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Abstract:

This book places Indigenous labor at the heart of global silver production. The early modern
global economy (and not just the Spanish Empire) relied entirely on the labor power of one of
the world's most resilient and resourceful populations: the Andean peoples, including women.
The labor performed by coerced workers (mitayos) has been “naturalized” over the years, and
my first aimis to "denaturalize" the mita system—that is, to analyze it as a complex system of
task distribution and labor organization. The first argument is that mining in Potosi must be
understood within the context of indirect colonial rule, in which caciques, captains, and
authorities managed, with little cost, the complex mita system. This system, which was
organized around family units, was part of collective units (communities of markas and ayllus)
who had access to their own productive resources. They had therefore their lands and they had
economic independence while the Spanish Crown was dependent on this coerced labour force.
The second argument is that free and unfree labor were intertwined, and that the Indigenous
labor agency succeeded indismantling the “numbers of mitayos” (from approximately 12,000 to
4,000 mitayos) during the seventeenth century. This process revealed deep tensions and the
dependence of the crown on Indigenous authorities. In the second half of the eighteenth century,
and again through the entanglement of royal policies and private interests, mining in Potosi
experienced a second boom. This was possible due to the “making” of independent laborers
(including k'ajchas and trapiches), who succeeded to transform their labor conditions to avoid
both proletarianization and dependency on mine and mill owners as part of their struggle to
extract and refine ore for their own profit. They acquired a unique strength that became evident
in a riotin 1752. From then on, they constituted a vibrant popular economy in which women
played animportantrole. The resultwas that they were able to produce about 50% of the output
of silver between 1754 and 1800.
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