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Mesoamerican Civilizations: The Incas  


We have been learning about the civilizations of Mesoamerica.  We have learned about the Olmecs, the Mayas, the Aztecs, and today we will learn about the Incas.  These four Mesoamerican civilizations all placed great importance on religion, developed agriculture that could support large populations, formed governments that ruled large empires, and had advanced knowledge in areas such as agriculture, engineering, and architecture.  We learned that the Olmecs are considered the first major American civilization and are best known for the impact they had on later American civilizations.  We learned that the Mayas are best known for their huge pyramid temples and advancements in agriculture, hieroglyphic writing, and the creation of a 365-day calendar.  We learned that the Aztecs are best known for the size of their empire, their using human sacrifices to please their gods, their capital city of Tenochtitlan, and their ingenious advancements in agriculture including "floating gardens."  Today, we will learn about the fourth and final Mesoamerican civilization, the Incas.  

The Incas


The Incas were the only Mesoamerican civilization that was located solely (only) in South America (as opposed to Central America).  In the 1400s, the Incas emerged from the Andes Mountains and conquered a large area that extended over 2,500 miles down the Pacific coast (including all of present-day Peru, much of Chile, and parts of Ecuador, Bolivia, and Argentina).  The Incas ruled an empire made up of many separate conquered peoples. The Incas never invented the wheel. They never invented a system of writing. Yet, high in the rugged Andes Mountains of South America, the Incas built thousands of miles of well-paved roads, everyone in the empire was well fed and no one was homeless. That is quite an accomplishment!!! Has our advanced civilization been able to conquer hunger or homelessness?   
I. A CENTRALIZED GOVERNMENT: The word "Inca" means "ruler."  An emperor ruled the Incas. The first Incan emperor was a successful warrior who conquered a lot of land.  The emperor held absolute power and owned all of the people, land, herds, and mines.  The emperor was also the chief religious leader. The emperor was believed to be a descendent of the sun god.  Therefore, the emperor claimed to be divine or god-like.   He was called the son of the sun.  


The emperor ruled from the capital city at Cuzco.  He ruled his people by putting his relatives in positions of power. Because punishment was harsh and swift, almost no one broke the law. The government was responsible for taking care of the people, including the poor, the sick, and the elderly. The government built roads and bridges and aqueducts to carry water to the people. In times of drought, the government distributed food. In times of natural disaster, such as earthquake, the government sent troops with food and blankets. 


In exchange, it was the people's job to work for the government. The common people worked very hard. No one went hungry and no one was homeless in the Inca Empire. The state made sure everyone had enough food to eat and warm clothing to wear. It was important that people stay healthy because they were needed as workers.


Nobles ran the provinces along with local chieftains from the conquered people of each area (like governors of each area).  The nobles who ruled the provinces conducted a census so that all people could be taxed. A census is an official count of all the people in an area and how they make a living. The Incas loved gold and silver, but they had no use for money. All Incan men gave the government some of their time each year in physical labor. This was how they paid their tax - with their service or their labor. The government built great palaces, public buildings, and the famous Incan roads with this labor.

The Incan government strictly controlled the lives of the millions of people within its empire.  Everyone had to speak the same language, Quechua, and practice the Incan religion. There was almost no crime in the Inca Empire. Inca laws were very harsh. Punishment was swift.

* If you insulted the Inca, cursed the gods, or committed a murder, you were thrown off a cliff.  

* If you were caught stealing or cheating, you either had your hands and feet cut off.

* There were lesser punishments. You could be stoned. You could be tied to a wall and left to freeze. 

If you lived through your punishment, you were classified as a criminal, and you became a ward of the state. The state took care of you. They clothed and fed you. In the Inca Empire, everybody had a job. Your job as a criminal was to tell others about your crime.  Every day, criminals were taken to the city gates and assigned a begging bowl. As people passed by, criminals had to announce their crimes. If their stories were interesting, people would toss food or small trinkets into the begging bowls. That way, each criminal could prove how many people had stopped to listen as they confessed their crimes. And the people had daily reminders of what would happen to them if they broke the law.
II. AN EMPIRE LINKED BY ROADS: The Incan government used military power, local rulers, and an excellent road system to impose a more centralized control over the empire.  The emperor could not have imposed this centralized rule over such a large area of land without a remarkable system of roads.  Runners used these roads to carry news quickly to the emperor in the capital from far off places.  This arrangement allowed him to keep a close watch on this empire.  If necessary, the Incan armies could move quickly over the roads to crush any rebellions that formed in distant corners of the empire.  Incan roads extended more than 12,000 miles, included hundreds of bridges, and even used tunnels to pass through mountainous terrain. The Incan system of roads was one of their main accomplishments.

III. RELIGION:  Incan religion affected all parts of daily life. The Incas believed in many gods. Their chief god was the sun god.  They believed in the god of nature, the moon, of weather, of rainbows, and of planets. Every mountaintop was a god. All Incas had little statues in their homes that were the homes of little spirits. Anything might house a god. Just to be safe, they prayed to all their gods every day. Every month, the Incas held a huge and public religious festival honoring one of their major gods.  These festivals were lead by a powerful class of priests.  At the festival, there was dancing and feasting and sacrifice. Mostly, the Incas sacrificed animals. Sometimes, if something really important was going on, they sacrificed people.

IV. CONTRIBUTIONS:  

1. Engineering and Architecture: 


a) Roads – The Incan roads stand out as one of the major accomplishments of their civilization.  The capital city of Cuzco was home to other Incan engineering accomplishments. In the city center stood the giant Temple of the Sun, built with huge stone blocks and featuring inner walls lined with gold.  The engineering of this temple was so advanced that the building was strong enough to survive earthquakes.  


b) Terraced Farming – Like the Aztecs, the Incas frequently borrowed and built upon ideas from other societies.  Incan farmers used stone walls to improve upon terraces built by earlier peoples.  The improved terraces held strips of land in place on steep hillsides and prevented rain from washing away the soil.  The terraces made it possible to farm effectively in places where flat land was hard to find.  This type of farming is called Terrace Farming. The Incas invented terrace farming so they could grow crops on the steep mountain slopes.  Terrace farming was used to feed the millions of people in the Inca Empire. They used systems of irrigation to catch the rainfall and the spring run-off from the snow-capped Andes mountaintops.
2. Communication: Incan government officials kept records by means of a system of knotted, colored strings called quipus.  These knotted colored strings were used to record dates and events as well as population and crop statistics.  


3. Science: The Incas had a calendar but were not as advanced in astronomy as the Mayas had been.  One area that the Incas excelled in was medicine.  They performed successful surgery to treat head wounds.  The Incas also had knowledge about diseases and medicines.

V. DECLINE AND SUMMARY: The Spanish conquered the Incan civilization. Francisco Pizarro led the Spanish invaders. The invaders had more advanced weapons.  After a series of fierce battles, the Incas were defeated in 1531. The ancestors of the Incas still live in the modern day country of Peru today.

