothers, Atahualpa and Huáscar, sons of the recently deceased Sapa Inca Huayna Capac, whose own death, along with the deaths of a staggering proportion of the Andean population in the years immediately preceding the Spanish arrival, is now understood to have been caused by smallpox, a disease introduced to the Americas by earlier Spanish contact in the Caribbean and Central America and which had traveled south along Andean trade and communication routes faster than any Spaniard, arriving in Peru years before Pizarro himself did. The empire the Spanish encountered, in other words, was not the confident, unified Tawantinsuyu of a generation earlier but a realm already reeling from epidemiological catastrophe and civil war, its normal channels of authority disrupted, its population disoriented by losses on a scale that had no precedent in Andean memory. This is not offered as an excuse for what followed, nor as a diminishment of the extraordinary audacity and ruthlessness that Pizarro and his company brought to the encounter at Cajamarca. It is offered because the fact of prior demographic catastrophe, smallpox arriving ahead of the conquistadors, doing to Andean bodies and Andean social structures what Spanish steel alone could never have accomplished, established, from the very outset of colonial rule, a demographic pattern that would shape every subsequent chapter of Peruvian colonial history, including, two and a half centuries later, the particular vulnerabilities and particular furies that drove the rebellion this book describes.

The scale of that demographic catastrophe deserves to be stated with some precision, because it is easy, from the comfortable distance of the twenty-first century, to let phrases like "demographic collapse" pass by without absorbing what they actually meant. Estimates of the pre-contact population of the Andean region vary considerably among historians and demographers, ranging from perhaps six million to sixteen million or more depending on methodology, but there is broad consensus that within a century of the Spanish arrival, the indigenous population of Peru had fallen by somewhere between eighty and ninety percent. Smallpox was the first and often the most devastating wave, but it was followed by measles, influenza, typhus, and a succession of other Old World pathogens against which Andean populations, isolated from the Eurasian disease pool for many thousands of years, possessed no acquired immunity whatsoever. Compounding the purely biological catastrophe was the disruption of Andean agricultural and social systems by conquest, forced relocation, and the early, largely unregulated brutality of the encomienda system, which will be examined in detail in the following chapter. Whole valleys that had supported dense agricultural populations under Inca administration were, within a few generations, nearly emptied of people, their terraced hillsides falling into disrepair, their irrigation canals silting up, their communities consolidated by Spanish administrative fiat into new, more easily governed settlements called reducciones, a policy that will also require its own extended treatment later in this book.

It is against this backdrop of catastrophic loss, a loss so total that it left permanent scars on Andean demography, land tenure, and collective memory, that Spanish colonial order in Peru was constructed. And it was constructed, from the very beginning, around a central organizing fiction that would prove both remarkably durable and, ultimately, fatally unstable: the fiction of two separate and parallel societies occupying the same territory, governed by different laws, subject to different obligations, and understood by the Crown to require different forms of administration. This was the system of the two repúblicas, the república de españoles, comprising Spaniards and, over time, an increasingly complex population of mixed ancestry born in the Americas, organized around cities and towns governed by Spanish municipal law and Spanish courts; and the república de indios, comprising the indigenous population, organized around ancestral or reconstituted communities, governed nominally by their own caciques or kurakas under royal protection, subject to a distinct body of law that in theory shielded them from the worst excesses of Spanish exploitation while in practice bound them to a set of tribute and labor obligations that would, over the following two and a half centuries, prove to be the single most consequential fact of colonial Andean life.

The theoretical logic of the two-republic system was not, it must be said, purely cynical. There were genuine currents of Spanish legal and theological thought, particularly in the sixteenth century, that took seriously the question of indigenous humanity and indigenous rights, one need only recall the Valladolid debate of 1550 and 1551, in which the Dominican friar Bartolomé de las Casas argued, against the Aristotelian position of Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda, that the indigenous peoples of the Americas were rational beings entitled to the protections of natural law, a position that, while it did not carry the day in any complete or unambiguous sense, did leave a permanent mark on Spanish colonial legal theory and on the elaborate, if frequently ignored, body of protective legislation that the Crown promulgated across the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The república de indios, in this framing, was meant to be a protected space, insulated by law from the direct and unregulated exploitation that Spanish settlers in the earliest years of conquest had visited upon indigenous communities with a violence that even contemporary Spanish observers, men like Las Casas, found difficult to justify or excuse.

But the protective intent of the two-republic system, however genuine in certain quarters of Spanish legal and theological thought, coexisted from the very beginning with an unmistakably extractive purpose, and it is the tension between these two intentions, protection on one hand, extraction on the other, that would define the entire colonial experience of Andean peoples and that would, in the fullness of time, produce the rebellion this book describes. The república de indios was not merely a protected legal category; it was also, and perhaps primarily, an administrative mechanism for organizing indigenous labor and indigenous tribute in a form the Crown and Spanish settlers could reliably access. Indigenous communities were required to pay tribute, initially in kind and increasingly in cash, to the Crown or to whichever Spanish party held rights over them. They were required to supply labor, on a rotational basis, to Spanish agricultural estates, textile workshops, and, most consequentially of all, to the mines whose silver would make Peru, for a century and more, the single most important source of specie in the entire early modern global economy. The protections that indigenous communities did possess under the law, the right to petition Spanish courts, the right to a "protector de indios" who was theoretically charged with defending indigenous interests, the legal ceiling on how large a proportion of a community's able-bodied men could be drafted for mine labor at any one time, functioned, in practice, less as an absolute shield against exploitation than as a set of terms within which exploitation would be negotiated, contested, and, more often than the Crown's own legislation intended, exceeded.

This is a point of real importance for understanding the ideology of the rebellion that this book will eventually narrate in detail, and it deserves to be stated clearly here at the outset. The rebels of 1780 were not, for the most part, revolutionaries in the modern sense of the word, seeking to overthrow the entire legal and cosmological order of Spanish rule and replace it with something wholly new. Túpac Amaru II himself, in the earliest proclamations of his uprising, claimed to be acting not against the King of Spain but in the King's name, against corrupt local officials who had betrayed royal justice and royal protection of indigenous subjects. This was not simply tactical dissembling, though it certainly served tactical purposes. It reflected a genuine and long-standing feature of Andean political consciousness under colonial rule: the belief, cultivated by two and a half centuries of royal legislation that promised protection even as royal administration in practice permitted its violation, that the Crown itself was a potential ally against the depredations of local Spanish officials, that the king in Madrid, if only he knew the truth of what was being done in his name in the high provinces of Peru, would act to correct it. This belief, call it, following a pattern that recurs across many peasant societies under distant and poorly understood central authority, a form of naive monarchism, would prove to be one of the central ideological currents feeding into the rebellion, running alongside, and in uneasy combination with, the more radical currents of Inca restorationism and indigenous messianism that this book will also trace.

The geography in which this entire system was elaborated deserves, at this point, sustained attention in its own right, because it is impossible to understand either the Inca state that preceded Spanish rule or the colonial order that replaced it without understanding the extraordinary physical environment in which both were built. The Andes are not simply a mountain range in the way that, say, the Alps or the Appalachians are mountain ranges, a discrete geological feature bordered by lowlands on either side. They are a spine running the entire length of the South American continent, and in the central Andean region that concerns this book, comprising modern Peru and Bolivia, they widen into a vast high plateau, the altiplano, itself ringed and crossed by peaks exceeding six thousand meters, punctuated by the enormous inland sea of Lake Titicaca, and falling away on either side into landscapes of radically different character: to the west, a narrow coastal desert, one of the driest environments on earth, watered only by a series of short rivers descending from the mountains; to the east, the steep, forested slopes of the Andean foothills descending, over a comparatively short horizontal distance, into the vast lowland expanse of Amazonia.

This geography produced, long before the Inca or even before the earlier Andean civilizations whose achievements the Inca inherited and built upon, a distinctive pattern of human ecological adaptation that scholars have come to call the "vertical archipelago", a term coined in recognition of the fact that Andean communities did not simply occupy a single altitude and a single ecological zone, as agricultural societies in most of the world have tended to do, but instead maintained access to multiple ecological zones at radically different altitudes simultaneously, often separated by many days' travel, in order to secure the full range of resources that no single altitude could provide on its own. A community based in a high valley at three thousand meters might maintain fields at four thousand meters suitable only for the hardy, frost-resistant tubers of the potato family, together with pasture at even higher altitudes for llama and alpaca herding, together with fields at lower altitudes suitable for maize, together, in some cases, with outlying settlements in the warm valleys descending toward the eastern lowlands, suitable for coca cultivation, or in the coastal lowlands, suitable for cotton and other warm-climate crops. This was not casual trade between separate communities but direct control, by a single kin-based social unit, of multiple discontinuous zones of production, an ecological strategy of extraordinary sophistication that allowed Andean societies to achieve a degree of food security and resource diversity that would otherwise have been impossible in an environment where altitude changes of a few hundred meters could mean the difference between a fertile field and a frost-blasted waste.

The vertical archipelago mattered for far more than agricultural technique. It shaped the entire social and political organization of Andean societies, producing forms of collective land tenure, reciprocal labor obligation, and kin-based resource sharing, the ayllu, the fundamental unit of Andean social organization, a kin group bound together by shared descent, shared land rights across multiple ecological zones, and a dense web of reciprocal labor obligations, that long predated the Inca state and that the Inca state itself had absorbed, formalized, and extended rather than invented outright. The mit'a system of rotational labor tribute, which the Spanish would later adapt and radically intensify for their own extractive purposes under the mining mita examined at length in a later chapter, was itself an elaboration of pre-existing Andean traditions of reciprocal labor exchange between community members and between communities and their rulers, traditions rooted in the practical necessities of an ecological system in which survival depended on cooperative labor across dispersed and discontinuous landscapes.

It is essential to grasp this point because one of the most consequential and least forgivable failures of Spanish colonial administration in Peru, across the entire span of the colonial period, was its persistent inability or unwillingness to understand and accommodate the ecological logic that had shaped Andean society for a thousand years before the conquest. The Toledan reducciones of the 1570s, examined in a later chapter, forcibly concentrated dispersed Andean populations into nucleated Spanish-style towns, disrupting the vertical archipelago's requirement of dispersed multi-altitude settlement and severing communities from outlying lands they had cultivated for generations. The administrative boundaries the Spanish drew, the tribute and labor obligations they imposed on the basis of those boundaries, and the tax and market structures that would later feed into the specific grievances of the 1770s all proceeded from a fundamentally different, fundamentally more static conception of territory than the one that had governed Andean life before the conquest, a conception rooted in the fixed jurisdictions and fixed property lines of Iberian municipal and manorial law, imposed onto a landscape and a society that had organized itself, for a millennium or more, around movement, dispersal, and access to altitude rather than around fixed and bounded plots of land.

The Spanish, of course, brought their own understanding of this landscape, an understanding shaped above all by a single, overriding preoccupation: silver. It is not too much to say that the entire subsequent history of colonial Peru, including the fiscal and administrative structures that would eventually provoke the rebellion of Túpac Amaru II, cannot be understood except as a set of arrangements built, layer upon layer, around the extraction and transport of Andean silver to the ports of the Pacific coast and from there, around Cape Horn or across the isthmus of Panama, to Spain and onward into the arteries of the early modern global economy. The discovery of the silver mountain of Potosí in 1545, in the high, cold, and until then sparsely populated altiplano of Upper Peru, transformed what might otherwise have remained a relatively marginal Spanish colonial holding into one of the wealthiest and most closely governed territories in the entire Spanish Atlantic empire. Potosí silver financed the wars of Philip II in the Netherlands; it flowed across the Pacific to China in exchange for silk and porcelain; it underwrote, in ways that historians are still working out the full implications of, the entire structure of early modern global trade. And every ounce of it that left the mountain at Potosí had, at some point in the production process, passed through the hands and often through the shortened lives of indigenous mitayos, drafted by rotation from their home communities, sometimes hundreds of kilometers distant, to labor in conditions whose brutality will be the subject of extended examination in a later chapter.

The city that grew up around this extraction, Potosí itself, which by the early seventeenth century may have been, briefly, one of the largest cities in the world, larger than London or Seville, a boomtown of extraordinary wealth and equally extraordinary squalor perched at over four thousand meters above sea level, stood as a kind of monument to the entire colonial project, a place where indigenous labor, extracted under conditions that combined nominal legal protection with practical brutality, was transmuted into the wealth that sustained an empire on the other side of the earth. It is no accident that this book, though it will spend most of its narrative energy on the province of Tinta and the city of Cusco, the specific geographic center of the 1780 rebellion, must return again and again to Potosí, because the fate of Potosí's silver, and the fate of the labor system that produced it, were never separable from the political and economic history of the rest of Peru. When, as a later chapter will describe, the Spanish Crown severed Upper Peru and its silver capital from the jurisdiction of Lima in 1776, redirecting the flow of silver and commerce toward the new Viceroyalty of the Río de la Plata and its capital at Buenos Aires, it did not simply redraw an administrative boundary on a map. It broke apart an economic system that had bound Cusco, Potosí, and the vast intervening highlands into a single integrated zone of production, tribute, and trade for over two centuries, and it did so with consequences that would prove, within four years, to be catastrophic.

The men and institutions that governed this system, from the viceroy in Lima down to the corregidor in a provincial town like Tinta, understood themselves, for the most part, to be administering a legitimate and God-ordained order. It is worth pausing, before this book proceeds further into the specific institutional and economic history of that order, to insist on the seriousness with which Spanish colonial administrators took their own legal and religious justifications, however self-serving those justifications may appear from a modern vantage point. The Spanish conquest and colonization of the Americas was, from a very early stage, the subject of intense legal and theological scrutiny within Spain itself, precisely because Spanish jurists and theologians recognized that the conquest raised genuine and difficult questions about the legitimacy of Spanish rule over peoples who had never accepted Christian sovereignty and who had, by any reasonable standard, possessed functioning political and social institutions of their own prior to Spanish arrival. The eventual resolution of these debates, never fully settled, but stabilized into a working legal and administrative consensus by the later sixteenth century, rested on a combination of claims: the authority granted by papal donation to the Spanish Crown to evangelize the Americas, the argument that Spanish rule, whatever its origins, now provided a framework of law and religious instruction that benefited indigenous subjects, and an increasingly elaborate body of protective legislation, embodied above all in the New Laws of 1542 discussed in the following chapter, that was meant to demonstrate the Crown's genuine commitment to the welfare of its indigenous subjects even as it continued to extract tribute and labor from them on an enormous scale.

This combination of genuine, if self-interested, legal and religious commitment to indigenous protection, and equally genuine, equally structural commitment to indigenous exploitation, produced a colonial system riddled with internal contradiction from its very foundation. It was a system that could, in the same decade, produce both the humane and often genuinely radical writings of a Bartolomé de las Casas and the routine, sanctioned brutality of the mining mita at Potosí and Huancavelica. It was a system in which indigenous communities possessed real, litigable legal rights, the right to petition, the right to challenge corrupt officials in Spanish courts, the right, in theory, to limits on the labor and tribute that could be extracted from them, and yet in which those rights were, in the everyday experience of most indigenous Andeans across most of the colonial period, honored more often in the breach than in the observance, enforced only fitfully and unevenly by an administrative and judicial apparatus that was itself compromised, at nearly every level, by the same officials whose conduct indigenous petitioners were attempting to challenge.

It is this contradiction, sustained across two and a half centuries, that this book identifies as the deep structural cause of the rebellion of 1780. Not a single grievance, however severe, not the mita, not the reparto, not the tax increases of the 1770s in isolation, but the cumulative weight of a system that had, from its very beginning, promised indigenous Andeans a form of legal protection and royal justice that it then, generation after generation, official after official, failed to deliver in practice, while simultaneously extracting from those same Andeans, through tribute, through labor, through forced commerce, a volume of wealth that sustained the Spanish empire and the growing prosperity of its American-born Creole population. The rebellion that would erupt in November 1780 was, in this sense, not a rejection of the promises the colonial system had made to its indigenous subjects but, paradoxically, an attempt to enforce those promises, to demand, at the point of the sword, the justice and protection that royal law had always claimed to guarantee and had never consistently provided.

But structural grievance alone, however real and however deeply rooted, rarely produces rebellion on its own. Structural grievance requires, in addition, both an immediate precipitating crisis, and the 1770s, as later chapters will show in detail, provided that crisis in the form of the Bourbon fiscal and administrative reforms that disrupted Andean economic life with unusual speed and severity, and an ideological framework capable of transforming diffuse resentment into organized collective action, capable of giving participants a shared language in which to understand their grievances and a shared vision of what a different order might look like. This is where the second great theme of this book's opening chapter must be introduced: the persistence, across two and a half centuries of Spanish rule, of a distinct current of Andean political and religious thought that never fully accepted the finality of the Inca collapse, and that periodically resurfaced, in one form or another, as a language of hope, restoration, and resistance.

The most famous and best documented of these movements is Taki Onqoy, a religious revitalization movement that swept through significant portions of the central and southern Andes in the 1560s, barely a generation after the conquest, in which adherents proclaimed that the Andean huacas, the sacred places, objects, and ancestral beings that had structured Andean religious life before and, in officially suppressed form, continued after the Spanish arrival, were rising up in rebellion against the Christian god the Spanish had imposed, and that they would, if properly honored, drive the Spanish from the land entirely and restore the old order. Taki Onqoy was violently suppressed by Spanish ecclesiastical authorities, its leaders punished, its practices driven underground, but the underlying current of belief it expressed, that Spanish rule was not permanent, that the huacas and the old gods retained power, that restoration remained possible, did not disappear. It persisted, submerged and transformed, in popular religious practice throughout the colonial period, surfacing periodically in localized uprisings and always available, as a kind of ideological reservoir, to be drawn upon by later movements of resistance.

Alongside and increasingly entangled with this current of indigenous religious restorationism ran a second, more specifically dynastic current: the memory, kept alive above all among the surviving indigenous nobility, of the Inca royal line itself, and in particular of the Neo-Inca state that had survived, in the remote and defensible territory of Vilcabamba in the eastern Andean foothills, for nearly four decades after the fall of Cusco, only to be finally extinguished by Spanish military conquest in 1572, when the last independent Sapa Inca, Túpac Amaru I, was captured and, following a hastily arranged trial, publicly executed by beheading in the main plaza of Cusco before a crowd that Spanish chroniclers themselves described as overwhelmed with grief, a scene of such evident public sorrow that Viceroy Francisco de Toledo, who had ordered the execution, felt compelled to justify it at length in his subsequent reports to the Crown. The execution of Túpac Amaru I in 1572 was meant to close, definitively and finally, the question of an independent Inca political alternative to Spanish rule. It did not. It produced instead a martyr whose memory, and whose name, would be preserved, embellished, and eventually reclaimed, two centuries later, by a Cusco-region kuraka who believed himself to be his direct descendant and who would, in adopting the name Túpac Amaru II, deliberately and self-consciously position his own rebellion as the resumption of a struggle that Spanish colonial power had never, in fact, succeeded in fully extinguishing.

This is the deep ideological terrain, then, that a later chapter of this book will need to explore in full when it turns to José Gabriel Condorcanqui's own intellectual formation, his reading of Garcilaso de la Vega's Comentarios Reales de los Incas, a work that, though written by a mestizo author working within a broadly humanist and even apologetic frame with respect to Spanish rule, nonetheless preserved and transmitted, to eighteenth-century readers across the Spanish American world, a detailed and often admiring account of Inca governance, Inca achievement, and Inca legitimacy that fed directly into the resurgent current of Inca nostalgia circulating through Andean elite and popular culture alike in the decades before 1780. But it is essential to understand, at the very outset of this book, that this ideological terrain did not spring into existence in the 1770s. It was not invented by Condorcanqui, nor was it a novel eighteenth-century phenomenon grafted onto an otherwise stable and accepted colonial order. It was, rather, the surviving and periodically resurgent substrate of a political and religious consciousness that had never fully accepted the totality of Spanish victory, that had continued, across two and a half centuries, to nurture the memory of a different order, and that required, to become a mass mobilizing force capable of raising an army of more than a hundred thousand combatants, only the right combination of immediate grievance, capable leadership, and structural crisis to bring it once again to the surface.

The remainder of this book will trace, in careful and sustained detail, how that combination came together in the specific decades and years leading up to November 1780: how the labor systems established in the earliest colonial period, and radically intensified under Viceroy Toledo in the 1570s, produced two centuries of accumulated grievance and demographic devastation across Andean society; how the fiscal and administrative reforms undertaken by the Bourbon Crown in the 1770s, intended to modernize and strengthen Spanish imperial administration, instead delivered a series of immediate economic shocks, the severing of Cusco's commercial ties to Potosí, the collapse of regional textile and agricultural markets, catastrophic crop failures, and a sharp increase in taxation on goods that indigenous communities could least afford to see taxed, that transformed long-simmering structural resentment into acute and widespread desperation; and how one man, José Gabriel Condorcanqui, shaped by his own particular experience of debt, legal humiliation, and the daily burden of mediating between Spanish demands and indigenous survival, came to understand himself, and to present himself to tens of thousands of followers, as the figure capable of drawing all of these currents together into a single, if ultimately fragile and internally divided, movement of rebellion.

It is worth closing this opening chapter with a reflection on the peculiar and often uncomfortable historiographical fate of the Great Rebellion in the centuries since its suppression, because that fate itself reveals something important about the stakes of the story this book will tell. For much of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the rebellion of Túpac Amaru II was remembered, when it was remembered at all outside specialist historical circles, primarily as a cautionary tale, a demonstration of the dangers of indigenous unrest, invoked by conservative Creole and, later, Republican Peruvian elites as evidence that indigenous political mobilization inevitably descended into racial violence and social chaos. It was only in the twentieth century, and particularly from the middle of the century onward, as nationalist, indigenista, and Marxist currents of Latin American historiography converged in seeking usable revolutionary and anti-colonial precedents, that Túpac Amaru II was reconstructed as a protonationalist hero, a proto-revolutionary leader, in some tellings almost a modern class-conscious insurgent avant la lettre, his image adopted by movements as varied as the Peruvian military government of the 1970s, which placed his likeness on the national currency and invoked his name in its own program of agrarian reform, and later, more troublingly, by the Uruguayan Tupamaros guerrilla movement, which took his name directly.

This book will not attempt to adjudicate finally between these competing historical memories, the cautionary tale and the revolutionary myth, though it will, in its final chapter, return to the question of the rebellion's contested legacy at some length. What this book will attempt instead, across the chapters that follow, is something more modest and, the author hopes, more useful: a careful, evidence-grounded reconstruction of the actual structural conditions, the actual immediate crises, and the actual human decisions, made by real individuals under conditions of extraordinary pressure, that together produced the largest anti-colonial uprising Spanish America had yet seen. It is a story that resists easy moralizing in either direction. It is a story of genuine and often extraordinary courage, set against a backdrop of genuine and often extraordinary brutality, on both sides of the conflict. It is a story in which the same colonial legal system that indigenous rebels invoked as a source of legitimate grievance was also, at critical moments, the instrument through which loyalist indigenous nobles justified their opposition to the rebellion, producing divisions within Andean society every bit as consequential, in the end, as the division between Spaniard and Andean that the rebellion is so often remembered as having been fundamentally about.

To understand how those divisions came to exist, and how the specific mechanisms of colonial labor extraction transformed a conquered but not fully subdued Andean world into a society capable, two and a half centuries later, of mounting the rebellion this book describes, it is necessary now to turn from this broad geographic and ideological survey to the specific institutional history of Spanish labor extraction in Peru: to the encomienda, the New Laws that sought to curb its worst abuses, and the mita system that Viceroy Francisco de Toledo would construct upon its ruins, a system whose brutal, meticulously regulated machinery would remain the central fact of Andean colonial life for the next two hundred years, and whose specific grievances would be carried, quite literally, in the memory of every indigenous family whose sons had walked the long road down the mountain to Potosí.
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​Chapter 2: The Encomienda and Its Discontents
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In the years immediately following the execution of Atahualpa, as the conquistadors who had marched with Francisco Pizarro into the highlands of Peru began the long, often violent process of dividing the spoils of an empire among themselves, a new word entered the vocabulary of Spanish America, one that would come to define the first turbulent half-century of colonial rule and whose consequences would echo, in ways its architects could scarcely have imagined, into the rebellion that stands at the center of this book. That word was encomienda, derived from the Spanish verb encomendar, to entrust or commend, and it described an institution that was, in its original conception, a relatively modest instrument of colonial administration: a grant, made by the Crown or by its authorized representatives, entitling a Spanish conquistador to receive tribute and labor service from a specified indigenous population, in exchange for which the encomendero, the holder of the grant, was obligated to provide for that population's instruction in the Christian faith and, at least in theory, for its protection and welfare. It was a system with clear medieval Iberian antecedents, drawing on institutions of tribute and vassalage that had governed relations between Christian and Muslim populations during the long centuries of the Reconquista, adapted now to a wholly new context, an ocean away, among peoples whose social and political traditions bore no resemblance whatsoever to those of medieval Castile.

The gap between the encomienda's stated purpose and its practical operation, however, opened almost immediately, and it opened wide. The men who received encomienda grants in the years after the conquest of Peru were, for the most part, hardened soldiers of fortune, many of them illiterate or nearly so, drawn from the poorer regions of Extremadura and Andalusia, men who had crossed an ocean and endured years of privation and danger in pursuit of exactly the kind of sudden, transformative wealth that the conquest of an empire as rich as Tawantinsuyu seemed to promise. They were, almost without exception, entirely unprepared by temperament, training, or inclination to serve as the benevolent stewards that Crown legislation imagined them to be. What they understood, with perfect clarity, was that the indigenous communities placed under their charge represented a source of labor and tribute to be extracted as rapidly and as thoroughly as circumstances allowed, tempered only by the practical consideration that a population worked entirely to death would cease, eventually, to yield any tribute at all. It was this narrow calculus of extraction bounded by self-interested restraint, rather than any genuine internalization of the Crown's professed civilizing and protective mission, that governed the actual conduct of most encomenderos across the first tumultuous decades of Spanish rule in Peru.

The mechanics of exploitation varied from region to region and from encomendero to encomendero, but certain patterns recur with grim regularity across the surviving documentary record. Indigenous communities were required to deliver tribute in whatever combination of goods, coin, and labor their encomendero demanded, with little effective oversight from Crown authorities who were, in these early years, still establishing even the most basic apparatus of colonial administration across a territory of staggering size and difficulty. Encomenderos frequently demanded tribute payments that bore no relationship to a community's actual productive capacity, extracting textiles, foodstuffs, precious metals, and coca leaf in quantities that left communities without adequate reserves for their own subsistence, particularly in years of poor harvest, when the demands of tribute collection did not diminish to reflect diminished yields but continued at previously established levels, transforming what might otherwise have been a survivable seasonal shortage into genuine famine. Labor obligations were similarly unregulated in these early decades, with encomenderos drafting indigenous men and, not infrequently, women and children as well, for agricultural labor, for construction, for personal service in Spanish households, and, with particularly devastating consequences, for labor in the earliest, most poorly organized phases of mining before the more systematic mita apparatus examined in the following chapter had been established.

It is worth pausing, before this narrative proceeds further, to consider a specific and well-documented case that illustrates, with a precision the general historical record cannot always provide, the character of encomienda-era exploitation and its human consequences. The province of Huánuco, in the central Peruvian highlands, was the subject of one of the more thorough administrative inspections, or visitas, undertaken in the mid-sixteenth century, and the surviving testimony collected during that inspection offers a window into the lived experience of encomienda rule that few other sources can match. Indigenous witnesses testified, before Spanish inspectors charged with assessing tribute obligations and investigating complaints of abuse, that the encomenderos of the region had, in the years following the initial conquest, imposed tribute demands that repeatedly exceeded the productive capacity of the communities under their charge, that they had required indigenous laborers to travel substantial distances from their home communities to work Spanish agricultural holdings and to transport goods, service that interfered directly with the communities' own subsistence agriculture and left fields untended during critical planting and harvest periods, and that encomenderos or their overseers had, in numerous documented instances, resorted to corporal punishment, imprisonment, and other coercive measures against community members who failed to meet tribute quotas or labor demands, including cases in which indigenous leaders were held hostage or subjected to physical abuse as a means of compelling compliance from their communities.

What makes testimony of this kind valuable to the historian is not that it reveals anything especially unusual about Huánuco specifically, but rather the opposite: the patterns of exploitation documented there, tribute demands untethered from actual productive capacity, labor obligations that undermined communities' own subsistence base, and coercive punishment deployed against those who resisted or fell short, recur with such consistency across the surviving documentation from other regions of Peru in this period that they must be understood as structural features of the encomienda system as it actually operated, rather than as isolated abuses attributable to a handful of unusually cruel individuals. The system's design, granting a single Spanish encomendero near-total practical authority over a defined indigenous population, with only distant and intermittent oversight from royal officials whose own numbers and resources in this early period were entirely inadequate to the task of monitoring conditions across so vast and difficult a territory, created structural incentives toward exploitation that individual variation in encomendero temperament could mitigate only at the margins.

The demographic consequences of this early colonial regime, compounded relentlessly by the epidemiological catastrophe already introduced in the preceding chapter, were severe in ways that are difficult to convey through statistics alone but that nonetheless require some attempt at quantification if the scale of what occurred is to be properly understood. Population figures for pre-conquest and early colonial Peru remain, and will likely always remain, the subject of considerable scholarly disagreement, dependent as they are on fragmentary tribute records, missionary reports, and retrospective estimation techniques whose margins of error are inevitably wide. But across the range of serious scholarly estimates, a broadly consistent picture emerges: the indigenous population of the territories that would become the Viceroyalty of Peru fell, across the first century of Spanish rule, by a proportion that few other documented instances of demographic collapse in world history can match, a decline driven primarily by successive waves of introduced disease against which Andean populations possessed no acquired immunity, but substantially compounded by the disruptions of conquest, forced relocation, and the labor and tribute demands of the encomienda system itself, which weakened communities' capacity to recover from epidemic mortality by continuing to extract labor and resources from populations already reeling from catastrophic loss.

It was this demographic catastrophe, more than any purely humanitarian or theological concern on the part of the Spanish Crown, that provided the immediate practical impetus for the reforms that would follow. A colonial system dependent on indigenous tribute and indigenous labor for its entire economic viability could not indefinitely sustain a rate of population loss that threatened, within a few generations at the pace observed in the 1530s and 1540s, to exhaust the very labor force upon which the entire colonial project depended. This practical concern combined, in the middle decades of the sixteenth century, with a second and rather different anxiety that had begun to preoccupy the Spanish Crown with increasing urgency: the fear that the encomienda system, left to develop along the trajectory it had followed in its first turbulent decades, was producing something the Crown had never intended and viewed with genuine alarm, namely the emergence, in the Americas, of a hereditary landed aristocracy of conquistador families whose wealth, whose control over indigenous labor, and whose distance from direct royal oversight threatened to replicate, on American soil, precisely the kind of decentralized feudal power that the Spanish monarchy, over the preceding two centuries of state-building on the Iberian peninsula itself, had worked so persistently to subordinate to centralized royal authority.

This anxiety was not paranoid or abstract. The encomenderos of Peru, by the 1540s, had in a number of documented instances begun to behave less like temporary grant-holders administering Crown property on the Crown's behalf and more like an emergent hereditary nobility, treating their encomiendas as inheritable family patrimony, resisting royal efforts to inspect or regulate their conduct, and, in the most extreme instance, rising in open armed rebellion against royal authority itself. The Peruvian civil wars of the 1540s, in which encomendero factions led first by Gonzalo Pizarro, brother of the conqueror Francisco, and later by other disaffected conquistador leaders, fought pitched battles against royal forces sent from Spain specifically to enforce new legislation curbing encomendero privileges, demonstrated with unmistakable clarity that the Crown's fears of a rival American aristocracy were entirely well founded. Gonzalo Pizarro's rebellion, which at its height controlled much of Peru and saw royal viceroy Blasco Núñez Vela killed in battle in 1546, was suppressed only through a combination of military force and, crucially, a pragmatic royal willingness to soften the very legislation that had provoked the rebellion in the first place, a pattern of promulgation, resistance, and partial retreat that would recur, in various forms, throughout the subsequent history of Crown efforts to regulate indigenous labor in Peru.

It was against this backdrop, combining genuine humanitarian and theological concern for indigenous welfare, urgent practical anxiety about demographic collapse threatening the colonial economy's labor base, and deep structural fear of an emergent conquistador aristocracy capable of armed resistance to royal authority, that the Spanish Crown promulgated, in 1542, the body of legislation that has come to be known collectively as the New Laws, formally the Leyes y Ordenanzas Nuevas para la Gobernación de las Indias. The New Laws represented the most ambitious and, in their original formulation, the most genuinely radical attempt the Spanish Crown would make, across the entire colonial period, to curtail the encomienda system and to reassert direct royal authority over indigenous populations. The legislation's provisions were sweeping. It prohibited the further granting of new encomiendas. It declared that existing encomiendas could not be inherited beyond the current holder's lifetime, meaning that upon an encomendero's death, the indigenous population and tribute rights he had held would revert directly to the Crown rather than passing to his heirs, a provision specifically and deliberately designed to prevent the consolidation of the hereditary aristocratic power structure that so alarmed royal authorities. It prohibited the encomienda's use for the personal, unpaid labor service of encomenderos, insisting that tribute be rendered in specified goods or coin rather than in open-ended labor obligation. And it established, at least on paper, mechanisms of royal oversight, including the office of protector de indios, charged with representing indigenous interests before Spanish courts, and expanded the authority of royal audiencias, the high courts of colonial administration, to hear and adjudicate indigenous complaints against encomendero abuse.

The New Laws, in short, articulated a vision of colonial governance in which indigenous communities would exist as direct subjects of the Crown, protected by royal law and royal courts from the unregulated exploitation of individual Spanish encomenderos, their labor and tribute channeled through mechanisms subject to genuine royal oversight rather than left to the essentially unsupervised discretion of grant-holders whose interests diverged sharply from those of the populations under their charge. It is a vision that, in its stated aspirations, bears comparison to the protective rhetoric that would characterize Spanish colonial legislation regarding indigenous subjects across the entire span of the colonial period, and it is worth taking seriously, as this book has already insisted in its opening chapter, the genuine currents of legal and theological concern for indigenous welfare that fed into its drafting, concern given its most eloquent and forceful expression in the writings and advocacy of Bartolomé de las Casas, whose decades of tireless campaigning against encomendero abuse, culminating in his role at the Valladolid debate of 1550 and 1551, exercised real and traceable influence on Spanish Crown policy across this period.

But the gap between the New Laws as promulgated in Madrid and the New Laws as actually implemented, or more often not implemented, across the vast and difficult territory of Peru proved, from the very outset, to be enormous, and the story of that gap is, in many respects, a preview in miniature of the pattern that would characterize Spanish colonial legislation regarding indigenous protection across the entire subsequent history of the colony, right down to the specific grievances that would help ignite the rebellion of 1780 examined later in this book. The initial encomendero response to the New Laws, as already noted, was outright armed rebellion, a response so severe and so nearly successful that it forced the Crown into a substantial and humiliating retreat from the legislation's most radical provisions. The prohibition on the further granting of encomiendas was abandoned. The provision preventing hereditary transmission of encomienda grants was significantly modified, allowing inheritance to continue, in practice, for one or more additional generations beyond what the original legislation had intended, a concession that effectively preserved much of the hereditary character the Crown had originally sought to eliminate, and that meant encomienda grants in Peru would, in a number of prominent cases, remain within particular Spanish families for three, four, or even more generations before finally reverting to Crown control.

Even where the New Laws' provisions were not formally reversed, their practical enforcement across the vast distances and difficult terrain of the Peruvian viceroyalty remained, for decades after 1542, wildly inconsistent. Royal oversight mechanisms, including the protector de indios office and the expanded jurisdiction of the audiencias, existed on paper across the entire viceroyalty, but their actual capacity to investigate and remedy abuse in any given provincial encomienda depended enormously on factors that had little to do with the formal structure of the law itself: the distance of a given province from Lima or from a regional audiencia seat, the individual diligence or corruption of the specific royal officials assigned to a region, the political and economic influence that a given encomendero or group of encomenderos could bring to bear in resisting or evading investigation, and the simple practical difficulty, in an era of slow overland travel through some of the most challenging terrain on earth, of maintaining anything resembling consistent royal oversight over conditions in remote highland provinces months of travel distant from the seats of colonial authority.

The result, across the second half of the sixteenth century, was a colonial labor regime that had been substantially reformed in its formal legal structure but that continued, in a great many specific instances documented in the surviving visita records, ecclesiastical reports, and indigenous petitions of the period, to exhibit patterns of exploitation not fundamentally different from those of the earlier encomienda era, now simply operating within a modified legal framework that offered indigenous communities marginally improved, but still frequently inadequate, avenues of redress. It is this pattern, the promulgation of protective legislation that articulated genuine and often carefully considered concern for indigenous welfare, followed by implementation so inconsistent, so dependent on distance from oversight and on the individual character of local officials, that the legislation's protective intent was honored in a great many specific instances more in the breach than in the observance, that this book identifies as the single most consistent structural feature of Spanish colonial governance in Peru across the entire span from the New Laws of 1542 to the eve of the Great Rebellion in 1780. It is a pattern that indigenous communities themselves came to understand with considerable sophistication, developing, across generations, a body of practical knowledge about which forms of appeal to royal law were likely to yield genuine remedy and which were likely to be ignored, knowledge that would inform the specific strategies of legal petition and resistance pursued by figures like Tomás Katari and José Gabriel Condorcanqui in the final years before 1780, both of whom, as later chapters will show in detail, pursued formal legal channels of complaint against corrupt local officials for years before turning to armed resistance, precisely because the colonial legal system, whatever its practical failures, retained enough residual credibility and enough occasional instances of genuine remedy that recourse to it remained, for a very long time, the rational first strategy for indigenous leaders seeking redress.

The specific documented cases of encomendero abuse that survive from the decades following the New Laws deserve closer attention than a purely institutional or statistical account can provide, because it is in the specific detail of individual cases, rather than in aggregate description, that the human reality of this early colonial regime becomes fully legible. The province of Chucuito, on the shores of Lake Titicaca, was the subject of a particularly well-documented set of complaints in the 1560s and 1570s, in which indigenous witnesses testified that successive encomenderos and their appointed overseers had imposed tribute obligations calculated not according to any careful assessment of the province's actual agricultural and pastoral productivity but according to what the encomendero believed he could successfully extract, and had, when communities fell short of these arbitrarily inflated quotas, subjected community leaders to imprisonment, seizure of personal property including livestock that represented the accumulated wealth of entire extended families, and in several specifically documented instances, corporal punishment administered publicly as a deterrent to other community members who might consider resistance or non-compliance.

Testimony from the same period and region describes the practice, common across a number of Peruvian encomiendas though formally prohibited under the New Laws, of encomenderos or their agents compelling indigenous women to serve as domestic laborers in Spanish households under conditions that indigenous witnesses and, in several instances, sympathetic Spanish ecclesiastical observers described as amounting to a form of servitude scarcely distinguishable from slavery, service that removed women from their own households and agricultural responsibilities for extended periods and that carried, as numerous petitions and ecclesiastical reports of the period make clear, a persistent and well-founded fear of sexual exploitation by encomenderos and their overseers, a dimension of encomienda-era abuse that indigenous petitioners raised with sufficient frequency and sufficient specificity, across multiple provinces and multiple decades, that it cannot be dismissed as an isolated or exceptional phenomenon but must be understood as a recurring feature of the power imbalance the encomienda system institutionalized between Spanish grant-holders and the indigenous communities placed under their nominal protection.

It would be a mistake, however, to present the encomienda-era indigenous population of Peru purely as passive victims of a system whose abuses they merely endured. The surviving documentary record, precisely because so much of it consists of formal complaints, petitions, and testimony that indigenous communities and their leaders brought before Spanish ecclesiastical and civil authorities, demonstrates a sustained and often remarkably sophisticated indigenous engagement with the Spanish legal system as an instrument of resistance, however imperfect and however frequently frustrated that engagement ultimately proved to be. Indigenous kurakas across Peru, in the decades following the New Laws, learned to navigate Spanish legal procedure with considerable skill, retaining Spanish-speaking legal representatives, in some cases traveling personally to Lima or even, in a small number of especially determined and well-resourced cases, to Spain itself to press grievances directly before royal authority, and developing, across generations, an institutional memory of which specific legal arguments and which specific evidentiary strategies had proven successful in prior cases. This tradition of legal engagement, imperfect and frequently unsuccessful as it was in securing genuine remedy, nonetheless established a durable pattern of indigenous political action that would persist across the entire colonial period, one in which formal legal petition and appeal to royal protection functioned as the primary and preferred mode of resistance long before, and indeed largely up until the very eve of, the resort to armed rebellion that this book's later chapters will describe.

The Crown's own ambivalence toward the encomienda system, an institution it had never fully trusted and had attempted, through the New Laws, to substantially curtail, found further expression across the later sixteenth century in a sustained policy trajectory aimed at gradually reducing the practical significance of encomienda grants relative to direct royal administration of indigenous tribute and labor. This trajectory would reach its most consequential expression in the sweeping administrative reforms undertaken by Viceroy Francisco de Toledo in the 1570s, examined in full in the following chapter, reforms that would not abolish the encomienda outright, since encomienda grants continued to exist in modified and increasingly marginal form well into the seventeenth century, but that would establish, alongside and increasingly in place of the encomienda, a new and far more systematically organized apparatus of direct royal extraction, embodied above all in the reorganized mining mita, that would supersede the encomienda as the central institution of Andean colonial labor and that would, in its own right, generate two centuries of accumulated grievance whose ultimate reckoning forms the central subject of this book.

It is worth reflecting, before this chapter turns to that reorganization, on what the encomienda era as a whole established for the subsequent history of colonial Peru, because its legacy proved considerably more durable than the institution's own formal decline might suggest. The encomienda established, in the first crucial decades of Spanish rule, the basic template of a colonial economy structured around the extraction of indigenous tribute and indigenous labor for the benefit of a relatively small Spanish elite, a template that subsequent institutional reforms, however genuinely intended to curb its worst abuses, would modify and reorganize but never fundamentally abandon. It established, in the specific and repeated failures of royal oversight to reach and remedy abuse occurring at the provincial and local level, a pattern of gap between protective legal promise and practical administrative delivery that would recur, in different institutional forms, across the entire span of the colonial period. And it established, in the sustained indigenous engagement with Spanish legal mechanisms of petition and complaint that the encomienda era's abuses provoked, a durable tradition of indigenous political action, rooted in appeal to royal law and royal protection, that would continue to shape indigenous responses to colonial exploitation for the following two centuries, informing, in ways that later chapters will trace in detail, both the specific strategies and the specific ideological self-understanding of the leaders who would eventually take up arms in 1780, men and women who understood themselves, in the proclamations they issued and the grievances they articulated, not as revolutionaries seeking to overthrow an alien legal order imposed upon them but as subjects seeking, after two and a half centuries of unfulfilled promise, to finally compel that order to deliver the justice and protection it had claimed, from the very first years of Spanish rule, to guarantee.

The demographic and institutional wreckage that the encomienda era left behind, a Peru whose indigenous population had already fallen by a catastrophic proportion from its pre-conquest levels, whose surviving communities had developed, through hard and often bitter experience, both a sophisticated wariness of Spanish colonial promises and a persistent, carefully maintained tradition of legal petition as their primary instrument of resistance, and whose Spanish colonial elite had demonstrated, in the civil wars of the 1540s, a capacity for armed resistance to royal authority that the Crown could not simply ignore, together set the stage for the far more systematic and far more consequential reorganization of Andean colonial labor that Viceroy Francisco de Toledo would undertake in the following decade. It is to that reorganization, and to the machine of extraction it would construct upon the ruins of the encomienda system examined in this chapter, that this book must now turn.
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​Chapter 3: Toledo's Machine, The Mita Reimagined
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Francisco de Toledo arrived in Lima in November 1569 to assume the viceroyalty of Peru carrying with him a mandate of unusual breadth and unusual urgency. The colony he had been sent to govern was, by the Crown's own assessment, in a condition bordering on administrative chaos: four decades after the conquest, Peru remained a territory of overlapping and poorly coordinated jurisdictions, its indigenous population continuing to decline at a rate that threatened the long-term viability of the entire colonial economy, its silver production, already recognized as the single most important source of royal revenue in the Spanish Atlantic world, hampered by inefficient and inconsistently regulated labor arrangements inherited from the encomienda era examined in the preceding chapter, and its relationship between Crown authority and the settler population still shadowed by the memory of the civil wars of the 1540s, in which encomendero factions had risen in open rebellion against royal officials attempting to enforce the New Laws. Toledo was charged, in effect, with completing a project that his predecessors had begun but never fully realized: the construction of a colonial administrative and economic system in Peru that would be, simultaneously, more humane in its formal legal treatment of indigenous subjects than the unregulated encomienda era had been, and dramatically more effective, from the Crown's perspective, at extracting the labor and revenue upon which the entire edifice of Spanish imperial finance increasingly depended.

That Toledo would prove equal to this task, in the narrow sense of constructing an administrative system of extraordinary durability and effectiveness, is not in serious dispute among historians of colonial Peru, whatever their assessment of the human cost that system exacted. He would remain in office for twelve years, an unusually long tenure for a colonial viceroy, and would use that time to conduct one of the most ambitious administrative reorganizations attempted anywhere in the early modern Spanish empire: a comprehensive personal inspection tour, the Toledan visita general, that took him and his retinue of officials, jurists, and indigenous informants across a substantial portion of the viceroyalty's highland territory between 1570 and 1575, gathering, through direct observation and systematic interrogation of indigenous witnesses, an unprecedented body of information about population, land tenure, tribute capacity, and pre-conquest Andean administrative practice, information that Toledo and his advisors would then use to design and implement the two interlocking institutional reforms that would define the structure of Andean colonial society for the following two centuries: the reducción, the forced resettlement of dispersed indigenous populations into nucleated Spanish-style towns, and the reorganized mining mita, the systematic conscription of indigenous labor for service in the silver and mercury mines that generated the wealth upon which the entire Spanish imperial project increasingly rested.

It is essential, in approaching Toledo's reforms, to resist two equally misleading interpretive temptations that have shadowed the historiography of this period since at least the nineteenth century. The first is the temptation to read Toledo's mita as a simple, unmediated continuation of pre-conquest Inca labor practice, a reading that Toledo himself, for reasons that will become clear, actively encouraged and that subsequent Spanish colonial apologists found convenient, since it allowed the reorganized mita to be presented as merely the preservation of an indigenous institution rather than as a novel and dramatically intensified instrument of colonial extraction. The second and opposite temptation is to treat Toledo's mita as having no genuine relationship whatsoever to Inca precedent, a wholly invented colonial imposition dressed in borrowed indigenous vocabulary. The historical reality lies, as it so often does, in the more difficult middle ground between these two positions, and understanding that middle ground is essential to understanding why the mita, of all the many colonial institutions examined in this book, would come to occupy such a uniquely central place in the grievances that erupted into rebellion two centuries later.

The pre-conquest Inca state had indeed relied on a labor institution called mit'a, a term meaning, roughly, "a turn" or "a term of service," which required subject communities across the empire to contribute rotational labor to state projects: the construction and maintenance of the empire's extensive road network, the cultivation of state and religious lands whose produce fed the empire's administrative and military apparatus and was stored against times of scarcity, service in the Inca military, and labor in state-controlled mining and craft production. This system rested on principles of reciprocity that, however asymmetric in practice, were embedded in a broader Andean cultural logic of exchange between rulers and subjects: communities that contributed labor to the state received, in return, access to state-held resources in times of need, participation in ceremonial feasting that accompanied major collective labor projects, and the security provided by membership in an integrated imperial economic system. The mit'a was, moreover, organized and administered through existing kin-based social structures, the ayllu, with local kurakas responsible for organizing and delivering the labor obligations of their own communities, a structure that preserved a meaningful degree of local autonomy and local knowledge in the actual administration of labor service even as it extracted that service for ultimately imperial purposes.

Toledo's genius, if that is the right word for an achievement whose human consequences this chapter will document at some length, lay in recognizing that this existing indigenous institutional framework, the rotational labor obligation organized through the ayllu and administered by kurakas answerable for their communities' compliance, could be preserved in its outward administrative form while being redirected, in its actual substance and its actual demands, toward an entirely different set of purposes and operating at an entirely different scale of intensity than anything the Inca state itself had required. The reorganized colonial mita retained the vocabulary of rotational service, retained the administrative role of the kuraka in organizing and delivering his community's labor quota, and could therefore be presented, by Toledo himself and by generations of Spanish colonial administrators who followed him, as a fundamentally conservative measure, the mere continuation of a labor tradition indigenous communities already understood and had, under Inca rule, already practiced. But
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