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Chapter 4.5

Inca Advances into the 
Sou theastern Tropics

the Inca frontier in perspective

Sonia Alconini

Introduction

In this chapter, I discuss the regional dynamics of the southeastern Inca frontier in order 
to understand the ways in which the state imperial institutions were adapted to differ-
ent ecological, political, and economic constraints. I also assess the bases of imperial 
power, and the varying reactions of the indigenous populations in the region. Despite 
the unprecedented expansion of the Incas, the eastern frontiers facing the broader trop-
ical montaña represented a formidable challenge to the state’s hegemonic interests. 
Ethnohistoric accounts have abundantly described the many frustrated attempts to con-
quer the dense forest, and their elusive inhabitants (e.g., Cabello de Balboa 1951 [1586]; 
Cobo 1993 [1582– 1587]:443). As the Incas envisioned, this unfamiliar environment was 
filled with thick vegetation, morasses, poisonous snakes, and turbulent rivers. They also 
complained about the difficulty of confronting the forest inhabitants in open battle, 
who attacked the imperial armies intermittently using guerrilla- like tactics. Later, they 
simply vanished in the dense forest (Cabello de Balboa 1951 [1586]; Cobo 1993 [1582– 
1587]:443). Despite such perceptions, which perhaps reflected the frustrated Inca impe-
rial ambitions, the eastern tropics had a singular importance. The tropical mountains 
and the jungle beyond were the source of coca leaves (potent hallucinogens for medici-
nal and ritual purposes), as well as gold and silver, hard wood for bows, colorful feathers 
from exotic birds, and skin from felines and other ferocious animals (Saignes 1985).

The relations that the Incas maintained with the myriad of eastern tropical groups 
were complex and varied. In the eastern Antis, between the Ucayali tributaries and 
Madre de Dios River, the Central Inca frontier was kept relatively open and the Incas 
maintained amicable, although often unstable, interactions (D’Altroy 1992; Hastings 
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414   Sonia Alconini

1985). The groups dwelling in this region were broadly known as Chunchos, a stereotyp-
ical denomination used for a range of ethnicities like the Arawak, Campa, and Tupians 
(Renard de Casevitz 1981; Saignes 1985, 1986; Sanchez- Concha B. 1992). They were pro-
viders of valuable goods from the forest through trade and kin relations, although this 
interaction did not necessarily materialize in forced or asymmetric tribute. Instead, 
if trading conditions changed unfavorably, Chuncho groups rebelled against the Inca 
ruler to immediately retreat deeper into the forest (Renard de Casevitz 1981; Saignes 
1985, 1986; Sanchez- Concha B. 1992).

Archaeologically, this relation materialized in the presence of few Inca frontier 
installations distributed along the southeastern and northeastern portions of Cuzco. 
These facilities were used as exchange and advanced nodes, and the frontier was kept 
lightly occupied as a natural buffer (D’Altroy 1992; Hastings 1985). As in the site of Las 
Piedras in the lower Mojos Plains at the confluence of the Madre de Dios and Beni riv-
ers, it is likely that some of these advance nodes facilitated the cultural integration of 
outer tropical polities (Pärssinen and Siiriäinen 2003). In other regions, intermediate 
polities, like the Chachapoyas in the northern frontier or the Yunga- Kallawayas in 
the central borders, played a crucial role in maintaining trading relations with far-
ther tropical organizations on behalf of the Incas. Both groups had mixed cultural 
traits that combined highland and lowland features, and shared similar traditions and 
languages with their outer neighbors (see Schjellerup, Chapter 4.6 in this volume). 
Whereas the Chachapoyas established trading relations in the frontier with the Xibito 
and Cholones (Church and Von Hagen 2008; Schjellerup 2005), the Yunga- Kallawayas 
were valuable traders and middle- men that dealt with a myriad of Arawak- Chuncho 
groups (Meyers 2002; Saignes 1985). As a result, both frontier segments were formed 
by few, yet strategic state installations distributed along the network of inter- ecologi-
cal trading routes.

In contrast, the southern frontier facing the tropical savannas and drier Chaco in the 
Collasuyu acquired a militarized nature in order to deter the intermittent invasions of 
the extremely belligerent Guaraní tribes. Migrating from different regions and at dif-
ferent times, these groups became a menace to the hegemonic interests of the Incas 
along the southeastern frontier, including the inner provinces of Charcas and Tucumán. 
Known by the Incas as Chiriguanos, the Guaraní are often portrayed in the ethnohis-
toric narratives as wild savages, barbarians, and cannibals, who enslaved other ethnic 
groups through open violence (Cabello de Balboa 1951 [1586]; Cobo 1993 [1582– 1587]; 
Langer 2010). For the Incas, their conquest was justified as a divine mandate to bring 
the light of civilization, although there were certainly deeper economic reasons at play. 
This chapter discusses this singular encounter, and the effects that these events had on 
the lives of the indigenous inhabitants of the frontier using archaeological and ethnohis-
toric data. The first section is dedicated to using a regional perspective of the southeast-
ern Inca frontier and the nature of its inhabitants, whereas the second section provides 
detailed information on a slice of the southeastern frontier based on excavations and 
pedestrian surveys. The last section is devoted to understanding the motivations of the 
Guaraní expansion into the Andean foothills and the Inca frontier.
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Inca Advances into the Southeastern Tropics   415

Southeastern Inca Fortifications:   
The Archaeology   

of Frontier Encounters

After the invasions of the Guaraní during the reign of Tupa Inca Yupanqui, ethnohis-
toric narratives state that Huayna Capac was confronted with the colossal challenge 
of deepening the war against such intruders. After the Guaraní destruction of the for-
tresses once erected by his father, Huayna Capac ordered their repair, including the 
edification of new facilities to enhance the Inca frontier defense. During one of his vis-
its, this ruler also resettled a significant number of military mitmacona in Charcas, in 
the valleys of Cochabamba and along the southeastern Inca frontier. As described by 
Sarmiento de Gamboa (1907 [1572]:159), “thence he went to Pocona to give orders on 
that frontier against the Chirihuanas, and to repair fortresses which had been built by 
his father.”

Archaeologically, a number of Inca fortifications were documented in the south-
eastern Inca frontier. Strategically located along key nodes of transportation, including 
high peaks, mountain passes, and defensible plateaus adjacent to the imperial road, the 
southeastern frontier was formed by strings of fortifications and support installations. 
Altogether, at least three fortified border segments are documented (Figure 4.5.1). The 
first segment was formed by a series of installations between Incarracay and Samaipata. 
To the west in Cochabamba was the Inca tampu of Incarracay, with rectangular struc-
tures and callancas around enclosed spaces (Gyarmati and Varga 1999; Gyarmati and 
Condarco, Chapter  2.2 in this volume), followed by Cotapachi and Colcapirhua as 
important storage facilities. Cotapachi’s capacity alone comprised at least 2,500 ware-
houses (Gyarmati 1999). Further east along the imperial road was Incallacta, a sizable 
multifunctional center in the Pocona Valley. It was strategically protected by sheer hills 
and zigzag defense walls, and inside lay a substantial number of rectangular structures 
and cancha compounds (Muñoz Collazos 2012) (Coben, Chapter 2.3 in this volume). In 
the main plaza was an extensive callanca with multiple entries and niches, perhaps one 
of the largest in the empire. Although scarce, excavations in the callanca revealed Inca 
pottery and lowland- related ceramics. Even further east were the outposts of Pucara de 
Pulquina and Batanes, perhaps supplementary installations of Samaipata. All of these 
facilities followed a route that connected the inner province with Samaipata.

To the south was the second string of Inca frontier facilities, also following a west- east 
direction. Within was the provincial center of Oroncota next to the Pilcomayo River, 
and to the east was Cuzcotuyo, a main military fortification in the Khoskotoro Mountain 
part of the Cordillera de Chiriguanos. Supplementing the Cuzcotuyo defensive system 
was the walled hilltop of Incapirca (Figure 4.5.1), and to the east were the fortifications of 
Iñao and Incahuasi de Caraparicito (Alconini 2004, 2005, 2016; Nordenskiöld 1917, 1924; 
Pärssinen and Siiriäinen 1998, 2003, 2008). Although now destroyed, the early explorer 
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416   Sonia Alconini

Figure 4.5.1 Inca fortifications in the Southern Bolivian Andes.

Nordenskiöld (2001) had registered in Incahuasi de Caraparicito a set of callancas, rect-
angular structures around enclosed patios and circular storage collcas. The cultural 
materials comprised Inca imperial pottery and the traditional fingerprinted Guaraní- 
Chiriguano wares. Six miles away, he also recovered an ancient Guaraní cemetery with 
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Inca Advances into the Southeastern Tropics   417

funerary urns containing shells and metal artifacts. Such findings led Nordenskiöld 
(2001) to believe that although Inca and Guaraní- Chiriguano interaction was highly 
conflictive, there were also episodes of peaceful coexistence.

The last visible defensive segment was to the south in the valleys of Tarija, constructed 
to deter the intrusions of groups from the eastern Tucuman- Bolivian jungle, including 
the Guaraní. To the west was Chuquiago de Suipacha, followed by the sites of Condor 
Huasi and Canasmoro. Slightly south lay the fortifications of Esquile, Lecoya, Tolomosa, 
Antigal de Alisos, and Pucara de Saire (Figure 4.5.1) (Oliveto and Ventura 2009; Presta 
1997; Raffino 1993a, 1993b; Raffino and Stehberg 1999; Ventura 2001). Although most 
installations had defensive roles, some fulfilled a wider array of functions. Such was the 
case of Tolomosa. Excavations at the beginning of the twentieth century revealed that 
this frontier site served as a storage center, where the specialized production of projec-
tile points, textiles, and sumptuary adornments took place. Around 4,000 arrowheads 
and 600 spinning whorls were recovered in the excavations, revealing the significant 
scales of specialized production (Oliveto and Ventura 2009; Rossen 1990 [1916]; Ventura 
2001). All of these facilities controlled strategic nodes of passage across the Cordillera 
Oriental.

To sum up, the southeastern Inca frontier was formed by a set of fortified strings 
arranged in a west- east direction. Although they followed the Inca road along strategic 
corridors, they had a defensive nature, considering that they protected important pock-
ets of production and exchange. Although we do not fully understand their evolution, 
ethnohistoric narratives suggest that such a fortified nature was a later phenomenon 
that took place during the reigns of Tupa Inca Yupanqui and Huayna Capac. Therefore, 
after initially representing a relatively open frontier aimed at annexing local ethnicities, 
the frontier later changed as a more militarized front in response to the Guaraní attacks 
(Rowe 1985; Saignes 1985; Sarmiento de Gamboa 1907 [1572]).

Three aspects are unique to the later frontier. First, many new fortresses were built 
and added in order to strengthen the defensive perimeter. Second, the inner western 
valleys, such as those in Cochabamba and Pocona, became the breadbasket of the fron-
tier military installations. Third, the empire transferred to the frontier zone a signifi-
cant contingent of mitmacona, both as producers and soldiers. This colonization in turn 
formed a true multiethnic front that also served to buffer the inner empire from its outer 
Guaraní invaders.

The Charcas Confederation 
in Southern Collasuyu

Within the southeastern frontier dwelled a number of indigenous polities with distinct 
levels of cultural affiliation and political complexity. During the Inca era, this region 
became part of the Charcas confederation (Figure 4.5.2). It encompassed a set of south-
ern Aymara- speaking polities like the Charca, Qaraqara, Killaka, and Sora, including 
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valley ethnicities like the Chicha, Chuy, and Yampara, among others (Platt et al. 2006). 
It is likely that early in the sequence, some of these polities maintained relatively hor-
izontal forms of interaction with the ruler Pachacuti, considering his early expansion 
over the Collasuyu (Pärssinen 1992; Platt et al. 2006). The unification of Charcas is  

Figure 4.5.2 The Charcas confederation in the Southern Andes.
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Inca Advances into the Southeastern Tropics   419

also attributed to the indigenous leader Ayra Kanchi, who decided to send an ambassa-
dor to Cuzco as his representative. The goal was to strike a mutually advantageous alli-
ance with Pachacuti. Whereas this ruler gained access to the rich silver mines of Porco 
in Qaraqara, Ayra Kanchi increased his status as a favored imperial ally (Probanza de 
don Fernando Ayra de Ariutu 1638, cited in Platt et al. 2006:69– 75).

Later, during the reign of Tupa Inca Yupanqui, Charcas fell under a definite military 
control. As part of a broader campaign to defeat the Collao and Charcas, this sover-
eign led a sizable army into the region. As a response, many groups of the Charcas con-
federation fled and retreated into the natural fortress of Oroncota in order to organize 
an open resistance. Despite their efforts, they were soundly defeated. After this victory, 
Tupa Inca Yupanqui traveled farther south to subdue Tucumán and Tarapacá. Notified 
of the increasing Chiriguano- Guaraní advances, he also ordered the construction of 
many fortifications in the southern frontier.

However, at the end of the imperial era during the reign of his son Huayna Capac, the 
advances of the Guaraní- Chiriguano against this frontier region worsened. As a result, 
Huayna Capac strengthened existing alliances with the local elite to form a unified front 
against such intruders. For example, this situation was reported by the Yampara chief 
Francisco Aymoro, who, in exchange for support, provided land and resources to a large 
number of incoming military mitmacona sent to shield the frontier (Barragán Romano 
1994; Julien 1995). Further, many ethnicities of the Charcas confederation acquired the 
privileged status of imperial warriors. They were exempted from paying tribute, and in 
exchange for their services they received lavish gifts. Later, they became instrumental 
in the conquest of the Chachapoyas and Cañari in the northern Inca frontier (Espinoza 
Soriano 2003, 2006 [1600]). In this context, the study of a slice of this frontier zone pro-
vides a unique opportunity to understand at a finer scale the multistranded effects of 
the frontier on the lives of the indigenous populations. This slice comprises the region 
between the inner valley of Oroncota, and Khoskotoro at the frontier edge.

Within the Frontier:   
The Valley of Oroncota

This valley sits at the confluence of the Pilcomayo and Inca Pampa rivers, in what is 
today the department boundary of modern Chuquisaca and Potosí. Dominant in this 
landscape of sheer mountains is the triangular Pucara hill, with an extensive plateau on 
top (Figure 4.5.3). According to some ethnohistorical accounts, this region was inhab-
ited by the Chui, Yampara, Chicha, and Churumata (Barragán Romano 1994; Pärssinen 
and Siiriäinen 2003). Archaeologically, this is manifested in the proliferation of distinct 
regional Yampara ceramic styles, including other imported variants (Alconini 2008b).

In the passage related to Oroncota, ethnohistoric narratives state that many Yampara, 
Carangas, and Paria groups fled from Inca control to organize an open resistance. They 
settled on the Oroncota Plateau, broadly conceived as a “natural” fortification (Cobo 
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1993 [1582– 1587]:145– 146). Despite their intentions, they were vanquished by the Inca 
army with a clever trick. Due to impregnable nature of the Pucara, the ruler Tupa Inca 
Yupanqui asked for a sketch of the plateau to be drawn to identify its weak points, 
and in doing so he ordered the construction of a fortification to launch the attack. He 
also sent a group of women to dance and drink for consecutive nights to distract the 
guards. Enchanted by these women, the soldiers were lured to abandon the seemingly 
impregnable stronghold (Cobo 1993 [1582– 1587]:145– 146). After the definite downfall of 
Oroncota, the entire region was reorganized following Inca administrative standards. 
Using dual principles of organization, the Yampara territory was reorganized in two 
halves with the capitals of Yotala and Quila Quila, including 10 ayllus in each jurisdic-
tion. In this context, the valley of Oroncota became the southern limits of the Yampara 
territory (Barragán Romano 1994; Julien 1995:106).

Archaeologically, the Inca presence in the Oroncota Valley is manifested in three 
state facilities. On top of the plateau lay the main complex of Oroncota (also known 
as Incarry), built with cut stone blocks in the pillowed face style, and finely elaborated 
double and triple wall jambs with large body- size niches (Figure 4.5.4). Although the 
complex is relatively small, the level of architectural investment matches those found 
in high- prestige Inca installations. This center had two ancillary facilities: the outpost 
of El Pedregal, hidden on a gap of the plateau, and on the valley floor, Incarry Moqo as a 
support administrative facility (Alconini 2004, 2008a, 2016). Despite this investment in 
state facilities, the indigenous settlement trends continued. Even before the Incas, most 
settlements were on the plateau, forming two main groups. After the Incas, there was an 

Figure 4.5.3 The Valley of Oroncota adjacent to the Pilcomayo River (Bolivia).
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Inca Advances into the Southeastern Tropics   421

increase in the number of sites, although most were small. They were clustered, forming 
a tight settlement distribution. Either they represented some sort of political unit, or this 
distance reduction facilitated better labor pooling conditions (Alconini 2004, 2016).

It is worth mentioning that the main Oroncota center was established in the Pucara’s 
center of gravity, between both settlement congregations. This indicates that the state 
established this complex in order to maximize control and social interaction. By com-
parison, there are no residences around the El Pedregal outpost; instead, its hidden 
location suggests clearly defensive concerns. In contrast, Incarry Moqo, with a modest 
number of collca warehouses, sat near indigenous settlements on the valley, perhaps to 
facilitate administration and the collection of staples.

The regional- scale survey (roughly 80 square kilometers) revealed limited changes 
in the settlement preferences after the Inca arrival. In the Early Yampara period (~800 
ce), the few sites detected were on the valley floor, whereas in the Classic Yampara era 
(800– 1300 ce), there was a substantial increase in the settlements (Table 4.5.1). In con-
trast to the earlier period, most were established on the upper Pucara Plateau, despite 
its relatively lower agricultural capacity (Alconini 2004, 2008a, 2016). It is likely that 

Figure 4.5.4 The Oroncota building complex on the Pucara Plateau. Note the body- size niches 
and the double and triple wall jambs.
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defensive concerns motivated this shift, perhaps associated with the growing Guaraní 
advances. Later, after the Inca conquest during the Late Yampara- Inca period (1300– 
1536 ce), the demographic trends increased, nearly doubling the figure. As occurred 
earlier, most sites were on the plateau (Table 4.5.1). The frequency of sites remained rela-
tively constant on the valley floor, although they grew considerably in size. Perhaps this 
responded to an effort to maximize access to farming land. Therefore, the Incas adapted 
to existing settlement trajectories, instead of promoting radical changes.

This seemingly indirect effect is also manifested in the limited influx of Inca cultural 
materials. Although a portion of the local population adopted Inca stylistic canons in 
their own repertoire, access to imperial goods was limited to the state representatives 
and the indigenous elite. In fact, the few Inca- style pottery and copper tupu pins were 
recovered in a single residence adjacent to the main Oroncota complex, in a few surveil-
lance posts along the mesa edge, and in the indigenous center of Yoroma.

Against our initial expectations, Inca pottery was not fundamental in the state- 
sponsored commensal activities carried out in the center. Excavations in the Oroncota 
building complex have revealed the presence of two main feasting areas:  the callan-
cas that opened to the enclosed plaza, and the main entrance. In one of the callancas, 
we recovered consecutive layers of broken sherds mixed with ash that alternated with 
renovation floor layers. The associated broken serving vessels were in the indigenous 
Yampara style. If feasting was part of the Inca imperial strategy to cement local alliances 
in broader cycles of asymmetric reciprocity, the presence of indigenous serving wares 
is intriguing. This might signal the local origins of the Inca emissaries, the absence of a 
state- sponsored workshop producing Inca wares, or a deliberate state strategy aimed to 
ease the indigenous incorporation by adopting a flexible cultural agenda.

Altogether, this evidence suggests that it is difficult to argue in favor of a thriving 
state- sponsored prestige- goods economy based on the influx of Inca material. Similarly, 
the relative number of collca warehouses does not indicate a staple economy destined for 
export, but rather, a means to finance the local administrative requirements. Therefore, 
the Inca presence was limited, although the investment in fine architecture signals 
the importance of this valley in the state’s hegemonic interests. It is possible that plans 

Table 4.5.1  Settlement Shifts in the Oroncota Valley

Period
Number of 
Sites

Valley 
(Zone 1)

Pucara Plateau 
(Zone 2) Mean Altitude

Standard 
Deviation

(1) Early Yampara 24 19 5 2,203 meters 313.24

(2) Classic Yampara 107 32 75 2,588 meters 370.49

(3) Late Yampara- Inca 190 44 146 2,643 meters 344.21

(4) Colonial times 10 10 0 2,030 meters 43.17

(5) Not defined 100 14 86
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for a more direct presence did not materialize, considering the increasing Guaraní- 
Chiriguano advances, or the sudden downfall of the Inca Empire.

At the Frontier Margin:   
The Khoskotoro Tropical Mountain

The Khoskotoro mountain range is part of the broader Cordillera Oriental. Formed 
by a set of rugged mountains, they constitute a formidable natural barrier that divides 
the western valleys from the eastern tropics. To the northeast are the tropical savan-
nas, and the drier Chaco extends to the southeast. This portion of the Cordillera is also 
known as the Cordillera de Chiriguanos, in allusion to the clash between the Guaraní- 
Chiriguanos and the Incas. The Inca fortification of Cuzcotuyo is described in the eth-
nohistoric narratives as one of the main defense bastions against the invading Guaraní. 
In such narratives, this fortification is depicted as boldly attacked by the Guaraní hordes, 
and later set on fire (Figure 4.5.5). Afterward, this fortification was reconstructed by the 
Inca captain Yasca under the direct orders of the ruler Huayna Capac (Sarmiento de 
Gamboa 1907 [1572]:165– 166).

A dominant feature of the site was an extensive defensive wall of nearly 2 kilometers 
long that ran along the mountain crest (Figure 4.5.5). It was supplemented by observa-
tion rooms and regular concentrations of bola stone weapons to enhance defense. To 
optimize control and surveillance, it had a single entrance. Considering that the Inca 
road led directly to the gate, it is likely that access to the lower main building complex 
was strictly controlled. This complex comprised two enclosed plazas and a set of rectan-
gular rooms distributed between both spaces (Figure 4.5.5). In the western plaza lay a 
stone usnu platform associated with an extensive midden with broken serving vessels, 
suggesting that feasting activities were important in the frontier diplomacy. Similar to 
Oroncota, there was an absence of Inca imperial pottery; instead, local wares were dom-
inant, including a portion technologically associated with the eastern tropics. Adjacent 
to the main building complex was a large military barrack, and a reduced number of 
residences and storage warehouses. Nearby, there was a special- purpose room formed 
by a narrow corridor that opened onto a small chamber holding the remains of a stone 
receptacle. As described in the colonial narratives, we identified in the excavations a 
broad fire event in different parts of the complex and wall outposts.

Later, the entire complex was reconstructed, as seen in the deposition of a thick yellow 
clay floor covering the earlier occupation, along with the construction of more defensive 
features. For example, many entrances of the building complex were blocked, and the 
eastern plaza was no longer utilized for feasting events. Likewise, the usnu in the west-
ern plaza fell in disuse, and instead, a new layer of trash covered the entire area. Many 
areas were also spatially segmented to accommodate new rooms. Perhaps illustrating 
broader changes in the frontier politics, the broken serving vessels in the western plaza 
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Figure 4.5.5 The Cuzcotuyo Inca frontier fortification on the Khoskotoro mountaintop.
Source: Based on Siirainen and Parsinnen (1993); Lee (1992).
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were increasingly associated with those from the eastern lowlands at the expense of local 
wares. Of particular importance is the insertion of Guaraní serving vessels (Alconini 
2004, 2016). Either part of the participants had Guaraní and lowland origins, or these 
groups had trading relations with the Cuzcotuyo residents. Considering the presence of 
lowland- related pottery in other areas of the complex, it is likely that the Incas utilized a 
dual strategy. While expelling the most belligerent Guaraní tribal segments that invaded 
the frontier, other Guaraní and Guaranized factions might have been selectively incor-
porated as allies and trading partners.

Despite these changes, the region was sparsely inhabited even after the Inca arrival, 
as revealed by the intensive pedestrian survey and auger testing. This indicates that 
the Khoskotoro Mountain was part of a broader frontier buffer. Nearby lay additional 
defensive installations like El Rosal, Incapirca and Iñao, and Incahuasi del Villar, all 
interconnected through the Inca road and separated by an average distance of 17– 32 
kilometers. Considering the absence of Inca prestige goods in Cuzcotuyo, it is likely 
that this frontier installation served as a surveillance and defense node. Hence, it was 
not the final destination for the goods flowing across the frontier, as occurred with 
Samaipata.

The Tupiguaraní:   
Expansion and Motivations

The Chiriguano (also known as Chiriguana or Chirihuana) were a branch of the Guaraní 
that inhabited the Andean foothills and adjacent tropical savannas. The Guaraní in turn 
were part of the broader Tupiguaraní tradition. Whereas Tupinamba populations occu-
pied a sizable territory in northern Brazil until Sao Paulo, the Guaraní spread south along 
the southern Atlantic coast of Brazil, including present- day Paraguay, Uruguay, and 
eastern Bolivia and Argentina (Julien 2005, 2007; Neves 1998; Silva Noelli 2004, 2008)   
(Figure 4.5.6). Hence, the Tupiguaraní spread over a large portion of tropical South 
America. Tupiguaraní populations were relatively mobile, and had an economy based 
on shifting agriculture located in fertile areas along major fluvial and interfluvial plains, 
activity that was supplemented with fishing and hunting. Tupiguaraní villages varied in 
size. Despite this variation, they were formed by groups of large multifamily construc-
tions known as malocas, distributed around a central space. Because maloca construc-
tions were often built from wood and organic material, they can only be identified by the 
presence of dark organic material and associated cultural remains (Métraux 1963; Mineiro 
Scatamacchia and Moscoso 1989). Extremely belligerent, the Tupiguaraní conquered, 
acculturated, and enslaved a range of ethnic groups they encountered on their way. With 
an ethos markedly engaged in warfare, these tribes promoted violent episodes of territo-
rial displacement, ritual cannibalism, and revenge. This resulted in the constant migra-
tion and expansion of the Tupiguaraní over a sizable territory. Either this responded to  
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chiefly competition and village fissioning, to the centralizing efforts of rival Tupiguaraní 
factions, or to a tribal strategy to gain access to new fertile land. Ideologically, these constant 
migration episodes were justified by a search for the mythical “land with no evil,” a sort of 
earthly paradise with all kinds of riches and fertile land (Clastres 1989).

Nevertheless, there is a long- standing debate over the Tupiguaraní origins and their 
migration episodes. Also in question is the complex relationship between archae-
ology, linguistic and cultural material (Heckenberger et al. 1998). Using linguistic 
information, some scholars consider that the origin core of the Tupiguaraní was in 
Central Amazonia, around 3000– 1000 bce (Brochado Proenza 1984; Rodrigues and 
Camara Cabral 2012; Rodrigues et al. 1964; Silva Noelli 2008). Following this reason-
ing, the distribution of the archaeological Amazonian polychrome ceramic tradition  

Figure 4.5.6 Tupiguaraní migration.
Source: Based on Alconini (2016); Brochado (1984); Silva (2004, 2008).
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would reflect the origin and spread of the ancient Tupiguaraní in Central Amazonia. 
Considering the significant time span, the assumed association of ancient Tupiguaraní 
speakers with the Amazonian polychrome ceramic tradition is problematic, as is the 
association between style and ethnic affiliation.1 Added to this situation is the regional 
variability of the Tupi- Guaraní ceramics, and the lack of archaeological research in areas 
once occupied by this population (Alconini 2015).

Nevertheless, scholars agree about the existence of two main archaeological Tupi- 
Guaraní sub- traditions (Brochado Proenza 1984; La Salvia and Brochado 1989; Prous 
2010; Silva Noelli 2008). Whereas the Tupinambá dominated the Atlantic coast of Brazil 
until Sao Paulo, the Guaraní spread from this point until the Paraná River area to the 
south around 1000 ce (Brochado Proenza 1984; Silva Noelli 2008). Although both 
ceramic sub- traditions share a similar repertoire of shapes and technology, there are also 
important differences. Tupinamba pottery comprised profusely decorated wares with 
intricate painted geometric designs in red, black, and a dominance of white, whereas 
Guaraní pottery emphasized corrugated wares with plastic decoration including ungu-
lates, fingerprints, and incisions. By comparison, brushed pottery was associated with 
later Guaraní occupations.

The Guaraní- Chiriguanos in the Andean Foothills

As discussed, the Guaraní expanded in most of the southern portion, which included 
part of the Brazilian Matto Grosso, the Chaco in Bolivia and Argentina, and a sizable por-
tion of Paraguay and Argentina along the Paraná and La Plata rivers. In their expansion, 
the Guaraní occupied fertile fluvial plains, displacing in this way a myriad of indigenous 
groups. Many sites have been documented in these regions, and considering available 
radiocarbon dates, this occupation is assumed to have taken place relatively late (after 
1000 ce). Radiocarbon data has also served to develop hypothetical reconstructions of 
the different waves of Guaraní migration and expansion (Silva Noelli 2008).

In southeastern Bolivia, the Guaraní were broadly known as Chiriguano, which was a 
stereotypical designation used by the Incas and other highland polities to identify a range 
of Guaraní- speaking groups. Roughly translated as “dead by been frozen,” this denomi-
native alludes to the punishment of a Guaraní faction involved in the assault of the Inca 
fortification of Samaipata. After their capture, these prisoners were left to die in the cold 
snowcapped Andean mountains. This event was not an isolated occurrence; on the con-
trary, ethnohistoric sources document a series of attacks perpetrated by the Guaraní- 
Chiriguanos to the southern Inca frontier (Alcaya[ga] 1961 [1605]; Gandia 1935).

It is also likely that the Guaraní incursions into the Andean Cordillera took place 
well before the Inca arrival. In fact, colonial documents from these regions describe 
the presence of “Old Chiriguanos” and “Chiriguanos de la Cordillera” on the Andean 

1 Whereas Tupiguaraní denotes the speaking population, the term “Tupi- Guaraní” is used in 
archaeology to identify its material remains.
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foothills, to differentiate them from later Guaraní migrations (Julien 1997; Susnik 
1968a, 1975). While Old Chiriguanos were already settled on the Andean foothills, 
the New Chiriguanos were still migrating to the region during the Inca era. Although 
more research is needed to accurately time these events, recent archaeological inves-
tigations have revealed the presence of early Guaraní sites in the region. Among 
others, this includes San Pedro near the town of Monteagudo (in the Cordillera de 
Chiriguanos), which dates around 200– 400 ce. It comprised funerary urns decorated 
in the traditional Guaraní style (Pärssinen and Siiriäinen 2003). Either they belonged 
to Guaraní factions that migrated early into the Cordillera, or they were the remains 
of indigenous Guaranized groups. Other later sites with a Guaraní component 
include El Pantanal (Puerto Suarez), Bañados del Izozog, and Pailón around 1000 ce  
(Alconini 2015).

Following the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, the Guaraní expansion into the 
Andean foothills increased. Ideologically, this was justified as the Guaraní search for 
the mythical Candire, the “land of all kinds of riches,” filled with food, fertile land, and 
valuable metallic resources (Combès 2011; Combès and Saignes 1991; Julien 2007). 
Considering that the Incas at their arrival promoted the distribution of valuable goods 
to the regional elite to promote vertical alliances, it is likely that many Guaraní segments 
flocked to the frontier to gain such access. In one of these incursions, the Guaraní boldly 
assaulted the Inca center of Samaipata and the mines of Caypurum. During these epi-
sodes they killed the orejones Guancané and Condori, both relatives of the Inca ruler 
(Alcaya[ga] 1961 [1605]).

As many scholars have pointed out, the further the Incas penetrated deep into the for-
est, the more the news spread about the Candire (Julien 2007; Susnik 1968b). Cunningly, 
the Incas distributed pendants, adornments, and other metallic implements among 
the chiefs as gifts. These goods were transferred from tribe to tribe, and polities like the 
Payzuno, Yampara, and Caracara were central in establishing a state- sponsored interre-
gional trade. This tactic served to incorporate these factions into circuits of  asymmetric 
reciprocity, tribute and debt. Although this strategy proved to be extremely useful in 
other parts of the empire, in the southeastern frontier it prompted the unexpected attack 
of the fierce Guaraní attracted by such riches.

These intermittent episodes of violence undoubtedly had a significant effect on the 
lives of the many indigenous populations dwelling across the Cordillera and adjacent 
valleys like the Yampara and a myriad of Arawak- related groups. Consequently, the 
southeastern Inca frontier acquired a militarized nature, and such a singular clash 
produced complex processes of ethnogenesis, intergroup competition and alliances. 
Increasingly encroached upon by the Guaraní and the Incas on each front, emer-
gent processes of political fragmentation in the once fluid social relations became 
the norm. Added to this situation was the change in the nature of the trading net-
works. Earlier, the longitudinal exchange routes linked the western inner valleys with 
the eastern Guapay Plains, and farther, the Chiquitano Mountains with the Atlantic 
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Brazilian littoral. With such a singular extension, this longitudinal exchange sys-
tem, known as the peabire, benefited a range of polities across the ecological spec-
trum (Combès 2011; Vieira Cavalcante 2008). Although more research is needed at a 
regional scale to assess the effect of the Inca presence on these trading networks, it is 
clear that the clash between the Incas and Guaraní had a significant effect on the local 
cultural dynamics.

Concluding Remarks

The tropical region to the east of the Inca frontiers represented a unique challenge to 
the Inca’s expansionist efforts. Considering the varying degrees of local resistance to 
the imperial agenda and the localized sociopolitical conditions, the frontier trajecto-
ries consequently varied. In the southeastern Andes, and prior to the Inca arrival, there 
were extensive exchange networks that crossed the region, and it is very likely that the 
many ethnic groups maintained fluid relations. In this context, the Inca presence took 
the form of advance posts that served to tap a range of resources, while also facilitat-
ing the annexation of indigenous populations. These advance nodes were often on the 
lightly inhabited forested mountains as frontier buffers. In a way, the early trajectory 
of the southeastern Inca frontier resembled those in the Anti. As occurred with many 
intermediate polities, indigenous populations like the Yampara or Qaraqara played a 
fundamental role in the frontier trading relations. This is also the case of the northeast-
ern cloudy forest or the Central Yunga montaña, where intermediate polities like the 
Chachapoya and Yunga- Kallawaya were pivotal in the frontier trade.

What is unique about the southeastern Inca frontier is its increasingly milita-
rized nature, in light of the violent attacks perpetrated by the bold Guaraní tribes. 
The migration of these groups to the Andean foothill, particularly during the reign of 
Huayna Capac, threatened not only the stability of the frontier but also of the inner 
Inca provinces. Ideologically, this was justified by their search for the Candire, a kind 
of paradise on earth filled with riches, fertile land and metals. This myth gained par-
ticular importance with the Inca arrival considering  the influx of valuable goods 
aimed to enhance inter- elite alliances. As a result of such attacks, the Inca frontier 
acquired a more defensive nature, manifested in the construction of a set of defen-
sive strings. Like Cuzcotuyo, many of the advance outposts were increasingly fortified 
to respond to these shifting conditions. Despite the volatile sociopolitical landscape, 
the Incas cunningly devised a divide- to- conquer strategy. Whereas the most recal-
citrant Guaraní tribes were expelled, other groups were selectively incorporated as 
allies. This in turn contributed to intricate processes of alliance, rupture, and conflict 
along the frontier zone, increasingly dividing Andean populations from their eastern 
tropical neighbors.
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