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INTRODUCTION

When  the  Spanish
conquistadors  first  laid
eyes on the sprawling
Inca  Empire  in  the
early  16th  century,
they  were  astonished
b y  i t s  s i z e ,
organizat ion,  and
a p p a r e n t  o r d e r .
Stretching  over  2,500
miles along the Andes,
f rom  modern -day
Colombia to Chile, this
civilization  governed
mil l ions  of  people
w i thout  a  wr i t ten
language,  a  wheel,  or
iron tools. At the heart
of  this  remarkable

achievement  was  the
social  structure  of
t h e  I n c a s — a
meticulously  designed
h i e r a r c h y  t h a t
balanced  absolute
a u t h o r i t y  w i t h
c o m m u n a l
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .
Understanding  this
structure  is  key  to
grasping how the Incas
built  roads,  terraced
mountainsides,  and
created one of history's
most  efficient  state
systems.
The Inca social system
w a s  n o t  s i m p l y  a
m a t t e r  o f  c l a s s
distinction;  it  was  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
f r a m e w o r k  t h a t
integrated  economics,
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religion,  labor,  and
k i n s h i p .  E v e r y
individual,  from  the
e m p e r o r  t o  t h e
humblest farmer, had a
defined  role  that  was
both  a  du ty  and  a
source  of  identity.  In
this  article,  we  will
explore  the  layers  of
Inca  society,  the  glue
t h a t  h e l d  t h e m
t o g e t h e r — t h e
ayllu—and  the  lasting
l e g a c y  o f  t h i s
h i e r a r c h i c a l  b u t
reciprocal  world.

THE CASTE
SYSTEM OF THE
INCA EMPIRE

I n c a  s o c i e t y  w a s
organized  into  a  rigid
hierarchy,  but  unlike
feudal  systems  in
Europe,  mobility  was
possible  under  certain
circumstances.  The
pyramid  o f  power
placed the Sapa Inca at
the  apex,  followed  by
nobility,  commoners,

and  finally,  servants
and slaves. Each group
had  specific  rights,
responsibilities,  and
privileges.

The Sapa
Inca and
the Royal
Family
T h e  S a p a  I n c a ,
meaning "Unique Inca,"
was  both  the  political
and religious leader of
the  empire.  He  was
considered  a  direct
descendant of Inti, the
sun god, and therefore
ruled  by  divine  right.
The  emperor  he ld
absolute  power  over
land,  labor,  and  life
itself. He lived in lavish
palaces  in  the  capital
c i t y  o f  C u s c o ,
surrounded by a court
of nobles, priests, and
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retainers.  The  Sapa
Inca owned all land in
theory  but  granted
usufruct  r ights  to
communi t ies .  H is
primary wife, the coya,
was  the  queen,  often
his own sister to keep
royal blood pure. Other
wives  and  concubines
came  from  conquered
provinces,  used  to
cement  alliances.  The
roya l  f am i l y  a l so
i n c l u d e d  t h e
p a n a c a s — t h e
emperor’s descendants
who  managed  h i s
mummy  and  estate
a f t e r  h i s  d e a t h ,
ensuring the deceased
ruler  cont inued  to
influence  polit ics.

The
Nobility:

Inca-by-
Privilege
and
Provincial
Lords
Below  the  Sapa  Inca
stood  the  nobil ity,
divided  into  two  key
groups:  the  Incas  of
blood (those from the
original  Cusco  tribes)
and  the  Incas  by
privilege  (provincial
elites  granted  noble
status as a reward for
l o y a l t y  o r  a f t e r
conquest).  Noblemen
wore  earplugs  that
s t r e t c h e d  t h e i r
e a r l o b e s — e a r n i n g
them  the  Span ish
nickname  "orejones"
( b i g  e a r s ) .  T h e y
o c c u p i e d  a l l  t o p
a d m i n i s t r a t i v e ,
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military,  and  priestly
positions.  Provincial
l o r d s ,  k n o w n  a s
curacas,  were  allowed
to  retain  their  local
authority  as  long  as
they  paid  tribute  and
adopted  Inca  ways.
Their  sons  were  often
taken  to  Cusco  as
hostages and educated
in  I n ca  i deo l ogy ,
creating a loyal nobility
across the empire.

The
Common
ers:
Hatun
Runa and
the Ayllu
The  vast  majority  of
the  population  were
Hatun Runa, or "great

p e o p l e , "  t h e
commoners. They lived
in  extended  family
units  called  ayllus,
w h i c h  w e r e  t h e
bedrock of  Inca social
and  economic  l i fe.
Commoners  were
farmers ,  herders ,
artisans,  and  soldiers.
They owned no private
property; land was held
communally  by  the
ayllu and redistributed
annually  according  to
family  size.  In  return
for land and protection,
commoners  provided
labor through the mit'a
system  (a  fo rm  o f
public  service)  and
paid taxes in the form
of agricultural produce,
textiles,  or  labor  on
state projects.  Though
subordinate  to  nobles,
commoners  were  not
oppressed in the feudal
sense—they  received
state support  in times
o f  h a r d s h i p  a n d
p a r t i c i p a t e d  i n
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communal festivals.

Yanacona
s and
Mitimaes:
Servants
and
Resettler
s
Two specialized groups
existed  outside  the
typical  hierarchy:  the
yanaconas  and  the
mitimaes.  Yanaconas
were  individuals  who
had  been  freed  from
ayllu  obligations  to
serve  the  emperor  or
h i g h  n o b i l i t y
p e r m a n e n t l y  a s
servants,  artisans,  or
administrators.  Some
were  war  captives  or

o r p h a n s ;  o t h e r s
volunteered  for  the
status—a rare path to
privilege. Mitimaes,  on
the  other  hand,  were
colonies  of  families
forcibly  resettled  from
conquered  regions  to
n e w  a r e a s .  T h e i r
purpose  was  twofold:
to spread Inca culture
a n d  t o  p r e v e n t
rebellions  by  mixing
populations.  These
groups  often  retained
their  own identity  but
were  fully  integrated
into  the  state's  labor
and tribute systems.

Slaves
and
Captives
Inca  society  did  have
slaves, primarily taken
from  fierce  resistance
t r i b e s  l i k e  t h e
Chachapoya.  However,
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s lavery  was  not  a
m a j o r  e c o n o m i c
ins t i t u t i on .  Mos t
captives  were  either
sacrificed  in  religious
ceremonies  (a  rare
o c c u r r e n c e )  o r
absorbed  into  the
l o w e r  r a n k s  o f
commoners.  The most
notable exception were
the  acl la  (chosen
women),  who  were
t a k e n  f r o m  t h e i r
families at a young age
to be trained for state
service—either  as
weavers,  brewers,  or
secondary  wives  for
the emperor or nobles.
While  technically  not
slaves, their lives were
completely  controlled
by  the  state.

THE AYLLU: THE
FOUNDATION OF
INCA SOCIETY

To truly understand the
social  structure  of
the  Incas,  one  must
start  with  the  ayllu.

This  extended  kinship
group  was  the  basic
un i t  o f  soc ie ty ,  a
collection  of  families
w h o  t r a c e d  t h e i r
ancestry to a common
mythical  founder.  The
ay l l u  owned  l and
collectively,  worked  it
t o g e t h e r ,  a n d
supported its members
in  need.  It  organized
marriages,  resolved
disputes, and provided
re l ig ious  worsh ip
centered on the huaca
(sacred  site)  of  the
group.

Commun
al Land
Ownershi
p and
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Labor
Land  within  an  ayllu
was divided into three
parts: one for the state
(the Sapa Inca), one for
t h e  s u n  g o d  ( t h e
r e l i g i o u s
establishment),  and
one for the community
itself. Families received
plots  sufficient  for
subsistence,  but  they
were expected to work
the state and sun lands
as a form of tax. This
s y s t e m  w a s  n o t
exploitative  in  the
modern  sense—the
state  stored  surplus
g r a i n  i n  q o l l q a s
(storehouses)  and
redistributed  it  during
famine,  droughts,  or
after natural disasters.
Labor  was  reciprocal:
the  state  fed  workers
during  construction
projects, and the gods
were  honored  with
feasts.

Kinship
and
Reciprocit
y
Inca  society  operated
o n  a  p r i n c i p l e  o f
reciprocity,  called
ayni.  Within the ayllu,
families  helped  each
other  with  planting,
harvesting, and house-
building  in  a  cycle  of
mutual aid. The curaca
( l o c a l  c h i e f )  w a s
e x p e c t e d  t o
redistribute goods and
offer  hospitality  to  the
community.  In  return,
the ayllu owed loyalty
and labor to the chief,
and  the  chief  owed
tribute  and  allegiance
to the Sapa Inca. This
chain  of  reciprocal
obligations  bound  the
entire empire together,
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making  the  soc ia l
structure  of  the  Incas
both  hierarchical  and
interdependent.

The
Curaca:
Local
Leader
The  curaca  was  the
head  of  a  village  or
g r o u p  o f  a y l l u s ,
r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r
o r g a n i z i n g  m i t ' a
rotations,  collecting
tribute,  and  settling
disputes.  He  was  a
noble in his own right,
often  a  hereditary
position,  but  he  was
also accountable to the
provincial  governor
appointed  by  Cusco.
C u r a c a s  e n j o y e d
privileges  such  as  fine
clothing, servants, and
e x e m p t i o n  f r o m

m a n u a l  l a b o r .
However,  they  risked
execution if they failed
to meet tribute quotas
or if rebellion erupted.
T h u s ,  t h e  s o c i a l
structure  of  the  Incas
maintained  a  delicate
balance between local
a u t o n o m y  a n d
centralized control.

THE ROLE OF THE
MIT'A
(MANDATORY
PUBLIC SERVICE)

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
defining features of the
social  structure  of
the  Incas  was  the
m i t ' a  s y s t e m — a
mandatory  publ ic
service  obligation  for
all  able-bodied  adult
men  (and  sometimes
women). This was not a
tax paid in goods but in
labor,  and  it  was  the
engine  that  built  the
empire's infrastructure.
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Types of
Mit'a:
Agricultur
al,
Construct
ion,
Military
M i t ' a  c o u l d  t a k e
several  forms.  The
most  common  was
agricultural  labor:
working  the  fields  of
the state and the sun
god for a set number of
days per year. Another
w a s
construction—building
r o a d s ,  b r i d g e s ,
aqueducts,  terraces,
and  administrative
centers  l ike  Machu
P i c c h u .  M e n  a l s o

served in the military,
w i t h  c o n q u e r e d
provinces  required  to
supply  soldiers  for
campaigns. Some mit'a
shifts were dangerous,
such  as  working  in
mines  (s i l ver  and
copper),  but  the state
provided  food,  tools,
and  coca  leaves  for
endurance.  A  typical
mit'a cycle lasted a few
w e e k s  t o  s e v e r a l
months,  after  which
the  worker  returned
home.  The  system
ensured  that  no  one
was  pe rmanent l y
separated  from  their
family  or  ayllu.

Benefits
of Mit'a:
State



10

10 Social Structure Of The Incas 2022-11-26

Welfare
and

Festivals
Far  from  being  pure
exploitation,  the  mit'a
came  with  benefits.
While serving, workers
were  fed  from  state
storehouses,  cared for
if injured, and honored
at  festivals.  The  state
also  provided  for  the
elderly,  disabled,  and
orphans—people  who
could not perform mit'a
were still supported by
the ayllu or the state.
The  m i t ' a  sys tem
created  a  sense  of
shared purpose:  every
subject  contributed  to
the glory of the empire
and the worship of the
gods. This civic religion
was  l i tera l ly  bui l t
through  labor.

GENDER ROLES
AND THE STATUS
OF WOMEN IN
INCA SOCIETY

W h i l e  t h e  soc ia l
structure  of  the
Incas  was patriarchal,
w o m e n  h e l d  a
complementary  and
sometimes  powerful
position.  Gender  roles
were  clearly  defined,
b u t  w o m e n  c o u l d
achieve  high  status
through  re l ig ious
service or as wives of
nobles.

Women's
Domestic
and
Economic
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Roles
Commoner  women
managed  households,
r a i s e d  c h i l d r e n ,
cooked,  and  wove
cloth—a highly  valued
commodity  in  Inca
society.  They  also
worked  in  the  fields
a l o n g s i d e  m e n ,
espec ia l ly  dur ing
h a r v e s t .  W o m e n
passed  property  (like
l a n d  r i g h t s  a n d
livestock) through their
f e m a l e  l i n e ,  a n d
inheritance  among
c o m m o n e r s  w a s
bilateral. Women could
own  land  in  practice
a n d  h a d  a  s a y  i n
household  decisions.
However,  they  could
not  hold  political  office
or  participate  in  the
m i t ' a  a s
administrators.  Their
primary route to higher

status  was  through
marriage, motherhood,
or selection as an aclla.

The Aclla
Cuna
(Chosen
Women)
The  aclla  cuna  were
girls  taken  from  their
families at around 8–10
years of age, selected
f o r  t h e i r  b e a u t y ,
intelligence,  or  noble
b i r t h .  T h e y  w e r e
s e q u e s t e r e d  i n
c o n v e n t s  c a l l e d
acllawasi  (houses  of
chosen women) across
the empire. There, they
learned  weav ing ,
cooking,  rel ig ious
rituals, and sometimes
reading quipu knots


