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editoR’s letteR By JuNe CaRolyN eRliCk

I’m long past the point of being a tourist in Peru, although I’ve never lived there. I fi rst arrived 
by bus in 1977 on an Inter American Press Association fellowship and I’ve been going back ever 
since. I’ve explored its cities, mountains, jungles, lakes and beaches, been invited to countless 
hospitable homes, been robbed twice, enjoyed its ceviche and pinchos and, of course, its pisco. 
I’ve bought way too many handicrafts—the cornucopia of carved gourds, alpaca sweaters, intri-
cate woodcarvings and a host of other delights still tempts me. Wandering the streets of Lima, 
I’ve observed transformations from a pleasant backwater to a cosmopolitan city, from dictator-
ship to democracy, from struggling development to growing prosperity.

On my last trip to Peru in March 2014, I decided to go someplace new to observe how 
the country’s transformations had played out in a place I'd never been to. I chose Ayacucho, 
the heart of the horrendous violence that swept the country from 1980-2000.  A historically 

impoverished city nestled into the mountains of the southwestern region, it’s also a handicraft 
mecca with more than sixty types of crafts, ranging from ceramics to textiles.  

At the Ayacucho airport, a fl oor-to-ceiling retablo—a box structure fi lled with intricate 
carved fi gures—greeted me.  This was the handicraft to beat all handicrafts. I was totally 
unprepared for its stunning intricacy, although I’d seen many retablos in small, portable box 
form. I was even less prepared for the view of the dazzling green mountains and unexpectedly 
blue sky (I was lucky—Ayacucho is known for rain). Yet I knew that the mountains of Ayacucho 
held much pain—many of the country’s 70,000 violent deaths, including many massacres, had 
taken place there.

Despite its beauty, Ayacucho’s painful past was not hard to fi nd. On a visit to the Museum 
of Memory, I asked to be put in contact with the local president of the Association of Relatives 
of the Kidnapped, Detained and Disappeared. I was told a meeting was about to begin—a total 
coincidence. I met the president, gave her a copy of last fall’s Memory issue of ReVista, and she 
invited me to stay on for the meeting.

The group—mostly women with large embroidered aprons and billowing skirts who would 
have looked at home in any market—was meeting with government forensics experts, who 
were encouraging the use of DNA samples to identify remains.

The conversation brought home both a transformed and untransformed Peru. The women 
had voice, and they seemed unafraid to express their concerns. The government representa-
tive listened. But some of the problems remained so basic, such remnants of a past lacking in 
infrastructure and hope. Transportation was lacking to get to the centers to give DNA samples. 
And if transportation were to be provided, who would take care of the kids? Who would work 
the fi elds? Why couldn’t mobile centers be established for market days? 

I emerged from the meeting and walked past the cellphone and video shops. The streets 
were bustling. A very good classical group was playing just outside the cathedral—a rehearsal, 
I was told. Restaurants were fi lled and the town was preparing for carnival. Later in the day, I 
would watch from a second-fl oor coffee shop as brightly costumed men and women from the 
countryside swirled in the plaza, practicing their dance steps.  Army soldiers—who seemed to 
be recruits, mostly men with a sprinkling of women—were practicing their music and carni-
val parade formations on the other side of the plaza. I asked a woman I’d met if the soldiers 
inspired fear nowadays. She shrugged her shoulders and said, “They’re ours.”  

I left Ayacucho with its green mountains wondering about transformations, about the lega-
cies of the past and the durability of the economic future. I may have gotten beyond the tourist 
stage in Peru, but I’m still missing many of the answers. The authors writing in these pages—
Peruvians and Peruvianists—understand far more. They can answer many of these questions 
and raise even more. All the more reason to return in the near future to learn more about the 
country (and, yes, to buy more of its splendid handicrafts).
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Paradoxes of Peruvian Democracy
Political Bust Amid Economic Boom? By Steven LevitSky

For many observers, Peru has become one 

of Latin America’s great success stories. 
The country has boasted one of the fast-
est growing economies in the hemisphere 
for the last decade, with the economy 
nearly doubling in size. GDP growth av-
eraged 6.5 percent a year between 2002 
and 2012—the highest ten-year growth 
rate in Peruvian history. Incomes soared, 
and the poverty rate was cut in half, fall-
ing from more than 50 percent to just 
26 percent. In material terms, then, Pe-
ruvians are far better off today than they 
were a decade ago.

Yet Peruvians remain deeply dissat-
isfied. This disaffection is manifested in 
presidential approval ratings. Whereas 
in most democracies public opinion cor-
responds closely with the state of the 
economy, in Peru presidential approval 
ratings consistently plummeted during 
the 2000s, even as growth soared. Thus, 
although Alejandro Toledo (2001-2006) 
had spearheaded opposition to Alberto 
Fujimori’s authoritarian regime and as 
president oversaw Peru’s remarkable 
economic recovery, his approval rat-
ing fell into single digits in 2004 and 
remained below 20 percent for most of 
his presidency. Toledo’s successor, Alan 
García (2006-2011), fared little better. 
Despite annual growth rates of nearly 10 
percent, García’s approval rating hovered 
between 20 and 30 percent for most his 
presidency. Not only did García’s APRA 
party fail to even run a presidential can-
didate in 2011, but the election was won 
by Ollanta Humala, an outsider who had 
spent much of the decade developing a 
Chavista-style anti-system appeal. Now 
much more moderate, Humala presided 
over steady economic growth, but he, 
too, plummeted in the polls, falling to 22 
percent in mid-2014. 

Indeed, Peruvian presidents are 
the most unpopular in Latin America. 
According to the annual Latinobarom-
eter survey, Peruvian governments had 
an average approval rating of just 26.5 
percent during the 2002-2011 eco-
nomic boom—a figure unparalleled in 
the region. By contrast, presidential 
approval during this period averaged 
46.5 percent in Ecuador, 49.5 percent 
in Bolivia, 52.3 percent in Mexico, 52.5 
percent in Argentina, 58.7 percent in 
Chile, 63.2 percent in Brazil and 65.6 
percent in Colombia.

But Peruvians’ disaffection extends 
beyond the government of the day. Public 
trust in the country’s democratic institu-

tions is among the lowest in Latin Amer-
ica. According to the 2010 Latinobarom-
eter survey, only 14 percent of Peruvians 
trust Congress—the lowest level in Latin 
America and less than half the regional 
average (34 percent). Only 15 percent 
of Peruvians trust the judiciary—again, 
dead last in Latin America and less than 
half the regional average (32 percent). 
Only 25 percent of Peruvians say they 
trust their government, compared to 48 
percent of Colombians, 55 percent of 
Brazilians and 58 percent of Chileans. 
Finally, only 28 percent of Peruvians say 
they are satisfied with their democracy, 
compared to 39 percent of Colombians, 

49 percent of Argentines, Brazilians, and 
Ecuadorians and 56 percent of Chileans. 

What explains the persistence of 
widespread public discontent in post-
Fujimori Peru, even in the face of macro-
economic growth and soaring incomes? 
Two factors are worth highlighting. One 
is state weakness. Where state institu-
tions—including national and local pub-
lic bureaucracies, the police and the judi-
ciary, public schools and health clinics, 
social service agencies, and regulatory 
agencies—do not function well, govern-
ments tend to perform poorly. In the 
absence of minimally effective state insti-
tutions, even well-intentioned elected 
governments routinely fail to deliver the 

(public) goods. Security, justice, educa-
tion and other basic services continue 
to be under-provided, resulting in wide-
spread perceptions of government cor-
ruption, unfairness, ineffectiveness and 
neglect. This is a major source of pub-
lic discontent. Where such perceptions 
persist, across successive governments, 
public trust in democratic institutions is 
likely to erode. Voters conclude that “all 
parties are the same,” that “all politicians 

Security, justice, education and other basic services 
continue to be under-provided, resulting in widespread 
perceptions of government corruption, unfairness, 
ineffectiveness and neglect.

clockwise from top left: an ad tops graffiti in 

Lima; students pledge allegiance: "patriomóvil" 

honoring Peru's flag; a farmer in his fields.
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are corrupt” or that no one in the politi-
cal elite represents them. 

By virtually any measure, the Peru-
vian state is among the weakest in Latin 
America. The state’s tax capacity has 
also historically been low, and its lim-
ited regulatory capacity has long mani-
fested itself in a sprawling urban infor-
mal sector. State weakness is especially 
pronounced in the provinces. The post-
colonial elite limited its state-building 
efforts to Lima and the coast, leaving 
rural governance in the hands of land-
owners. Landowners remained the pri-
mary guarantor of rural social order into 
the 20th century, and subsequent state-
building efforts, such as that of the leftist 
military government led by General Juan 
Velasco (1968-75), were largely unsuc-
cessful. Although Velasco’s land reform 
destroyed the rural oligarchy, its failure 
to replace the old social order with mini-
mally effective state institutions created 
a vacuum of authority in many parts of 
the highlands, which permitted the rise 
of the Shining Path guerrillas.

The Peruvian state nearly disinte-
grated in the 1980s amid a brutal insur-
gency and a devastating economic col-
lapse. Although the Fujimori government 
restored a minimum of order in the 1990s, 
state institutions remain remarkably 
weak. Throughout much of the country, 
police and judicial authorities are often 
absent; schools, health clinics and state 
bureaucracies are barely operative, and 
local officials are widely viewed as cor-
rupt or ineffective. According to a 2006 
report published by the Inter-American 
Development Bank, Peru’s “bureaucratic 
functional capacity” ranked near the 
bottom in Latin America, below Bolivia, 
Guatemala and Nicaragua. 

Problems of state weakness are not 
necessarily ameliorated by economic 
growth. Rising incomes do not enhance 
public security, make state bureaucracies 
more effective or improve the quality of 
public services. Indeed, even in a con-
text of growing prosperity, an ineffective 
state can have major impact on people’s 
everyday lives. As a Fujimorista congres-
sional candidate told me after the 2011 

from top left, clockwise: a view of sprawling Lima; an afro-Peruvian 

man at el carmen; a housing development with ad for swanky 

shopping mall; young man works the fields; carrying water; a young 

woman with intricate designs on her face. the photos on these pages 

have been made by Peruvian youth from two photographic projects: 

ojos Propios and centro de la imagen.
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election, "Do you want to know why peo-
ple [in my district] voted for Humala? 
Because they step outside their homes 
and things are booming. People drive by 
in new cars. Huge shopping malls are 
popping up everywhere. But their lives 
are still miserable. Why? Well, the street 
isn’t paved and their kids have lung prob-
lems because of the dust. Their kids get 
sick and miss school because there is no 
potable water or sewage. And the public 
school is barely operational anyway. Plus, 
there is no security, so they are afraid 
every time they leave their houses."

Thus, Peru’s economic boom has had 
little discernible impact on the qual-
ity of the state. According to the 2011 
Latinobarometer survey, only 23 per-
cent of Peruvians believe the state has 
done something to benefit them or their 
families, compared to 44 percent of 
Argentines and 51 percent of Uruguay-
ans. That year, Latinobarometer con-
structed an index of public satisfaction 
with state services that ranged from 1 
(lowest satisfaction) to 10 (highest sat-
isfaction). Peru’s score of 3.9 ranked 
dead last in Latin America (the regional 
average was 5.1).

In sum, state weakness brings inef-
fective governance, and ineffective gov-
ernance generates discontent, which, if 
persistent, may erode citizens’ trust in 
democratic institutions.

A second factor behind public discon-
tent in Peru may be the failures of suc-
cessive Peruvian governments to invest 
in social policy. During the 2000s, as 
governments throughout Latin America 
dramatically expanded health, educa-
tion, pensions and anti-poverty pro-
grams, Peruvian governments have been 
downright miserly. According to the 
Economic Commission on Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean (ECLAC), Peru-
vian social spending constitutes about 
8 percent of GDP, which is barely half 
the Latin American average (14 percent) 
and is considerably lower than Mexico 
(13 percent), Colombia (14 percent), 
Chile (15 percent), Argentina (24 per-
cent) and Brazil (26 percent). In 2009, 
Peru spent $229 per capita on social 

policy, compared to $401 per capita in 
Colombia, $889 per capita in Mexico, 
$945 per capita in Chile, and $1,165 per 
capita in Brazil.

Peruvian public spending on edu-
cation (2.6 percent of GDP in 2009) is 
barely half the Latin American average 
(5.1 percent of GDP) and ranks well 
below Colombia (3.1 percent), Mexico 
(4.1 percent), Chile (4.3 percent), Brazil 
(5.7 percent) and Argentina (6 percent). 
Likewise, Peru’s public expenditure on 
healthcare constituted 1.2 percent of 
GDP in 2009, compared to 1.9 percent 
in Colombia, 2.8 percent in Mexico, 3.7 
percent in Chile, 5 percent in Brazil and 
5.3 percent in Argentina.

Investment in anti-poverty programs 
has also been minimal. Peru’s public 
expenditure on conditional cash trans-
fers (CCTs) constituted .14 percent of 
GDP in 2010, compared to .39 percent 
in Colombia, .45 percent in Uruguay, .47 
percent in Brazil, .51 percent in Mexico 
and 1.17 percent in Ecuador. Conse-
quently, Peru’s primary CCT program, 
Juntos, reaches far fewer families than 
do similar programs elsewhere in Latin 
America. Whereas CCTs in Argentina, 
Chile, Colombia, Mexico, Brazil and 
Ecuador covered between 46 percent 
and 100 percent of the poor in 2010, 
Juntos covered a mere 21 percent of the 
Peruvian poor.

Although Ollanta Humala made 
“social inclusion” the centerpiece of 
his 2011 presidential campaign and 
launched several new anti-poverty ini-
tiatives upon taking office, social spend-
ing increases have, in fact, been quite 
modest. In fact, the Peruvian govern-
ment remains one of the most miserly 
in the world. The conservative Heritage 
Foundation’s annual Index of Economic 
Freedom scores countries on 10 dimen-
sions of “economic freedom,” with 0 
being the most statist and 100 being the 
most free market-oriented. In the area 
of “government spending,” with lower 
spending yielding a higher score, Peru’s 
score of 89.1 in 2014 is not only the high-
est in South America (Chile receives a 
score of 83.8) but nearly matches those 

of Hong Kong (89.7) and Singapore 
(91.1), which the Heritage Foundation 
ranks as the two most free market econ-
omies in the world.

Why do Peruvian governments spend 
so little on social policy? The answer lies, 
in part, in the devastating economic col-
lapse of the 1980s, which generated an 
elite consensus around strict fiscal and 
monetary orthodoxy. The orthodox con-
sensus has been reinforced by the weak-
ness of left-wing political forces and the 
virtual absence of national-level popular 
mobilization. It may also be reinforced 
by the weakness of politicians more gen-
erally. The collapse of political parties in 
the 1990s decimated Peru’s political class 
and gave rise to a generation of amateur 
politicians. As Peruvian political scien-
tist Alberto Vergara has argued, amateur 
politicians without parties are simply no 
match for the experienced corps of neo-
liberal technocrats who have been oper-
ating within the state since the 1990s. 

Whatever the cause, ultra-tight purse 
strings have exacerbated longstanding 
problems of democratic representation. 
Because politicians campaign on the cen-
ter-left but govern on the center-right, 
Peruvians see little connection between 
what they vote for and how they are gov-
erned. A near-total disconnect between 
elections and the governments they pro-
duce reinforces the perception that “all 
politicians are alike,” or that they are all 
corrupt.

The post-Fujimori regime has now 
survived for 13 years—longer than any 
other democracy in Peruvian history. 
But it has survived largely by default. 
Peruvians remain deeply dissatisfied 
with their governments, even in the very 
best of economic times. When the boom 
ends, as booms inevitably do, democracy 
may again be in for a challenge.

Steven Levitsky is Professor of Govern-
ment at Harvard University. He special-
izes in comparative and Latin American 
politics, with a focus on political parties, 
authoritarianism, and democratization. 
He also writes a regular column in the 
Peruvian newspaper La República.
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Peru is evolving into an economic powerhouse with an 
expanding middle class. Resource extraction and logging 
provide their own challenges, as do the tasks of transforming 
the society through accessible education and equity.
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Contemporary Peru and the Big Screen
Nostalgia, Longing and Anomie By ALBerto vergArA

Peru is most certainly a country oF dis-

tances, tensions and misunderstandings. 
Any overarching discourse breaks down 
at the insolence of the specific. Whether 
in economic, social, regional or cultural 
terms, generalizing arguments wither 
before the insurgency of the particular. 
Economists speak of inequality and po-
litical scientists of fragmentation, while 
anthropologists claim that there is no 
country more diverse. Peruvians, for 
their part, see eye-to-eye less and distrust 
each other more every day. The country’s 

recent elections demonstrate a tendency 
toward an increasingly herd-like mental-
ity in voting: those on top for those on 
top, and those on the bottom for those on 
the bottom. But this segmented country 
is unaware of it own segmentation.

Like almost everything in Peru, cinema 
has had a boom in recent years. Theaters 
have proliferated throughout the country. 
Between 2009 and 2013, movie atten-
dance doubled from 17 to 33 million. Three 
Peruvian films experienced astonishing 
box office success, and La Teta Asustada 

[The Milk of Sorrow] has received inter-
national recognition. It is an encouraging 
moment for Peruvian cinema. 

But what images of Peru does Peru-
vian cinema show? I’d like to explore 
this question using the examples of three 
recent films. What I offer is not an artistic 
critique of the films, but rather a histori-
cal reading. Although each is distinct in 
genre, quality and purpose, they all help 
to shine a light on the misunderstand-
ings and the different rates of speed that 
crisscross today’s Peru. First, we have 
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the comedy ¡Asu Mare! [Holy Cow!], 
directed by Ricardo Maldonado, a film 
that has brought to theaters more than 
three million people in a country of thirty 
million. It would be a great sociological 
distraction to think of this film only as a 
blockbuster. Next, Sigo Siendo [I Go On], 
directed by Javier Corcuera, in which the 
music and waters of Peru lend form to a 
beautiful cinematographic essay. Finally, 
El Evangelio de la Carne [The Gospel of 
the Flesh], the terrific creation of Edu-
ardo Mendoza, in which, perhaps for the 
first time, Lima itself purports to be the 
main character of a film.

What are these films about? What 
themes do they develop behind their 
narrative structures? El Evangelio de 
la Carne concerns the social fabric that 
comes together to help those in need. It 

is about organizing polladas (chicken 
dinners) for everyone to chip in to help 
pay for someone’s trip abroad, or about 
pulling together money to pay for an 
expensive medical operation. But the 
film depicts a social fabric that is not only 
meant to alleviate monetary needs, but 
also to make bearable another type of dis-
tress—that of the soul, if that word still 
means anything. Take the ex-driver who 
is responsible for crashing the bus he was 
driving while drunk, taking the lives of 
several people, including children. Noth-
ing keeps him alive more than the hope 
of one day joining the Brotherhood of El 
Señor de Milagros. In another example 
from the film, youths from disadvan-
taged neighborhoods get a new family as 
part of the barras, the rowdy soccer fans 
that support Universitarios de Deportes 

team. Evangelio, in sum, explores forms 
of survival, both material and moral, of 
individuals cut off from a society based 
on mistrust and marked by unreliability.

¡Asu Mare! and Sigo Siendo could not 
be any more different. The former is a 
biopic; its universe is the individual. The 
star, popular comedian Carlos Alcántara 
is at once both character and actor in this 
story of personal growth. Even when life 
is not going your way, as the film mor-
alizes, your own cleverness is what can 
make you realize your dreams. In a way, 
Alcántara (the character) is the arrival 
in Peruvian cinema, finally, of the nou-
veaux riches that fill the pages of Euro-
pean novels from the 19th century. He is 
a character out of Balzac. And like with 
those characters, mobility is confirmed 
and sealed with the seduction of a high-
class woman: in Europe, the woman who 
belongs to the aristocracy and, in the pig-
mentocracy of Peru, the woman from the 
Miraflores neighborhood of Lima. 

The lens of Sigo Siendo, on the other 
hand, does not attempt to capture the 
individual, but rather culture as a whole. 
It is quintessential arguediana, a style 
influenced by José María Arguedas, the 
classic Peruvian author. Director Corcu-
era’s camera goes in search of the authen-
tic Peru, and where he finds it is in the 
different musical traditions of the coun-
try, and in the waters that give life to the 
forest, mountain ranges and the coast. It 
is a film that looks to navigate the “pro-
found rivers” of the nation. It begins with 
a scene that sets the tone for the rest of 
the film: an ethnic Shipibo Canibo wom-
an from the forest appears seated on a 
tree, whose imposing and established 
roots tunnel down into the earth. We 
hear her singing and talking, listening as 
the rain falls heavily and, thanks to the 
subtitles, we learn that she is longing for 
a time when there was more respect, the 
time of her ancestors. The melancholic 
staging makes the character almost an 

as experienced in the film Sigo Siendo, di-

rected by Javier corcuera, the music of Peru 

permeates all aspects of society. the film 

examines Peru's different musical traditions 

in corcuera's search for the authentic Peru.
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extension of the roots of the tree, a scene 
loaded with stillness. By filming this Peru, 
Sigo Siendo privileges the immutable, the 
cultural, the earthly, the ancestral.

If each of the films captures a differ-
ent dimension of contemporary Peru—
society, the individual and culture—this 
compels them also to highlight different 
moral views vis-à-vis those dimensions. 
According to El Evangelio director Edu-
ardo Mendoza, survival in the context of 
the jungle of informality that he portrays 
in his film is a critique of the discourse of 
success that predominates in contempo-
rary Peru. It is a story in which belonging 
to clans is the only way to save ourselves 
in the midst of a Hobbesian society. That 
said, perhaps the virtue of Mendoza’s film 
is that it is less an explicit critique of this 
lawless city and more an effort to show us 
its quotidian dynamics. 

On the other hand, ¡Asu Mare! and 
Sigo Siendo both take explicit politico-
moral positions. ¡Asu Mare! is a film 
about mobility. Its tone is pure optimism: 
less “yes we can” than “yes you can.” It 
is a metaphor for contemporary Peru. 
Although it seemed that the country and 
Alcántara during the 80s were destined to 
bleed dry and perish due to a general pre-
cariousness and lack of resources, their 
strength, tenacity and ingenuity allowed 
them to stanch the blood and prosper. In 
the film, Peru and Alcántara become one; 
the official, optimist narrative of the time 
is fused with the avatars of Alcántara, the 
character. It’s not by chance that the film 
ends with its hero putting on the jersey 
of the Peruvian national football team. 
It is a film that does not shy away from 
(or despise) the character of the parvenu, 
but rather makes an example of him. 
“Cachín” Alcántara, as he is nicknamed, 

is a sharp, moral (if unusual) member of 
that group that has been endlessly cel-
ebrated in today’s Peru: the entrepreneur.

In contrast, Sigo Siendo is not an opti-
mistic film. Its theme is forgetting. The 
music and waters that give life to the film 
reveal a country marked by the inability to 
remember and, further, by the inability to 
recognize that which forms it. Although 
the film is called Sigo Siendo [I Keep 
On], perhaps a more precise title would 
be Sigo Sobreviviendo [I Keep on Surviv-
ing], given its nostalgic mood, which por-
trays the gradual loss of a host of national 
traditions. No matter the specific subject, 
the past is always shown to have been a 
better time. And that past vanishes irre-
trievably while the official Peru refuses to 
rescue it, to recognize it. The original sin 
of Peru, then, is forgetting.

Because of these distinct focuses, each 
film deals with historical time in a dif-
ferent way. For Sigo Siendo, evidently, 
the history of Peru—although perhaps 
it would be more accurate to say all the 
nations that populate this territory we 
call Peru, “todas las sangres” as in the 
classic Arguedas title—is one long con-
tinuity. But it is a fading continuity, 
exhausted by forgetting and need and, 
above all, threatened by change. Each of 
the film’s characters, regardless of their 
musical traditions (Amazonian, Andean 
or coastal) returns always to nostalgia. 
“Como antes no hay [it’s not like it used 
to be],” croons a creole singer from Lima, 
creating a pregnant, despairing melan-
choly. Although the film’s main charac-
ters all reinvest this tone with their own 
meaning, violinist Máximo Damián most 
embodies this survival of tradition. “No 
vayas a cambiar por nada [don’t change 
for anything],” he remembers his friend 

and teacher José María Arguedas once 
warning him. He tells us that his violin 
is like his father and mother (not like his 
son, I might add). And the film closes 
with Damián, this exquisite and pure vio-
linist from the Andes, selling ice cream 
on a Lima beach, wearing a yellow uni-
form, none of his customers appreciating 
the historical displacement that envelops 
the endearing ice cream-selling violinist. 
Damián is the continuity of a nation for-
gotten but still present, whose ancestral 
core should not lead us to believe that it 
is closed off in time or space. Rather it 
is a nation that consists of a number of 
nomadic and displaced roots, the histori-
cal purity of its Andean origins endan-
gered by the alien Pacific Ocean.

¡Asu Mare!, for its part, is a film about 
the national and personal transforma-
tions of the last few decades. Alcántara 
has gone from being a drug-consuming 
failure to a comedian of unparalleled suc-
cess—a parallel to Peru’s national success. 
The film demands a Peruvian audience, 
specifically an audience that will appre-
ciate its treatment of our national emer-
gence out of the economic shadows. This 
is evident in the scene in which Alcánta-
ra’s mother hurries off to pawn a ring, but 
when the pawnbroker offers her “dos cien-
tos cincuenta mil millones de intis” [250 
billion of a former, useless currency], the 
mother replies as if she knows she is being 
swindled, “tan poquito? [so little?].” 
Viewers laugh because we recognize the 
story of inflation and utterly worthless 
paper money. That’s where we come from. 
Like Alcántara’s mother’s ring, the coun-
try is also up for pawning but, like Alcán-

a scene from the film El Evangelio de la 

Carne, directed by eduardo mendoza 
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tara, we have taken our heads out of the 
sand. Something changed in the country, 
and the film plays on the understanding 
of a public that, like Alcántara, has pros-
pered in the last 15 years. And the view-
ers all roar with laughter with their own 
unexpected success.

To give another example, El Evangelio 
attempts to be a film about Lima, more 
than just a film about Peru as a whole. 
And the foundational Lima that it shows 
does not seem particularly new (as in the 
case of ¡Asu Mare!), nor that of venerable 
tradition (like in Sigo Siendo). On first 
seeing El Evangelio, I remembered the 
debate at the end of the 1980s about the 
anomie that was rampant in Peru at the 
time. In that debate, sociologist Hugo 
Neira argued that Peruvian society had 
entered into a process of social and mor-
al decomposition that contradicted the 
hopes of the left for the rise of a popular 
movement with all the right values. In 
turn, he called upon the social sciences 
to shift their theoretical lenses toward 
understanding societal deterioration, 
rather than societal progress, the lens 

through which Marxist-leaning Peruvian 
social scientists viewed society. Invok-
ing Durkheim, Neira depicted his idea 
of Peruvian anomie, embodied by the 
struggling informal sector, lack of confi-
dence, misery, decaying of political affili-
ations, and the absence of a law-enforc-
ing state. Eduardo Mendoza shows us 
that this anomie did not end with recent 
economic growth. The film’s characters 
know that contracts are worthless, and 
that transportation, communication and 
music are all pirated. The police sabo-
tage the law, foreign money is changed 
in the streets and money won in casinos 
and illegal gambling dens is squandered; 
as a policeman says in the middle of an 

illegal software market: “Los gringos 
sacan un programa nuevo y en menos de 
una semana estos ya lo copiaron. ¡Qué 
rico Perú! [The gringos put out a new 
program and in less than a week, we’ve 
copied it! How clever is Peru!].” Mendo-
za’s film thus reminds us that economic 
growth has not put the brakes on con-
tinuing social decomposition and may 
have even exacerbated it in some cases.

If these films show different views of 
Peruvian society and its relationship to 
the history of the country, one could sug-
gest that they also allude to the country’s 
political situation in the 21st century. 
¡Asu Mare! is in form and foundation a 
film that takes its cue from the style of 
popular politician Pedro Pablo Kuczyn-
ski. Its aesthetic, derived from advertis-
ing and its urban soul, optimistic and 
wholly at home, are reminiscent of the 
way that Kuczynski relates to his elector-
ate; this is a film about the winners. In 
a way, El Evangelio de la Carne is a film 
about dyed-in-the-wool Fujimoristas, a 
group accustomed to illegality, in which 
the ends justify the means and anomie 

permits the gestation of the next author-
itarian leader. Finally, Sigo Siendo is a 
film that resembles the Humalista side 
of Peru (Humala the candidate and not 
Humala the president, if it really needs 
to be said). The film gives voice to that 
nation that needs subtitles in order to be 
understood, a film that, in the end, aims 
to redeem the forgotten country with the 
respect of a missionary who has traded 
in the sacred writings for a camera; it is a 
film about things forgotten.

The three films remind us of the 
strange moment that contemporary Peru 
finds itself in. We prosper, but at the same 
time we’re stuck in those same old ways: 
winners and losers disregard each other, 

some fly and some fall. But, more than 
that, these films help us to see those seg-
ments of Peruvian society that are blind 
to what is going on around them and, on 
the other side, to see that they are less 
segmented and isolated than they think, 
that the bridges and roads that connect 
them are much greater than they imag-
ine. At the same time, in a period of accel-
erated changes, cinema serves as the con-
science of those changes. It is also useful 
for observing that, in the midst of the 
confusion, we are incapable of noticing 
that which endures in silence. 

Finally, these films and the very dif-
ferent reactions they received from the 
public have transformed into an index 
of the distances and tensions that Peru-
vians live with every day. The millions 
of moviegoers brought together by ¡Asu 
Mare! contrast with the dearth of specta-
tors for other films that have to fight to 
get even one week’s exhibition in com-
mercial theaters. What do Peruvians 
want to see and what would they rather 
ignore? These three films are a reflec-
tion of these intimate desires, at least 
of the urban desires. For better or for 
worse, the big screen suggests we Peru-
vians want to be unaware of our anomie 
and our forgetfulness. We prefer, on the 
other hand—and I’m not the one to make 
this moralistic denouncement—to avoid, 
to laugh, to leave it till tomorrow…after 
everything, who knows how long this 
strange illusory moment will last? We 
prefer, rather, to confirm our progress 
with a smile and hope for prosperity… 
and a girl from Miraflores.

Alberto Vergara is a post-doctoral Ban-
ting Foundation fellow at the Weather-
head Center for International Affairs, 
Harvard University. He has lectured on 
Latin American politics at the Depart-
ment of Government, Harvard Univer-
sity, and at the University of Montreal. 
He works on political regimes in Andean 
countries. His last book, Ciudadanos sin 
República (Lima, Planeta, 2013), gath-
ers his political essays in Spanish.
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The three films remind us of the strage moment that 
contemporary Peru finds itself in. We prosper, but at 
the same time we're stuck in those same old ways.
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Seeking Progress in 
twentieth-Century Peru
What the Numbers Show By ShAne hunt

the year was 1993. my wiFe barbara and i 

had just arrived in Lima, with the inten-
tion of working there for two or three 
years. I had a job in a USAID project, while 
my wife was part of a World Bank plan-
ning group in the Ministry of Education.

Peru was just recovering from stag-
gering blows, both economic and politi-
cal. On the economic side, the country 
had endured a ruinous hyperinflation in 
the last years of the 80s, followed by the 
tough stabilization program of August 
1990, the “Fujishock.” This stopped the 
inflation but also plunged the country 
into a deep depression from which it was 
just creeping out in 1993. 

On the political side, the country had 
been battered by two guerrilla insurgen-
cies that amounted to civil war. The war 
against the more dangerous of the two 
groups, Sendero Luminoso, is largely 
remembered as a war in the Sierra, but 
Sendero was also tightening the noose 
on Lima. It was strong enough to shut 
down the nearby town of Chosica (in a 
“paro armado” (armed strike)), cause fre-
quent electricity blackouts and detonate 
bombs, including one devastating car 
bomb in Miraflores, in the heart of Lima. 
Under such stress Peruvian democracy 
cracked, and a coup d’etat, Fujimori’s 
autogolpe of April 1992, redrew the 
political landscape. An even more star-
tling change occurred with the capture of 
Abimael Guzmán, Sendero’s “Presidente 
Gonzalo,” in November 1992. Quite sud-
denly, the war ended.

When we arrived in Lima just 10 
months after this last event, Peru was 
peaceful once again, but it was battered. 
Incomes were low, jobs were scarce. Pub-
lic sector services had been degraded in 
many areas: roads were full of potholes; 
clinics lacked dressings and bandages; 

teachers had fled an educational system 
that could pay them only $90 per month. 
Those teachers who remained did so 
only in the hope of future pensions. To 
put food on the table, they had to work at 
second or third jobs. We talked to many 
of them as they drove taxis.

Measures of educational achievement 
didn’t exist in those days, but it was well 
understood that the quality of Peru’s pub-
lic schools had declined. Some of Lima’s 
public schools used to be good, Peru-
vian friends would remark. Now none 
was good. Furthermore, the prospects 
for educational improvement seemed 
very limited. My wife had a special van-
tage  point of the inner workings of the 
Ministry of Education at that time—she 
was the only North American working 
there—and her stories of bureaucratic 
dysfunction were astonishing. Moreover, 
this was not just a gringa view. The other 
three members of her planning group—
all Peruvians—saw it the same way.

Our dinnertime discussions at times 
became very dispiriting. We had known—
and loved—Peru for thirty years. In that 
time—1963 to 1993—data showed that 
income per capita had not increased one 
iota. And the educational system had no 
doubt deteriorated with little prospect 
for recovery. Had nothing improved in 
Peru in the time we had known it?

I could answer this grim question 
with just two positives. First, health 
conditions had improved. I was vaguely 
aware of data showing that life expectan-
cy had increased substantially. Second, 
we were both witness to the extraordi-
nary improvements in elite-level univer-
sity education. These two points were, 
however, little more than footnotes to 
the general thesis that Peru had passed 
through thirty turbulent years without 

much to show for it. Our perspective in 
1993 was not very different from that 
of Mario Vargas Llosa’s protagonist in 
his 1969 novel, Conversación en la cat-
edral, who kept asking, “When did Peru 
mess up?” (The unexpurgated original is 
“Cuando se jodió el Perú?”)

A few years later, I started work on a 
project estimating quantitative measures 
of progress, or the lack of it, for Peru 
and other countries of Latin America, 
for the full course of the 20th century. 
These numbers would have done much to 
inform our dinner conversations of 1993, 
and perhaps they would have helped 
answer Vargas Llosa’s question of 1969. 
But even numbers cannot provide a clear 
answer, since we will find a half-full glass. 

So what do the figures show for Peru 
in the 20th century? The table on p.15 
gives some answers for three dimen-
sions of human welfare: income, health 
and education.

Barbara hunt (far right) with two teachers 

from the one-room schoolhouse in ancash 

in 1967
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Clearly the 20th century was not 
without substantial progress in all three 
dimensions. But how good was this 
progress compared to that of other Latin 
American countries? And was it good 
enough for Peru to catch up, even par-
tially, with a developed country such as 
the United States? 

trends in health
Among these three sectors, health gives 
us the most reliable measure for assess-
ing progress. Life expectancy directly 
measures the length of life, but it also 
serves as a proxy for health status dur-
ing life, because various studies have 
shown that people who live longer are 
healthier while alive. 

Unfortunately we lack Peruvian life 
expectancy estimates for the first four 
decades of the 20th century, because 
such measures derive from census data, 
and Peru didn’t conduct a national cen-
sus during that period. However, for the 
years that we do have—1940 to 2000—
Peru’s life expectancy bore a stable rela-

tionship to the Latin American median. 
It was two years lower in 1940 (37 years 
to the Latin American median of 39 
years) and also two years lower in 2000 
(69 years to 71 years). 

In 1900 the Latin American median 
life expectancy was only 29 years. So 
Peru’s life expectancy was almost cer-
tainly less than 30 years and may have 
been as low as 27 years.

It is hard to imagine today how primi-
tive health conditions must have been in 
1900 to produce such a low life expectan-
cy. The figure is some 15 years lower than 
that of the poorest African country today 
(Sierra Leone at 45 years). It is also some 
20 years less than the comparable figure 
for the United States, which was 48 years 
in 1900. From this squalid beginning, 
however, Peru passed through a revolution 
in health conditions during the 20th cen-
tury, as did all of Latin America. Progress 
was most rapid in the decades near mid-
century, and came more from improve-
ments in public health conditions than 
from delivery of better medical services. 

By century’s end, in 2000, the gap 
between Peru and the United States had 
closed to about eight years (69 for Peru, 
77 for the United States), and continued 
to close in the early years of the 21st cen-
tury. By 2012, Peru was only four years 
behind the United States (74.5 to 78.7), 
and the United States itself was fall-
ing behind many countries. Three Latin 
American countries had exceeded the 
life expectancy of the United States in 
2012 (Chile, Cuba and Costa Rica, all at 
79 years), and 31 other countries had life 
expectancies in excess of 80 years, the 
leader being Japan at 83 years.

trends in income
For income, we would like to have a mea-
sure that reflects trends in the material 
consumption of “ordinary people.” What 
we actually have over the century is 
gross domestic product per capita. This 
is of course not the same thing, but we 
maintain some hope that the measure 
we want and the measure we have move 
together over time, so that percentage 
changes would be similar.

Our principal source for historical 
data on GDP per capita in Peru and in 
Latin America is the database developed 
by Angus Maddison and his associates at 
the Organisation for Economic Coopera-
tion and Development (OECD). Consid-
ering first comparisons with the United 
States that extend over the centuries, 
Maddison’s data show a long relative 
decline of Latin America that began as 
early as the 18th century. In round num-
bers, Latin America’s GDP/capita was 
even with the United States in 1700, only 
half that of the United States in 1820, 
and only a quarter in 1870. Then for a full 
century (1870-1973) Latin America held 
steady with the United States in relative 
terms, its GDP/capita at 27-29 percent 
of the U.S. figure. In a more recent peri-
od, 1973-2000, Latin America’s relative 
position fell further under the burdens 
of the debt crisis. Thus by 2000 Latin 
American GDP per capita was only 21 
percent that of the United States. 

In trends in GDP per capita as in 
life expectancy, Peru’s experience in 
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the 20th century was similar to that 
of Latin America as a whole. Latin 
America’s average annual increase 
in real GDP per capita over the cen-
tury was 1.7 percent. Peru’s was also 
1.7 percent, both these figures being 
slightly below the 1.9 percent regis-
tered by the United States. 

Over shorter periods, however, 
Peru’s experience was quite distinc-
tive. It was a very high-growth country 
during the first three decades of the 
century (3.6 percent annual per capita 
growth as compared to 1.8 percent for 
Latin America), but it was battered 
during the last quarter of the century. 
From 1973 to 2000, Latin America’s 
growth was only 1.0 percent per year, 
but Peru’s was -0.3 percent. That is, it 
was getting poorer. Among other Latin 
American countries, only Venezuela fared 
so badly over this recent period. IMF data 
show that Peru’s per capita GDP peaked 
in 1981, and that the country did not 
recover to that level until 2005. 

Thus the gloom at the dinner table in 
1993. Yes, the Peruvian economy grew 
substantially over the 20th century, but 
the growth was so erratic that it was pos-
sible to pick out a span of thirty years—
as from 1963 to 1993—where there had 
been no growth at all.

What we did not know, of course, was 
that Peru’s recovery would be so strong 

and so sustained in the early 21st cen-
tury. Beginning in 2002, Peru entered a 
period of extraordinary economic growth 
that has not yet ended. Annual per capita 
growth picked up to 2 percent, then 3, 
then 5, then 6 percent, and topped out 
at 8.1 percent in 2008 before dropping 
back somewhat. For a while, Peru was 
the third-fastest-growing country in the 
world, after China and India. The annual 
average for the first decade of the new 
century was 4.0 percent. 

A growth rate like this can of course 
close the gap with the United States or 
any other rich country. But it needs to be 
sustained for a couple of decades more to 
make a real difference. In 2013 Peru’s per 
capita GDP was 20 percent that of the 
United States. This is up from the low 
point of 13 percent registered in 1990 
and again in 2000, but still below the 27 
percent figure of 1929.

trends in education
We have two indicators for education-
al progress, both obtained from self-
reporting in censuses. Both have par-
ticular strengths and weaknesses. 

The strength of the illiteracy rate, 
for the population aged 15 and older, is 
that it’s the only educational measure 
included in the censuses of the early 
20th century. Its most obvious liability 
is its incompleteness as a view of educa-
tion. Literacy is only the first rung on the 
educational ladder.

The other measure of educational 
attainment is average years of school-
ing for the adult population, generally 
for ages 25 and over. Its strength is that 

it reflects education at all levels, not 
just the first few years that produce 
literacy. Its weaknesses are two. First, 
it makes no allowance for differences 
in the quality of education in different 
school systems. Second, it was intro-
duced into census questionnaires 
only around mid-century. The first 
half of the 20th century is a blank.

Regarding literacy, Latin America 
began the 20th century with a largely 
illiterate population and ended it 
with a largely literate population. In 
numbers, the illiteracy rate declined 
from 69.1 percent in 1900 to 44.6 
percent in 1950 and to 13.3 percent in 
2000. The corresponding figures for 
Peru were 75.7 percent, 48.7 percent 

and 10.1 percent. Thus Peru was slightly 
worse than the Latin American average 
in 1900, slightly better in 2000. 

Adults are seldom able to become lit-
erate if they have missed the chance to go 
to school as children. The century-long 
decline in the illiteracy rate is therefore 
a reflection of expanded access to pri-
mary education, in the more developed 
countries like Argentina and Uruguay 
at the beginning of the century, then in 
most other countries of the region, Peru 
included, around mid-century.

The literacy gap with the United 
States certainly closed during the cen-
tury, but this gap is rather artificial, 
because the educational standard being 
measured is so basic. No country can 
exceed the maximum of 100 percent, 
and many, the United States included, 
essentially reached that ceiling a long 
time ago. Even as the gap has closed, 
self-reported literacy data have seemed 
less and less relevant to the educational 
demands of modern economic life.

Regarding years of schooling, 
although Peruvian data are lacking for 
the first half of the century, we can make 
an educated guess about 1900 simply 
because so high a percentage of the pop-
ulation had had no schooling at all. The 
average years figure must therefore be 
close to zero. We assign a figure of 0.5 on 
the basis of comparisons with Mexico, 
for which a 1900 estimate is available. 

Peru passed through a revolution in health conditions 
during the 20th century, as did all of Latin America. 

Schoolchildren in  their classroom in Urubamba  

in 1998 
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Also available is a 1900 estimate for the 
United States: 6 years.

As the U.S. figure for average years 
of schooling grew from 6 in 1900 to 8 
at mid-century and 13 at its end, so did 
the Peruvian figure grow from 0.5 to 2.7 
to 7.7. Thus the gap remained fairly con-
stant at 5 or 6 years of schooling.

Two factors suggest, however, that 
Peru is closing this years-of-schooling 

gap very effectively. First, in the last two 
decades since 1990, Peru’s decennial 
increase in years of schooling has been 
twice that of the United States. Second, 
among developed countries the United 
States is an overachiever in terms of 
schooling. In 2010, when Peru’s years of 
schooling figure was 8.5, the comparable 
figures were 9.1 for the United Kingdom, 
9.3 for Italy, and between 10.3 and 10.4 

for Denmark, Finland and France. Thus 
Peru will soon be caught up with several 
of the world’s developed countries.

Looming like a dark cloud over these 
advances in years of schooling is the 
matter of quality. Quality differences 
do not affect comparisons of income or 
of life expectancy. No argument exists 
holding that an extra dollar of income 
or an extra year of life is somehow worth 
less in Peru than in the United States or 
other developed countries. But strong 
evidence suggests that each extra year of 
school attendance in Peru produces less 
academic advancement than does an 
equivalent year in the United States. In 
the most recent PISA exams, which mea-
sured academic proficiency of 15-year-
olds in 64 countries, Peru finished dead 
last in all three areas: reading, math, 
and science. Only eight Latin American 
countries participated in the test, how-
ever, and none did very well. The best, 
Chile, ranked 50th. The most recent 
UNESCO-sponsored study of student 
achievement in Latin America (SERCE, 
2002-2008) secured the participation of 
16 countries, and Peru ranked between 
9th and 11th on the various tests for 3rd 
and 6th graders. Peru is therefore close 
to the middle of the Latin American 
pack. The quality problem in education 
is not just a Peruvian problem. It is a 
Latin American problem.

final word
Reflecting again on the dinner-table 
conversations of 1993, I believe that 
we weren’t wildly off the mark, but we 
were too pessimistic. This statistical 
review has shown health progress to 
have been strong, income growth erratic 
but promising, and educational progress 
strong on quantitative measures, but 
with the quality issue not yet effectively 
addressed. The glass is at least half full, 
but not fully full.

Shane Hunt is Professor Emeritus of 
Economics at Boston University and an 
Associate at DRCLAS. He estimates that 
his periods of residence in Peru add up 
to about nine years.

Income Health Education Education

Measure GDP per capita Life Expectancy Adult Illiteracy

Years of 

Schooling

Detail
1990 International 

Dollars
Average years 

expected at birth

Percent of 

Population age 15 
and over

Average 

Population age 
25 and over

1900 673 n.a. 75.7 0.5

1910 853 n.a. 71.2 n.a.

1920 1,324 n.a. 66.8 n.a.

1930 1,872 n.a. 62.6 n.a.

1940 1,946 37 57.6 n.a.

1950 2,263 40 48.7 2.7

1960 2,884 48 39.8 3.2

1970 3,675 54 29.6 3.9

1980 4,205 60 19.1 5.5

1990 2,955 66 14.1 6.6

2000 3,686 69 10.1 7.7

2010 5,456 74 n.a. 8.5

2013 6,207 75 n.a. n.a.

Table 1: Measures of Human Welfare
Peru: 1900-2000, extended to 2013

Sources: Hunt, La formación de economía peruana (Lima, 2011), 497-8; Maddison, The World 
Economy: Historical Statistics (Paris, 2003), 142-4; Seminario & Beltrán, Cambio estructural y 
crecimiento económico (Lima, 1997), Cuadro X-1; Barro & Lee education data set. For 2010-2013: 
Data sets of Barro & Lee, World Bank, and IMF, all on the web.
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towards a national value Proposition
A Strategy for Competitiveness By MiChAeL e. Porter AnD Jorge rAMírez vALLeJo

Peru has been one oF the most remarkable 

economic growth stories of the last de-
cade, both compared to its own historic 
record and to its peers in Latin America 
and beyond. A combination of sound 
macroeconomic policies since the mid-
1990s and a benevolent international 
economic environment with growing de-
mand for Peru’s natural resources has al-
lowed the country to prosper. Earlier im-
provements in basic security and political 
stability had provided an important pre-
condition for these achievements. 

Underneath this very real success, 
however, the Peruvian economy is facing 
a number of significant challenges. First, 
the lack of diversification and resultant 
dependence on global commodity mar-
kets for natural resources is exposing 
Peru to high levels of volatility. This has 
direct costs in terms of prosperity if glob-
al resource demand weakens, but it also 
has indirect costs in terms of long-term 
investment opportunities lost due to the 
high level of long-term macroeconomic 
uncertainty. Second, the impact of the 
solid growth in headline GDP has been 
highly varied across different segments of 
society and different parts of the country. 
This is a concern from the perspective of 
the ultimate objectives of economic poli-
cy. It is also a threat to political stability, 
which could eventually undermine the 
achievements made on macroeconomic 
and natural resource policy. Third, there 
are no significant and compelling new 
growth drivers. 

the need for a strategy
Peru needs a new competitiveness strat-
egy to address these challenges. The 
goal must be to achieve prosperity that 
is broadly shared, not just for the upper 
income and middle classes. The strategy 
must provide an overall plan for upgrad-
ing, not just a wish list of policy enhance-

ment. And it must lay out a comprehen-
sive vision for the country’s economic 
future that reflects Peru’s opportunities 
in the regional and global economy. 

The core of a successful economic 
strategy is to define a national value 
proposition. This sets forth a distinc-
tive position of Peru given its location, 
legacy, existing strengths, and potential 
strengths. The national value proposi-
tion defines what is unique about Peru 
as a business location, and for which type 
of clusters and other activities does the 
country offer a strong platform for com-
petitiveness. This national value proposi-
tion defines the role that Peru will have 
with its neighbors, the broader region 
and the global economy. It identifies 
Peru’s areas of unique strength relative to 
peers/neighbors, as well as highlighting 
the areas where Peru must progress to 
achieve and maintain parity with peers. 
And importantly, a national value propo-
sition must set priorities and a sequenc-
ing of economic development policies 
and programs.

The national value proposition should 
inspire citizens, while committing to 
companies at home and abroad about 
what they can expect from Peru. And, it 
should also guide policymakers in Peru 
about the most critical priorities in driv-
ing Peru’s competitiveness forward. 

a national strategy for Peru
With these goals in mind, we led an inclu-
sive process in 2010 to develop a national 
value proposition for Peru as well as an 
accompanying economic strategy. This 
was to be presented to all the presidential 
candidates in a CADE event in Urubam-
ba, in the Sacred Valley, before the 2011 
elections. The project was financed by 
the private sector, and involved more 
than 100 Peruvian experts in twelve the-
matic working groups. Numerous public 

sector, business and labor leaders also 
participated. The team worked closely 
with all the presidential campaign teams 
to ensure their awareness and under-
standing of the effort. 

The strategy developed is just as rel-
evant and important today as it was in 
2010. Even more so.

The process identified the set of 
dimensions on which Peru is unique in 
terms of inherited endowments, busi-
ness environment, and culture. In terms 
of endowments, Peru is centrally located 
in South America, with vast biodiversity 
and varied ecosystems, as well as abun-
dant natural resources. Peru’s business 
environment is uniquely open relative 
to the region in terms of FDI and capi-
tal flows, with privileged access to for-
eign markets due to a series of free trade 
agreements. Peru has a rich culture and 
history, a creative and entrepreneurial 
population that is also young and hard-
working, and a legacy of domestic coop-
eration to overcome obstacles. 

Given this analysis and Peru’s other 
circumstances, the research revealed four 
interconnected themes that could form 
the core of Peru’s value proposition: first, 
Peru has the potential to be the most 
secure, neutral, rules-based and peaceful 
location for business in its broader region; 
second, Peru is the most open economy 
in the region that can be a hub for trade 
between Latin America, Asia and North 
America; third, Peru’s economy has a solid 
base of dynamic regional industry clusters 
(geographic concentration of firms and 
institutions in particular fields) that can 
potentially drive productivity and growth; 
and fourth, Peru has the potential to sub-
stantially enhance the sophistication and 
productivity with which it utilizes its sub-
stantial natural resource base. 

These four themes create the core of a 
strategic agenda for Peru. 
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secure, neutral and  
Peaceful country
Peru has made tremendous progress in 
the last two decades in ending a terror-
ist war and controlling drug trafficking, 
which have been crucial to unleash-
ing economic growth. Now, the country 
needs to make sure that these improve-
ments become permanent, to avoid the 
problems experienced in countries such 
as Mexico and Colombia. Peru’s continu-
ing security issues include illegal drug 
trafficking, terrorism, public safety, crime 
and social instability. These challenges 
will need to be tackled aggressively if 
Peru is to continue prosperity growth.

To fight drug trafficking, a comprehen-
sive multi-faceted effort is needed that 
includes market-based crop-substitution 
programs, control of chemical inputs for 

coca processing, and interdiction of drugs 
and money laundering. These policies 
should be centralized in a strong insti-
tution that coordinates the fight against 
drug trafficking and terrorist activities. 
Local residents also need to be mobilized 
to be part of the eradication process.

Another critical requirement for 
achieving this theme is absence of corrup-
tion. Corruption not only increases the 
cost of doing business, but is undermining 
the country’s ability to take advantage of 
the opportunities it has created through 
its open trade policy. Corruption also 
makes improving all parts of the business 
environment much more difficult. Cor-
ruption—along with the conditions that 
foster corruption—not only hinders inter-
national trade and investment but stifles 
domestic economic activity. It is one of 

the root causes of Peru’s large informal 
economy. Corruption is also deeply anti-
social, increasing inequality and hurting 
the weakest the most. An effective anti-
corruption campaign is thus a crucial ele-
ment of an inclusive growth strategy.

Peru’s track record on corruption com-
pares relatively well to many others in the 
region, but still falls well short of leading 
countries like Chile, Uruguay or Costa Rica.

Peru will require a systematic cam-
paign to reduce corruption, supported 
with strong rules and adequate resources. 
The experience of other countries sug-
gests that a narrow anti-corruption prose-
cution strategy is not enough. In addition, 
new rules and regulations are needed to 
simplify dealing with government and 
increase transparency to reduce the 
incentives and opportunities for corrup-
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Specialization in Peru’s Regions
Selected Examplesclusters in Peru

Peru has significant positions in several clusters, 
including mining, fishing, various agricultural products, 
processed food, tourism, jewelry, apparel and footwear. 
Many of Peru’s clusters are based heavily on natural en-
dowments, with much room for further deepening into 
supporting industries. 

Peru’s clusters are concentrated in regions, as in 
other countries. The central Highlands, Cajamarca and 
Toquepala have clusters in mining, though with weak 
linkages between firms and local suppliers of inputs and 
equipment. urban clusters involving small firms include 
the metalworking cluster north of Lima, the garment 
cluster of gamarra, the footwear cluster in Caqueta, the 
ICT cluster in Lima-Cercado, the tourism cluster in Cusco, 
the wine cluster in Ica, and the leather and footwear 
cluster in Trujillo. These clusters also need to build stron-
ger suppliers and supporting institutions.
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tion. Also, the civil service must become a 
meritocracy, with well-trained, appropri-
ately compensated professionals subject 
to accountability. Public officials involved 
in regulation and other key institutions 
need to be appointed based on indepen-
dent screening and subject to congressio-
nal consent, with strong requirements for 
transparency and disclosure.

regional trade huB 
Peru’s ambitious policy of negotiating free 
trade agreements with a large number of 
countries around the world has given it 
an edge in its quest to become the region’s 
trading hub. It now needs to deepen this 
policy and combine it with efforts to elimi-
nate remaining domestic barriers to trade 
and investment such as tariffs, non-tariff 
measures and export subsidies. Simplifi-
cation of customs procedures would take 
further advantage of trade opportunities. 

In a region consumed by ideological 
debates about the benefits of interna-
tional integration, Peru could become the 
springboard for South American firms 
seeking access to U.S. and Asian markets. 
Peru needs to foster closer relations with 
its neighbors and coordinate economic 
development policies across borders. 

To become a real trade power, Peru 
needs to upgrade its physical infrastruc-
ture for transportation, communications 
and utilities such as energy and water. 
Peru’s progress in these areas has been 
largely limited to the locations where eco-
nomic activity involving natural resources 
is taking place.

Peru needs significant improvements 
in its transportation infrastructure to con-
nect isolated regions and to reduce logisti-
cal costs. The government’s infrastructure 
investment program must give highest 
priority to investments that will increase 
foreign trade and the competitiveness of 
the country: those will generate economic 
growth and prosperity. 

Peru also needs an integrated energy 
policy that provides for supply security 
combined with environmental sustain-
ability. Energy policy should be oriented 
toward using the country’s own energy 
resources, developing energy-related 

technology and addressing concerns for 
the global environment. 

Peru also needs a more forward-look-
ing water policy, particularly because 
some of its extractive and agricultural 
activities rely on water. Peruvian soci-
ety must develop a culture that places a 
high value on water. Water fees should 
cover at least the operation and mainte-
nance of water systems and promote the 
efficient use and the protection of water 
quality. Stronger fines should be imposed 
on water polluters.

dynamic regional develoP-
ment with viBrant clusters
The success of competitiveness ultimately 
reveals itself in particular industry clus-
ters concentrated in sub-national regions 
within a country. Peru’s growth aspirations 
can only be achieved if all regions upgrade 
their competitiveness. In Peru, develop-
ment remains highly varied across differ-
ent parts of the country. Lima still concen-
trates most of the population and economic 
activity. Each region of Peru needs a clear 
strategy in order to build its own particular 

economy based on local strengths. 
The crucial tool for diversifying the 

Peruvian economy and fostering regional 
development is through enabling the for-
mation and development of clusters. Clus-
ters are a geographic concentration of relat-
ed companies and associated institutions in 
a particular field, such as the apparel and 
metalworking clusters in Lima. 

Cluster development initiatives engage 
the private sector and are an effective way 
to prioritize delivery of social services, 
develop infrastructure and improve the 
microeconomic conditions to foment 
competitiveness at the local level. 

In addition to enabling clusters, poli-
cies are needed in each region to improve 
the overall business environments. Decen-
tralization and greater local accountability 
are the best means to address the social 
and economic inequality between high-
land and coastal regions. Peru should build 
a strong network of regional organizations 
to channel citizen engagement in econom-
ic development planning, thus continuing 
the process of decentralization. Regions 
need to improve managerial capacity 
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lima metalworking cluster
The Lima metalworking cluster is made up of over 500 companies concentrated near the Infan-
tas neighborhood in the north part of the city. The primary customers are the electricity, plastics 
and mining industries. In 2009, an estimated 400 companies directly involved in metalworking 
had sales about $230 million. A group of about 45 companies has established a formal asso-
ciation, ATEM (Association of workshops and Metalworking Companies), which is leading the 
cluster toward its next stage of growth based on strategy and innovation.
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through establishing a pool of highly quali-
fied civil service professionals able to carry 
out the technical challenge of managing 
the resources of the region, and providing 
technical support for political decisions. 

Municipalities in Peru also need to 
improve tax revenue collection. The 
national government should also reduce 
the horizontal imbalances generated by 
mining royalties (canon minero). The 
mining royalty system should be re-eval-
uated so that the income generated by 
this tax can partly benefit the country as a 
whole, taking into account the economic 
development priorities of each region. 

Education and technical skills will 
be crucial supporting factors for higher 
productivity. They are, unfortunately, 
areas in which Peru has been lagging. 
While education alone is not sufficient to 
jumpstart domestic economic develop-
ment, its absence has significant negative 
effects: companies have few incentives to 
upgrade worker jobs if they have no edu-
cated employees to draw on. Unskilled 
employees and the companies for whom 
they work find it less advantageous to 
become part of the formal economy.

Peru must thoroughly reform its edu-
cational system, increasing expenditures 
in public education and prioritizing the 
improvement of its secondary education 
system. Dropout rates should be reduced 
through educational offerings that com-
bine regular education with technical 
training. Teacher training needs to be 
based on performance test results, clear 
and rigorous standards for teaching, and 
a merit-based professional hiring system. 

Aligning workforce training programs 
to the needs of the private sector in each 
region will help to narrow the mismatch 
between educational programs and labor 
market needs. A workforce strategy based 
on clusters will help to match curricu-
lums to projected private sector demand. 
Additionally, revamping the English cur-
riculum with the objective of reaching 
proficiency by high school graduation 
would generate a pool of bilingual tech-
nicians and professionals needed by com-
panies to connect with global markets.

Coverage and quality of higher educa-

tion should be improved with both sup-
ply and demand-side policies. Financial 
aid (loans and scholarships) must be 
available to students from lower income 
families. Investments should be made in 
infrastructure facilities and equipment in 
line with a more demanding university 
curriculum. University professors should 
receive incentives to obtain doctoral 
degrees from leading universities abroad.

enhancing the Productivity 
of natural resource  
utilization
Peru enjoys abundant natural endow-
ments in agriculture, mining, as well as 
in cultural and natural assets for tour-
ism. In almost all of these areas, how-
ever, Peru’s position is largely limited 
to extraction or, in the case of tourism, 
limited volume of visitors and low spend-
ing per tourist per day. Peru’s natural 
endowments and cultural assets for tour-
ism could be producing much more eco-
nomic benefit for the country.

Peru should launch an ambitious pro-
gram to transform its natural endow-
ment related industries into clusters. 
This formation of clusters would involve 
strengthening local supplier capability 
and increasing the level of collaboration 
among the companies and institutions 
together with government. 

At a broader level, clusters based 
on natural resources set the stage for 
diversification into related clusters. The 
metalworking cluster of Arequipa, for 
example, is a result of the dynamism of 
the mining cluster. Each of Peru’s princi-
pal clusters will have its own set of relat-
ed clusters that draw on similar assets 
and capabilities. These related clusters 
provide the best opportunity for Peru 
to diversify. For instance, the logistical 
needs critical for mining, agriculture 
and tourism can give rise to a world class 
transportation and logistics cluster. 

The Peruvian healthcare system needs 
to be systematically reformed towards 
increasing coverage and providing better 
value. Peru needs to improve the effective-
ness of the government, reduce labor mar-
ket regulations, and systematically simplify 

the rules and regulations for doing busi-
ness. It should also develop a plan for the 
long-term deepening of its financial sector, 
and systematically strengthen its innova-
tion infrastructure. Finally, Peru needs to 
continue the sound macroeconomic man-
agement that has characterized its perfor-
mance during last decade with prudent 
fiscal and monetary programs.

looking ahead
Peru has come a long way towards 
becoming a more prosperous economy 
and society. It has many assets and has 
already made important policy improve-
ments towards a better future. The 
results achieved over the past few years 
are a clear validation of this course.

But Peru also has much more to do. 
Many parts of society and regions of the 
country have not been able to fully partici-
pate in the country’s recent growth. Many 
dimensions of competitiveness remain 
weak and need systematic improvement. 
The national strategy outlined here pro-
vides an ambitious but realistic path for-
ward. It would help define clear priori-
ties, identify concrete action areas, and 
set measurable objectives. 

Ultimately, change occurs only if con-
sensus builds within a country that such 
change is desirable. Peru’s leaders must 
come together to ensure that such con-
sensus occurs, and that the inclusive eco-
nomic vision is above politics.

Michael E. Porter is the Bishop William 
Lawrence University Professor and 
Director of the Institute for Strategy 
and Competitiveness, Harvard Business 
School.

Jorge Ramírez Vallejo is Professor at 
the University of los Andes in Bogotá, 
Colombia, and Principal Associate, 
Institute for Strategy and Competitive-
ness, Harvard Business School.

This article is based on an unpublished 
report by Michael E. Porter, Jorge Ramírez-
Vallejo, Adolfo Chiri and Christian Ketels, 
2011, “Peru: A Strategy for Sustaining Growth 
and Prosperity.” 
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rio ucayali, Peru— sebastiÁn maringama 

snakes his way through an emerald wil-
derness. He’s moving through a thicket 
of old-growth forest flanking the Rio 
Ucayali in Peru’s northeastern Amazon. 

An octogenarian elder of the Ashé-
ninka indigenous group, Maringama is 
dressed in a flowing gown with verti-
cal stripes. Radiant, multicolored bird 
feathers adorn his headband. One hand 
clasps a bow hewn from tropical hard-
wood, the other a burnished leather 
quiver containing red-tipped arrows 
dipped in snake venom.

Maringama’s hunt is a staple of life in 
this sweltering river village of 71 fami-
lies. Wood framed thatched-roof homes 
sit on stilts. The songs of forest animals 
and birds meld into nature’s non-stop 
soundtrack. The place is aptly named 
Puerto Esperanza. 

This is a place of esperanza—hope—
in a generalized context in which most 
communities do not manage their for-
ests legally. 

The story of theft and resource mis-
management in Peru’s Amazon Basin 
is driven by foreign demand for quality 
wood, greed and domestic poverty. It is 
hard not to fall into the traps of corrup-
tion and illegality; the World Bank esti-
mates that 80 percent of Peruvian wood 
exports are illegal.

What’s unfolding in Puerto Esper-
anza represents a small but significant 
example of how environmental stew-
ardship can translate into sustainable 
income. It also shows how a collabora-
tion between the village and a private 
forestry company is reaping financial 
dividends for both.

“Our neighbors are impressed by 

what we are doing here,” whispers Mar-
ingama in Spanish as he crouches on the 
forest floor. 

“We’re organized. We’re getting decent 
payment for this forest,” he explains.

the deal
Three years ago, a private forestry 
company in Peru, Consorcio Forestal 
Amazónico (CFA) that has since fin-
ished operations in Peru, and the World 
Wildlife Fund (WWF) had each forged a 
relationship with the village. The com-
pany, owned by an investment fund in 
Denmark, was already working in a con-
cession that bordered the village. WWF 
was also working in Puerto Esperanza 
helping villagers craft a business plan for 
their timber.

The two entities share an interest in 
profitable, sustainable forestry. Their 
overlapping agendas set the table for an 
agreement that the parties hope will be a 
template for neighboring communities. 

CFA would pay all costs to harvest the 
trees. As it does in its own concession, it 
would promote forest growth, for exam-
ple by cutting the forest canopy to allow 
sunlight to nurture tree seedlings. In 
return the community would receive 20 
percent of the harvested wood to sell. Vil-
lagers would choose which species they 
wanted to receive. That allowed villagers 
to select the timber that would produce 
the highest return from year to year based 
on prevailing market demands.

CFA said it would not buy the village’s 
20 percent share of the wood. The com-
pany reasoned independent transactions 
would forcibly move the village closer to 
self-sufficiency in both timber produc-
tion and sales. 

Building a template 
for Sustainable Forestry 
Hope in a Landscape of Corruption By Lorne MAtALon

PHOTOS By LORNE MATALON
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clockwise from top left: 

armando espinosa and oscar de la cruz float 

on their raft of cut logs using the current to 

float their timber to a shorefront mill on río 

Ucayali, atalaya Province.

Jaime ortiz cuts lumber in a mill that oper-

ates around the clock for much of the year. he 

makes the equivalent of US$10 per day. Slashes 

on the log indicate it was illegally harvested. 

there are hundreds of mills here leveraging 

their proximity both to the amazon river and 

Pacific ocean; during parts of the cutting sea-

son, wood mills operate around the clock. 

two men are sharpening the teeth of a giant 

mechanical saw used to shape lumber from 

raw timber.

for most of the year, 9-year-old Jaime ven-

egas lives on rafts of cut logs. he had just 

returned from a trip to buy fruit and provisions 

on his family’s journey bringing cut timber 

to a wood processing mill near Pucallpa. río 

Ucayali, atalaya Province.
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“Year after year, these communities 
have been ripped off,” said Miguel Safia-
no, CFA’s chief executive officer. “We’re 
telling communities, ‘you can do busi-
ness ethically and profit from that busi-
ness.’ It’s our value system and it’s what 
we want to show can be done.”

“We didn't lubricate the system with 
bribes for permits and the government 
knows it,” Safiano continued. “When we 
apply for permits it takes several months, 
with a bribe maybe two weeks. So we plan 
accordingly. The government knew this 
company doesn’t pay.”

“This is ground where very few people 
have walked before,” said CFA’s former 
sales manager Rick Kellso. “The end 
point in sustainable forestry is we make 
money for our investors, but we also want 
to share our knowledge and approach 
particularly in Peru.”

The community agreed to the pro-
posal. After two harvesting seasons, 

the community has received more than 
US$400,000 from sales of timber certi-
fied by the Forest Stewardship Council. 
Each family gets a share of the profit.

The Council’s endorsement—“FSC-
certified”—is the world standard that 
assures foreign buyers and environmen-
tal watchdogs alike that timber is legal 
and harvested responsibly. Obtaining 
that endorsement is an expensive, ardu-
ous process. Both CFA and the World 
Wildlife Fund helped the village obtain 
the FSC seal and create a business plan.

“We’re an example for other commu-
nities,” says 53-year-old villager Raoul 
Sajame in Spanish as he shares yucca and 
grilled chicken with a visitor. “Almost no 
one around here apart from this commu-
nity manages their forest legally.”

“Some places near here have been 
robbed of their trees,” explains Sajame, 
recalling instances in which outsiders 
have swindled communities by paying 

them in cash for the right to cut trees for 
pennies on the dollar.

landscaPe of corruPtion
In addition to illegal harvesting and theft 
of timber, the industry is also a crucible of 
violence. In 2008, a community leader was 
murdered in a government office after try-
ing to alert authorities that stolen timber 
was being shipped through his territory. 
In 2009, at least 30 people died during 
protests against proposals to permit oil 
extraction, hydroelectric dams and logging 
across a swath of Peru’s Amazon Basin.

Logging in Peru is the story of an inter-
section of forged documents, collusion 
between provincial politicians and tim-
ber interests and few options for employ-
ment. Enforcement is an inconsistent, 
opaque process in which transport per-
mits—designed to track a tree from the 
moment it is felled to the point of sale—
are widely available. 

Loggers who cut timber illegally in 
one area can easily buy a forged docu-
ment showing the timber was cut some-
where else.

A poll conducted by El Comercio news-
paper (released February 17, 2014) sug-
gests that more than 75 percent of Peruvi-
ans believe their police and politicians can 
be bought. 

In Pucallpa, a river port teeming with 
saw mills, a man sits across the street from 
the office of Dirección General Forestal y 
de Fauna Silvestre, Peru’s forest service.

top: Sebastián maringama is an elder in the 

indigenous ashéninka hamlet of Puerto es-

peranza where villagers hunt for their food. 

villagers sell community-owned wood to 

foreign and domestic buyers seeking assur-

ance the timber has been harvested legally 

and responsibly. Bottom: marta viviana 

maringama with her brother Sebastián. the 

pair say their village of 300 people enjoys 

a relatively good standard of living due to 

responsible forest management.

Enforcement is an inconsistent, opaque process in 
which transport permits…are widely available. 

PHOTOS By LORNE MATALON
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The man has a stack of blank per-
mits needed to transport logs and an 
ink-drenched stamp at the ready. Money 
changes hands, the thump of the stamp 
meeting paper echoes and the buyer, pre-
sumably someone who couldn’t get the 
necessary documents legally, walks away. 

The government claims to have no 
knowledge of this practice. But it’s com-
mon knowledge here and there’s no 
attempt to hide it. At the same time, the 
federal government has transferred polic-
ing authority in Peru’s forests to provincial 
forest service inspectors. They make the 
equivalent of US$350 per month, a salary 
that makes them vulnerable to corruption. 

Marcial Pezo, who heads the Pucall-
pa office of the forest service, succeed-
ed Miguel Dávila Henderson who was 
forced out following embezzlement and 
fraud charges. Dávila is now a special 
assistant to a powerful regional gover-
nor. In Pucallpa people wonder openly 
about how an allegedly corrupt official 
can be hired for a high-level govern-
ment posting. 

Pezo conceded corruption is an intrac-
table problem and explained that his 55 
inspectors are responsible for patrolling 
14 million acres of rain forest. 

“If our forestry inspectors want to stop 
an illegal shipment, they’re threatened or 
beaten up,” said Pezo. “They work alone 
in remote areas. There’s no way to inter-
vene quickly,” adding “We need armed 
police at our checkpoints on the river.” 
But when asked how some of his inspec-
tors have hastily constructed, top-quality 
homes given their paltry salaries he said, 
“I don’t know.”

a way forward
With outside help, villagers in Puerto 
Esperanza are trying to commercialize 
lesser known species such as huangana 
casha used in flooring and chamisa ama-
rilla used for furniture. 

The challenge is convincing buy-
ers in the United States, Europe and  
Asia that those species and several others 
are desirable.

Both huangana casha and chamisa 
amarilla are blessed with some of the 

same qualities of durability and aes-
thetics that threatened species such as 
mahogany are famous for. 

At the same time, the United States has 
formally asked Peru to prosecute political 
and business leaders who violate a 2007 
free trade agreement with the United 
States. That deal called for enforcement 
of existing laws against illegal logging. 
But enforcement is an abstract in many 
parts of the Amazon Basin.

The legal framework to stop the theft 
of trees exists. In 2008, the United States 
amended the Lacey Act, passed in 1900 
to ban traffic in wildlife and plants to 
include the import of illegally harvested 
timber. Peru passed a forestry law in 2011 
designed to clamp down on illegal log-
ging. But the law is mired in negotiations 
as the country decides how it should be 
implemented.

Residents of Puerto Esperanza believe 
they stand as a positive example of 
change in an otherwise bleak landscape, 
one marked by flaunted laws and a nexus 
between politicians and timber interests. 

Peru’s vibrant economy is in large 
measure driven by commodities—miner-
als, oil and gas and timber. But as people 
in Puerto Esperanza say repeatedly, tim-
ber alone is renewable. 

Lorne Matalon is a staff correspondent 
with the Fronteras Desk, a collabora-
tion of National Public Radio mem-
ber stations reporting on the politics, 
demographics and economy along the 
U.S.-Mexico border. Matalon is the 
former reporter in Mexico for The World, 
produced by the BBC World Service and 
NPR member station WGBH, Boston.

top: fermín vásquez Jara, one of Puerto 

esperanza’s elected leaders, recruits moni-

tors who receive a small monthly stipend for 

patrolling the village’s forest to be certain 

outsiders aren’t stealing trees. others are 

tasked with going to a bank two hours away 

by boat to send and receive funds related to 

forestry. Bottom: a community member lines 

up to vote on candidates nominated both 

to protect the community’s forests and to 

divide timber sale profits equitably among 

the 71 families living here.
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An Andean Puma 
reaches out
For Broad-Based Economic Growth 

By DAnieL M. SChyDLowSky

something major has haPPened to Peru’s 

economic growth in the 21st century. 
Previously characterized by high infla-
tion, recurrent balance of payments 
problems, endemic un- and under-
employment, poverty and inequal-
ity problems, Peru has transitioned 
into an Asian-style economic success. 
Measured in international purchasing 
power dollars, its per capita income has 
increased 117 percent, from US$5,440 
in 2001 to $11,805 in 2012. At the same 
time, poverty dropped from 54 percent 
in 2001 to 24 percent in 2013. The 
country has accumulated an impres-
sive fiscal surplus, and US$65.7 billion 
of foreign exchange reserves. All this 
has taken place under an increasingly 
vigorous democracy. What is the expla-
nation? And what are the prospects of 
continuation along the same lines in 
the future?

the underlying drivers  
of recent Peruvian  
economic growth
When there is as major a break in the 
growth performance of an economy 
as Peru has had, it is worth looking 
beyond the conventional elements of 
economic policy to identify the under-
lying factors that produced such a 
major change. Five such elements can 
be identified for Peru.

First: a firm export orientation was 
adopted. For the first time since the 
1950s, Peru has seriously implemented 
an export-oriented growth strategy. 
The timing was opportune: China has 
been growing by leaps and bounds, 
generating growing demand for Peru’s 
minerals and some of its agroexports. 

But opportunity is not enough; in order 
to benefit, you have to have the right 
policy. Peru has been talking export 
growth and actually implementing the 
talk. Between 2001 and the present, 
Peru has signed 21 free trade agree-
ments. The United States, the Euro-
pean Union and China are the major 
counterparties. But other countries 
such as Canada, neighboring Latin 
American countries and ASEAN are 
all relevant markets for this relatively 
small economy.

In addition to dismantling trade bar-
riers to its exports, Peru has maintained 
an almost constant real exchange rate by 
accumulating exchange reserves rather 
than letting the rate appreciate. Export 
profitability was thereby protected.

Second: Predictability in the econ-
omy was dramatically improved. Peru-
vian entrepreneurs have traditionally 
had to cope with an unstable policy 
environment which rewarded main-
taining flexibility and spending effort 
on trying to anticipate economic policy 
changes. President Alejandro Toledo 
(2001-2006) inaugurated a signifi-
cant shift in this respect: macro policy 
became remarkably predictable. As a 
result, businesspeople spent more time 
managing their businesses and less 
trying to anticipate policy changes or 
lobbying the economics ministry. The 
reorientation of entrepreneurial effort 
had a predictable result: productivity 
went up! It also made it more sensible 
to invest in the time-consuming effort 
of developing export markets. 

Third: economic horizons length-
ened as a result of stable macro poli-
cy and lack of policy surprises. This 



peru

26 ReVista fall 2014 CHART COuRTESy Of dANIEL M. SCHydLOwSky

was reinforced by the introduction of 
an active domestic government bond 
market complete with brokers obligat-
ed to make and maintain a market in 
these bonds. By 2002, Peru was issuing 
10-year bonds, and by 2010, 40-year 
bonds. The longer horizons reduced the 
annual profit required to make a venture 
profitable. When the desired payback 
period is one year, one needs to earn 100 
percent on capital, at two years it falls 
roughly to 50 percent, at five years to 
20 percent and at ten years, you need 
to recover 10 percent per year (hold-
ing aside compounding). It follows that 
a longer horizon is equivalent to a cost 
reduction. Put another way, a longer 
horizon is equivalent to a real devalua-
tion. In turn, a real devaluation makes 
exports more competitive. 

Another consequence of lengthened 
horizons is that the yield curve of invest-
ment becomes more favorable to longer 
gestation period projects. Mangos, for 
instance, take three years to produce a 
crop. Coffee takes five and hydrodams 
take at least eight. Short horizons pre-
clude such projects. Furthermore, small 
and medium businesses usually face sig-

nificantly higher interest rates, and as a 
result they are screened out of long ges-
tation period projects. But it is precisely 
small and medium agriculture that can 
provide better employment opportuni-
ties and improve poverty and income dis-
tribution indices. Thus the lengthening 
of horizons not only produced an export 
boost but also a turn towards a produc-
tion structure that favors the poor and 
those who live in rural areas.

Fourth: agricultural enterprises 
became credit worthy. Agriculture and 
rural activity have been at a significant 
disadvantage in terms of credit worthi-
ness since the 1970s agrarian reform of 
the left-wing Velasco government. This 
began to change as modern business 
people migrated from mining, industry 
and trade into industrial agriculture. 
These individuals had established credit 
histories so when they moved into agri-
culture, they brought financing with 
them. As a result, credit for the country-
side became available. 

At the same time, Peru’s microcredit 
system greatly expanded. Based on the 
Cajas Municipales de Ahorro y Crédito, 
municipal banks patterned after the 

German Spaarkassen, the CMACs pro-
vided credit to businesses growing up 
around the major agroexport enter-
prises, as well as to some small growers. 
That allowed the weaving of a credit tex-
ture to underpin regional and small city 
economic expansion.

Fifth: absence of cost increases due 
to wage push. One of the remarkable 
features of Peru’s growth in this period 
is that double-digit growth occurred 
with virtually no inflation. What price 
increase there was resulted mostly from 
imported food and fuel inflation. 

One simple explanation involves the 
weakening of the Peruvian labor legis-
lation and unions during the 1990s as 
a consequence of the economic reforms 
introduced under the regime of Presi-
dent Alberto Fujimori. However, at 
least two-thirds of the Peruvian labor 
force works in the so-called “infor-
mal sector” where neither labor leg-
islation nor unions are very relevant. 
A more plausible explanation holds 
that, in the informal sector, incomes 
are generated by a mix of wage labor 
and self-employment, with partici-
pants acting fundamentally as target 
income achievers. That is, labor sup-
pliers will demand a wage determined 
by a target income and their expecta-
tion of how many units of labor they 
will sell. Such an interpretation of the 
labor market works well, in a market 
that clears well short of full employ-
ment. Then, it acts as a mechanism for 
work sharing through a market adjust-
ment mechanism described many years 
ago by Edward Chamberlin, in his 
classic work The Theory of Monopo-
listic Competition (1933). Entry, exit, 
excess capacity (underemployment) 
and forward-falling supply curves all 
play a role here, as do migration from 
hired labor to microentrepreneurship 
to sell differentiated products, and an 
increased informalization of additional 
sectors as more traditional parts of the 
economy become saturated with under-
employed individuals. The operative 
effect of this structure of the labor mar-
ket is that wages tend to fall with out-

Average	  per	  period 1981	  -‐	  1990 1991	  -‐	  2000 2001	  -‐	  2013
GDP	  growth	  rate	  (%) -‐0.64 4.05 5.79
GDP	  per	  capita	  growth,	  PPP	  (%) NA 4.30 7.31/

GDP	  per	  capita	  growth	  (%) -‐2.88 2.53 4.14
Exports	  growth	  rate	  (%) -‐1.14 8.58 16.21

Annual	  flows	  and	  Dec	  31	  for	  stocks 1990 2000 2013
Total	  exports	  (US$	  million) 3,280 6,955 42,177
Tradi&onal	  exports 2,259 4,804 30,954
Non-‐tradi&onal	  exports 1,021 2,150 11,223
Non-‐tradi&onal	  agriculture	  and	  livestock	  exports 119 394 3,434

Government	  spending	  on	  infrastructure	  (US$	  million) NA 10,159 54,508
Tourist	  arrivals	  (number	  of	  persons) 316,871 1,026,867 3,163,639
Deposit	  accounts	  (number) NA 6,370,879 37,243,953
Financial	  service	  points 1,893 2,550 45,999
Lima 883 1,381 23,259
Outside	  of	  Lima 1,010 1,169 22,740

Credit	  outstanding	  (US$	  million) 871 11,949 69,690
Lima 718 9,909 49,179
Outside	  of	  Lima 153 2,041 20,511

Cellphone	  subscripTons	  (number) 52,000 1,339,667 29,953,933
Lima NA NA 10,026,096
Outside	  of	  Lima NA NA 19,927,837

Source:	  SBS,	  BCRP,	  Osiptel,	  INEI,	  WB

Indicators

1/	  Average	  2001-‐2012

a look at Peru’s growth
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put or at least do not rise until under-
employment is absorbed, so growth can 
proceed without inflation. On another 
level, wage stability reinforces export-
oriented growth, since it facilitates 
the maintenance of a competitive real 
exchange rate. In this sense, it is the 
counterpart of the reduction in the cost 
of capital brought about by the length-
ening of horizons. 

It should also be noted that infor-
mality is not equivalent to illegality. The 
former is a form of market organization, 
while the latter is economic activity in 
violation of established laws, such as 
when mining or logging operates with-
out the required licenses and violates 
environmental or conservation rules. 
There may naturally be an overlap, but it 
is important to maintain the distinction. 
Illegal operations can be repressed with 
better enforcement of the laws. Infor-
mal production cannot be effectively 
repressed; it can only be absorbed as the 
demand for labor expands to the point 
where target incomes are no longer the 
determinant of the supply price of labor.

As can be seen, all five elements 
worked to reinforce each other produc-
ing an effective break with the patterns 
of the past.

assuring international com-
Petitiveness for the future
With Chinese growth slowing down 
and the markets for minerals becoming 
less lucrative, Peru’s future growth will 
depend to a greater extent on its ability 
to effectuate systematic improvements 
in its competitiveness. The ever-present 
danger of Dutch disease—the tendency 
of a resource-rich economy to develop 
an exchange rate that makes producing 
things other than raw materials uncom-
petitive—must be countered with a poli-
cy directed to containing or reducing the 
costs of domestic inputs.

In such considerations, transport 
infrastructure is key. Not only are 
domestic freight costs a crucial input 
into every price, but given Peru’s geog-
raphy, a continued opening up of the 
hinterland to market-oriented produc-

tion depends critically on the availability 
of good roads. Freight costs function for 
domestic trade as tariffs do on interna-
tional flows. The equivalent of free trade 
domestically depends on low freight 
costs. Moving from diesel- and gasoline- 
based transport to natural gas is one 
policy that would help in this direction. 
Another is the increased use of the two 
existing railroads (Central and Southern) 
for the transport of mining and agricul-
tural products, so as to relieve the con-
gestion of penetration roads.

Risk is another dimension of cost. 
Therefore, developments in insurance 
and other risk containing mechanisms 
are important in maintaining long term 
competitiveness. Peru currently has its 
first insurance reform underway since 
1902. Consumer protection has been 
updated; competitive bidding for some 
insurance contracts has become compul-
sory and standardization of contracts has 
begun. New insurance companies have 
entered the Peruvian market, making 
prices and products more competitive. 

At the same time, socioeconomic 
conflict management has become a 
major policy concern as mining and log-
ging companies face opposition from 
their local neighbors. The resulting 
conflicts have the potential of imposing 
costs not only on the direct participants 
in the conflicts but on numerous third 
parties, including significant portions 
of the financial community. Prevention 
in this context is highly preferable to 
requiring companies to set aside mon-
eys for potential losses into accounting 
provisions. Peru is introducing finan-
cial regulations that enlist the banks 
in an effort to improve corporate due 
diligence in abating these conflicts. The 
resulting reduction in risk should make 
Peru an even more attractive site for 
mining investments.

Reducing costs of finance is another 
way of lowering the costs of domestic 
inputs. Lowering financial transaction 
costs is within reach via the development 
of cellphone banking on a level playing 
field, with full interconnectedness and 
interoperability between all banks and 

telecoms. This will have enormous impli-
cations for the economic integration of 
the hinterland.

Additionally, risk evaluation on micro 
credit and consumer credit can be made 
more effective and less costly by the 
application of modern psychometric 
techniques, which are able to quantify 
integrity (willingness to pay) and entre-
preneurial ability (capacity to pay).

The increased availability of finance 
by connecting institutional savings of 
private retirement funds more directly to 
productive business investment is a fur-
ther element in the same direction.

The future goes beyond the techno-
logical developments of cellphones and 
modern psychometric techniques. One 
example of the way in which technology 
can be harnessed is Peru’s acquisition of 
its own satellite. This satellite inaugu-
rates a new epoch in the effectiveness of 
public management. With “eyes in the 
sky,” it becomes possible to effectively 
enforce fishing licenses, to monitor public 
works and pay by reliably measured prog-
ress, to identify urban sprawl and levy the 
appropriate taxes, to identify avalanches 
as they form and prevent road blockages, 
along with many more improvements in 
administration and productivity. 

Maintaining, or better yet, increasing 
international competitiveness needs to 
be a daily occupation in a growing econ-
omy. Peru’s growth over the last decade 
and a half shows what can happen when 
productivity and competitiveness take a 
jump. Fortunately, the forces at work are 
still operative and new sources of com-
petitiveness and productivity growth 
are on the horizon. All told, the Andean 
Puma is bounding with energy and can 
be expected to continue to do well. 

Daniel M. Schydlowsky is the Superin-
tendent of Banks, Insurance Companies 
and Private Pension Fund Adminis-
trators, Republic of Peru. He was the 
DRCLAS 2009-2010 Robert F. Kennedy 
Visiting Professor and later a Fellow at 
the Mossavar-Rahmani Center for Busi-
ness and Government at the Harvard 
Kennedy School. 
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Protests over resource 
extraction in Peru
Demanding Rights and Services By MoiSéS ArCe

in 2001, the small town oF tambogrande 

erupted into violent protests over con-
cessions to a large mining company. 
In Cajamarca, communities affected 
by mineral extraction have protested 
repeatedly against the increasing envi-
ronmental degradation in the region. 
Elsewhere, Amazon residents fought 
relocation and the commercialization 
of their lands by logging companies. 
Protests over resource extraction in 
Peru are common and often violent: 146 
people died and scores were injured in 
protests in the first decade of the 21st 
century, according to the Peruvian Om-
budsman Office. Demonstrators oppose 
the adverse impact of mining on their 
jobs and the environment, as well as 
how mineral wealth is distributed.

Yet one might ask why all these peo-
ple are protesting—and protest over 
mineral resources is the most frequent 
source of protest in the country. After 
all, the extraction of natural resources 
in Peru has contributed to an impressive 
economic expansion. Record-high com-
modity prices as well as an aggressive 
Chinese demand for raw materials have 
contributed to this economic bonanza. 
Indeed, Peru’s economy has become one 
of the fastest growing and most stable in 
the Latin American region. Per capita 
GDP increased from US$4,459 in 1990 
to US$9,421 in 2012. The share of the 
Peruvian population living in poverty 
also declined from 58.7 percent in 2004 
to 27.8 percent in 2011, and the percent-
age of those living in extreme poverty 
dropped from 16.4 percent to 6.3 per-
cent during the same period. A grow-
ing, consumer-oriented middle class has 
emerged from this economic expansion.

In 2011, mining exports accounted for 
59 percent of the country’s total exports. 

And by 2010, Peru occupied a leading 
position in the global production of gold 
(as the fifth-largest producer), silver 
(first), copper (third), lead (fourth), tin 
(third) and zinc (third). Peru also stands 
out as having Latin America’s highest 
concentration of the world’s top mining 
companies. Presently, at least 21 percent 
of the national territory (approximately 
26 million hectares) is under some sort 
of mining concession. Government offi-
cials increasingly see mining as the main-
spring of national development, and it 
is a key source of government revenue. 
Given the significance of resource-based 
growth policies for the national economy, 
protesters have put elected officials in a 
very difficult spot politically as these 
leaders seek to continue the economic 
“good times” amid rising social unrest.

Although one could easily argue that 
the economic history of Peru is essential-
ly a history of mining (its gold and silver 
provided the Spanish empire with an 
extraordinary source of wealth), large-
scale mining there can be traced to the 
turn of the 20th century with the opera-
tions of the Cerro de Pasco Corporation 
(CPC), a U.S. mining company. The ori-
gins of the country’s labor movement 
are also tied to CPC as the company 
became the largest private employer in 
the nation. At the same time, the current 
wave of protests over natural resource 
extraction provides an ideal venue to 
understand the changing nature of 
mobilizations as a consequence of the 
deepening of economic liberalization 
policies (or “new mining” as others had 
called it). In particular, these mobiliza-
tions help us understand the geographic 
segmentation of protests as well as the 
emergence of broad coalitions with 
diverse sets of new actors.

Under “new mining,” technologi-
cal conditions have reduced the need 
for unskilled labor, and labor disputes 
between mining companies and work-
ers have become less visible. Instead, 
the so-called mega extractive projects 
(megaproyectos mineros) require more 
water, energy, land and landscape. New 
open-pit and heap-leaching techniques 
demand far greater access to each of 
these resources. Those protesting against 
the extraction of natural resources are 
largely the rural and urban populations 
affected by extraction. And their claims 
often include land, water quantity and 
quality, landscape and the protection of 
the environment and their livelihood. 
Seen in this light, “new mining” allows us 
to understand the new actors and types 
of coalitions that aggrieved groups have 
forged in opposition to extraction. These 
coalitions cut across social classes and the 
urban and rural divide, as well as envi-
ronmental and nationalistic discourses.

However, not all of the mobiliza-
tions against “new mining” address the 
adverse impact of mining on livelihoods 
and the environment. The commodity 
price boom has yielded remarkable prof-
its for extractive industries, and taxes 
collected from mining have become 
the most important intergovernmental 
transfer linked to the extraction of natu-
ral resources. In Peru, these transfers are 
known as canon minero. These intergov-
ernmental transfers have also encour-
aged a sizeable number of mobilizations 
over their distribution and use across the 
different tiers of government—local, pro-
vincial, regional and national.

Naturally, it is not an easy under-
taking for the less powerful to mount a 
successful opposition campaign against 
a lucrative extractive industry and the 
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governments that sponsor “new mining.” 
Large-scale mobilizations are difficult to 
keep up over a long period of time and 
require a lot of organization and mobi-
lization of resources. Their participants 
need to devote time outside of their 
daily routines to sustain them. Thus it 
is important to differentiate among the 
different types of mobilizations sur-
rounding extraction. Here I propose a 
straightforward typology of protests, 
and suggest that some of these mobiliza-
tions are driven by “demands for rights,” 
which are encouraged by environmental 
concerns such as the protection of water 
and lands; other mobilizations are driven 
by “demands for services,” which arise as 
a consequence of disputes over the dis-
tribution and use of revenues generated 

from resource extraction. These differ-
ences have implications over the devel-
opment of protest movements against 
resource extraction.

the "Bad news" of  
resource extraction: 
demands for rights
Environmental concerns in defense of 
the water supply or the protection of 
agricultural lands exemplify the mobili-
zations over demands for rights. Most of 
these protests simply oppose mining. In 
some cases, protesters concerned about 
the environment aim to prevent the min-
ing activities from getting off the ground, 
as in the case of Tambogrande in the Piu-
ra region. In other cases, environmental 
activists seek to halt the expansion of 

already existing mining activities, as in 
Mount Quilish in the Cajamarca region. 
In Piura, Canadian-based Manhattan 
Minerals Corporation (MMC) sought to 
construct an open-pit mine for the extrac-
tion of gold near the San Lorenzo Valley 
and Tambogrande. The project called for 
the relocation of thousands of residents 
as well as the rerouting of the tributar-
ies of the Piura River. The mobilizations 
against MMC extended over a period 
of almost five years, starting in 1999 
through 2003. In Cajamarca, U.S.-based 
Newmont’s Yanacocha mine became the 
largest gold producer in Latin America, 
and one of the largest foreign investment 
operations in Peru. The Yanacocha mine 
began to extract gold in the early 1990s. 
Several years later, buoyed by high pric-

"el tren desde mi azotea"(the metro from my roof) captures the inauguration of a new form of public transportation, a priority for  

environmental activists. 
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es, it sought to expand operations to oth-
er areas, such as Mount Quilish in 2004 
and Conga in 2012.

Communities often feel marginalized 
or excluded from the decision-making 
process regarding natural resource gov-
ernance. This has also triggered a num-
ber of important protests, demanding 
consultation rights on development proj-
ects that affect indigenous people. The 
2008-09 mobilization in opposition to 
opening the Amazon up for development 
in the province of Bagua is an example of 
protests over demands for rights: in this 
particular case, consultation rights. The 
U.S.-Peru free trade agreement signed 
in 2006 encouraged the expansion of 
the extractive frontier, and in the case 
of the Amazon region, the agreement 
sought to facilitate logging and the com-
mercialization of indigenous communal 
lands. Mobilizations invoking consulta-
tion rights often incorporate an environ-
mentalist discourse to further resist the 
exploitation of natural resources.

the “good news” of 
resource extraction: 
demands for services
Protests over demands for services 
revolve around disputes over how wealth 
from extraction is distributed. These 
protests are not necessarily opposed to 
mining and often do not involve min-
ing companies directly. Rather these 
mobilizations entangle local populations 
and political authorities representing 
the different tiers of government where 
the natural resource is extracted. These 
mobilizations are common in areas 
where mining may be the only activity 
that is economically viable and does not 
compete with other activities, such as 
agriculture. Regional and local govern-
ments thus seek to integrate extractive 
activities already present with the devel-
opment of the localities in which mining 
takes place.

Allocation of revenues across differ-
ent levels of government has changed 
over time. As several studies have shown, 
the perceived inequities in the distribu-
tion of revenues among presidents of 

regional governments, mayors of pro-
vincial municipalities, and mayors of 
district municipalities have triggered a 
sizeable number of protests. In terms of 
the use of revenues, the disputes have 
to do with the efficient management of 
resource incomes, where efficient man-
agement refers to both its proper use 
and the capacity of local governments 
to deliver improvements where resource 
extraction takes place. These revenues 
are often spent in the delivery of services 
or infrastructure projects such as roads, 
schools and health centers.

In sum, not all the mobilizations 
against resource extraction are created 
equal. On the one hand, the protests 
over demands for services acknowledge 
the “good news” of extraction, and seek 
a more equitable distribution of the rev-
enues generated from mining. These 
mobilizations do not oppose extraction 
but rather seek material improvements, 
such as a better provision of social ser-
vices, higher wages for mine workers and 
so on. The claims of protesters are very 
specific and negotiable. These mobiliza-
tions typically result in a pattern of non-
stop protest whereby short-lived protests 
lead to small concessions, which later 
encourage other short-lived protests and 
other concessions, and so on. Protests 
thus become a bargaining tool to achieve 
political objectives or policy demands. 
They bring extractive industries to the 
negotiating table.

On the other hand, the protests over 
demands for rights follow the “bad 
news” of extraction, and seek to protect 
the water supply and lands from the per-
ceived threats that are typically associ-
ated with mining. These mobilizations 
oppose extraction and seek to stop it. 
Such mobilizations raise broader claims 
that are more difficult to accommodate, 
and compared to those of protests over 
services, these claims are also more like-
ly to produce organized and sustained 
challenges against extraction.

The distinction between demands 
for rights and demands for services is 
important. The motivations (and emo-
tions) of protests over rights are, in fact, 

very different from those of protests over 
services. Mobilizations over demands for 
rights approximate the sort of economic 
threats that typically encourage people to 
participate in protest activity. In contrast, 
mobilizations over demands for services 
come close to an economic opportunity 
insofar as individuals mobilize to better 
their situation, particularly in the pres-
ence of windfall profits as a consequence 
of rising commodity prices. The threats 
associated with protests over “rights" 
provide, arguably, a stronger rationale 
for collective resistance vis-à-vis the 
motives tied to protests over services. 
This stronger rationale facilitates the 
types of organized and sustained chal-
lenges more likely to stimulate positive 
responses on behalf of aggrieved groups.

The cases of Tambogrande, Mount 
Quilish and Bagua are examples of 
protests over “demands for rights.” The 
organized and sustained challenges seen 
in these three cases have had significant 
national policy effects. For instance, 
the mobilization in Tambogrande was 
the first to invoke and execute a popu-
lar referendum in opposition to min-
ing. This strategy, which was neither 
legally sanctioned nor authorized by the 
national government, has been repli-
cated in other protests against resource 
extraction and with the same political 
objective. The mobilization in Bagua in 
the Amazon region forced the nation-
al governments of presidents García 
(2006-11) and Humala (2011-present) 
to recognize Convention 169 (C169) of 
the International Labor Organization 
(ILO). C169 advances consultation and 
participation rights on behalf of indig-
enous peoples on issues that affect them. 
Finally, the mobilization about Mount 
Quilish moved policy makers to support 
a more decentralized allocation of the 
canon minero that comes from extrac-
tive activities.

Moisés Arce is the Frederick A. Middle-
bush Professor in Political Science at the 
University of Missouri. He is the author 
of Resource Extraction and Protest in 
Peru and Market Reform in Society.
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As Peru develops an emerging middle class, the contours of 
Lima and other cities are changing. From protest to the press, 
urbanism is reflected in a multitude of new ways.
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the Polycentric City
A Look at Lima By ALDo PAnFiChi 

it’s six in the morning and the combi Pulls 

up to a crowded stop in an outlying com-
munity of Lima. Commuters are pushing 
to get a seat on the small bus, larger than 
a minivan and almost always jammed, 
seeking to make the long trip to down-
town Lima. Micaela, who works in a 
Starbucks on Arequipa Avenue, joins 
the crowd of passengers pressing against 
each other as the driver’s helper yells, 
“Get on, get on, there’s room in the back!” 
The combi makes its way through a din 
of honking horns and assorted insults 
from other drivers over some bad turn 
or other; children get on to sing or play 
an instrument in order to earn their fare 
to get to school. Some poorer kids get on 
the bus to hawk candy.

The regular riders come from the 
conos—periurban areas located in the 
northern and southeastern parts of 
Lima, formed by migrants during the 
last century. Saleswomen and owners of 
small businesses are the first to get off 
along Perú Avenue. And then the work-
ers depart for the factories in the indus-
trial park on Argentina Avenue. Finally, 
young people start leaving, first at the 
university preparatory academies, and 
further on at the National University 
of San Marcos. The combi almost emp-
ties out at the private Catholic Univer-
sity, letting out students who come from 
upwardly mobile North Lima. A few 
blocks on, in the districts of Pueblo Libre 
and Jesús María, senior citizens, most of 
them retired employees, climb on to the 
combi with difficulty, and some passen-

gers give up their seats to them. At the 
end of Cuba Avenue, Micaela, the Star-
bucks employee, calls out, “Getting off, 
getting off!” stepping agilely over the 
merchandise-filled bags of other wom-
en passengers. They are headed for the 
traditional Victoria neighborhood, site 
of the Gamarra commercial emporium, 
where they will sell the products of their 
informal and family workshops. 

The passengers don’t know each other, 
but they may have crossed paths before. 
Perhaps Micaela may have served coffee 
to some of them or bought their knockoff 
clothing or walked by some of them at the 
university. In the combi, no one makes 
eye contact; all glance out of the corner of 
their eyes at fellow passengers. 

a Bit of history
The academic literature about 20th-
century cities describes how Lima, the 
colonial “city of the kings,” experienced 
extraordinary expansion due to migra-
tory waves of peasants from the Ande-
an highlands. The dominant image is 
one of a divided city in which a largely 
migrant population surrounds the tradi-
tional center inhabited by elite residents 
who wall themselves off in their increas-
ingly threatened space (see, for exam-
ple, Jürgen Golte and Norma Adams, 
Los Caballos de Troya de los Invasores. 
Estrategias Campesinas en la Conquis-
ta de la Gran Lima. Lima: Instituto de 
Estudios Peruanos, 1987). The concept 
portrays a city disconnected between 
the central area and the zones of expan-

sion, and one in which public spaces are 
ignored. The separation of living spaces 
is imposed through walls, gates, private 
guards or simply making access difficult 
for groups other than one’s own. 

Today, this image of Lima organized by 
the center-periphery dichotomy is becom-
ing obsolete. The city has a new dynamic, 
and recent research suggests new analysis. 
Lima indeed does continue to be a city of 
immigrants, although the weight of such 
immigration is less every year. In 1940, 
immigrants made up a third of the popu-
lation, and by 1972, 40 percent—two out 
of every five Lima residents—came from 
elsewhere. This figure has slowly begun to 
diminish, dropping to 34 percent in 2007, 
according to the Peruvian Institute of 
Statistics and Informatics (INEI, 2007). 
The newcomers, those who arrived in the 
city between 1993 and 2007, make up an 
even smaller percentage: only 6 percent, 
and they also are a different type of immi-
grant. Young men with little education 
and practically no job training made up 
the peasant migration in the 1960s and 
70s. Today, immigrants to the city are 
also young, but they have more education 
and job preparedness. About half have 
gone to high school, and more than half 
(52 percent) are women, according to the 
2007 census figures. The new immigrants 
prefer to live in the central districts of 
Lima and the eastern cono, where many 
vocational institutes and universities offer 

the Polycentric City
A Look at Lima By ALDo PAnFiChi 

Combis and cars dominate the streets of Lima, 

a city no longer organized by its downtown.

PHOTO By OSCAR MALASPINA
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opportunities to study, and the service 
sectors provide new openings, as Víctor 
Pontolillo observes in Migración Interna 
Reciente y el Sistema de Ciudades, 2002 
-2007 (UNFPA/INEI, 2011). These find-
ings indicate that the migration to Lima 
in the first decade of the 21st century is 
made up of skilled young people in search 
of better educational opportunities and 
employment in the modern sector of the 
urban economy. 

In recent decades, Lima has ceased to 
organize itself around its downtown and 
instead is now a polycentric city with four 
consolidated centers. These are the Mira-
flores Shopping Center, the San Isidro 
Financial Center, the Gamarra Industrial 
Center and the Central Market. In addi-
tion, other concentrations, such as those 
in San Miguel and Los Olivos, are in the 
process of consolidation, according to a 
2012 study by Efraín Gonzales del Olarte 
and Juan Manuel del Pozo Segura. This 
trend represents a major historical 
change, given that the political and eco-
nomic power for the entire country has 
been concentrated in downtown Lima 
since 1535. Downtown Lima—what we 
call Lima Centro—continues to be an 
articulating axis for the other Limas, but 
now it serves a complicated framework of 
relations and movements among them. 
Lima residents journey great distances 
to study or work, creating interactions 
among the far-flung parts of the city. 

Mobility produces occupational adjust-
ments. Downtown Lima and East Lima 
have the highest concentration of people 
who are more highly educated and have 
the most spending power. Downtown 
Lima is home to 56 percent of public 
employees and 45 percent of professionals, 
but only 16 percent of blue-collar workers, 
while the up-and-coming East Lima has 
22 percent public employees, 21 percent 
professionals and 26 percent service work-
ers. North Lima is somewhere in between, 
and is actually considered to be the place 
where a new middle class is emerging. 
This neighborhood houses 19 percent of 
the professionals, 23 percent of mid-level 
technicians, 21 percent of office employ-
ees, but also 26 percent of the workers.

Mega Plaza
The Mega Plaza Shopping Center in Lima Norte is a good example of polycentric 
Lima. Inaugurated in 2002 in an area that was still considered poor and peripheral, the 
shopping center raised a lot of eyebrows. Now, 40,000 shoppers visit it daily, and its 
sales volume is the second or third greatest in the capital. But this is no ordinary Latin 
American mall. Mega Plaza connects well culturally with a population whose lifestyles 
are impregnated with their regional cultural heritage, but who at the same time identify 
with modernity and the technology associated with global capitalism. 

The shopping center’s architectural design arranges the main retail stores around 
a central plaza that evokes the colonial plazas of provincial cities and provides an 
extraordinary public space where visitors congregate and circulate. Musical groups play 
Andean, Amazonic and northern styles of cumbia—a regional smorgasbord. A popular 
food court offers many different types of food with generous portions and innovative 
fusions such as the traditional roasted Peruvian chicken served with papa a la huancaína, 
potatoes with a special sauce. Or one can try the Andean guinea pig known as cuy, 
accompanied by corn on the cob. And there’s a fast food version of typical dishes made 
from organ meats such as hearts, sweetbreads and rachi, a combination of tripe and 
intestines. All the food is served with Inca kola or kola Real, Peru’s local answer to Coca 
Cola. And just in case one has splurged too much on the food offerings, next to the food 
court is the largest gold's gym in the entire city. 

On the side streets outside the mall are dozens of regional restaurants and western 
union offices through which overseas relatives send remittances. Municipal savings 
and loan banks seek to attract customers with low interest rates and an abundance of 
notaries to legalize the transactions. All around Mega Plaza are stores and outlets whose 
products come from the gamarra textile emporium in La victoria or the industrial park 
of villa El Salvador in South Lima. The demand for goods by clients who come from far-
flung points of the capital can be met by numerous family firms, and the dynamism of 
the shopping center has its effect on other zones of the city. 

Mega Plaza’s success definitely reinforces the idea that a new, energetic middle class 
has created other Limas out of the old periphery and changed the face of this city. 
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On the opposite side of the scale are 
South Lima and West Lima, with older 
immigrants, mostly longtime residents 
who tend to be less educated and with less 
spending power. South Lima has 37 per-
cent of the blue-collar workers, 18 percent 
of unskilled workers, and only 5 percent 
of public employees and 8 percent of pro-
fessionals. West Lima is home to 7 per-
cent of professionals, 11 percent employ-
ees and 10 percent blue-collar workers 

With distinct rhythms and peculiari-
ties, startups are thriving with extraor-
dinary dynamism; various groups with 
their own particular identities occupy 
available public space. However, mobil-
ity and diversity are not immune from 
generating tension, jealousy and conflict. 
The coexistence of unequal groups repro-
duces forms of segregation at the local 
level, especially when there are marked 
differences in income and consumption 
patterns, according to Paul Peters and 
Emily Skop in “Socio-spatial Segregation 
in Metropolitan Lima, Peru” (Journal of 
Latin American Geography, 6 (1), 2007). 
This potential for conflict worries both 
authorities and residents. It is not a mat-
ter of anomie or the “law of the jungle,” as 
the tabloid press declares with alarm, but 
of tense and stormy relationships among 

individuals who quarrel over goods and 
opportunities. But these same individuals 
also need to exchange information, tra-
verse the city together and even mobilize 
politically. Lima residents cross borders, 
bridges and labyrinths every single day. 

In the last few years, public spaces 
and shops, educational institutions, and 
entertainment complexes have become 
spaces where Lima residents encounter 
and interact with one another. Today, 
for the most part, they are not migrants, 
but children and grandchildren and even 
great-grandchildren of migrants. Here, 
in the working-class neighborhoods, one 
encounters numerous sports fields for 
soccer and volleyball practice that may-
ors and politicians in search of votes so 
frequently inaugurate. Here are sprawl-
ing wholesale markets with foods from 
different regions of the country and mod-
ern malls with brand-name stores and 
food courts such as the emblematic Mega 
Plaza. Here one also finds the commercial 
conglomerates of small businesses such 
as those of Gamarra or the industrial 
park of Villa El Salvador, as well as huge 
markets of stolen and contraband goods. 

From the perspective of this mod-
ern cityscape it is better to set aside the 
obsolete image of a Lima fragmented 

between a modern center and a back-
wards periphery and focus instead upon 
the notion of a polycentric city contain-
ing distinct sectors within a metropo-
lis. The majority of its inhabitants were 
born in the city; while new migrants do 
arrive, they are principally young people 
in search of better educational and job 
opportunities. Yet the city is not homo-
geneous but made up of multiple micro-
societies held together by ties of class, 
kinship, education, neighborhoods, life-
styles or life aspirations. In these micro-
societies trust among their members 
coexists with distrust of other groups, 
the state and the authorities. However, 
in spite of suspicions, the Lima resi-
dents of the 21st century, with their lively 
streets and public places, are construct-
ing bridges daily between these micro-
societies, as Micaela demonstrates to us 
in her long daily journey on the combi. 

Aldo Panfichi is Professor and Chair, 
Department of Social Sciences, Univer-
sidad Católica del Perú. He was a 2002 
Visiting Scholar at DRCLAS.

Noelia Chávez, who assisted with this 
article, has a degree in Sociology from 
Universidad Católica del Perú.

Primary 

Occupation

Public 

Employees Professionals

Mid-level 

Technicians

Offi ce 

Workers

Service 

Workers Laborers

Unskilled 

Workers

Lima 

Center 56% 45% 36% 38% 23% 16% 21%

North 

Lima 13% 19% 23% 21% 25% 26% 23%

South 

Lima 5% 8% 12% 11% 16% 19% 18%

East 

Lima 22% 21% 19% 19% 26% 30% 28%

West 

Lima 5% 7% 10% 11% 10% 10% 10%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

Source: Compilation by author based on the National Institute for Statistics and Informatics-National Census 2007: XI of Population and VI of Housing

*Groups of districts are determined by their geographical location. The Metropolitan Planning Institute (IMP), named the groups of districts as interdistrict areas.

TABLE 1: Primary Occupation by Groups of Districts in Lima, 2007*
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in 1973, eleven-year-old rita arrived to 

Lima from Caraz, a town high in the 
Andes. Her mother used to work at my 
grandparents’ house in Caraz but sent 
Rita to stay with my family in Lima. Rita 
lived in our house for almost 20 years. 
She raised my brothers and me while fin-
ishing high school and then studying at 
the university. In 1991, she married her 
boyfriend Rogelio and they both started 
to look for somewhere to live.

Given the humble economic condi-
tions in which they started their married 
life, they could not afford traditional 
housing options. Instead, they decided 
to follow a common practice in Lima 
for those of similar socioeconomic con-
ditions: to informally occupy lands in 
a barriada (shanty town). It was actu-
ally my mom’s idea, after she heard some 
rumors at her job at the Ministry of Edu-
cation about some colleagues occupying 
agricultural lands in the north of Lima. 
In April 1991, Rogelio and Rita joined 
around 2,000 other families and settled 
in the arid periphery of Lima, hoping 
that the land they were sleeping on that 

night would become theirs in the future.
Police came into the barriada. 

Authorities tried to evict the settlers. But 
after a series of fights, they managed to 
remain. Rita and Rogelio knew that the 
police had only a small window of time 
to forcefully evict them, and after that 
interval they could only be evicted by 
judicial and legal means. Furthermore, 
they knew that the government almost 
always ended up granting amnesty, 
legalizing the settlement and granting 
land titles. At the beginning, the infor-
mal settlers managed and organized 
everything by themselves. They laid out 
and built the streets and walkways, and 
obtained water, electricity, security and 
garbage removal. 

Twenty-three years later, that place 
of sand and dust is now a vibrant sec-
tor of Lima, full of small local businesses 
and services such as banks, universities 
and malls. Rita and Rogelio live in the 
third house they have built. Their house 
is no longer the first reed hut they built 
to occupy the land, nor is it the second 
temporary adobe construction they built 

when the exact location of their plot was 
fixed. This third house is a two-story 
brick building that they built themselves 
with the aid of their neighbors. Rita and 
Rogelio have not only managed to build 
a house for their family, but they have 
also helped shape a vibrant community 
for themselves and their neighbors. 

Like Rita, millions of people migrat-
ed to Lima during the second half of the 
20th century. They all came for their 
own reasons, but they shared the quest 
for better opportunities for themselves 
and their families. They are the found-
ers of the shape of contemporary Lima, 
a massive example of reverse urban-
ism that started with informal settle-
ments and evolved into the construc-
tion of more structured settlements that 
enabled a better quality of life for its 
residents. Urbanism usually starts the 
other way, constructing the infrastruc-
ture and the streets first, and occupying 
them afterwards. 

reverse urbanism
Lima: A Topsy-Turvy City By oSCAr MALASPinA

Before and after comparison of ciudad de  

dios, south of Lima, 55 years later (1955-2010)

IMAgE SOuRCE: SERvICIO AEROfOTOgRáfICO NACIONAL ANd gOOgLE EARTH
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In part due to this topsy-turvy process 
of reverse urbanism, Lima with its nine 
million inhabitants has become the sec-
ond largest desert city in the world. As 
the result of fifty years of intense inter-
nal migration and a population increase 
of almost 500 percent since 1950, Lima 
is the biggest city in Peru, holding one-
third of the country’s population. It is 
also the largest coastal, Andean and 
Amazonian city in terms of population 
concentration. Lima is metaphorically 
the new genetic code for Peru, as it is a 
multicultural city where 87.3 percent of 
its population has immigrant roots—
domestic and international. 

It is the history of how Lima, a city in 
which 62 percent of its population lives 
in originally informal areas around the 
periphery, became the city that is today 
reflected in its inhabitants’ economic 
progress and its socio-cultural back-
ground. Moreover, it is also important to 
understand contemporary Lima in rela-
tion to its general history. Architects and 
urbanists are fond of saying that there 
were several Limas within Lima’s cur-
rent footprint. 

traditional lima 
Lima, founded as the capital of the Vice-
royalty of Peru on January 18th of 1535, 
was a city mainly designed for Spaniards. 
Indigenous people were excluded from 
the city itself, and forced to live outside 
the city, in reductos (indigenous towns). 
Traditional Lima was composed of ratio-
nal square urban grids and Spanish-style 
colonial houses. It was a small city that 
maintained commercial and trade net-
works with nearby towns such as Mag-
dalena, Chorillos and the port of Callao. 
The grid, size, layout and footprint of the 
city remained relatively unchanged until 
years after Peru’s independence in 1821, 
mainly because of the existence of the 
city wall. This wall, built in 1684 to pro-
tect the city from pirates, was torn down 
185 years later in 1869.

The marginalization and exclusion of 
native Peruvians from traditional Lima 
and other important coastal cities per-
sisted even after Peru’s independence, 

mainly because of the nature of the Inde-
pendence War, which mainly pitted the 
Spanish against the Criollos (the Peruvi-
an-born descendants of Spaniards). This 
conflict mostly excluded the native Peru-
vians, who continued to be marginalized. 

In his new book Perú: Estado desbor-
dado y sociedad nacional emergente, the 
well-known anthropologist José Matos 
Mar addresses the coexistence of two 
Perus: the official Peru, made up by the 
relatively wealthy traditional families, 
with Spanish or foreign roots, living pri-
marily in Lima and coastal cities; and 
the other Peru, whose uneducated and 
poor indigenous Andean and Amazoni-
an families were outsiders to any kind of 
nationally inclusive vision.

modern lima
At the beginning of the 20th century, tra-
ditional Lima started to look ahead and 
to think big in terms of urban planning 
and expansion. Lima and Peru in general 
were facing two milestone occasions: the 
reconstruction period after the 1879-1883 
Peruvian-Chilean war and the prepara-
tion for the celebration of the first 100 
years of independence. 

Modern Lima emerged around the 
1920s with the construction of some 
large parks and wide avenues, borrow-
ing such Anglo-Saxon urban ideals as the 
Garden City. Then, in 1948, Lima started 
its first Pilot Plan, heavily influenced by 
Josep Lluis Sert, urban designer and lat-
er dean of the Harvard Graduate School 
of Design, during his visits that year to 
the country.

Modern Lima began trying to do 
the right thing with important housing, 
parks and transportation projects such 
as the Unidad Vecinal #3, Parque de la 
Exposición or Arequipa Avenue. Nonethe-
less, modern Lima ended up absolutely 
overwhelmed by the complexity of the 
reality of the heavy influx of people from 
the countryside, beginning in the 1940s 
but really bursting in the 1960s. 

Modern urban planning was a matter 
of buildings and roads, largely conceived 
in terms of infrastructure. Little thought 
was given about how to manage the politi-

cal, social, economic, legal and sanitary 
complexity of millions of people sponta-
neously inhabiting and urbanizing Lima. 
However, in an effort to deal with sanitary 
conditions and violence, the government 
started to legalize some of these informal 
settlements. This reaction can be con-
ceived as the beginning of contemporary 
Lima and the end of what could have been 
modern Lima. 

contemPorary lima
The second half of the 20th century 
shows the real history of today’s contem-
porary Lima, as well as providing a per-
fect example of reverse urbanism, since 
barriadas in Lima started in reverse: the 
land was first occupied and settled, and 
then public services, utilities and facili-
ties for living were obtained through 
collective work, participation of the com-
munity, as well as negotiation with the 
government. The story of how contem-
porary Lima became the city it is today 
can be summarized in three moments:

The first moment is one of growth 
and expansion, marked by early mass 
migrations from the provinces and rural 
areas to Lima during the 1940s. People 
came because of “pull” factors such as 
better opportunities, education and jobs 

Before and after comparison of rita's and 

rogelio's house (1991-2014)



revista.drclas.harvard.edu ReVista  37

City VieWs: Class aNd CultuRe

and because of “push” factors such as 
loss of land, economic crisis and natu-
ral disasters. Starting in the 1970s, this 
migration increased dramatically, trig-
gered by events such as the Agrarian 
Reform and the subsequent breakdown 
of important rural economies, and the 
presence of the terrorist group Shining 
Path in rural areas. 

The decades from the 1940s to the 
1990s have been described by anthropol-
ogist Matos Mar as the years of desborde 
popular (popular overflow), represented 
by the mass migration of the people of 
the “other Peru” towards the city that 
until then had belonged to the people of 
the “official Peru.” The millions of people 
who arrived to Lima during these years 
created barriadas such as Villa el Salva-
dor, Ciudad de Dios and Ventanilla on 
the periphery of the traditional city, a 
process which continued until the 1990s.

develoPment
Throughout the 1990s, under the Alber-
to Fujimori presidency, drastic public 
reforms stabilized and liberalized the 
economy. Several public services were 
privatized. Generalized lack of public con-
trol and regulation enabled the growth of 
an informal parallel economy totally over-
looked by the traditional society. Informal 
markets, grocery stores, transportation 
companies, food trading, clothes manu-

facturing and other services boomed 
alongside the privatized economy.

The government also adopted radical 
policies for dealing with the barriadas 
issue in Lima. During the early 1990s, 
more than a million families informally 
occupying state lands were granted land 
tenure and titles. This policy stemmed 
from the hope that families with legal 
ownership would start investing more 
money in their own houses and neigh-
borhoods. In other words, along with 
the reforms that brought prosperity and 
money to the population, both formally 
and informally, the idea was also to cre-
ate a platform that enabled citizens to 
self-invest in the city and therefore to 
“build city.”

These reforms, which stimulated the 
immigrants’ already strong sense of orga-
nization and community work, trans-
formed the neighborhoods of Lima’s 
periphery. Their originally flimsy appear-
ance evolved into a more robust brick-
residential urbanization filled with small 
local businesses. Nonetheless, major 
private services such as banks, schools, 
universities, clinics and shopping centers 
were still not interested in investing in 
these areas of the city, considering them 
too risky in terms of profitability. 

consolidation
As a consequence of the political reforms 
started in the 1990s and the strategic 
macroeconomic decisions of the early 
2000s, Peru’s macroeconomic perfor-
mance started to improve noticeably in 
relation to the Latin America region from 
2005 on. Financial stability, low inflation 
rates and private and state investment 
contributed to create an environment 
of sustained economic progress easily 
noticed by the population. Between 2005 
and 2011, the average GDP per capita 
increased annually by 7.9 percent, giving 
birth to the so-called emergent middle 
class, those with immigrant roots. 

These emergent middle class fami-
lies represent more than a quarter (28 
percent) of the total urban population 
of Peru today, accounting for nearly 40 
percent of the country’s total income. 

Their strong economic presence is no 
longer overlooked by private and formal 
enterprises which have now radically 
transformed their business strategies 
and are finally investing in the “emergent 
districts” of Lima.

Today’s contemporary Lima is finally 
entering into a process of consolidation 
that has brought more equality to its 
citizens. It is perceived as an optimistic 
city that is slowly acquiring its own flavor 
and identity. In the words of Matos Mar, 
today’s Lima is finally a better represen-
tation of Peru, its mestizaje (racial mix-
ing) and cultural diversity. 

Contemporary Lima has shown how 
reverse urbanism became a way of mak-
ing city, bringing prosperity to citizens 
at moments when the official plans lost 
direction and were totally overwhelmed 
by reality. Nonetheless, reverse urbanism 
was a painful way of making city. It was 
done at a cost of thousands of hours of 
hard work of its citizens in a context of 
huge inequality, segregation and frag-
mentation. Contemporary Lima was 
developed throughout the accumulation 
of small neighborhood patches that col-
lectively became a fragmented city that 
today struggles to find its identity. 

Much work is still needed to articu-
late policies and services that guarantee 
justice, equity and accessibility for all 
residents of Lima. However, in a world in 
which close to one billion people live in 
slums—the rapidly urbanizing product 
of rural-urban migration—Lima’s fifty 
years of intense reverse urbanism offer 
invaluable lessons that the rest of the 
world could use in other contexts. 

Oscar Malaspina is an adjunct profes-
sor in the School of Architecture and 
Urbanism at the Pontificia Universidad 
Católica del Peru (PUCP). Trained as 
a professional architect, he also holds a 
Master’s of Urban Design from the Har-
vard Graduate School of Design (GSD) 
in 2013. He divides his professional 
life between teaching at the university 
and as an active member of La Victoria 
Innovation Lab. You can contact him at: 
<omalaspina@pucp.pe>
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Best-Selling newspaper
Made in Peru By Liz Mineo

mabel cueva makes a living selling egyP-

tian tarot decks, self-help books, pirated 
Paulo Coelho novels and other bestsellers 
in a makeshift book market in downtown 
Lima. When the day is slow, she reads a 
cheap tabloid filled with splashy head-
lines, coupon promotions, cash prizes 
and gossip news about local celebrities. 

“I read it to pass the time,” said Cueva, 
34, a mother of an eight-year-old boy. 
“It’s entertaining.”

Called Trome, named after a word for 
“ace” or “champion” in Peruvian slang, 
the popular paper prides itself in offering 
“entertainment for the whole family,” and 
according to Cueva, it delivers. 

Like most tabloids, Trome lives off 
celebrity scandal and entertainment 
news. It runs photographs of scantily 
clad women, but unlike most tabloids, it 
lacks gory pictures or sensational crime 
stories on the cover; those are sent to the 
inside pages. It devotes entire sections to 
beauty and health tips for women, love 
and sex horoscopes, gossip columns and 
educational material for schoolchildren.

This sassy concoction has made 
Trome a “family tabloid” and the best-
selling newspaper not only in Peru but 
also in the Spanish-speaking world. 
With 734,000 copies sold daily, Trome 
sells more than Peru’s El Comercio 
(90,000), Argentina’s Clarín (280,000), 
Spain’s El País (325,000) or Colombia’s 
El Tiempo (400,000). 

How a cheap Peruvian tabloid (at 
only US$0.20) bucked the worldwide 
trend of declining newspaper sales is a 
story of difficult beginnings and big-time 
success featured by street-smart editors 
and marketing researchers, who seized 
on opportunities in Peru’s roaring econ-
omy. Trome is now a case study taught at 
business schools all over the world. Curi-
ous editors from other countries often 
descend on Lima to learn about the win-

ning formula. But it is a recipe that might 
work only in Peru. 

Trome was launched in 2001 by the 
owners of El Comercio, Peru’s oldest 
newspaper and the group’s flagship pub-
lication, which is read by high-income 
earners. The tabloid’s introduction was 
an effort to attract the new middle class 
that has emerged amid Peru’s high eco-
nomic growth, mostly made up of small 
entrepreneurs of lower-class origins. 
According to research by companies 
hired by El Comercio, the new middle 
class yearned for a media outlet that 
could speak their language and meet 
their needs for social advancement. 

“It’s not your traditional middle class,” 
said María Elena Otiniano, manager at 
Grupo El Comercio. “They’re more like 
the new middle class in China or India. 
They are very pragmatic, success-oriented 
and focused on acquiring material goods. 
They want a new car, nice furniture, a 
better house, anything that helps them 
improve their status and their lives.”

These new consumers also lack inter-
est in politics, a legacy of the civil war 
that ravaged the country in the 1980s 
and Fujimori’s 10-year reign of corrup-
tion in the 1990s, which fed Peruvians’ 
traditional distrust of government. 

Trome’s editors understand this new 
market panorama. But it wasn’t always 
like that. Six months after its publication, 
sales were disappointing and executives 
were scratching their heads not knowing 
what to do. A case study, “Trome—News 
for the Base of the Pyramid,” by research-
ers Guillermo D’Andrea, Javier J.O. Silva 
and Maricruz Prado from Buenos Aires’ 
Austral University, tells the story of a 
tense meeting in those early days. An 
editor is quoted as saying, “Why don’t we 
stick to a style we know works? I’m sure 
our readers want content that is similar 
to those offered by our competitors, with 

a focus on sex and violence.”
The editor was fired. New manage-

ment was brought. Carlos Espinoza 
and Víctor Patiño, who were lured from 
Aja, another best-selling tabloid, to be 
Trome’s editor–in-chief and managing 
editor, paid attention to research show-
ing that target readers were fed up with 
most Peruvian tabloids and their staples 
of crime stories, lurid prose and racy pic-
tures of half-naked women. They wanted 
a cheap paper that was suitable for home 
reading, one that didn’t offend house-
wives or hurt children’s susceptibilities. 

The new editors decided that instead 
of crime, gossip will rule, and that, unlike 
in most tabloids, stories must be based 
on true facts. As for the racy photos, they 
were sent to the back page. Under the title 
“Malcriadas,” or naughty girls, local wom-
en who volunteer to be photographed in 
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suggestive poses wear skimpy clothes—
but they’re never naked or topless. Includ-
ing local women was a far cry from the 
stock catalog of pictures of half-naked 
women, all with blond hair, fair skin and 
blue eyes the paper used early on. 

“The malcriadas could be your next-
door neighbor,” said editor Patiño. “The 
other ones looked like they were from 
Sweden.” 

To the new touches of local color and 
priority to scandals and sports instead 
of crime, the paper added promotions 
and prizes. To reward readers the paper 
holds musical festivals with health cara-
vans to allow attendees to listen to their 
favorite local bands, undergo a Pap test 
or have a dental checkup. Every day the 
paper offers promotions such as daily 
cash prizes, new car raffles or write-in 
contests for complete dining or living 

room sets. Some critics say those pro-
motions are the main reason behind 
Trome’s soaring sales, but editors argue 
they address their readers’ needs.

“We’re very much aware of their 
desire for social mobility,” said Víctor 
Patiño, the tabloid’s general editor, at 
his office in downtown Lima, a print of 
Andy Warhol's Marilyn Monroe hanging 
on the wall and copies of the day’s news-
papers on his desk. “That’s why we sell 
more than news to them. Our readers 
are aspirational consumers.”

Tabloids have always sold well in Peru 
not only because of cheap prices (often 
less than US$1) but also because their 
mix of lowbrow content and use of slang 
holds a strong appeal to their working-
class audience. 

In the 1950s Ultima Hora shocked 
Peru’s stiff, highbrow and conservative 

media landscape with its use of slang in 
bold headlines, gruesome crime scene 
photos and celebrity scandals. In the 
1970s and 1980s Ojo and Correo followed 
in their steps, but in the 1990s, tabloids 
became a political weapon. The Fujimori 
government funded and controlled a 
handful of tabloids called “chicha” (a nod 
to the culture of indigenous migrants in 
Lima’s misery belts) and added to its usu-
al mix of violence, celebrity gossip and 
half-naked women, vicious campaigns 
against Fujimori’s political opponents. 

Like its predecessors, Trome’s suc-
cess lies in having found a target audi-
ence: taxi drivers, street vendors and 

headlines from the tabloid newspaper 

Trome feature sports and scandals. the 

paper appeals to an audience with a desire 

for social mobility.
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small shop owners that make up Peru’s 
emerging middle class. It’s a group that is 
expanding both in Lima and the interior, 
where the tabloid is selling like hotcakes. 
Between 2009 and 2013, it doubled its 
sales in the interior. In the same period, 
El Comercio’s sales in provinces declined.

After its August 2013 acquisition of 
a controlling interest in Epensa, a pub-
lishing company of high-circulation tab-
loids, Grupo El Comercio now controls 
80 percent of the Peruvian newspaper 
market. The buyout has ignited a debate 
about media concentration in Peru. 

As sales rose, so did Trome’s politi-
cal influence. Luis Favre, an advisor 
who worked in the campaign that car-
ried Peruvian President Ollanta Humala 
to victory, said that Trome readers can 
decide elections, and that those who run 
for office should read it to learn what 

makes voters tick. 
Politicians always agree to talk to 

the newspaper, said Patiño, who writes 
a column under the pseudonym “The 
Owl” in which he denounces politicians, 
laments the state of the national soccer 
team or extols Oscar Wilde, John Dos 
Passos or Charles Bukowski, his literary 
heroes. His column is the only highbrow 
content found in the paper, and Patiño, 
who studied history at Peru’s San Marcos 
University and loves both literature and 
popular culture, said he writes his col-
umns for himself. Surprisingly it’s a hit 
with uneducated readers. 

“The Owl always tells the truth,” said 
Joel Navarro, a taxi driver who reads the 
paper every day. “He tells it like it is.”

Some worry the paper’s content of 
entertainment, gossip, crime and scandals 
reinforces readers’ low educational levels. 

Most Peruvians prefer to read newspapers 
rather than books and if they read books 
they’re used, inexpensive or pirated, but 
nonetheless it’s not uncommon to see 
hordes of customers in the makeshift book 
market in downtown Lima. But still, book 
readership does not approach the levels 
of Argentina and Chile, where more than 
half of the population reported reading 
books, according to the United Nations. 

“This paper wouldn’t work in Uruguay 
or Chile,” said Mario Munive, journalism 
professor at Lima’s Catholic University. 
“And I wonder whether Peruvians would 
read Trome if their cultural and educa-
tional levels were higher.”

Trome’s most popular stories deal 
with local celebrities' cheating scandals 
and scoops on the new stars of television 
reality shows but also with any gossip 
about international stars such as Rihan-
na, Jennifer Lopez or Kate Middleton. 
A few weeks ago, some of the most read 
stories boasted the following headlines: 
“Jennifer Lopez Was Comforted by 
Former Husband Marc Anthony After 
Breakup with Her Boyfriend,” “Pictures 
Show the Duchess of Cambridge’s Bare 
Bottom” and “Rihanna Caught Twerking 
in Transparent Dress.” 

The paper has been a hit with women, 
who make up more than half of its read-
ership. Navarro, the taxi driver in Lima, 
said his wife reads Trome every day. 

Cueva, the bookseller in downtown 
Lima, feels the same way. The mix of gos-
sip and scandals helps her escape from 
boredom as she waits for customers in her 
modest stall in a gritty and not-so-safe cor-
ner of downtown Lima, but it isn’t lost on 
her that the tabloid’s effects are fleeting.

“I’m entertained when I read it,” 
Cueva said. “But after I’m done, I don’t 
remember anything.” 

Liz Mineo is an independent journalist 
covering immigration and Latino issues 
for AP’s Spanish Service from Boston.  
She covered drug trafficking issues  
in her home country of Peru and  
writes about Peruvian immigrants in  
the United States for La República  
newspaper in Lima. 

reporters and graphic designers work in the tabloid's ultramodern newsroom.
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the violence of the viP Boxes
Culture and Class in Peru By víCtor viCh

in Peru, the uPPer class does not like to 

mix with those they consider different 
or inferior. Their maids on the beaches 
south of Lima are not allowed to swim in 
club pools and, sometimes, not even in 
the ocean. The VIP boxes at sports and 
theater events maintained by the gov-
ernment are a public display of a private 
practice that reproduces in the public 
sphere the worst aspect of private hierar-
chical structuring.

What are the “contact zones” between 
Peru’s different social classes today? 
Where do they meet each other? Where 
do they share things? Where is there a 
playing field where the mutual stereotypes 
can begin to be dismantled? On a recent 
Sunday, I was visiting MALI, the contem-
porary art museum, to enjoy an exhibit 
of the work of Fernando de Szyszlo, a 
Peruvian artist from the 1950s who capti-
vated the world with his abstract art. The 
museum was overflowing; people from 
different social classes were looking at the 
paintings, listening to the guides, stand-
ing in line and conversing among them-

selves. This exhibit—a notable art show—
has been a success not only from a cultural 
point of view in its excellent curating, but 
also because it has attracted a massive 
number of people. The show’s organiz-
ers have made a superb effort in outreach 
and transformed the museum into a true 
“meeting place” for all Peruvians. 

The fact is that Peruvians from differ-
ent social strata no longer mingle at the 
beaches; we get into fights in heavy traf-
fic; we put bars on our houses to separate 
us from the street and the community; 
and we even find that political rallies are 
no longer public spaces. In the 2011 Peru-
vian elections, candidate Pedro Pablo 
Kuczynski gave out VIP tickets to a rally.

We talk about violence a lot in Peru, 
but we don’t talk about social classes. 
Violence is not restricted to gang attacks 
or drug trafficking; all cultures experi-
ence violence, but some foster it more 
than others, doing little to contain it 
and not learning from the lessons of 
the past. Violence is not a problem that 
can be solved by legal means and exem-

plary punishments. Violence—in Peru 
and beyond—is a cultural problem. It is 
a problem of power relations, the per-
manence of hierarchies and discrimina-
tion, the crisis of representation, ongo-
ing authoritarianism. These are political 
challenges, but they are cultural ones 
as well, and thus the Culture Ministry 
has to take a stand as the institution in 
charge of the symbolic mediations aimed 
at changing the existing culture. 

Many Latin American cities such as 
Medellín, Colombia, undertook success-
ful cultural policy attempts not only to 
offer cultural services but to construct 
citizenship through the generation 
of visible spaces where diverse social 
groups can mingle—to use the Span-
ish phrase “convivir,” to co-exist, to live 
together in harmony. 

These cultural policies are always con-
ceived as a way to confront the powers 
that segregate, marginalize and generate 

the contemporary art museum maLi brings 

together people from different social classes.
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Drizzling Protest
Why Limeños Don’t Take to the Streets  

By AAron wAtAnABe

as any visitor to lima during july 

learns, the skies are continuously over-
cast with a blanket of grey clouds locals 
call the garúa. There are generally few-
er than 30 hours of sunshine the entire 
month. Yet, surprisingly, it never rains. 
Lima is the world’s second driest capi-
tal (after Cairo), with actual raindrops 
hardly ever falling. Instead, limeños 
contend with months of clammy hu-
midity broken by occasional drizzle.

This weather offers an apt meta-
phor for protests in the city. All the 
conditions are there for lively stormi-
ness. Despite rapid growth, poverty, 
inequality and poor public services 
remain serious problems. The state 
moves slowly, if at all, to fix these 
issues and corruption is endemic. Con-
sequently, public dissatisfaction with 
the government is high—the presi-
dent’s approval rating often dips into 
the teens; Congress’s rarely rises above 
single digits.

Continual, low-level protest is a 
response to a sluggish court system 
and a lack of capable political parties 
to channel public demands. So health 
workers protest for higher wages, 
police officers strike to get back pay, 
and neighborhood associations block 
highways to halt construction projects 
threatening to displace them.

Yet just as the high humidity never 
releases in a major downpour, these 
“social conflicts,” as the Defensoría del 
Pueblo (national ombudsman) labels 
them, never reach the level of mass 
protests experienced in many Latin 
American cities in the last decade. Pro-
tests in Lima are constant but ephem-
eral—small, short-lived and generally 
confined to a particular issue. Contrast 
this with the demonstrations that 

all types of violence. They are designed to 
construct spaces for mutual recognition 
within the context of social heterogene-
ity. In Peru, we are generally far off from 
creating such spaces. 

The decade of the 1990s inaugurat-
ed an anti-state attitude in Peru, and I 
am not only referring here to privatiza-
tions. Peruvians began to belittle and 
lose interest in anything collective. The 
state’s loss of prestige has meant that the 
sense of a public sphere has also been 
degraded and a sense of community has 
been lost. Today, we citizens only worry 
about ourselves and concern ourselves 
with the “other” only as competitors. 
On the highway, one needs to get ahead 
of the others, and in the sports stadi-
ums, one needs to put down—or even 
kill—members of the opposing team. 
The deterioration of human ties in Peru 
worsens every day, especially in relation 
to those from a different class, race, sex-
ual orientation or ideology. 

Our democratic culture continues to 
be precarious because many officials view 
the president as a monarch, seeking to 
satisfy all his wishes in ways reminiscent 
of old colonial practices that have imped-
ed the construction of full citizenship. In 
the last couple of years, a stadium was 
remodeled without providing a public 
concourse; it was a very serious example 
of how political pressure prevails over 
democratic culture, and in this case, even 
over technical advice that recommended 
the public concourse. It is unacceptable 
to accept reckless inaugurations of hos-
pitals without beds, a National Theater 
without bathrooms, government VIP 
boxes for sporting events. We keep on 
sustaining a culture in contemporary 
Peru in which no questions are asked, no 
public responsibility is demanded, and 
where private culture is idealized and 
public culture discredited. 

Víctor Vich, a Peruvian writer, is a 
professor at the Pontificia Universidad 
Católica del Perú (PUCP) and researcher 
at the Instituto de Estudios Perua-
nos (IEP). He was the 2007-08 Santo 
Domingo Visiting Scholar at DRCLAS.

a photo from a long-ago protest in  

Lima. Protests there are now very few and 

far between.
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unseated presidents in Bolivia and Ecua-
dor during the 2000s, the years-long 
student protests in Chile, and the wave 
of unrest that swept Brazil last summer. 
One needs not even look outside of Peru 
to find examples of large-scale protests. 
In 2002, demonstrators angered by the 
planned privatization of the local electric 
company occupied the city of Arequipa. 
The government had to backtrack and 
send in the military to restore order. In 
the rural interior, protests over mining 
and gas projects has been endemic. Yet 
this unrest has not reached Lima.

A series of protests in July 2013 illus-
trated some of these differences between 
Lima and the rest of South America. On 
the one hand, they reflected the gener-
alized dissatisfaction with the govern-
ment that fuels mass protests. As Peru-
vian political scientist Carlos Meléndez 
said in an interview with El Comercio, 
“the discourse of ‘que se vayan todos’ has 
arrived in Lima.” On the other hand, as 
much as Peruvians may have wanted all 
their politicians to go away, the ephem-
eral protests never reached critical mass. 

The grievances behind the July 2013 
marches go back to 2011, when Peruvians 
elected current president Ollanta Huma-
la. A former army officer, Humala gained 
a political following from his unsuccess-
ful presidential bid in 2006, running as 
a left-wing populist in the mold of Hugo 
Chávez. Although disavowing his ear-
lier radical positions, Humala still cam-
paigned in 2011 for a “Great Transforma-
tion” that would address social inclusion, 
reduce poverty and set up programs to 
spread the benefits of Peru’s robust eco-
nomic growth.

Inaction has marked most of Hum-
ala’s presidency. The lack of initiative 
is not entirely his fault. Without a well-
organized political party behind him, he 
has little leverage to confront groups—
particularly economic technocrats, busi-
ness leaders and the media—who fear 
any reform is a step towards chavismo. 
As a consequence, Humala ended his first 
two years with falling approval ratings, 
having alienated many of his supporters 
from 2011, particularly labor unions and 

members of Peru’s inchoate left. 
In July 2013, Congress stoked popu-

lar discontent with several controversial 
decisions. On July 2, legislators from 
Humala’s Gana Perú party and their con-
gressional allies approved the Ley de Ser-
vicio Civil (Civil Service Law). Designed 
to streamline compensation schemes for 
public employees, the law immediately 
met condemnation from labor leaders. 
Union officials condemned Congress for 
not consulting them on the bill while 
blasting the law for limiting collective 
bargaining and, they claimed, opening 
the door to mass layoffs.

Public employees across Peru took to 
the streets, expressing their discontent 
in a variety of ways. As reported in the 
Lima daily La República, state workers 
in Chiclayo conducted a mock cruci-
fixion; in Iquitos, several buried them-
selves in the central park to hinder police 
efforts to remove them; in the capital, 
they marched on Gana Perú’s headquar-
ters, throwing eggs at the building and 
burning a coffin covered in images of 
“the traitors” Humala and Finance Min-
ister Luis Castilla.

Violent clashes between protesters 
and police in Lima took place on July 4, 
when Humala formally promulgated the 
law. Attempting to march on Congress, 
workers joined with students and profes-
sors, who were protesting a proposed new 
Ley Universitaria (University Law) that 
they believed would curtail university 
autonomy. Police in riot gear stopped the 
march blocks from the legislature. When 
protesters started burning tires and 
throwing rocks at the police cordon, offi-
cers responded with tear gas and batons. 
By the time the dust had settled, ten pro-
testers had been arrested and labor lead-
ers were already calling for a mass march 
in Lima for the Fiestas Patrias (Indepen-
dence Day) holiday in late July.

Although television crews had breath-
lessly covered the march, interest faded 
quickly. By that evening, the headline on 
La República’s website was “Strong Mist 
Leaves Puddles on the Plaza de Armas,” 
the square in front of the Presidential 
Palace. Given the arid climate, precipita-

tion of any kind is remarkable. 
The situation felt normal when I 

visited central Lima several days later. 
Tourists wandered the Plaza de Armas 
and pedestrians crowded the narrow 
surrounding streets, going about their 
normal business. However, the police 
were visible. Black-clad officers manned 
double rows of iron fences blocking the 
streets leading into the Plaza de Armas, 
letting people through only single file to 
stop protesters filling the square. Dented 
riot shields lay within arm’s reach and 
several trucks mounted with water can-
nons were parked conspicuously near the 
president’s residence. 

The police were right to be wary. 
Even as Humala promised dialogue 
with public employees and stated “I 
am an enemy of mass layoffs,” Congress 
became embroiled in a scandal known 
as the repartija. Effectively, the larg-
est parties, including Gana Perú, div-
vied up positions in the constitutional 
court, national ombudsman and central 
bank, promising to vote for each party’s 
respective candidates.

These institutions are supposed to be 
non-partisan. Observers immediately 
denounced the agreement, especially 
after audiotapes surfaced of party lead-
ers distributing the positions among the 
parties. Little thought went to the candi-
dates themselves, who included several 
controversial figures related to disgraced 
former president Alberto Fujimori. 

On July 17, Congress elected the 
candidates chosen through the repar-
tija. That night, 1,000 demonstrators 
assembled near the legislature. The pro-
testors were mostly students or mem-
bers of an informal network spanning 
various activist groups, who had quickly 
organized the rally through social media 
and the hashtag #17J. While the dem-
onstrators demanded that Congress 
reverse the repartija, they were primar-
ily expressing a sense of betrayal. Signs 
labeled Humala a traitor and called on 
Congress to dissolve itself for ignoring 
the people and their promises to govern 
better. Headlines the next morning sim-
ply read “Indignation.”
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Even though legislators quickly 
backtracked and annulled the elections, 
protestors again attempted to march on 
Congress on July 22. Organized by using 
the hashtag #tomalacalle (#takethes-
treet), about 4,000 people joined the 
march before police forcefully turned 
them back. As in the July 17 rally, there 
was not one single grievance—whether 
the Ley de Servicio Civil, Ley Universi-
taria or the repartija. Instead, there was 
a general sense of disappointment and 
anger towards the government for fail-
ing to live up to its promises. In the eyes 
of protesters, politicians had become 
indifferent to Peruvians’ concerns.

Everything seemed to be building 
towards the Fiestas Patrias weekend 
at the end of July. Despite ongoing 
dialogue with the government on the 
Ley de Servicio Civil, union leaders 
announced they would proceed with 
their planned march for the holiday 
weekend. They invited all to join them 

to express dissatisfaction with Humala 
and the entire political class. Pundits 
wondered if this would be the start of 
sustained anti-government protests of 
the kind that had pushed presidents 
from office elsewhere.

News outlets estimated between 
2,000 and 5,000 people took part 
in the July 27 protests, representing 
groups ranging from labor unions to 
the Cultural Patrimony Defense Net-
work. While the protests began peace-
fully, clashes eventually broke out with 
police, who lobbed tear gas canisters 
and dispersed the marchers. Police 
blamed the violence on fans of the "la 
U" soccer team, who had joined the 
march to protest new rules governing 
the finances of sports clubs.

After that point, what La República 

called “the dawn of the Peruvian indig-
nados” that seemed about to happen 
never occurred. In the year since, Lima 
has seen plenty of protests but they 
have returned to being particularized; 
they are not driven by a general sense 
of anger and disappointment in the gov-
ernment. That sense still exists. Opinion 
polls suggest that Peruvians remain dis-
appointed, not just in Humala but the 
entire political class. However, despite 
the abundance of fuel, the spark of the 
July protests went out.

Why the fire of protest did not fully 
catch is an open debate. A simple expla-
nation is that limeños are willing to 
tolerate ineffective governance as long 
as the economy keeps growing. Anoth-
er is the police’s liberal use of force to 
disrupt marches. Others would say the 
free-market, free-trade policies behind 
the recent boom are responsible, as they 
weakened Peru’s labor unions and thus 
protesters’ organizational capacity. 

The legacy of the Sendero Luminoso 
(Shining Path) insurgency in the 1980s 
and 1990s is another possible cause. The 
army and guerrillas directly attacked 
members of Peru’s civil society, destroy-
ing more of the organizational capacity 
that facilitates sustained protest move-
ments. Perhaps more importantly, as 
suggested by political scientist Alberto 
Vergara, Sendero’s violence delegiti-
mized the political left and the pursuit 
of change through disruptive action. 
Certainly, the government tried to link 
the July protests with Sendero, warning 
organizers to stop members of Movadef, 
Sendero’s political wing, from infiltrat-
ing the marches.

Regardless of the longer-term 
causes, the protests fizzled because of 
lack of turnout. Judging from the wide 

variety of groups represented, those 
who showed were committed protesters 
embedded in activist networks. While 
these networks effectively united those 
committed to change, they are not capa-
ble of mobilizing the rest of Lima’s nine 
million people. Most of the city’s resi-
dents seemed indifferent to the protests. 
While police and protestors clashed in 
front of Congress, life elsewhere in the 
city continued uninterrupted. Were it 
not for newspapers, I would never have 
known anything unusual was occurring.

This indifference is not a false con-
sciousness. Limeños are well aware that 
the government could do better. They 
want better schools, better roads and 
better hospitals. They want the govern-
ment to address issues of petty crime, 
drug trafficking and corruption. Yet the 
expectation is that politicians will not 
fulfill these wishes.

Some see this cynicism as the ulti-
mate failure of Peru’s political system. 
Peruvians are so dissatisfied that they 
believe the government can never do 
better. Others suggest this attitude 
reflects the internalization of liberal 
values that call for individuals to bet-
ter themselves rather than relying on 
the state. Perhaps the truth lies some-
where between. Limeños are practical. 
If the state is not going to do the job, 
then they would prefer it gets out of the 
way: incompetent politicians are just a 
cringe-inducing sideshow.

That does not mean Lima’s residents 
will never take to the streets en masse. 
Protests have a way of occurring when 
they are least expected. Certainly, the 
raw ingredients are there, but some-
thing will have to really provoke the 
anger of the city’s residents. Despite the 
clouds, that torrential downpour has yet 
to happen. 

Aaron Watanabe ’14 was a government 
concentrator at Harvard. He was in Peru 
during July 2013 conducting research 
for his senior thesis on populism. He is 
now a Master’s degree student at Oxford 
and hopes to eventually pursue a Ph.D. 
in political science.

“They want better schools, better roads and better 
hospitals. They want the government to address issues 
of petty crime, drug trafficking and corruption.”
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in the Fall oF 2012, my good Peruvian 

friend, Germán Echecopar, a professor 
at Universidad Adolfo Ibáñez in Chile, 
approached me to consider developing a 
teaching case on Gastón Acurio, the well-
known Peruvian chef and restaurateur. 

As executive director of the Harvard 
Business School Latin America Research 
Center (LARC), based in Buenos Aires, 
I helped HBS faculty with their field 
research in the region. When I first took 
the job in November 1999, I expressed 
my interest in also contributing to the 
development of social capital in the 
region; that is, to the enhancement of 
relationships between our faculty and 
business and academic leaders in Latin 

America. During the past 14 years, I’ve 
found—with the support of HBS and 
DRCLAS—that the creation of intel-
lectual capital and the enhancement 
of social capital are not always parallel 
paths. They often come together with 
mutual contributions. 

The beauty of my job with HBS was 
that I often was given the opportunity 
to convene talent from far-flung places 
to make our research the absolutely 
best possible. Most times I found myself 
on the “buying” end, looking to provide 
our faculty with leads that satisfied their 
interest. But sometimes—as in the case 
of my Peruvian friend’s proposal—I 
received interesting field research oppor-

tunities. I then had to “sell” those leads to 
faculty whose line of work was compat-
ible with the lead at hand. I referred to 
case leads as “orphans,” and our faculty 
as “foster parents.” I viewed our job at the 
LARC as bringing orphans together with 
happy foster parents.

In the Acurio case, Professor Michael 
Norton was the first name that came to 
mind. I had collaborated with Mike in 
the development of a teaching case on El 
Bulli, the famous Catalonian restaurant 
near Barcelona. He immediately became 
interested and engaged Anat Keinan, 
a HBS colleague, to work with us. I, in 
turn, recruited Cintra Scott, a LARC 
research associate. The team was then in 

gastón Acurio: A recipe for Success
A harvard Business School Case Study By guStAvo herrero
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place: Keinan, Norton, Echecopar, and 
Scott, with Herrero providing support 
from the sidelines.

the advent of  
Peruvian cuisine
I had done quite a bit of work with 
another HBS faculty member, Rohit 
Deshpandé, who had constructed a 
robust body of work on widely recog-
nized products and services that became 
characteristic of their countries of ori-
gin. Such was the case of Colombian cof-
fee or of Indian yoga, for instance. But 
his research also addressed businesses 
that were not necessarily perceived as 
being natural exponents of the countries 

where they developed. Such was the 
case of Mexican beer, Turkish chocolate, 
“New World” wines, and U.S. soybean 
sauce, for example. Deshpandé called it 
“the Provenance Paradox.”

Cuisine had not been, in my mind, 
an obvious development opportunity 
for Peru. Yet, the country had become a 
renowned world leader, along with tradi-
tional European players like France, Italy 
and Belgium. My first exposure to this 
particular Peruvian success had come 
from reading the first volume of my good 
friend Tony Custer’s book titled The Art 
of Peruvian Cuisine. Tony, as pointed out 
on the Amazon website, “shows Peruvian 
food as a visual work of art.” The book 

was first published in 2000, and it has 
sold more than 85,000 copies. Tony went 
on to produce The Art of Peruvian Cui-
sine, Vol. II in 2010. Custer’s work has 
made an important contribution to the 
country’s image, receiving broad media 
coverage and inspiring other authors to 
write about Peruvian food.

Peruvian cuisine gained international 
acclaim toward the end of the 20th cen-
tury, gaining momentum in the 2000s: 
on September 10, 2011, Katy McLaugh-
lin wrote an article titled “The Next Big 
Thing: Peruvian Food,” in the Wall Street 
Journal. The following year, tourist-
ranking specialist World Travel Awards 
elected Peru as “World’s Leading Culinary 

from left to to right: a cutting-edge fusion dish from Peru’s most 

famous chef’s first restaurant, astrid y Gastón. Gastón gave tony 

custer several delicious recipes for his first volume and has done 

so again for the second volume. his gastronomic empire, including 

restaurants of the astrid y Gastón, La mar, tanta, Panchita, madam 

tusan concepts, span the globe; rafael osterling is one of Peru’s 

very best chefs and, in custer’s opinion, would certainly be multi-

starred if michelin’s Red Guide covered Peru. “his creativity blended 

with unerring and truly delicious execution, make his restaurants, 

rafael and mercado among them, some of the best in town,” custer 

observes; a dish from mercado: “the idea of this dish,” according 

to diego muñoz, “is to imitate what we see in nature, starting with 

a hot garlic foam, then the most typical root crops, followed by an 

imitation ‘soil’ made of potatoes and onions; topped with the greens 

of the root crops represented; and completing the dish with flowers 

to imply the beginning of a new cycle; Yakir Sato is a first rate young 

chef who works with his father, humberto, chef creator of costanera 

700—a pioneering Peruvian seafood fusion restaurant.
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Destination 2012.” Gastón Acurio was at 
the forefront of this evolution; he received 
the Global Gastronomy Award 2013. 

With one out of every five Peruvians 
employed in the sector, the government 
recognized its importance with a policy 
paper entitled “Peruvian Gastronomy 
for 2021: Guidelines for a Development 
Program of Peruvian Gastronomy in the 
Framework of the Bicentenary Plan” by 
the National Center for Strategic Plan-
ning (CEPLAN).

Peruvian cuisine combines local 
ingredients with native Quechuan, colo-
nial Spanish, immigrant West African, 
Japanese, Chinese, Italian and other 
cooking traditions. Some staples in a typ-
ical Peruvian menu include ceviche, tira-
ditos (another raw fish dish, like ceviche, 
influenced by the Japanese, but without 
onions) and causas (mashed or whipped 
potatoes mixed with flavorful additions, 
including chilies, seafood and/or avo-
cado). Other notable dishes included 
papas a la huancaína (a potato dish with 
a slightly spicy cream sauce), anticuchos 
(skewered, marinated heart meat tradi-
tionally sold by street carts), lomo saltado 
(meat stir-fried with red onions, chili 
peppers, tomatoes, and French fries), and 
ají de gallina (a spicy creamed chicken 
dish with chili peppers).

the gastón acurio case
Acurio Restaurantes’ Astrid y Gastón was 
the first Peruvian restaurant to be ranked 
among the World’s 50 Best Restaurants. 
It arrived on the list as No. 35 in 2012, 
climbing to No. 14 in 2013. A former chef 
at Acurio Restaurantes, Virgilio Martínez, 
went on to found his own restaurant, Cen-
tral, and also made the list at No. 50 in 
2013, scooting four places above Astrid y 
Gastón, No. 18 in 2014. Thus, Peru count-
ed with two restaurants among the top 
20, the only Latin American country to 
accomplish that feat (when counting the 
top 50, Brazil also had two restaurants, 
and Mexico one).

Acurio seemed destined to follow in 
his father’s footsteps and become a law-
yer and a politician, but his passion for 
cooking drove him to the Cordon Bleu, 

the world-famous culinary French acad-
emy. At the Cordon Bleu he met and 
then married an aspiring pastry chef 
from Germany named Astrid Gutsche. 
The newlyweds moved from Europe 
to Peru in 1994 to start a fine French 
restaurant in the capital city of Lima—
a brave move in a country still reeling 
from violence at the hands of insurgent 
groups, not to mention a climate of eco-
nomic instability. Despite the long odds, 
Astrid y Gastón became a resounding 
success. It gave birth to what was to 
become a small culinary empire: Acurio 
Restaurantes (AR). 

In early 2014, AR consisted of a port-
folio of 32 restaurants in 11 countries on 
three continents. The restaurants were 
organized under nine different brands, 
with each corresponding to a differ-
ent concept and a distinct “touch and 
feel.” Brand personalities were built on 
carefully selected details, including the 
textures and colors of furniture and the 
typography of the menu. 

Acurio did not own all 32 restaurants. 
The flexibility evidenced by the different 
concepts of the restaurants extended to 
their ownership. In foreign locations, 
AR resorted to a franchise model. A 
single franchisee ran six restaurants in 
Chile, where annual sales ranged from 
$12 to $14 million. In Colombia, each 
of the two restaurants in Bogotá oper-
ated as separate franchises. In the rest 
of Latin America and in Spain, AR also 
used the franchise model. In contrast, 
the company introduced restaurants in 
the United States in the form of part-
nerships with locals, who made the ini-
tial investment, and paid a 3-5 percent 
management fee in exchange for a 50 
percent ownership. 

amBassador acurio
Irzio Pinasco, AR’s partner and chief 
operating officer since 2006, explained 
to me why he joined Acurio, observing, 
“I attended a chat that Gastón gave to 
students of University of the Pacific, in 
Lima, and I was moved by his vision.”

Acurio viewed his cuisine as an 
instrument to promote Peru in the rest 

of the world. Furthermore, he thought of 
Peruvian gastronomy as being a collec-
tive effort:

The task of globalizing Peruvian cuisine 

goes beyond any given company; we 

need these marvelous restaurants and 

we have to incorporate a business cul-

ture so they can grow out of Peru. They 

are excellent with the dish, but they 

must understand that a business culture 

is necessary for investors to bet on them. 

We’re not competing with each other, 

we’re on the same team; we’re all part of 

the best Peruvian all-star team trying to 

win the World Cup.

gastón acurio’s likely  
challenges
Acurio has proven to be a leader within 
the Peruvian cuisine market and in the 
world arena, active not just as a virtuous 
chef but also as a successful business-
man and a sensitive ambassador for his 
country. His firm has been flexible in its 
approach to foreign markets, adopting 
different kinds of associations with local 
partners and reacting quickly to hurdles 
that led to potential failures.

One of Acurio’s challenges going for-
ward will probably be managing and 
growing the nine different brands that 
characterize its 32 restaurants. When 
asked whether nine concepts were indeed 
necessary, Pinasco replied that the diver-
sity of brands and profiles provided the 
firm with maximum flexibility to adapt 
to a particular country, city or neighbor-
hood. He contended that the concepts 
were complementary, and that they could 
co-exist in adjacent locations without 
cannibalizing sales from each other. 

Gustavo Herrero served as the first 
executive director of the Harvard Busi-
ness School Latin America Research Cen-
ter, based in Buenos Aires, starting in 
November 1999. He retired from his post 
on December 31, 2013, and continues to 
serve on HBS’s Latin American Advi-
sory Board and on DRCLAS’s Advisory 
Committee. Since February 2014, he has 
served as Vice Chair of Universidad Aus-
tral’s governing board, in Argentina.
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Culinary Fusion and Colonialism
A Critical Look at the Peruvian Food Boom By MAríA eLenA gArCíA

gastón acurio, PerhaPs the best-known 

public figure in Peru, informs his view-
ers in Patricia Perez’ documentary, Mis-
tura: The Power of Food (2011) that his 
mission is to “create the most beautiful 
restaurants in the world’s most beauti-
ful cities.” Acurio studied culinary arts in 
Madrid and Paris, but since his return to 
Peru in the mid-1990s, a period that co-
incided with the end of an armed conflict 
between the state and leftist insurgents, 
he has spearheaded the development of 
the “beautiful fusion” of indigenous Pe-
ruvian products. In an interview with 
Food & Wine, Acurio states, “Our mis-
sion isn’t just making restaurants. What 
we are doing, really, is selling a country.”

Apega, the Peruvian Society of Gas-
tronomy created in 2007, is a key actor 
in the marketing and selling of Peruvian 
food and culture (and nation). Accord-
ing to its website, it seeks to “build 
bridges of harmony between our peoples 

by revaluing the role of the producer 
in the food chain. Apega is the place 
where chefs and peasants...are all equal; 
we want to cook the same thing: Peru’s 
progress.” Apega promises “inclusion, 
quality, cultural identity, and biodiver-
sity,” and is charged with planning and 
executing the largest culinary festival in 
Latin America, Mistura.

In February 2012, I spoke with Mari-
ano Valderrama, Apega’s executive direc-
tor, in his Lima office. We had an inter-
esting conversation about food, social 
inclusion and tourism, but his focus was 
on the challenges Apega faced in trans-
forming Lima into Latin America’s gas-
tronomic capital. Valderrama was espe-
cially preoccupied with what he called 
“the problem of hygiene.” For example, 
Valderrama insisted on the need for 
“cleaning up Peruvian markets” so that 
tourists could “comfortably and hygieni-
cally stroll through our colorful markets.” 

During Mistura, Apega deploys “hygiene 
brigades” to ensure the cleanliness of food 
stands, eating areas and festival work-
ers. He blamed municipalities for “not 
enforcing hygiene standards in markets,” 
citing this as one of the biggest obstacles 
to Apega’s work. “Our most representa-
tive market, La Parada, is Calcutta.” The 
connection Valderrama makes between 
Lima’s unclean markets and one of 
India’s largest cities reveals assumptions 
about uneven development and racial-
ized understandings around hygiene. 

Nevertheless, Valderrama was clearly 
proud of Apega’s work toward social 
inclusion, repeatedly mentioning the 
“alliance” between chefs and producers 
promoted by Apega, Acurio and others. 
Apega finances publications that high-
light native products such as potatoes, 
quinoa and ají, and sponsors media trips 

a child sits atop a mound of Peruvian potatoes.

PHOTO By LuIS H. fIguEROA, OJOS PROPIOS/RENIAC, "ROSTROS dEL PERÚ"
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to “zones of production” so that Peruvi-
ans can learn where products come from 
and who produces them: “This is about 
elevating the product, and elevating 
the self-esteem of the producer.” After 
years of political upheaval and economic 
depression, he said, “there is an increas-
ing optimism in Peru that is about valu-
ing cultural identity. Many Peruvians 
with whom I have spoken agree with 
this sentiment and note that the ongoing 
gastronomic revolution is one of the few 
things bringing Peruvians together.” 

Gourmet describes Lima as the “next 
stop” for sophisticated food and Food & 
Wine touts Peru’s “world-class cuisine.” 
Tourists now travel to Lima regularly for 
“a taste of Peru,” or as one website puts 
it, “a culinary journey to the land of the 
Incas.” These culinary adventurers are of 
course looking for the exotic and beauti-
ful packaging of tradition and authen-
ticity—precisely what Valderrama and 
Acurio are trying to sell. In this sense, 
novoandino cuisine is an exportable 
and sophisticated version of what was 
previously regarded as local and back-
ward. In an interview with Gourmet, 
one of Acurio’s childhood friends makes 
this point: “‘When I grew up, if you ate 
guinea pig you were a savage,’ [he] says, 
biting into a leg of roasted organic guin-
ea pig nestled in its bed of oca ravioli in 
a pecan sauce with Pisco.”

The development of “alternative” tra-
ditional dishes has been an important 
strategy in this move from “savage” to 
“sophisticated” cuisine. High-end tour-
ists may want to taste guinea pig, for 
example, but a roasted guinea pig served 
whole on a plate, with eyes, teeth, nails 
and even charred hair is unappealing to 
Europeans and North Americans. Thus, 
Acurio and other chefs design dishes that 
retain exotic and traditional ingredients, 
yet render these same products invis-
ible. Serving ravioli stuffed with guinea 
pig meat allows tourists to taste a “tra-
ditional” animal without actually having 
to see it. It also emphasizes mistura, or 
“beautiful fusion” as Acurio describes it 
in Perez’ documentary: “The word mis-
tura means mixture, but Mistura [the 

festival] is a pretty mixture. Peruvian 
cuisine is a beautiful mixture.” In another 
documentary directed by Ernesto Cabel-
los’ (De Ollas y Sueños, 2009), Acurio 
describes the current moment, “when 
fusion is a tendency throughout the 
world, when integration, globalization,...
become modern concepts, Peruvian cui-
sine appears, having fused cultures but 
in a very balanced, very reflexive, very 
consensual way over the last 500 years, 
and this is what makes it magical, what 
makes it so attractive” (my emphasis).

Acurio cheerfully presents Peru as an 
exemplary nation, in which the cuisine 
has performed something magical, “bal-
anced” and “consensual.” While such a 
statement is, of course, too good to be 
true—the violence of the last 500 years, 
not to mention the last 30 years, was 
hardly balanced or consensual—as a way 
to commodify Peruvian history and food, 
it is nothing short of brilliant. Indeed, 
one of Acurio’s strengths is to perform his 
own kind of magic in which the antago-
nisms of history and politics disappear.

Acurio promotes what he calls “a 
culinary ethics that goes beyond mere 
pleasure.” He insists that this culinary 
movement must be guided by ethical 
principles that account for where food 
comes from and who benefits from its 
consumption. Using local ingredients, 
celebrating native producers and train-
ing chefs from poor socioeconomic back-
grounds, Acurio places ethics and aes-
thetics on the same plate: “Gastronomy 
and hunger simply do not go together. It 
is immoral to enjoy good food and lavish 
meals when you know that the fisherman 
who caught your divinely cooked seafood 
lives in a shabby hut and must survive on 
next to nothing.” 

For Peru’s gastronomic society, all this 
is the stuff of culinary and economic suc-
cess. In a short promotional video for 
Mistura, Apega makes its case for the 
inclusive moment of culinary entrepre-

neurialism, and celebrates Lima as a “city 
where the dreams of a few are becoming 
the reality for all; the dream of a small 
group of chefs....together with an emerg-
ing army of chefs in training, and the 
work of Apega, has spread to an entire 
nation.” Apega’s website describes Mis-
tura almost in the language of German 
philosopher Jürgen Habermas’ public 
sphere, where “differences are left at the 
door.” Yet, as Nancy Fraser notes in her 
1990 critique, the “bracketing” of social 
difference “usually works to the advantage 
of dominant groups in society and to the 
disadvantage of subordinates.” She uses 
Habermas’ notion of the public sphere to 
examine why these ideas—shared by Ape-
ga—do not go far enough: they neglect 
the fact that real public spheres, as Fraser 
explains, are often made up of a “number 
of significant exclusions.”

clockwise from left: cooking stove at a  

typical eating place known as a picantería;  

a colonial-style kitchen; large jars to  

hold water
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hidden worlds
Indigenous perspectives on these culi-
nary developments are much less audible 
than those of chefs and public intellectu-
als. The indigenous organization in Peru 
that has perhaps carried out the most 
work on food is Chirapaq, The Center of 
Indigenous Cultures in Peru. An influ-
ential organization that specializes in 
work with indigenous women, food sov-
ereignty and security, and the recovery 
and revalorization of ancestral knowl-
edge, Chirapaq collaborates closely with 
communities in Ayacucho, the highland 
department most affected by the political 
violence of the 1980s and 1990s.

On a very hot February day in 2012, I 
walked into Chirapaq’s office and spoke 
with a few indigenous activists. When I 
asked one activist (whom I’ll call Nelson) 
about Chirapaq’s work on food sover-

eignty and about the gastronomic boom, 
he smiled. Nelson seemed surprised 
that I asked about the boom, which 
“Chirapaq doesn’t do....[it] goes against 
everything we do.” Another activist, who 
used the pseudonym of Rendón, was also 
surprised that I was asking about “the 
boom” in an indigenous cultural center. 
That sense of surprise itself suggested 
the limits of the inclusionary rhetoric 
of novoandino cuisine, which was not 
seen as including Chirapaq but rather 
as working against it. To understand 
this disconnect between the promises of 
inclusion and understandings of exclu-
sion, it is helpful to consider the words 
of Peruvian chef Adolfo Perret, who told 
Peru’s leading newspaper El Comercio:

[O]ne of the most spectacular things 

that the chefs of this country have done 

is the alliance between agricultural 

producers and chefs. Thanks to this we 

can see that social inclusion is real and 

it is a way for them [producers] to also 

deserve the applause that we [chefs] 

have obtained with the dishes of Peru-

vian cuisine.

This comment illustrates some of the 
concerns that Chirapaq and other indig-
enous critics have raised about the pater-
nalistic claims to social inclusion: “We” 
(urban mestizo chefs) have done this 
good deed in creating and promoting an 
alliance with “them” (rural indigenous 
producers); because “we” are willing to 
share our applause and recognize “their” 
participation in our creation of deli-
cious Peruvian dishes, social inclusion 
exists. Good intentions notwithstand-
ing, this social alliance anchors indig-
enous peoples in certain places. They are 
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producers, not chefs, or street vendors, 
and never celebrities. Social hierarchies 
remain remarkably unaltered by the 
magical space of Mistura. If anything, 
they are repackaged in glossy promo-
tional materials that celebrate “a unique 
space where an entire nation feels har-
moniously integrated.”

The people I spoke with at Chirapaq did 
not feel harmoniously integrated. Dis-
cussing Peruvian gastronomy, Rendón 
shared three main concerns. The first 
related to negative health effects that 
come from not knowing the nutritional 
and medicinal value of traditional Ande-
an foods. Second, he discussed the dis-
turbing trend of young people moving 
away from traditional nourishment and 
toward the processed and industrial-
ized “food” of fast food chains. Finally, 
he expressed concerns about economic 
disruption caused by some chefs work-
ing with only certain producers to the 
detriment of others. 

According to people I spoke with 
at Chirapaq, the gastronomic boom in 
Peru goes directly against their work in 
revalorizing and decolonizing Andean 
diets. The changing trends celebrate 
a few iconic Andean and Amazonian 
products—quinoa, awaymanto—which 
ironically serve to raise the price of these 
goods, making them less accessible to 
many rural communities, and encourag-
ing producers to focus on a narrow range 
of goods to supply the growing demand.

Rendón added that concerns about 
infringement of native intellectual prop-
erty were lost in the celebratory dis-
course. Furthermore, indigenous people 
were not being seen or heard in the most 
recent boom. Where, Rendón asked, are 
indigenous peoples in this revolution? 
Nelson then added to the conversation 
by asking, “What is the Peru that ‘marca 
[brand] Peru’ is selling?”

As a partial response, Chirapaq was 
planning what Rendón reluctantly 
described as “a gastronomic festival.” 
He was hesitant because the gathering 
is about much more than gastronomy. 
The event, to take place in Ayacucho, is 

intended to promote ancestral agricul-
tural, medicinal and culinary practices. It 
is not just about flavors or aesthetics but 
also about nutrition and health, and it 
will feature elders, the knowledge produc-
ers of indigenous communities. Rendón 
emphasized the need for intergeneration-
al transmission of knowledge, as without 
this it would be impossible to move for-
ward since young people need to continue 
with these traditions. Finally, the event is 
not for tourists, nor is it about competing 
with Mistura. Rather it provides an alter-
native space for indigenous people to talk 
and learn about indigenous foods.

If Mistura aspired to be a Haberma-
sian culinary public sphere, the alterna-
tive space in Ayacucho is closer to what 
Nancy Fraser calls “subaltern counter-
publics,” or “parallel discursive arenas 
where members of subordinated social 
groups invent and circulate counterdis-
courses to formulate oppositional inter-
pretations of their identities, interests, 
and needs.” These spaces are not only 
parallel, as Fraser might say, but rather 
they are characterized by different log-
ics. Moving from Habermasian terms to 
Andean ones, Rendón emphasized the 
importance of Andean cosmovisions for 
Chirapaq and indigenous communities. 
He told me that “the boom” offers no dis-
cussion of reciprocity, complementarity 
or harmony: “we can obtain the fruits 
of the Pachamama (mother earth), but 
we have to give back, provide a pago a 
la tierra (payment to the earth).” As 
anthropologist Marieka Sax has noted, 
even the practice of feeding has both 
significant secular and sacred purposes. 
Community members, mountain spir-
its and devils in mines all require feed-
ing, the practice of which “articulates 
relationships between social others, 
and maintains relationships between 
the living and the dead; and the offer-
ing of food and drink to the mountain 
spirits, pachamama, saints and other 
divine powers keeps their vitalizing and 
animating life-energy in circulation so 
as to ensure fertility, productivity, and 
well being.” How different this is from 
Mistura, where individual chefs are cel-

ebrated, and leisure and aesthetics—not 
reciprocity or religiosity—are the cen-
tral logics.

Like all critiques, Chirapaq’s are con-
testable and there is no question that the 
chefs of Mistura would disagree with 
many of them. Moreover, rural produc-
ers and others connected to high-profile 
events such as Mistura certainly receive 
important material benefits. My purpose 
here is not to endorse all of Chirapaq’s 
claims, but rather to reveal some of what 
gets obscured if we only focus on the 
inclusionary promise of Mistura. In the 
now hegemonic discourse of the power 
of Peruvian food, there is a need to slow 
down and explore other consequences of 
this boom, especially on those popula-
tions and bodies that do not benefit from 
the festival of flavors. 

María Elena García is director of the 
Comparative History of Ideas and asso-
ciate professor in the Jackson School of 
International Studies at the University 
of Washington. She received her Ph.D. in 
Anthropology at Brown University and 
has been a Mellon Fellow at Wesleyan 
University and Tufts University. Her 
first book, Making Indigenous Citizens: 
Identities, Development, and Multicul-
tural Activism in Peru (Stanford, 2005), 
examines indigenous politics and mul-
ticultural activism in Peru. Her work 
on native and interspecies politics in the 
Andes has appeared in multiple edited 
volumes and journals. Her second book 
project, Dancing Guinea Pigs and Other 
Tales of Race in Peru, explores the lives 
and deaths of guinea pigs as one way to 
think about the cultural politics of con-
temporary Peru, especially in relation to 
food, indigenous politics and violence.

A longer version of this essay, in which the 
author examined the impact of the gastro-
nomic boom on indigenous and non-human 
bodies, appeared as “The Taste of Conquest: 
Colonialism, Cosmopolitics, and the dark Side 
of Peru’s gastronomic Boom,” The Journal of 
Latin american and caribbean anthropology 
vol. 18, No. 3, 2013. It is reprinted here with 
permission.
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i grew uP Far From lima in talara in the 

Piura region, a northern Peruvian city 
with stunning beaches that just happens 
to be the westernmost city in all of main-
land Peru. The city enjoys an abundance 
of fish and shellfish, as well as large oil 
reserves. The International Petroleum 
Company (IPCo) settled in Talara in the 
1950s, and my father (of Swiss-Peruvian 
descent) worked for this oil company as a 
geologist. So I grew up with a deep sense 
of Peru’s diversity. It is worth mentioning 
that we are a nation of regions, with des-
ert and sea and mountains and jungle. 

Peruvian culture has been influenced 
by Japanese, Chinese, Arab, Spanish and 
Italian cultures, and these, integrated 
with our strong indigenous roots, gave 
birth to a new Peruvian cuisine. 

I grew up learning how to cook, and 
living in an oasis of seafood. It’s perhaps 
natural that my six restaurants—with 
flagship Punta Sal in Lima—are cebi-
cherías specialized in the bounty of the 
ocean. But what’s just as important to 

me is the fusion of identities that make 
up this new Peruvian cuisine. 

So, for example, I prepare a ginger 
rice dish with jumbo shrimp and spare-
ribs—a fusion dish influenced by the 
Chinese. And our exquisitely Peruvian 
dish known as tiradito, which is a kind of 
Japanese sashimi with Peruvian season-
ing. The Incas had a multitude of dishes 
with indigenous ingredients that became 
transformed during this melding of cul-
tures. In 1528, the Spanish brought olive 
oil, wheat, olives, grapes and wine, which 
could also be used to create vinegar to 
cook and marinate meats. Here, they 
discovered the use of our abundance of 
potatoes—some 3,200 varieties—some 
of which they introduced to Europe. 

The Incas called the potato kausaq, a 
Quechua word which means “sustenance 
for life,” and this yellow potato became 
the basis for the well-known Peruvian 
dish called causa. It combines potato, 
avocado and a yellow chili pepper known 
as ají amarillo with the lime, garlic and 

chicken that originated in Europe. 
Most everyone has heard about 

quinoa by now. It’s one of Peru’s most 
ancient grains, but it’s also, in my opin-
ion, the grain of the future, because of its 
great nutritional properties with seven 
out of the nine amino acids essential for 
life. Quinoa can be combined in all sorts 
of ways to produce new flavors. Because 
of its versatility and resistance to weath-
er changes, it is considered the golden 
grain of the Incas and of Peru today. 

But my goal, whatever the ethnic 
influence, is staying true to deeply root-
ed flavors, the best sustainable ingredi-
ents and ancestral techniques, and cebi-
che provides the best example. About 70 
percent of Peruvian cuisine is based on 
seafood ingredients. We hold the 1996 
Guinness record for the largest cebiche 
in the world. 

I’m a chef by nature—experimenting 
with food since I was quite young. I’m also 
a food and beverage manager with a suc-
cessful businesswoman and life partner, 
Gabriela Fiorini, with whom we expanded 
our chain of Peruvian restaurants special-
izing in seafood, named Punta Sal.

But perhaps I get the most pleasure 
from teaching students and communi-
cating to people around the world about 
the diversity of Peru’s cuisine. I also see 
myself as a spokesman for that wonder 
that is Peruvian cuisine—teaching, car-
rying out Peruvian gastronomic events, 
traveling to gastronomic fairs and festi-
vals and above all, promoting Peruvian 
culinary tourism. In Peru, tourism and 
cuisine go hand in hand to show off our 
multi-faceted heritage. Gastronomy—
like archaeology—is a deep expression 
of our roots. It is our past, but also our 
present and future.

Adolfo Perret Bermúdez is the owner 
of Punta Sal restaurants in Lima and 
beyond. Johnson and Wales University 
has honored him as a Distinguished 
Visiting Chef. 

Fusion and identity
A Chef Speaks By ADoLFo Perret BerMúDez

adolfo Perret Bermúdez speaks about Peru-

vian culinary arts in his Punta Sal restaurant.

PHOTO By JuNE CAROLyN ERLICk
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at the beginning oF the 1990s, i traveled 

frequently to Osaka. Researchers from 
the National Ethnographic Museum of 
Japan were studying the Peruvian high-
lands, particularly Ayacucho, a state 
with a long and fraught history. Mem-
bership in this investigative team and 
my status as visiting professor opened 
the doors for me to a society that ex-
hibited its charms on a daily basis. In 
the course of my stay, I discovered that 
one of my colleagues had an important 
relationship with the priesthood of the 
Church of Tenrikyo. I was interested in 
his religion and what I learned about it 
made me want to participate in the an-
nual pilgrimage of its believers to the 
sacred city of Tenri, in the prefecture of 
Nara, in the Kansai region. For a short 
period, Tenri had been the capital of the 
Japanese empire (488-498), and still is 
today a beautiful city and religious head-
quarters of Tenrikyo.

The pilgrimage was tough and fasci-
nating; of the many things I learned in 
those days, it is interesting to recall the 
answer to the question I asked about 
what food was eaten in paradise or its 
equivalent in the Christian dogma. I was 
totally surprised to learn that this equiv-
alent, “Youkigurashi,” was a space similar 
to that of punishment: a great banquet, 
with the same food in both places. Both 
the condemned and the blessed had to 
eat with oversized chopsticks, and those 
who were punished for their bad behav-
ior in life looked emaciated and hungry, 

while those awarded for good behavior in 
life appeared extremely pleased and well 
nourished. The explanation was simple 
in the context of a faith that practiced 
and emphasized solidarity: while each of 
the condemned tried to eat with the huge 
chopsticks and was unable to do so, those 
favored by divinity used the length of the 
instruments to feed each other. 

Upon my return to Ayacucho, I took 
the same question on my field research, 
remembering that in Huamanga—the 
original name for Ayacucho—I would be 
as far from European occidental think-
ing as I had been in Tenri, when the 
priests danced in the underground spac-
es of the temple to renew the creation of 
the universe. 

I knew the writings of the Spanish 
or the Christianized indigenous chroni-
clers in the late 16th and 17th centuries. 
These sources agreed that the Andean 
gods ate mullu, that is to say spiny oys-
ters (Spondylus), and indeed our only 
source in Quechua reminds us that the 
sound made while chewing this shellfish 
was “cap! cap!” grinding their teeth while 
they ate (Ávila, Francisco de. 2007. Dio-
ses y hombres de Huarochirí. Lima: Uni-
versidad Antonio Ruiz de Montoya).

Today, seashells still have religious 
prestige, even the plainer ones; they 
are used in ceremonies as a recipient to 
absorb through the nose the juice of hallu-
cinogenic plants in other regions of Peru. 
But in Ayacucho, Cuzco and throughout 
most of the Peruvian highlands, feeding 
the gods is a complicated business. 

In the first place, it should be noted 
that Christian evangelization destroyed 
all visible images of the Pre-Colum-
bian religions. The sacred geography 
remained unharmed: the cult of the 
earth and its visible expressions, the 
mountains. To these we add the areas 
of contact with human beings: caves 

the Food of the gods
Feeding the earth By LuiS MiLLoneS

this is a traditional-style painting from the 

town of Sahua, ayacucho. the scene rep-

resents the banquet of the mountains that 

surround the town. the central figure is the 

mountain called mariano Borao that protects 

the community, and the other figures are 

neighboring mountains or apus.



peru

56 ReVista fall 2014 ART By ROCíO ROdRIgO/COuRTESy Of LuIS MILLONES

and springs. While it would have been 
impossible to wipe out this last form of 
religiosity, the persecution also stopped 
because indigenous forced labor was a 
source of wealth for the Spanish Empire 
and all harassment of their work affected 
their productivity. In the 18th century, 
Andean society had already consolidated 
a religious structure that reinterpreted 
the Christian doctrine and blended it 
with pre-Columbian memories. That is 
the seed of the indigenous religion as we 
know it today. In that belief, the gods, 
that is, Mother Earth and the mountains 

(apus or wamanis), should receive food 
from their many worshipers. The food is 
sent through a ceremony with primordial 
roots that has at least two names in Que-
chua-influenced Spanish: pagapu and 
despacha: paga (pays, in Spanish) means 
to make payment to Mother Earth, and 
despacha (sends off, in Spanish) means 
to dispatch what she needs. If the one 
who offers is Quechua-speaking, he will 
use prayerful variations such as apachi-
ku, mallichi and kutichi related to the 
makeup of the offerings and the place 
they are offered. These relate to the par-
ticular concerns of the person or persons 
who are feeding Mama Pacha, as Mother 
Earth is affectionately known. Thus, 
there are pagapus specific to cattlemen, 
to those who need rain or heavy river 
volume, to hunters. to people who need 
to recover their health, and many other 
motivations.

Many forms exist of preparing a 
pagapu, but one of the most important 
is the act of feeding Mama Pacha or 

Madre Tierra, to assure her generosity in 
permitting good harvests. Here I will let 
don Juan Quispe Andia, from Chungui, 
La Mar, Ayacucho, tell us about how to 
perform pagapu: 

“On the heights of Chungui, when we 

are going to harvest potatoes, the own-

er invites all the neighbors to help, we 

are all going to help because it is the 

[indigenous] law; we all always help. In 

exchange for this help, the owner gives 

the neighbors food, coca leaf, hard drink 

[a home-made alcoholic drink brewed 

with anise, traditional plants and sug-

ar]. When another peasant [who is not 

a neighbor] has to harvest, he must be 

paid for the help he gives. Because of 

this, no one holds back from helping. 

The neighbors come with all their fam-

ily; the men do the harvesting, the wom-

en with their pallapadoras (harvest help-

ers) and cooks; the kids help to move the 

potatoes and stack them. The neighbors 

harvest, all the time joking, sometimes 

with music and sometimes not, always 

this image illustrates a gathering of the 

andean gods in a ceremony of thankful 

payment to mother earth. the gods of the 

mountains, rivers, rocks and lakes are enjoy-

ing their foods—llama fetus, potato, sweet 

potato, another type of andean tuber known 

as oca, scallops, algae, coca leaves, as well 

as imbibing wine and fermented homemade 

alcoholic beverage known as chicha. this is 

the offering known as papagu that the gods 

receive from humans in thanks for their bless-

ing in providing the good annual harvest. 
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happy, having a great time and rejoic-

ing in the fruits of the earth. When the 

harvest is over, the potatoes are stored 

in the owner’s house, but first the pota-

toes that are going to serve as seed for 

the next harvest are chosen, and also the 

potatoes that have been damaged by the 

hoes. The men watch over the potatoes 

and the seeds, while the slightly dam-

aged potatoes are cooked with chile 

and salt, sometimes with meat or some 

stew that the owner’s wife has prepared. 

Everything is served along with chicha 

[an indigenous corn-based drink] and 

abundant liquor. Then people sit around 

chewing coca leaf [Erithroxylum coca] 

and drinking. The coca leaf maintains 

its sacred character, but it also invigo-

rates its users. Finally, everyone leaves 

except for the owner’s compadre—the 

godfather to one of his children. They 

return to the farm alone, bringing with 

them the best potatoes, the most beau-

tiful ones, to make the ‘payment’ to the 

earth so it will keep protecting them. 

The compadre makes a hole in a corner 

of the field, some 50 to 60 centimeters 

deep, and when he has made the hole, 

he sprinkles it with liquor from a small 

cup in the form of a cross and later he 

makes the offering of the potatoes, along 

with the liquor, usually a handful of 

kinto coca leaf, a couple of cigarettes, 

and then he closes up the hole, saying: 

‘Mother Earth, receive the offer of your 

children to thank you for the harvest 

that my compadre has collected and 

to ask that you keep on giving us good 

production, for this we pay you, for the 

abundance that you give us.’ Later they 

return home and the owner invites his 

compadre to drink and eat. But during 

the ritual of the “payment,” the owner 

keeps silent; the compadre is the one 

who speaks as intermediary so that the 

earth will accept the offerings” (Delgado 

Sumar, Hugo E. 1984. Ideología andina: 

El pagapu en Ayacucho. Ayacucho: Uni-

versidad Nacional de San Cristóbal de 

Huamanga, 146-147).

The hole cited in the text of Quispe 
Andia, the ceremonial hole in the corner 
of the farm, stands for Mother Earth’s 
mouth. Thus food becomes an essen-
tial part of the ritual of pleasing Mother 
Earth to give thanks for the harvest and 
ensure future prosperity.

To feed the earth is an act of indis-
pensable reciprocity, because it is Moth-
er Earth who provides us with food each 
and every day. In Ayacucho, as in the 
Japanese paradise of Tenri, eternal joy is 
based on this exchange of affection and 
solidarity. 

 
Luis Millones, the 2002-2003 Robert F. 
Kennedy Visiting Professor at Harvard, 
is the Director of the Fondo Editorial de 
la Asamblea Nacional de Rectores del 
Perú. He is Professor Emeritus at the 
Universidad Nacional Mayor de San 
Marcos. In 2006, he held the Andrés 
Bello Chair in Latin American Civiliza-
tion at New York University. 
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each one oF us has a grandmother or 

mother, grandfather or father whose 
dish—humble or elaborate—transports 
us back in time or space, surrounds us 
with people, places, images, languages, 
and even fragrances of the past. The 
dish—or the memory of the dish—evokes 
a smile, or perhaps a tear, and generally 
seems inimitable by those who share the 
memory. Whether the dish is meatballs, 
empanadas, cardamom bread or rice 
pudding, the effect is much the same.

Each nation also has a culinary mem-
ory and foundation, dishes recalled and 
dishes reconstructed that gradually, 
sometimes mysteriously, become part 
of the imagined nation and its borders. 
A country like Spain is transparent, 
revealing immediately that its cuisine is 
a result of a history of invasions, expan-
sions, immigration and (of course) glo-
balization. Argentina’s cuisine, too, 
reflects history, but also geography and 
distance. (You are never in Buenos Aires 
de paso, after all, except to Uruguay, 
which shares rivers, pampa and cui-
sine…) Yet in Peru, cuisine—of coast, 
mountains and jungle—has now united 
a people, who may easily have remained 
divided by natural and political obsta-
cles. And fortunately for all of us who 
have landed and lingered in Lima, once 
called by U.S. novelist Herman Melville 
“the strangest, saddest city thou canst’ 
see,” but now is a subtly charming—
albeit massive at nine million—metrop-
olis, grey 11 months of the year, and the 
Aleph of all those enticing and local fla-
vors and ingredients and naturally, too, 
their accompanying history.

Lima for me would be like Toledo 
once was for Peruvian writer Julio 
Ramón Ribeyro, who described that city 
as one he loved as a passing tourist for its 
monuments, climate and people—unlike 
Paris and Lima, where Ribeyro sim-

ply felt he belonged, beyond expressing 
likes or dislikes. Lima does not “belong” 
to me; I have not lived there for twenty 
years, only for one long delirious week-
end of introduction, and subsequently 
two January stays: just enough to reveal 
that I enjoy the city immensely, am fas-
cinated by its history, its people and (of 
course) its infinite culinary offerings. I 
can speak of moments visiting plazas, 
archaeological sites, kitchens and res-
taurants, private homes and gardens, 
schools and orphanages, restaurants, 
markets and museums; and I can recall 
many conversations, overheard or my 
own. I have traveled through the insane 
traffic on Lima’s streets, through districts 
called Magdalena del Mar, Pueblo Libre, 
Miraflores, Barranco, Chorillos, Gamar-
ra, La Victoria, and La Molina. And I can 
say me gusta, I like it, very much. 

Lima is not glamorous, nor does it 
have the street life of Mexico City, nor 
the beach scene of Rio, yet it is elegant 
and dynamic. As an Argentine friend 
once declared, “Here in Buenos Aires, we 
don’t have a sense or a presence of his-
tory…whereas if you walk around Lima, 
everything is history, you’re completely 
surrounded by the past!” The limeños 
might simply say “500 años de fusión,” 
five hundred years of fusion as past and 
present, city and provinces collide and 
cohabit Peru’s capital city overlooking 
the Pacific. History, art, ethnicities and 
the country’s biodiversity are all recog-
nized and represented in Lima.

I went to Peru with gastronomic and 
linguistic curiosity. I went to discover 
the fruits of the jungle and the culinary 
treasures of the Peruvian Pacific. And I 
had heard that the Peruvians “spoke in 
poetry.” Although majestic in photos, 
Machu Picchu was not in my plans. I 
wanted to listen, to speak and to eat, and, 
as always, my destination was essentially 

urban. And I came to realize I was in 
luck, as Lima, thanks to the last 20 years 
of Peruvian history and politics, is now a 
city which could and would provide me a 
sample of the entire country, historically, 
linguistically and gastronomically.

lima and sPanish 30
My students’ enthusiasm over our Peru-
vian readings and activities in one of 
my advanced Spanish language classes 
had been overwhelmingly contagious. 
While reviewing subjunctive clauses, 
my mission was to introduce aspects of 
a culture and nation virtually unknown 
to the undergraduates: to assign active 
research projects and to read stories and 
newspaper articles, that would reveal 
the history, arts, vocabulary and biodi-
versity of Peru. Later we watched inter-
views with Gastón Acurio, “the most 
famous chef in Latin America,” and vid-
eos, which introduced Peruvian cuisine, 
a compendium of what was discussed 
in earlier classes. Subsequently a local 
Peruvian chef came to class to solidify 
our knowledge, presenting, preparing 
and providing us with samples (in Har-
vard language classes!) of the delights 
of the Peruvian table. Students finally 
had to envision their own Peruvian meal 
and create a menu to be displayed to the 
public in Harvard’s new Arts29 space.

The next step was “Lengua, cul-
tura, gastronomía y trabajo social,” a 
three-week program that I designed 
and directed, sponsored by the David 
Rockefeller Center for Latin American 
Studies in January (2012 and 2014) in 
Lima, with ten students, experiencing 
Spanish immersion through homestays, 
excursions to historical sites, lectures 
by academics at the Catholic University 
(PUCP) and by chefs at Cordon Bleu, and 
hands-on cooking classes, as well as vis-
its to restaurants, fish markets in Callao, 

A taste of Lima
gastronomy and Cultural identity By JohAnnA DAMgAArD LiAnDer
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pisco liquor factories in Pisco and nature 
reserves in Paracas. Spanish language 
and gastronomy were combined with 
community service: working with young 
children in impoverished neighbor-
hoods, in the hope of participating more 
fully on our short stay in Lima.

lima in Brief
The center of Lima, founded in 1535 by 
Francisco Pizarro as La Ciudad de los 
Reyes, was at one time capital of a vice-
royalty from Bogotá to Buenos Aires. 
Today, although not walking distance 
from the craggy and now fashionable 
Pacific coast (once harboring pirates), 
where urbanites might tend to reside, 
the center is certainly worth a visit, if 
not several. The magnificent Plaza de 
Armas, with its grand cathedral and 
Palacio de Gobierno, all commissioned 
by Pizarro, is also bordered by brilliant 
ochre buildings, visible even through 
Lima’s notorious and seemingly perma-
nent garúa, or fog.

Nearby the historical Bar Cordano, 
founded in 1905, is known for dishes such 
as bistec apanado con tacu tacu (breaded 
fileted beef with a panfry of rice, lentils 
and a variety of other ingredients, of Afri-
can slave origin, but with a Quechua name 
meaning “mixing one thing with another”) 
and their butifarra sandwich (sliced ham, 
bearing no resemblance to the Catalán 
sausage). The Cordano, said to be located 
at the same corner where centuries ear-
lier Bolívar and San Martín met to plan 
the liberation of Peru from Spain, is also 
known to serve “bohemians, intellectuals 
and all the past presidents of Peru” (appar-
ently three separate categories). 

Other such closed doors worth open-
ing for visual feasts are those of the pri-
vate Museo Pedro de Osma in the Barran-
co district—once a summer resort—just 
down the street from the Asociación 
Mario Testino (MATE) now exhibiting 
the hometown photographer’s stunning 
Peruvian work, after years of portraits of 
British royalty and Vogue supermodels.

Mario Testino is, in fact, another 
example of the once hidden international 
presence of Peru, now appearing publicly 
Peruvian. For the last 20 years Peruvians 
have been reexamining and reassessing 
their history and identity, their image, 
their cultural unity, both at home and 
abroad: witness the recent national excite-
ment and pride over Peru’s fusion cuisine, 
as well as Lima’s cleaned and restored cen-
ter (with the last statue of Pizarro removed 
and replaced by a flag of the Quechua 
“Inca Nation”), and Testino’s Alta Moda—
a series of photographs of Peruvians wear-
ing traditional dress from Cuzco. 

cooking and history
Of course, another treasure of Peru’s 
history is the Huacas and the larger 
archaeological sites. A trip to the pre-
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Columbian and pre-Incan ruins at 
Pachacamac (17 pyramids completed 
between 800 and 1450 AD) will duly 
impress, and even more so with an add-
ed visit to Kusina Pachacamac to expe-
rience a pachamanca, an indigenous, 
mainly mountainous feast of meats, 
herbs—such as huacatay, paico, chincho 
and muña—and tubers, all cooked in the 
pacha, that is, in the earth, with layers 
of hot rocks. And within Lima, at the 
Huaca Pucllana, we find an extensive 
archeological dig of a Wari ceremonial 
center, and a very high-end and deli-
cious restaurant, both in the fashionable 
Miraflores neighborhood.

So food is not only a central part 
of Peru’s history and identity, it is also 
always accompanied by its very own par-
ticular story.

It is not surprising that even outside 
Peru one often finds Japanese-Peruvian 
restaurants, as ever since the first Japa-
nese arrived in Peru in 1899, they have 
continued to influence the Peruvian 
table. Cebiche and miso soup with milk 
are two common dishes representing 
the fusion of the two cuisines. Cebiche 
existed before the Japanese arrived in 
Peru, but the Japanese would prepare 
and eat it soon after marinating, rather 
than allowing the traditional lengthy 
sit in the lime juice, and they also cre-
ated tiradito, a cebiche served with filets 
of fish, modeled on sashimi. Likewise 
miso soup is Japanese, but the addition 
of milk is entirely Peruvian. Yucamochi, 
a dessert made from yucca, milk, sugar 
and cinnamon baked in the oven, has 
its origin in a similar Japanese dessert 
(mochi) made with rice.

The Japanese were delighted with 
the variety and quality of the seafood 
and seaweed found in the Peruvian 
Pacific, and it is said that the Peruvians 
are always open to new foods. The Japa-
nese taught the Peruvians to eat crab, 
octopus and pota (giant squid). Nikkei 
cooking is Japanese cooking, but created 
in Peru. The origin is an immigration 
classic: fleeing a farming crisis, around 
700 Japanese landed in Callao and they 
first worked growing and cutting sugar 

cane. Their marriages were arranged 
back home, and their young wives (very 
young: 15 and up!) knew nothing about 
cooking. They tried to recreate flavors 
from home with Peruvian ingredients, 
and slowly Nikkei cooking was born. 
Lucky for all of us, especially my group 
this past January!

We should also mention the most 
beloved of Peruvian dishes for Peruvi-
ans, ají de gallina, a chicken stew with 
a spicy, creamy and nutty sauce made 
from both yellow and mirasol peppers, 
bread, cheese and nuts. Everyone claims 
their mother’s version is the best, but 
my students from 2012 and I know that 
Tony Custer’s version outshines the rest. 
It is served with white rice, yellow pota-
toes and boiled eggs. 

My friend Isabel Alvarez, sociologist 
and owner of my favorite restaurant in 
Lima—who will remind us that Peru-
vian cuisine is based on potato, corn, 
rice from the Chinese, and lemon (lime) 
from the Spaniards—has traced the 
development of the ají de gallina, which 
apparently was originally Spanish and 
contained sugar. That is, the 16th-cen-
tury sevillanos used to eat a sweetened 
chicken stew, which upon crossing the 
Atlantic—and the Andes—was recreated 
into two dishes: one savory with Peruvi-
an peppers (ají de gallina) and the other, 
probably the most beloved sweet for all 
of Latin America (manjar blanco, man-
jar, dulce de leche, arequipe…). And thus 
was created the most important ingredi-
ent in a dessert greatly favored by this 
author and Paddington Bear, the alfa-
jor. Both Paddington and I miss these 
heavenly morsels when far away from 
South America; Paddington Bear was, of 
course, from “deepest, darkest Peru.” 

Sixty percent of Peru’s land is jungle, 
alas far from Lima. Yet the students and I 
devoured its fare—juanes (tamales made 
with rice, no relation to the Colombian 
singer) and lulo, camu camu, aguaje and 
other fruits—at markets and at the Cor-
don Bleu this past January. Paiche, the 
largest freshwater fish in South America 
and chonta salad (heart of palm, cut into 
long noodle-like ribbons) are fortunately 

also found at elegant tables in Lima, as 
well. And as chef Pedro Miguel Schiaffi-
no continues to demonstrate, the cuisine 
of the rainforest is healthy, abundant, 
and still mysterious, including a variety 
of fish, three times that of the species in 
the Atlantic.

finally
I once listened to a university professor 
and a bus driver engage in an hour-long 
conversation about varying ingredients 
and preparations of arroz con pato, 
as well as their favorite fruits from the 
jungle. One evening I heard a waiter 
become impatient, in a sort of maternal 
way, with some foreign clients who fre-
quented the restaurant and would only 
order one or two dishes on the menu, 
when “Peru had so much more to offer.” 
I was constantly reminded of the 2,500 
types of potatoes grown in Peru… In my 
attempts to escape the topic of food, I 
went to bookstores, the theater or the 
movies, walking the city (not a popular 
activity in Lima), and often saw fathers 
and sons playing soccer on city streets. 
Peru, it was explained to me, is a very 
fútbol-focused society, but the fans are 
always frustrated, and thus prefer to talk 
about their cuisine, which always wins…

Yet, wherever I went, with students 
or alone, the greeting and farewells were 
always the same: Gracias por escoger 
nuestro país. Gracias por la visita y su 
interés en el Perú. Gracias.

And although neither ceviche nor 
alfajores are part of my earliest culinary 
memory, as might be open-faced sand-
wiches or red berry pudding, the Peru-
vian delicacies now evoke recent experi-
ences, new friends, lexicon, flavors and 
aromas. Yet sadly, as with the dishes of 
my past, these are also quite authenti-
cally inimitable. So a return to Lima, 
whether grey or sunny, will always be at 
the top of my wish list. 

Johanna Damgaard Liander AB ’78, 
Ph.D. ‘87 has just completed her 25th 
year as Senior Preceptor in Romance 
Languages and Literatures at Harvard 
University.
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we Peruvians love Potatoes. not only be-

cause we can claim the origins of the tu-
ber here in the Andes, and because we 
have more than 2,000 varieties, but also 
because they are part of our daily lives 
—and tables. The Peruvian gastronomic 
boom of the last few years has highlight-
ed local ingredients that make our food 
so delicious—including native potatoes. 
But along with the attention that these 
tubers have received, we have forgotten 
about the most ordinary varieties of pota-
toes: those white potatoes we use to make 
the French fries we eat with the very fa-
mous pollo a la brasa (Peruvian rotisserie 
chicken). Those are the ones that concern 
me in this text and in my dissertation ex-
plorations in the Central Andes. 

It’s harvest time in the Peruvian Cen-
tral Highlands and the small city of Jauja 
looks especially agitated these days. Trad-
ers from many different places come here 
to buy potatoes and seed potato. Drivers 

wait with their trucks to receive orders 
to bring loads of potatoes to Lima or 
elsewhere. Every morning, while I walk 
with my abuelito on the streets of Jau-
ja, we run into people who respectfully 
greet him and ask what he is harvesting. 
Knowing his produce is well valued, he 
is sometimes elusive and doesn’t want to 
give too much information. He knows he 
really doesn’t need to advertise his pota-
toes. People often offer him advance cash 
to make sure he sells them his produce, 
and he usually replies: “We’ll see when I 
have the potatoes.”

Edwin is buying seed potatoes for 
his sister who has lands in Huánuco, 
a city on the way to the Amazon. He is 
in Jauja only for a few days; his stall in 
the Wholesale Market in Santa Anita, 
Lima, cannot be left abandoned for too 
long. Enrique comes to the chacra (the 
fields) to check out the seed potatoes and 
hopes my abuelito sells him 30 tons that 

he will plant in a few weeks in Barranca, 
a northern city on the coast, a few hours 
from Lima. Don Manuel has some lands 
in the Mantaro Valley but also buys pota-
toes that his daughter sells in Iquitos, 
the main city in the Amazon. Potatoes 
take around eight days—by roads and 
river—to get to their final destination. A 
fellow nicknamed Loro (parrot) works as 
an intermediary; he introduces potential 
buyers to my abuelito and makes sure the 
transaction is successful. He also receives 
specific requests of seed potatoes and 
goes over the chacras on his motorcycle 
to fulfill them. 

Nati has been working with my 
abuelito for more than forty years, ever 
since she came from Huancavelica with 
her family; all of her seven children have 
grown up at the chacra. She knows pota-

Potatoes!
Searching for Family roots in the Peruvian Andes 
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toes as no one else does and my abuelito 
trusts her to keep an eye on the other 
workers. While chewing coca leaves, 
she tells me old and new gossip about 
my relatives, stories about potatoes, and 
explains how to protect myself from 
strange characters that appear during 
the night. Maxi—who has a swindler’s 
smile—jokes with me in Quechua, ask-
ing me to steal some coca leaves from my 
abuelito for her; she also tells him that 

she will no longer come to work with 
him if he keeps being so grumpy. Vivi-
ana is younger and more quiet, she has 
two girls and her own lands that her hus-
band works; their main crop is passion 
fruit. Olga, Viviana’s cousin, has become 
one of my best friends at the chacra; 
she is always smiling and ready to make 
jokes. Sometimes she decides to speak to 
me exclusively in Quechua, and laughs 
at me when I don’t understand what 

she says, but later explains what she has 
said. Her Wanka Quechua is different 
from the one I learned a few years ago in 
the southern Andes. 

I’ve been living in Huancayo—the 
main city in the Peruvian Central High-
lands, 45 minutes from Jauja—for the 
past six months, doing dissertation field-
work. But unlike most of the anthropolo-
gists, for whom doing fieldwork means 
learning a different language and facing 
the challenge of being away from home, 
for me fieldwork has meant returning 
home. Well, not exactly. Although both 
of my parents were born in the Central 
Highlands, they left for Lima to start 
college and established their lives in the 
capital city. A few months ago, I decided 
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to come back where I had never lived 
before. Coming back was a symbolic 
return more than a real one. My academ-
ic interests were tied together with the 
exploration of my family history and my 
abuelito would be one of the main char-
acters in my dissertation story. 

Although quinoa has replaced pota-
toes in a lot of fields in the region, the lat-
ter is still the main crop. However, these 
are not the same potatoes my abuelito 
sowed when he first started working in 
the fields. In 1954, my abuelito and his 
brother decided to rent some lands, buy 
some seed potatoes and start planting 
them for commercial purposes. They 
were not the only ones with such ideas. 
Along with them, other people also 
decided to embark in the venture of leav-
ing their status as peasants to become 
commercial farmers. Things were not 
easy, but their hard work, the introduc-
tion of improved potato varieties, the 
increased demand in the demographi-
cally growing cities, among other factors, 
helped them to succeed in their venture 

and consolidate their development as 
commercial farmers. Now the improved 
potato varieties are the most common in 
Jauja: they are more resistant to plagues, 
produce up to 35 or 40 tons per hectare 
and fulfill the large demand of restau-
rants in Lima and elsewhere. 

Living together with my abuelito is 
not always easy; he’s often impatient 
and grumpy. And although I learn with 
him everyday, sometimes he just cannot 
understand how his urban granddaugh-
ter doesn’t understand too much about 
agriculture. Seated on a side of the cha-
cra, his wrinkled and shabby hands—
toilers for so many years spent in the 
fields—dig the soil and find some pota-
toes that he groups by size and quality. 
While doing so, he explains to me how to 
categorize them and shows me how some 
of them have been attacked by plagues, 
despite the pesticides he has used. “At 
least the harvest this year seems to be 
better than the last one,” he says, while 
burying the potatoes back under the soil. 

It’s late May and the rainy season 

doesn’t seem to end yet. Farmers com-
plain because humidity isn’t good for 
potatoes anymore and the rain doesn’t 
allow the tubers to dry. I’m also worried 
about my abuelito getting wet and sick 
with this weather. But I’ve also learned 
that it is often useless to try to convince 
him to change his daily routine, even 
though some days he wakes up very tired 
and doesn’t feel like going to work. And of 
course he’s tired; it’s now more than sixty 
years that he has been working the fields, 
sowing potatoes. But once he is in Jauja 
looking at his beautiful chacras, his fatigue 
seems to disappear and being 87 years old 
doesn’t seem to be an impediment to con-
tinue doing what he has always done. 

Tilsa Ponce is a Ph.D. candidate in  
the Anthropology Department at 
Harvard University. She is currently 
living in Huancayo, where she is doing 
fieldwork for her dissertation on potato 
farmers, social mobility and social 
change in the Peruvian Central  
Highlands since the 1950s. 
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i really enjoy Peruvian Food, as much as i 

like doing research related to it. The fact 
that in my country cooking crossed from 
being simply itself to becoming a politi-
cal and social phenomenon entices me 
intellectually. Indeed, there is a lot to 
say about the reasons that drove 80,000 
youth to attend Peru’s more than 80 cu-
linary schools, that catapulted chefs to 
fame and glory, that led the government 
to establish national days to celebrate lo-
cal specialties (ceviche, pollo a la brasa, 
and pisco sour), and that provided chef 
Gastón Acurio with a chance to become 
the country’s next president. However, 
less and less do I enjoy talking about Pe-
ruvian food with acquaintances, friends 
and relatives. What annoys me is the 
foodies’ arrogance and the almost reli-
gious passion with which they try to con-
vince me that Peruvian cuisine is now the 
best in the world, and, indirectly (I can 
feel it), urging me not to be critical of it 
in my comments. And I will not; food is 
never to blame. However, all of this in-
spires me to seek to understand and dis-
sect such a stunning enthusiasm about 
Peru’s “national food.”

Peruvians’ obsession with everything 
that has to do with “their” food manifests 
indeed in everyday expressions of nation-
al pride. Local media play a chief role 
in this, relating successful adventures 
in gastronomic entrepreneurship while 
building a sense of (food) community 
in which individual strengths become a 
public good. Indeed, the wide dissemina-
tion of flattering news about local heroes 
in toques follows a tendency that projects 
individual into national achievements, as 
in sport competitions. This way, Peruvi-
ans do not need to wait to celebrate the 
too infrequent goals of the country’s soc-
cer team. Instead, they puff their chests 

with every fancy restaurant opened by 
Peruvians in major cities—even if they 
could hardly enjoy one of these places—
such as Virgilio Martínez’s Central, Gas-
tón Acurio’s Astrid y Gastón, and Pedro 
Schiaffino’s Malabar, distinguished 
among the top restaurants of the world. 

The exaltation of an alleged unique-
ness, excellence and superiority of Peru-
vian cuisine has set the table for culi-
nary nationalism, hence, too, a climate 
of competition within which Peruvians 
are particularly confident, but always 
with a chance of turning chauvinist 
and unfriendly if someone openly dis-
likes the tastes venerated by nationals. 
Nobody is immune to the effects of culi-
nary nationalism as it takes form today 
in Peru. Not even reputed public figures 
are protected from the fervor of the most 
vindicatory and self-assigned custodians 
of Peruvian food: the common citizens. 
What better example than that of Iván 
Thays, who passed from being an inter-
nationally recognized Peruvian writer to 
becoming, in his own words, “the most 
hated person” in the country, only on 
account of sharing his personal, critical 
view of Peruvian food in his blog? Thays 
was vilified by many Internet users as a 
traitor to the country, as an anti-patriot, 
and also as a Chilean citizen (that, in 
this context, is merely an insult). Such 
a lynching revealed the dark side of 
a taken-for-granted benign national-
ism as well as the limits of the promo-
tion of national self-confidence. How-
ever, besides the pettiness of the attacks 
against Thays—taking place in a country 
where a man of letters is not precisely an 
influential leader of opinion—the media 
storm raised by the writer and Italian 
food-lover is useful to reveal how Peru-
vian cuisine is currently redefining the 

public understanding of the concepts of 
nation, identity and citizenship. 

Yet, and fortunately, Peruvians’ pride 
in their national cuisine is not mainly 
based on chauvinism and nationalism 
unleashed by mass media. I would argue 
instead that it stems primarily from 
longstanding knowledge and culinary 
awareness constantly updated by all 
practitioners (professionals or not), just 
as in the many other “culinary countries.” 
Advocates of Peruvian food may bolster 
their arguments by making reference to 
a complex culinary history that encom-
passes crops and practices resulting from 
the meeting of pre-colonial heritage 
with the legacy of centuries of immi-
gration from various parts of Europe, 
Asia and Africa. It made for a mélange 
of powerful, delicious spicy flavors, they 
may argue, and quite rightly. However, 
all this does not make Peruvian cuisine 
intrinsically better than other national 
cuisines. Cuisines and gastronomies, all 
of them, are built on subjective criteria 
of quality, authenticity and value: they 
are at once social constructions, market 
products, and ubiquitous topics in every-
day life—everyone has something to say 
about the pleasures of eating. In this 
sense, we might expect that the relative 
importance of a particular food trend, be 
it purely a chef ’s invention or a national 
cuisine, rises and falls over time. At least 
this is the feeling that I had when I read 
in newspapers and magazines that Peru-
vian cuisine is the “Next Big Thing”: 
there will always be a next one… 

I therefore propose to think of the rise 
of Peruvian cuisine in relation to a vari-
ety of historical, cultural and economic 
factors—not all of them directly related 
to food—rather than to a supposed culi-
nary essence that leaves room to subjec-

Dismantling the Boom  
of Peruvian Cuisine
From the Plate to gastro-Politics By rAúL MAttA
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tive evaluations and to the formation of 
myths. So, and without wishing to spoil 
the fun of many of my co-nationals, I will 
attempt a short sociological explanation 
of the gastronomic boom based on facts 
rather than on emotions.

First of all, what is known as the “Peru-
vian gastronomic revolution” cannot be 
dissociated from recent changes in Peru’s 
society and politics. Not long ago, the 
country was not particularly attractive 
to visit. The 1980s and 90s were times 
of civil war and economic crisis. Now the 
war is ended, tourism is strong and so is 
the economy. A decade of continued eco-
nomic growth increased the purchasing 
power in the main cities, principally in 
the capital, and placed Peru as an emer-
gent actor on the global scale. In such a 
context, the interest in gastronomy, one 
expanding aspect of urban economies, is 
anything but surprising.

These contextual factors matter as 
much as the changing trends in gas-
tronomic business models and activity 

worldwide. The incursion of Peruvian 
food from the domestic into the produc-
tive and public sphere was facilitated 
by the professionalization of cooking in 
Lima, both through the creation of occu-
pational associations and the increas-
ing attractiveness of gastronomy as a 
profession. The latter phenomenon is 

linked to the rise in the social recogni-
tion obtained by chefs during the 1970s 
and 80s in Europe and the United States, 
when leaders of French nouvelle cuisine 
and fusion cuisine, respectively, became 
heads of their own restaurants. From 
then on, the gastronomic business grew 
in importance as a key component of the 
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cultural industry, while cookery increas-
ingly gained respect. Although gastron-
omy has, over the years, become a highly 
competitive market in which compensa-
tion and reputation concentrate in a few 
top performers, chefs’ self-marketing 
strategies that made superstars of some 
have encouraged, in many places as in 
Peru, the opening of restaurants and an 
increase in publications, TV shows and 
culinary institutes. 

Old images of sweaty, grumpy and 
overweight restaurant cooks vanished, 
replaced by thin, fashionable and smart 
chefs: also gone was the notion of cook-
ery as a risky and harsh career, associ-
ated with subordinate, servile tasks. On 
the contrary, qualified culinary skills 
are now acknowledged as accomplish-
ing important social and economic 
functions. The commitment of young 
people to professional gastronomy was 
thus crucial to building the prominence 
of Peruvian cuisine as a legitimate cul-
tural field and as a profitable economic 
activity. The most visible leaders of the 
Peruvian gastronomic boom were (and 
still are) sons of well-off families who 
had the opportunity to receive European 
and North American culinary training 
during the 1990s. Even though some of 
them had to overcome parental resis-
tance (Acurio’s story is very well known), 
the diversification of sources of social 
prestige among the very conservative 
Peruvian upper class was already under-
way: Lima’s elite finally understood that 
in the modern world, prestige could be 
more easily reached by becoming media 
personalities rather than by sticking to 
anachronistic imperatives of distinction. 
The social background of these young 
cooks was, however, crucial for them 
to become elite chefs, since it allowed 
them to speak with authority about 
their revisitations of Peruvian cuisine. 
Indeed, they have not had to face social 
or cultural barriers when they addressed 
novel creations, unconventional native 
ingredients and stylistically daring 
tours de force to their clients (and social 
peers): family background softened the 
task and avoided suspicions. Therefore, 

it would be not unfair to say that their 
first successes were equally due to their 
individual skills and their privileged 
social positions. 

Technical knowledge, local biodiver-
sity and the ability of traditional elites 
to invoke their privileges in changing 
contexts combined to allow local foodies 
to vaunt the diversity and versatility of 
Peruvian cuisine. Key in this endeavor 
is the use of native Andean and Ama-
zonian food and ingredients. Elite chefs 
constantly re-appropriate and re-signi-
fy long-marginalized indigenous food 
items within gastronomic techniques 
and discourses—but in doing so they 
displace indigenous knowledge. In other 
words, these highly trained profession-
als translate local, traditional or remote 
culinary knowledge into high, cosmopol-
itan canons. That way, items kept away 
from elite tables since ancient times, 
such as guinea pig, paiche, arracacha or 
cushuro, obtain a higher status. Native 
food gentrification is achieved in steps: 
first by removing an item from any prior 
context—thus neutralizing its indig-
enous and lower-class characteristics—
then by identifying some of its desirable 
attributes and, finally, by connecting it 
with elements from other culinary cul-
tures, in particular those which already 
enjoy global recognition. It is all about 
neutralizing a “negative exoticism” with 
the aim of proposing, afterwards, a “pos-
itive exoticism.” That is how Peruvian 
cuisine moved into a broader dimension, 
nourished national and international 
expectations and encouraged vocations. 
And so it boomed.

Celebrating others’ successes is not 
bad; it could certainly be inspiring. 
But does the good that is happening to 
a certain number of cooks really jus-
tify the elevation of one type of cuisine 
over others and, furthermore, serve to 
inspire national pride? I find this ques-
tion pertinent since some Peruvian top 
chefs do not necessarily attribute the 
dishes they serve to Peruvian cuisine; 
they prefer to say that they offer “dishes 
with personality.” So how has “national” 
cuisine become so central in the life of 

Peruvians? My explanation is that when 
the gastronomic boom struck a decade 
ago, Peruvian cuisine suddenly joined 
Machu Picchu as a “destination,” since 
cuisine also has the capacity to involve 
people with a country on a sensory level 
and to attract tourist dollars. Indeed, in 
a world that promotes multiculturalism 
and markets ethnic identities, food has 
become an avenue for societies aspir-
ing to gain international visibility and 
economic capitalization. To such ends, 
state and private actors such as the 
Ministry of Culture, trade unions and 
entrepreneurs used the appeal of Peru-
vian cuisine as a means to enhance the 
country’s reputation and foster business. 
Food then burst into the political arena 
in ways whose social consequences have 
yet to be determined. Actors from dif-
ferent sectors now commit to imple-
menting food-related economic and 
social initiatives. Trade unions promote 
restaurant creation abroad and sup-
port the modernization of traditional 
agricultural production to compete in 
global markets. Celebrity chefs show-
case native ingredients while moving 
up in the rankings of top creative chefs. 
Meanwhile, diplomatic efforts are made 
for Peruvian cuisine to be listed by 
UNESCO as Intangible Cultural Heri-
tage of Humanity. 

In just over a decade, Peru has become 
a food nation. But the implications of 
this phenomenon extend far beyond the 
plate. After celebration, it is time now to 
get closer to the many concerns that the 
gastronomic boom has raised in order to 
turn triumphalism into a real triumph to 
be proud of.

Raúl Matta is principal investigator at 
the University of Göttingen (Germany) 
in the framework of the DFG Project 
“Food as Cultural Heritage.” He holds a 
Ph.D. in Sociology from the University 
of Paris – Sorbonne Nouvelle (IHEAL). 
His research interests, reflected in vari-
ous journal articles and book chapters, 
include food studies, heritage studies, 
and urban sociology. He is co-editor of 
the journal Anthropology of Food.
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Peru is immersed in a new wave oF caPital-

ist modernization; its market has expand-
ed in an extraordinary fashion and social 
mobility is now possible. However, we are 
still far from conceptualizing ourselves as 
a nation or an imagined community, to 
use Benedict Anderson’s famous phrase: 
we still do not perceive ourselves as a col-
lective of citizens all equal under the law 
with the same rights and responsibilities. 

Something remains of an old history 
that does not manage to lose its grip, 
that is repeated over and over again in a 
karmic fashion and continues to play an 
important role in our society. Although 
a new era is emerging in which Peru is 
governed by the middle classes, the old 
vices of extreme inequality arise all too 
often in the interaction among Peruvi-
ans, including tutelary practices, tradi-

tional or reverse racism and the mania 
to create hierarchies. 

As a part of a larger research proj-
ect, we seek to look at the way in which 
contemporary art recognizes these fail-
ures, concentrating on just four of the 
many artists who try to show things that 
our daily inertia makes invisible. Our 
unimagined communities. 

The works of art we look at show an 

Colonial Shadows
obstacles For imagining Community By guStAvo Buntinx AnD víCtor viCh

ART COuRTESy Of guSTAvO BuNTINx
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awareness of the huge gaps that impede 
the construction of more just relations 
among Peruvians. Through the use of dif-
ferent aesthetic resources, these works 
reveal what is evident but often denied 
in the emotional and political registers 
of everyday life: those hidden colonial 
shadows that threaten the most recent 
liberation of our vehement and legiti-
mate (post)modernity. Ominous remains 

of a traditional past—remnants of an old 
order that still keeps alive within us. 

Sometimes these works are marked 
by profound ambivalence, a reflection 
also of a certain social indefinition expe-
rienced by many artists. The subject of 
domestic employment is in this sense inci-
sive, because of the intimacy—even the 
affective intimacy—with which servants 
embody differences in social class. The 

emotive portraits of his parents’ servants 
that Moico Yaker created in 1998 show 
an anguished personal testimony and 
a loving symbolic reparation: although 
small, all of the paintings are framed in 

Left: el chofer (the chauffeur) from the 

series "La tuya, la mía, la nuestra" by moico 

Yaker, 1998; right: adriana tomatis Souver-

bielle's Estudio de color I (La otra), 2006, 

colección Joseph firbas
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embossed silver, the repujado technique 
whose colonial overtones today conjure up 
images of sentimental or religious devo-
tion. These connotations are also present 
in the distinctiveness of the servants, and 
each of their tasks is portrayed as a partic-
ular attribute, similar to the way the Chris-
tian saints were identified in viceroyal 
paintings by the instruments of their mar-
tyrdom. The waiter stands with the napkin 
on his arm; the chauffeur sadly shows off 
an automobile that is not his own. And the 
laundrywoman is immersed in a huge vat 
whose dirty waters seem to have washed 
her features half off. 

In contrast to these unique images, 
diminutive but individualized with first 
and last names, between 2006 and 2008 
Adriana Tomatis reinterpreted in huge 
paintings the uniformed anonymity of 
the nannies, sometimes accompanied 
by the children under their care. A com-
plex rendering of plastic and conceptual 
modes, underscored by disturbing titles 
such as Prueba de color (Proof of Color) 
or Blanco sobre blanco (White on White). 
Or indeed La otra (The Other), an 
explicit reference to photographer Nata-
lia Iguíñiz’s series on the same theme. 

Tomatis is also the creator of Panic 
Room (2009-2013), a caustic sequence 
of drawings and watercolors that depict, 
in an architectural fashion, the omnipres-
ent and somewhat shoddy booths set up 
for hired security all over Lima; our great 
capital city that is pathetically unprotect-
ed by the incompetent and corrupt police 
force, and by the state apparatus in gener-
al. It is this precariousness that her draw-
ings ironize, with a sharpness in counter-
point to the beauty of plastic expression.

For some months now, Eliana Otta 
has opted for the opposite formal strat-
egy. She treats the same issues through a 
series of eight photos that are deliberate-
ly insipid: barely registered dull images 
of the worn-out seats that hired guards 
are provided with in the frightened 
middle-class neighborhoods. They are 

Left, top and bottom: Untitled works by 

eliana otta from the series "Señores de la 

intemperie," (Lords of the elements) 2013
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a vestige of common household items, 
a domesticity that now pervades public 
space and politically impacts us through 
the scenes depicted in these photos. 
These chairs—old, broken, uncomfort-
able—slowly reveal themselves to us as 
a moving attempt to fill the gap left by 
the state, but they also provide additional 
evidence of the precariousness of work, 
of still lamentable conditions in some 
contexts of our recent prosperity. The 
title could (almost) say it all: Señores de 
la intemperie—Lords of the Elements.

But all this is achieved not by repre-
senting individuals, but rather the tools 
of the work that defines them. These off-
center images reject the current popular 
aesthetic, reminiscent of advertising, that 
“includes” working-class figures in almost 
postcard style. On the contrary, in Otta’s 
(and Tomatis’) images, the subject—the 
figure of the security guard—does not 
appear anywhere, and we must face the 
disturbing nature of pure objects. These 
chairs—the kind that we would never 
find inside one of the houses they guard—
speak for themselves. And they speak of 
a hidden or minimized hegemony: the 
instability the political order generates 
and which, at the same time, paradoxi-
cally sustains it. And more: the uncom-

fortable manner in which some of these 
guards are still situated, like vassals on the 
borders of the modernizing process itself. 

Two impressive photos by Roberto 
Huarcaya focus on these and other bor-
ders in the most explicit way possible, 
but not less poetic because of that. A 
panoramic format and extremely oblong 
image contribute to the poetic sense, but 
also to the deficient horizontality in Peru-
vian society. The decisive element in both 
photographs is the central and dividing 
axis marking the center of the composi-
tion. The first image (2009) depicts a 
dock that separates, like a virtual wall, the 
exclusive beach of the Regatas Club from 
the popular shores of Agua Dulce and 
Pescadores. In the second photograph 
(2011), we have a literal wall—indeed 
with barbed wire—that prevents people 
from the working-class neighborhood of 
Pamplona Alta from transiting near the 
gated Las Casuarinas condominiums. 

The borders are as symbolic as actu-
al. In spite of the undeniable economic 
mobility and increasing social movement, 
art works such as those discussed here 
insist that elements of inequity still per-
sist, the remnants of the great divisions 
and fractures that have constituted our 
society. The colonial mentality survives.

P.S. Pay special attention to the subtle 
punctum in Huarcaya’s virtual diptych. 
The secret punctum: the profile of a 
building appearing above the hills at the 
extreme right of the first photograph—
Playa pública/playa privada (Public 
Beach, Private Beach)—is where the pho-
tographer lives with his wife and children. 
Practically a beacon for the daily contem-
plation of the symmetric assymetries that 
the camera now registers in a reverse 
form. The artist’s vital gaze of unfolded 
creation, deconstructed through its own 
technological—and social—glance. 

Gustavo Buntinx is an art historian, 
critic and independent curator, and 
director of the Cultural Center of the Uni-
versidad Nacional Mayor de San Marcos 
(Peru). A graduate of Harvard Univer-
sity, where he studied History and Litera-
ture, he completed postgraduate studies 
at the Universidad de Buenos Aires.

Víctor Vich, a Peruvian writer, is a 
professor at the Pontificia Universidad 
Católica del Perú (PUCP) and researcher 
at the Instituto de Estudios Perua-
nos (IEP). He was the 2007-08 Santo 
Domingo Visiting Scholar at DRCLAS.

top: “Playa pública/playa privada” (Public Beach/Private Beach), 2009,  by roberto huarcaya  Bottom: “Pamplona casuarinas,” by roberto 

huarcaya, 2011 (micromuseo collection)
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inside underground Peruvian disco-

thèques, a duo known as Animal Chuki 
forms part of that sound inherent to the 
Latin American flavor and groove that 
they carry in their blood. In a hot room 
filled with rhythmic music that sweats 
clean and crisp jungle water, a thick at-
mosphere is enjoyed by a transnational 
youth that smokes porritos (herb) and 
dances. Later in the night, they walk out 
into the urban streets to eat anticuchos, 
heart of cattle, seasoned with special fla-
vors, and drink chicha morada, a rich 
punch made from purple corn. Grant 
C. Dull, aka El G, has been developing 
this Nu LatAm Sound at ZZK Records 
in neighboring Buenos Aires, Argentina, 
for the past five years.

When understanding the Nu LatAm 
Sound, El G believes “It is essential to 
look at what’s going on in modern-day 
Peru. Undergoing a sort of digital renais-
sance, the country’s rich tradition of 
cumbias and folklore are being trans-
formed by the newer generations with all 
the splendor and psychedelia that made 
Peru a focal point of new sounds in [the] 
60s, 70s and 80s.” 

Andrea Campos was inspired on bus 
rides from her home in San Isidro to the 
Universidad de Lima. Campos says, “A 
nanny in my house influenced me into 
listening to Peruvian music like Pin-
tura Roja and Anita Santibañes. As I 
got older, I jumped to electronic music 
by Diplo and Daft Punk. Through Ani-
mal Chuki, I am trying to relay a spiri-
tual message through this combination.” 
Upon graduating with a degree in com-
munications, Campos began to work 
by day at an advertising agency, DDB/
Fahrenheit, and at night she developed 
the second half of Animal Chuki. Now, at 
age 23, Campos develops the integrated 
graphics of the duo and helps to explore 
the cocktail of folk and electronic dance 

music that has become the signature 
sound of the band. 

Daniel Valle-Riestra, also 23, works 
in sound design for all types of audio-
visual projects from his home in La 
Molina miles from the city. A mellow but 
focused musician, Valle-Riestra devel-
oped a following on SoundCloud and 
was asked by El G to produce a remix for 
the Argentine artist, La Yegros. Valle-
Riestra says, “I am constantly searching 
for methods to make my living through 
my passion for music. Since working in 
office environments has not allowed me 
to grow as a person, I try to dedicate all 
my time and energy to music. When I 
heard La Yegros’ voice, I knew I wanted 
to join this effort.”

Remix: https://soundcloud.com/animal-

chuki/viene-de-mi-animal-chuki-remix

El G, a dandy and bon vivant, met 
with the group in Lima recently to dis-
cuss their future. They spoke at length 
in local cevicherías over chicharrón de 
pescado mixto, leche de tigre, helado de 
lúcuma and tuna sours. El G says that, 
“Tropical bass and digital cumbia seem 
to be sweeping the city of Lima right 
now. It is a community robust with 
exceptional music, food and libation.” 
He continues, “In Miraflores, we walked 
at night past ancient Incan huacas 
snuggled against modern lofts on quiet 
tree-lined streets. The coastline at Bar-
ranco and the Olivar Park in San Isidro 
are some of the nicest natural spots I’ve 
enjoyed in all of Latin America.”

Peru is just a part of the story. 
Ondatrópica and Quantic in Colombia 
are playing their part. Other members of 
The Nu LatAm Sound include La Yegros, 
Chancha via Circuito, Miss Bolivia, King 
Coya, El Remolón, Meridian Brothers, 
Frikstailers, Tremor, Bomba Estereo, 
Fauna, Super Guachin, Largatijeando 
and Douster. El G has been so inspired 

by the movement’s camaraderie that he 
is producing a series for television and a 
documentary film to document the era. 
Hashtagged as #TNLS (The Nu LatAm 
Sound), El G is collaborating with cre-
atives and investors to bring the project 
to film festivals worldwide.

Film Trailer: http://zzkrecords.com/
thenulatamsound/

In the foreword of Ted Mallon’s The 
Journey Toward Masterful Philanthro-
py, Jungian Bernice Hill writes, “I think 
of Ted’s journey as similar to that of 
Quechuan shamans in Peru. These brave 
souls, called alto misayogs, feel they 
have been ordered by the gods to go into 
the mountains to encounter lightning. 
If they are struck by this intense elec-
trical energy and survive, they believe 
they have undergone a profound initia-
tion. They return with certain powers, 
having communed with the gods. They 
bear, however, some essential message 
for the life and transformation of their 
community.” 

When I listen to Animal Chuki in the 
Intelatin sound studio in southern Cali-
fornia, I don’t stop to question whether 
alto misayogs exist or whether they 
chase lightning. I simply see them in my 
mind, returning home to the Andes and 
playing Animal Chuki while they dance 
in the sun.

An Intelatin sampler of #TNLS: http://bit.

ly/1nHxEWG

Sergio C. Muñoz is a Mexican artist 
working in the surf culture of southern 
California at Intelatin. His latest  
project is called Gamma Rae in the 
Americas. It is crafted for the benefit of 
DACA Dreamers in the USA. Twitter:  
@Intelatin

Link for Gamma Rae in the Americas: http://

bit.ly/17kO93G

the nu LatAm Sound 
Dancing in the Sun with Animal Chuki By Sergio C. Muñoz
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institutionalizing the  
Lima Museum of Art
give and you Shall receive By MAtthew BirD

juan carlos verme’s connection to the 

Lima Museum of Art (MALI) began in 
1988 when, at the age of 23, he returned 
to his native Peru from Switzerland, 
where he spent most of his childhood. As 
an adolescent in Zurich, he discovered 
the Kunsthaus and went weekly to see the 
medieval, modern and contemporary art 
exhibits. But in Lima, then beset by ris-

ing hyperinflation and a worsening guer-
rilla war, cultural outlets were sparse. “It 
was a horrible year for Peru,” Verme said. 
“When I came there were few options, 
but one of the things I did find was this 
building called the Lima Museum of Art, 
where they screened classic films.” Twice 
a week he sought refuge in the works of 
Kaurismaki, Fellini and others.

A group of Peruvian intellectuals and 
businessmen founded the museum in 
1954, using a model similar to the “dar-
ing ladies” who created New York’s Muse-
um of Modern Art (MoMA) more than 
two decades earlier. But instead of Abby 
Aldrich Rockefeller and her friends, it 
was the Prados—influential in banking 
and political circles—and their colleagues 

PHOTO COuRTESy Of MALI
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who led the organization’s creation. The 
founding trustees convinced the munici-
pal government to provide a subsidy 
and cede use of a neo-Renaissance style 
structure built for an 1872 international 
exposition, while the initial collection 
consisted of work by Carlos Baca-Flor, 
a Peruvian portrait artist whose iconic 
turn-of-the-century painting of J.P. Mor-
gan already hung in MoMA. A handful 
of donations trickled in until 1960 when, 
with Manuel Prado as President for the 
second time, the family donated nearly 
6,000 works representing 3,000 years of 
history, from pre-Columbian ceramics to 
colonial silver and Republican-era paint-
ings, thus defining the museum’s pan-
oramic commitment. 

Though the Prado donation defined 
the museum’s take on the past, its future 
was uncertain. In 1968, General Juan 
Velasco Alvarado led a military coup, 
which sought to restructure Peruvian 
society through nationalizations and 
land reforms intended to weaken the 
country’s richest families, including the 
emblematic Prados. Many of the muse-
um’s patrons left the country during this 
period, initiating a three-decade process 
of general out-migration—of rich and 
poor. Verme’s family moved to Switzer-
land, where his mother had roots. 

As an organization supported by an 
already weak philanthropic culture, the 
museum lost its biggest supporters and 
starved for funds during the military’s 
rule. To cover deficits, it began offering 
art classes. The democratic transition in 
1980 was supposed to augur a period of 
stability and growth, but it was the oppo-
site. On election day, the Shining Path, 
until then an unknown Maoist guerrilla 
group, bombed a ballot box in a remote 
Andean village. The violence quickly 
spread. By the time Verme returned to 
Peru, the insurgency and hyperinflation 
had entered its worst period. 

Bombs exploded daily, causing power 
outages and water shortages, but the 
museum’s collection remained on show 
and film screenings and art classes con-
tinued. By then 50,000 people enrolled 
annually in the courses, seeking refuge 

while keeping the institution financially 
afloat. Even then Verme believed in the 
museum’s potential. “The museum is 
a community service, built to nourish,” 
Verme said. “But people also nurture 
the museum.” He compared it with the 
Kunsthaus in Zurich. “Why can’t MALI 
be like it or better?” he asked at the time. 
“Not in the sense of having a better col-
lection but using the platform as a place 
for showing Peruvian culture. Peru has 
one of the best collections of historic art 
in South America but not the best art 
museums. What is lacking is the infra-
structure to show the collections.” Others 
Verme had yet to meet shared his vision.

When she was a child, Natalia Majluf ’s 
family traveled throughout Peru, visiting 
archaeological sites and museums. Eager 
to study abroad, she eventually majored 
in art history at Boston College. In 1988, 
while home during a break, she volun-
teered at the museum—at the same time 
that Verme attended film screenings, 
although the two did not meet. In 1995, 
Majluf returned to Peru for good with a 
doctorate in art history from the Univer-
sity of Texas, Austin. 

Much like Peru as a whole in the 
1990s, the museum began to pull itself 
out of crisis. Alberto Fujimori had 
become president, implementing a pain-
ful economic shock program and crack-
ing down on the insurgents. In 1992, 
the Shining Path’s rebel leader, Abimael 
Guzmán, was captured and Fujimori 
closed Congress and rewrote the con-
stitution. And in 1993, Walter Piazza, a 
construction company executive, became 
the museum’s new president.

Piazza sought to resurrect an institu-
tion that had suffered in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s and began by bringing in new 
people who could infuse needed energy. In 
1995, he interviewed Majluf, then just 28 
years old but already tough-minded, and 
hired her as the chief curator. “I thought 
I was going to be an academic, but I was 
here and thought to myself, ‘Well, let’s 
make the effort to see if we can do some-
thing,’” Majluf said. “I always thought this 
place had potential: beautiful building, 
well located, private museum.” 

The museum began to flourish under 
Piazza’s leadership. “People returned to 
the museum. Before they didn’t even 
know where it was,” Majluf said. “The 
truth is we began to do good, intense 
work and things started to happen.”

The museum launched exhibitions as 
well as infrastructure and funding initia-
tives, including an “Amigos del Museo” 
membership program and an annual art 
auction. The latter became the “place 
to be” one day out of the year in Lima. 
Donations remained of vital importance, 
yet a philanthropic culture still did not 
exist. Contributions came mainly from 
businesses at that point. But Piazza also 
understood the importance of diversifi-
cation and reached out to a broad base. 
“Walter’s strategy was to ask for a little 
from a lot of people,” Majluf said. “He also 
began to involve younger people,” like 
Juan Carlos Verme, Nicolás Kecskemethy 
and Armando Andrade.

Kecskemethy left his native Peru in 
the early 1970s for Germany, where he 
completed a doctorate in biochemistry 
and started an academic career before 
entering the private sector and marry-
ing an artist. After returning to Lima in 
1994, Piazza asked Kecskemethy to lead 
the museum’s auction committee, which 
he did for six years before passing the 
mantle on to Armando Andrade, presi-
dent of a Peruvian advertising agency. 
Andrade’s passion had been in collecting 
ever since he bought a pre-Columbian 
Chancay ceramic for the same price as 
a chocolate bar at the age of 18. At one 
point, he hoped to study art at the Sor-
bonne after winning a scholarship, but 
his father rejected the idea.

The new generation of museum lead-
ership had a lot in common. All were 
young, loved art and believed in the 
museum’s institutional importance for 
society. “There are only ten countries 
in the world with millennial histories, 
and one is Peru,” Andrade said. “We are 
conscious of this debt.” Yet between debt 
and aspiration lay an institutional abyss, 
which appeared whenever Peru entered 
its next crisis. 

Instability returned in the late 1990s 
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and early 2000s with a protracted politi-
cal and economic crisis. Piazza’s firm 
suffered, diverting his attention away 
from the museum, just as its financ-
ing sources dried up. The museum’s 
employees, including Majluf, went for 
extended periods without paychecks 
and the most basic utility bills fell into 
arrears, sparking a debate over the insti-
tution’s direction: Should it continue its 
focus on being a panoramic repository 
of Peruvian art or should it find ways to 
build a larger audience and shore up its 
finances? Should it maintain (what crit-
ics considered) its “highbrow” approach 
or should it lower its standards? Should 
it continue to organize textile exhibitions 
that struggled to garner wide interest or 
should it exhibit items like football uni-
forms from outside its collection? These 
questions thrust the museum into an 
institutional crisis so severe that, at one 
point, it went through seven managing 
directors in a single year.

Majluf, frustrated, considered leav-
ing. “In 2002, I went to Walter and told 
him that I thought the museum was los-
ing its original vision,” she said. Piazza 
eventually requested a proposal from 
Jesús Zamora, head of a private invest-
ment fund, and Verme, then chairman 
of a leading real estate company. By 
heeding their advice to expand the num-
ber of trustees and to charge a monthly 
membership fee, Piazza reaffirmed the 
museum’s institutional commitments 
and filled short-term funding gaps. After 
12 years as president, he also concluded 
it was time to pass the torch. In 2005, 
Verme assumed Piazza’s role. 

Verme proceeded to expand the num-
ber of trustees over the next two years by 
more than in the previous two decades 
combined, widening the museum’s sup-
port networks in the process. Art classes 
and the auction remained the central 
sources of financing. First-floor architec-
tural renovations, initiated under Piazza 
and driven forward by Majluf, enabled 
the museum to host international exhibi-
tions, from Peru’s Mario Testino to Ger-
many’s Gerhard Richter, though the red 
tape associated with importing art or 

repatriating works was another story.
With Verme, a focus on quality pre-

vailed and the museum’s leadership 
formed two acquisition committees, one 
for historical and one for contemporary 
art. “It was clear to us that we had to keep 
collecting because there were holes to 
fill in the collection,” Andrade explained. 
The trustees were aggressive and took 
risks, becoming one of a handful of Latin 
American institutions actively acquiring 
contemporary art, competing head-to-
head with international museums and 
private buyers. “If we don’t buy today, 
we can’t buy later because the relevant, 
historic pieces simply disappear. For 
example, if you want to access materi-
als from César Moro, you have to go to 
the Getty, who bought almost his entire 
archive,” Andrade said. “Situations like 
that cannot happen again.” The trustees 
created mechanisms allowing members 
to purchase the items in order to take 
them off the market and resell them to 
the museum once funds were raised. In 
other cases, they took out loans, hoping 
to find future donors. “We take risks but 
in the end someone always steps up,” said 
Osvaldo Sándoval, a trustee. 

The museum has appeared on inter-
national exhibition circuits and its 
brand—rechristened as “MALI” during 
this period—become synonymous with 
prestige domestically and quality inter-
nationally. Leaders represent MALI in 
global events and Verme has assumed a 
position in the international art world, 
serving as a member of the Tate Modern 
Latin American acquisitions commit-
tee and a founding patron of the Reina 
Sofía Museum Foundation. MALI’s day-
to-day operations have received a boost, 
too, after museum leadership began to 
streamline finances and hire managers 
with marketing backgrounds from lead-
ing companies, in order to profession-
alize the organization. Peru’s decade of 
unprecedented growth also helped. 

But struggles continue. Despite the 
best efforts of Majluf, María Teresa Nor-
mand and Flavio Calda, the latter two as 
general managers from 2009 to the pres-
ent, the museum still has not managed to 

open its second floor, slated for its per-
manent collection. Since the government 
owns the building, renovations were sub-
ject to public management and have been 
mired in years of red tape. Meanwhile, 
the works sit in warehouses. “We’re a 
crippled museum,” Majluf said. “We can’t 
show our main collection. If we could 
have administered the work ourselves the 
space would be open.” 

Other institutional barriers persist. 
Although the country’s philanthropic 
culture is slowly changing with the cre-
ation of new wealth, the tax code still 
does not give incentives for philanthrop-
ic giving by individuals or companies. 
And despite lobbying efforts, museum 
leaders couldn’t convince lawmakers to 
change the laws.

MALI’s cycles of success and crisis 
have paralleled Peru’s fortunes. But can 
the museum eventually achieve what 
the country has struggled to create: an 
institution—the values, norms, and rules 
that give meaning to action and provide 
social stability? While weathering cri-
ses, MALI has managed to reaffirm its 
underlying commitments. But full insti-
tutionalization requires creating values, 
norms, and rules that are deeper and 
more sacred than the individuals pro-
fessing or following them. Can MALI 
become more than its network of com-
mitted patrons and fully serve society? 
Can it become a model of institutional-
ization for Peru? If it does, then in the 
end those that gave will have received. 
“It is a strange feeling,” Verme said. “I 
never imagined that being so altruistic, 
seeking to create something more than 
you, that gives to others, to your coun-
try, can in the end become so egotistical 
because of how gratifying it is to give.”

Matthew Bird is a professor in the 
Graduate School at the Universidad 
del Pacífico in Lima, Peru and former 
Research Director for the Harvard 
Advanced Leadership Initiative. His 
research explores “the art” of harvesting 
local cultural solutions to shared social 
problems. He can be reached at bird_
md@up.edu.pe.
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Dante and Virgil
In José Antonio Mazzotti’s poem, “dante y virgilio bajan por el 
infierno,” included in his second book of poetry, fierro curvo (Órbita 
Poética) (1985), references to classical mythology, literary language, 
along with the inclusion of informal slang serve to draw a stark pic-
ture of the unease felt by the young poets of 1980s Peru in the midst 
of their country’s violent breakdown. from its very title, the poem es-
tablishes an important intertextuality. To a certain extent, it is about a 
palimpsest in the sense that gérard genette lent the term in his book 
palimpsests: Literature in the second Degree (1982). That is to say, it 
is about a reinscription on top of an earlier model. In this case, of the 

two modalities of reinscription that genette describes (palimpsest 
as imitation and palimpsest as transformation), Mazzotti has chosen 
transformation through dismantlement and reconstruction, giving 
the two characters an informal, even playful, manner of theatrical 
dialogue between two friends, which ends when virgil betrays dante 
by abandoning him in Hell (Peru). The dialectic between the Maestro 
(virgil) and the disciple (dante) is expressed through a polyphony 
that includes even the uncultivated language of street talk. This 
convergence produces a sense of parody, in the postmodern respect 
of the word as used by Linda Hutcheon (“the politics of postmodern 
parody”), in which the elements of the western canon are disassem-
bled in order to be reproduced as something changed, problematized 

the years 1980-1992 marked an elector-

al democracy in Peru; a period that 
is a parenthesis between two dicta-
torships, one military and the other 
civic-military—but a period strong-
ly affected by bloody civil conflict. 
Framing this democratic period, two 
new constitutions (in 1979 and 1993) 
actually took effect during two dicta-
torships. Political analysts, sociolo-
gists and journalists can help us un-
derstand this contradictory period. 
Poets, from their different perspective, 
examine the reality of political violence 
in a powerful way that transcends a mere 
thematic concern. 

Six Peruvian poets came on the scene 
as writers during the most difficult 
decades of our history, with 69,000 dead 
and thousands disappeared. I selected 41 
poems, defined by their direct or indirect 
relationship with the war. This in no way 
implies that the literary production of 
the six authors is limited to this histori-
cal period and to the context of political 
violence. Their work, both in theme and 
form, is diverse and varied. 

These poets are the “Three Trapped 
Tigers,” Raúl Mendizábal, José Antonio 
Mazzotti and Eduardo Chirinos, and 

the members of the group “Kloaka”: 
Domingo de Ramos, Róger Santiváñez 
and Dalmacia Ruiz-Rosas. All of them, 
born between 1956 and 1961, began to 
publish their first texts in Lima towards 
the end of the 1970s and the beginning 
of the 1980s. The six authors belonged to 
the erudite petite bourgeoisie; Mazzotti, 
Chirinos and Ruiz-Rosas came from 
residential neighborhoods in Lima and 
the Peruvian coast; Santiváñez and Men-
dizábal hailed from the small northern 
city of Piura and de Ramos from a village 
in the department (state) of Ica south of 
Lima. Their vision of the country was 

filtered through a geography histori-
cally associated with the Spanish colo-
nial tradition, rather than the Andean 
highlands or the Amazon jungle. Their 
sites of origin, more directly linked to 
Peru’s large western metropolis were 
also more influenced by a native mid-
dle class rather than a dominant elite. 

During the 1980s, these authors 
studied in two prestigious centers 
of learning: the Catholic University 
(PUCP) and the National University 

of San Marcos, while Mazzotti studied at 
both and served as a link between the two 
groups. The “Three Trapped Tigers” stud-
ied at the private Catholic University, and 
the “Kloaka” at the public San Marcos. 

These six poets had an active presence 
in “official” literary circuits, as I have dis-
cussed in my book Poesía y guerra inter-
na en el Perú (1980-1992), published 
last year (2013) in New York by Edwin 
Mellen Press. These were all professional 
poets or with aspirations to be such, con-
scious of both the Peruvian and western 
literary traditions, as evidenced by the 
references incorporated in their work. 
In Peruvian literary criticism, the “offi-
cial circuit” refers to a published body of 
work in refined Spanish that conforms to 

Six young Peruvian Poets
Making verse During times of Conflict By PAoLo De LiMA

"the three trapped tigers" are the Peruvian 

poets raúl mendizábel, José antonio  

mazzotti and eduardo chirinos.
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a western concept of literature, accept-
ed as the only valid form by the state 
ideological apparatus—that is, in school 
programs, universities, newspapers and 
publishing houses. It is “official” (in quo-
tation marks) not because it necessarily 
intersects with a given political program 
or government, but because it conforms 
to the system of the reigning cultural 
domination; what Swiss literary scholar 
Martin Lienhard called the prevalence of 
“cultural diglossia,” that is, a ranking that 
does not recognize the literary and even 
cultural validity of the vast oral literary 
production nor literary works in indig-
enous languages. 

Without simplifying the complex 
period 1980-1992, let’s look at the mile-
stone year of 1980 with its two events of 
crucial importance. One, the election of 
Fernando Belaúnde Terry (1980-1985) 
to the presidency, marked the return to 
constitutional democracy after twelve 
years of military dictatorship. This return 
had implications in the economic sphere, 
with the market opening to imports, 
reprivatization of industries, and the ini-
tial entry into the global economy. This 
economic opening coincided with the 
second event: the beginning of armed 
struggle by the Communist Party of Peru-
Shining Path that gave rise to a spiral of 
violence and the state’s response, with 
the subsequent “dirty war.” The begin-
ning of the Alberto Fujimori dictatorship 
in 1992 marked the end of this period. 
Fujimori was democratically elected in 

1990, but on April 5, 1992, conducted 
a “self-coup” with the support of the 
armed forces, with subsequent restric-
tions on individual liberties, justified by 
the government because of the capture of 
Shining Path leader Abimael Guzmán on 
September 12 of that year. 

Historian Alberto Flores Galindo, in 
a text written in 1987 but not published 
until 1999, nine years after his death, 
creates the metaphor of a pendulum to 
describe the period. This metaphor can 
help us understand with greater clar-
ity the democratic parenthesis between 
1980 and 1992. In his book La tradición 
autoritaria (The Authoritarian Tra-
dition), Flores Galindo observes that 
Peru’s republican history can be seen as 
“the movement of a pendulum in whose 
extremes are found civilians and the 
military, respectively synonymous with 
democracy and militarism.” However, 
during the period of political violence, 
“the image of the pendulum blurs, since 
in practice, civil and military became 
indistinguishable.” Why is it important 
to stress this image? Because it is at that 
moment that the six poets worked on 
their body of poems as the country tee-
tered within the rule of law, if somewhat 
blurred because of the fusion of the civil 
and military, the democratic and the dic-
tatorial. Their production arises within 
the context of a relative state of freedom 
of expression that, however, was co-opt-
ed by the state strategy of neutralizing 
radical dissident voices. With a sense of 

anguish and fear, therefore, these poets 
witnessed in a direct manner the dete-
rioration of civil society rapidly heading 
toward increased militarization. During 
this period of 1980-1992, in the midst of 
a democratically led nation, a large part 
of the territory was militarized, above all 
the Andean highlands, Peru’s vertebral 
column. Cities were subject to tight and 
indiscriminate control. 

The violence exercised both by the 
state’s repressive apparatus and the 
armed rebels, with variants such as 
ethnocide and genocide, is related to 
the “neoliberal air” that, in the cultural 
aspect of Fernando Belaúnde’s second 
period, was consistent with literary 
trends that seemed compatible with the 
economics of late—or multinational—
capitalism and the consequent liberation 
of imports. In the political arena, the face 
of the neoliberal state was revealed in 
its dirtiest dimensions. In the 41 poems 
I chose to include in my book, one can 
see signs of this feeling of unease and 
mistrust that arises in the 1980s and 
becomes much clearer and rebellious 
than in previous decades as it appears in 
the fresh vision and language of the new 
subjects of writing.

Paolo de Lima is a Peruvian poet 
who holds a doctorate in literature from  
the University of Ottawa. He is the 
author of Poesía y guerra interna en el 
Perú (1980-1992), Edwin Mellen Press, 
New York, 2013.

and contextualized, in this case within the Third world periphery. The 
Peru of the end of the 20th century, Mazzotti’s poem tells us, is not 
and cannot be the florence of the 14th century, although many of the 
elements of persecution and marginalization suffered by the great 
florentine poet would be reproduced in the new Peruvian context of 
the abuse of power. 

Political violence can be found transcribed in this poem through 
a series of signs both subtle and measured through the transposi-
tions of poetic language’s own connotative levels (“La sangre chorrea 
por las escaleras / y las almas como grumos / se cocinan”). In the 
epigraph, which is extracted, as one might expect, from The Divine 
comedy by dante Alighieri, the context of the allegory is laid out, 

mediated by a representation of repressive forces. The epigraph 
reads: “El lugar del descenso que nos toca / agrio es asaz, y el guar-
da allí presente.” As noted in the poem, the line belongs to Inferno, 
Canto xII, strophe 1. Specifically, this is the passage that introduces 
the entrance to the Seventh Circle, the Circle of those condemned for 
having committed acts of violence and, above all, tyranny. dante pro-
poses that all those who have committed atrocities (murder, torture 
and mutilation), by falling prey to anger, malice, or insanity, deserve 
to find themselves in such precincts, where the punishment is to boil 
forever in scalding water and lava. In Mazzotti’s poem, the Peruvian 
seventh circle of the civil war leaves no room for escape or consola-
tion, except, maybe, poetry itself.
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with more than sixty languages still in 

use, each with a rich oral tradition, it’s 
difficult to talk about a single national 
body of literature in Peru. From the start, 
the concepts of nation, modernity and 
literature have revealed more about the 
country’s social and cultural lack of in-
tegration than any reality desired by the 
critics and politicians who have sought 
to amalgamate and harmonize them to-
gether. “Official” Peruvian literature has 
always maintained an ambiguous and 
convoluted relationship with the idea of 
a modern nation. Ever since the triumph 
of the Enlightenment in the politics at 
the end of the 18th and beginning of the 
19th centuries, modern nationalism has 
emerged as a cultural device that has 
fed and been fed by the need to create 
a homogenizing state as a model rather 
than a moderator. But the reality is quite 
different and this can be witnessed by a 
short overview of the country’s immense 
literary richness. 

After independence from Spain in 
1821, an ethnic criollo identity—that of 
Peruvian-born descendants of Span-
iards—prevailed to the point that in leg-
islative and economic terms, the idea of 
“Peruvian citizenship” became more of a 
gesture of good will than a recognition 
of the profound cultural and economic 
differences among the heterogeneous 
inhabitants of the country. 

However, most literary critics today 
agree that it will no longer do to speak 
only of a single literary system in the 
country. There are at least three: the 
“official” literature, written in “educated” 
Spanish and published in traditional 
outlets such as books and genres derived 
from the European tradition; “popular” 
literature, also in Spanish, but transmit-
ted and circulated orally, that is gener-
ally anonymous and performative; and 
the great array of indigenous literatures, 

mainly in Quechua and Aymara, but also 
in the sixty other languages of the Peru-
vian Amazon. In general, this last system 
is a series of autonomous subsystems, 
generally through oral transmission, 
and often connected to specific contexts 
of collective ritual expression. However, 
important examples of written indig-
enous literature have also existed since 
colonial times. 

In spite of its cosmopolitan aspira-
tions, in the so-called traditional “offi-
cial Peruvian literature” the past and its 
traumas keep appearing as a constant 
revelation of a universe of multifari-
ous or formalized oral traditions which 
undergirds the shape of more canonic 
works. These two strands maintain 
a secret and subterranean dialogue. 
Because of this, the languages that con-
stitute the aesthetic world among the 
different social subjects of the Peruvian 
landscape underlie and penetrate the 
intellectual circles as well as the main 
trends, genres and works of the official 
tradition. Repressed orality constantly 
returns, to the point of contributing 
to the dynamic formal experimenta-
tion that some of the best known of our 
Spanish-speaking “national” authors 
have used in their work in the 20th and 
21st centuries. In view of the discursive 
tensions that have existed since 1532 
(the year in which the Spanish conquest 
began), it’s useful to look at some of the 
patterns that have set in since the Inca 
Garcilaso and Guaman Poma de Ayala 
in the 17th century to the modern works 
of César Vallejo, José María Arguedas, 
Mario Vargas Llosa, Oswaldo Reynoso 
and Miguel Gutiérrez, among others. 

incan insights
In my 1996 book, Coros mestizos del Inca 
Garcilaso, translated to English as Incan 
Insights, I investigated the traces of Cuz-

co court orality in the major work of Inca 
Garcilaso, his now classic Comentarios 
reales (1609). My book, which has the 
suspicious subtitle of “Andean Echoes,” 
alludes to the systems of existing forms 
of history-keeping (in more precise 
academic terms, historization) in the 
ancient Cuzco court and to the form in 
which that source most likely filtered into 
the prestigious historiographical writ-
ings of the late Renaissance, which Inca 
Garcilaso, in spite of being a mixed-race 
Peruvian and native Quechua speaker, 
dominated with perfect control of the 
language. Through historical poems of 
ritual diffusion destined to effect politi-
cal manipulation on the part of Inca rul-
ers, the Cuzco court remembered its past 
with perspective that was clearly meant 
to serve as an example. Neither epic nor 
theatre nor narrative nor religious cere-
mony, but rather all these and more, this 
discursive genre was first described by 
chroniclers like Pedro de Cieza de León 
and Juan Díez de Betanzos. These narra-
tives permit us to glimpse a sophisticat-
ed system of composition that used for-
mulas, repetitions and semantic fields 
that are all discernible in some way in 
the first edition of Comentarios reales in 
1609 through its style, punctuation and 
underlying symbolism.

Contemporary with Inca Garcilaso, 
the indigenous chronicler Guaman 
Poma de Ayala offered an extensive 
document to King Felipe III of Spain, 
describing the pre-Conquest order com-
pared to the rising disorder and carnage 
under the Spanish colonial regime. In 
his Nueva coronica y buen gobierno 
(1615), famous for the 404 accompany-
ing drawings, Guaman Poma, a chief 
from the Ayacucho region, explains in 
a Spanish heavily influenced by a Que-
chua subtext, all the internal knowledge 
of the Andean cultures that reconstructs 

Peruvian Literature
An elusive treasure By JoSé Antonio MAzzotti
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their world within the universal mon-
archy led by the king of Spain, but pro-
posing that local administration return 
to indigenous hands. Guaman Poma’s 
request is forceful, but ambiguous: he 
accepts Christianity and exalts the vir-
tues of the native population, but he 
rejects crossbreeding between indig-
enous and Spanish and racial mixing 
in general, thus denying an irreversible 
reality. In his long chronicle he inserts a 
number of passages and poems in Que-
chua, which makes the book profoundly 
heterogeneous. 

At the same time, in 17th-century 
Peru, the literary elite certainly took 
advantage of its privileged role and access 
to printing presses to use Inca Garcila-
so’s treatise to support its own political 
and economical interests. Starting with 
the extensive chronicles of Buenaven-
tura de Salinas, Antonio de la Calancha, 
Diego de Córdoba and many others, the 
demand for preference for criollos over 
Spaniards was legitimatized thanks 
to the assumption that the Peru-born 
descendants had a greater understand-
ing of the indigenous population and, 
paradoxically, thanks to the very purity 
of their own Spanish blood. According 
to their own accounts, nourished by the 
rich soil and mild climate of Lima, the 
Peruvian-born offspring of the Spaniards 
bore more resourceful and noble fruits 
than those of the peninsular nobility. 
Salinas praised the criollos, for example, 
in words that would become common 
as the century progressed, saying “They 
are all extremely sharp, lively, subtle, and 
profound in every genre of the sciences,” 
and that “the sky and climate of Peru 
waken them and ennoble them in spirit,” 
hence the Spanish nobility was improved 
upon through its Lima offspring. 

Thus, standing at the intellectual and 
hereditary pinnacle of the Viceroyalty, 
the criollos arranged the social land-
scape and sustained themselves with 
dubious arguments about their moral 
and biological superiority, rescuing 
from the Inca empire only its architec-
tural wonders and not giving credit for 
any moral stature of its descendants. So, 

while the Peruvian-born criollos distin-
guished themselves from the Spanish, 
they also distanced themselves from the 
surviving sectors of the Inca empire’s 
Cuzco nobility. 

the “inca renaissance”
What is called the “Inca Renaissance” 
ran parallel to the construction of a crio-
llo discourse concentrated in Lima and 
that would come in time to sustain a 
national Peruvian dualism, which would 
have its second gravitational axis in 
Cuzco. However, many criollos insisted 
on their role as the defenders and best 
interpreters for the indigenous popula-
tion, thus establishing an indigenous-
friendly tradition on their part that 
would survive until today. 

This apologist stance anticipates, 
by more than two hundred years, the 
defenses of the indigenous population 
that Flora Tristán, Manuel González 
Prada and Clorinda Matto de Turner 
would make under the aegis of 19th cen-
tury positivism. These defenses often 
repeated discursive stereotypes of colo-
nial origin about the native population, 
such as, for example, allusions to the 
indigenous person as good and gener-
ous. Among many similar samples, it 
is worth mentioning the bucolic atmo-
sphere of Clorinda Matto de Turner’s 
story “Malccoy” (1886), in which she 
affirms that “the Indians have hearts 
filled with tenderness and generosity.” 

Another notable stereotype of colo-
nial origin is the image of the lazy and 
sad Indian, which arose initially out of 
the idea of the Indian’s inherent charac-
ter in opposition to the fierce spirit of the 
Spaniard. A modern example that repro-
duces this commonplace is this sentence 
from Ventura García Calderón story “El 
alfiler” (1924): “the Indian women still 
mourn the death of the Incas, which 
took place centuries ago, but revives in 
the lament of their humiliated race.” 

We also find the denigrating stereo-
type of the vicious, idol-worshipping and 
degenerate Indian, which, according to 
colonial authors like Luis Jerónimo 
de Oré, derives from their adherence 

to ancient customs. In republican dis-
course, however, this type of indigenous 
person owes his downfall and his state 
of being to a lack of literacy. Thus, one 
can see, for example, in Flora Tristán’s 
Peregrinaciones de una paria (1836), 
expressions such as “the stultification of 
the people is extreme [but only] when 
the newspapers reach the Indian’s hut 
[…] will you acquire [you, the Peruvi-
ans] the virtues you lack”; and in the 
definition (clearly accusatory) of Manuel 
González Prada, when he proclaims in 
his “Speech in the Politeama” (1888) that 
“for three hundred years the Indian has 
sunk to the lowest levels of civilization, a 
hybrid with the vices of barbarians and 
without the virtues of Europeans” or in 
the “idiotic smile” of some of the char-
acters in Enrique López Albújar’s “Usha-
nam-Jampi” (1920) or, more recently, 
in the cannibalistic and savage Indians 
of Mario Vargas Llosa’s Lituma en los 
Andes (1993) (This, of course, does not 
negate the enormous importance of this 
author, who is the only Peruvian to have 
received a Nobel Prize.) 

Finally, we have the colonial stereo-
type of the improvable Indian, a common 
theme for many viceroyal authors. This 
type has the innate capacity to achieve 
great advances in civilization, but is held 
back by a lack of modernity in a world 
that demands, prescribes and imposes a 
full-scale—and often bloody—western-
ization—an idea frequently encountered 
in the republican indigenist discourse. 

Thus, various concepts in republican 
discourse on the Indian maintain a basic 
coherence with colonial assertions that 
determine the cultural and materially 
inferior status of the indigenous popu-
lation. While this is a simple and self-
evident observation, it is important to 
emphasize that despite its aggressively 
righteous tone and demands for justice, 
a good part of the so-called indigenist 
movement in the 20th century followed 
the discursive patterns of a long histori-
cal trajectory.

I wish to dwell for a moment on two 
cases fundamental to the construction 
of another subsection of modern Peru-
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ayacucho is the mecca oF Peruvian handi-

crafts with more than sixty types of 
crafts, ranging from ceramics to textiles. 
Historically, this small city, nestled into 
the mountains of southwestern Peru, has 
also been the capital of violence and pov-
erty. It is also known as the cradle of the 
Shining Path guerrilla movement.

On May 17, 1980, members of the 
Communist Party of Peru-Shining Path 
(PCP-SL) began their armed actions, and 
some time later, the Peruvian government 
decided to mobilize the armed forces 
to wipe out the movement, sparking a 
bloody domestic war. The civilian popula-
tion paid a very high price. Those who suf-
fered the most were the Quechua-speak-
ing peasants and native Asháninkas. They 
became victims of forced disappearances, 
rapes, torture, murder and extrajudicial 
executions by both parties in the conflict. 
The victims’ age or sex did not matter. The 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
(CVR) estimates that 69,280 people were 
murdered or forcibly disappeared nation-
wide—forty percent of those were in the 
state of Ayacucho.

In the context of these dehumaniz-
ing events, the popular art of Ayacucho 
became silent testimony, recreating the 
suffering of defenseless inhabitants. Folk 
art—artistic handicrafts—condemned the 
daily barbarity committed without the 
smallest respect for human rights. Cre-
ators of retablos (a special type of Peru-
vian tableau in portable boxes) pottery 
makers, weavers, sculptors of the alabas-
ter stone found in the region and paint-
ers of planks from the Sarhua district all 
expressed through their art the political 
violence from 1980 to 2000. Many arti-
sans were disappeared and murdered, as 
documented by testimonies of relatives 
given to the Truth Commission. 

It should not be surprising that I grew 
up to be a maker of colorful retablos. I 
discovered the art of color in my child-
hood, thanks to my father Florentino 
Jiménez, a carver of religious images and 
a painter, and my mother Amalia Quispe, 
a weaver of blankets and multicolored 
belts. My parents were from the village 
of Alcamenca in the province known as 
Víctor Fajardo in the state of Ayacucho 
(of which the city by the same name is 
the capital). I was born there too, and 
grew up surrounded by the beautiful 
Andean cosmovision. From a very young 
age, I played under the gaze of majestic 
mountains, accompanied by condors, 
the moon, the sun, the stars, a world of 
life and joy. I discovered; I experienced; 
and I paid homage to the landscape and 
to its brilliant flowers with pigments that 
captivated my soul and stirred my sens-
es. Each color bloomed in my existence 
and brought me wisdom. When sunset 
exploded with its shades of red, the col-
ors told me, “It’s going to rain, to bring 
life for plants and animals.” When the 
sky turned yellow, I learned that it was 
because of the absence of rain; that color 
meant “distress and a flood of tears.” In 
the cattle fairs, owners attached their 
favorite colors to the animals’ ears; blood 
was drunk along with the homemade 
anise liquor known as aguardiente. Later 
they would paint their faces to the sound 
of ceremonial songs. I remember being 
told that this ceremony was “for cattle fer-
tility and to strengthen the bond between 
the animal and its owner.” At carnival 
time, women joyfully and with laughter 
painted their faces in a tone of vivid red, 
announcing to the world they were ready 
to get married. The single women always 
wore the whitest flowers in their hats—a 
sign of purity and virginity. 

Political violence and  
the Colors of Art
the view from Ayacucho By eDiLBerto JiMénez QuiSPe

vian literature. I am referring to César 
Vallejo and José María Arguedas, who 
have come, in the general consensus, 
to be seen as the two truly “national” 
Peruvian writers of the 20th cen-
tury par excellence. However, their 
national character has more to do 
with a desire for coherence than with 
any kind of uniform identity in their 
voices. They are not self-evidently 
national just because they come from 
the Andes and write in Spanish, but 
because they embody a blissful and 
harmonious program of exulting mes-
tizos, mixed-race Peruvians. This, ulti-
mately, like criollo identity, is another 
of the multiple forms of Peruvian 
nationality. I imagine rather that what 
makes these two so profoundly Peruvi-
an is precisely this interstitial zone, the 
space of contradiction that expresses a 
vision of the world, a sense of nature 
and nostalgia for utopia through dis-
cursive forms imported since 1532, 
and their subsequent romantic and 
fantastic elaborations. 

In sum, the panorama is too broad 
and varied to be covered in a single 
article. The fact is that “official” Peru-
vian literature remains elusive for 
criticism that seeks to understand it 
in its multinational and multilinguis-
tic context. But that is precisely what 
makes it so exciting. 

José Antonio Mazzotti is a professor 
of Latin American Literature in the 
Department of Romance Languages 
at Tufts University. A poet and liter-
ary critic, he is also president of the 
International Association of Peruvi-
anists and director of the Revista de 
Crítica Literaria Latinoamericana. 
His books include Coros mestizos del 
Inca Garcilaso: resonancias andinas 
(1996), Poéticas del flujo: migración 
y violencia verbales en el Perú de los 
80 (2002), Incan Insights: El Inca 
Garcilaso’s Hints to Andean Readers 
(2008), eight collections of poetry, 
and several edited and co-edited 
volumes on Latin American and 
Latino studies.
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edilberto Jiménez Quispe depicts political violence in Peru in this retablo. 
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In the rainy season, the fields turn 
a lovely shade of green; the birds are 
constantly singing, and the humming-
birds flirt with each other in the view of 
magnificent flowers; this is the season 
of happiness and of new life. I lived in 
this world and colored my art with those 
bright hues of the life I knew. 

But when I was a child, the night also 
grew dark, and in the darkest nights 
the fearful “kuku” roamed—the devil, 
the bogeyman, condemned, incestuous, 
sanctioned by divine power as punish-
ment. I associate that fear with the polit-
ical violence of the 1980s, which also 
made violence part of my life. I believed 
that I ought to express my feelings, my 
pain, in my art: the human suffering that 
I perceived, felt and lived in this cursed 
war that the members of the Shining 
Path had begun. 

The colors of my childhood had 
been stained with the colors of barbar-
ity, revealing daily horrors. Red was the 
color of danger and fear; it was the blood 
of those who had been detained, tortured 
and assassinated. The green, the green I 
so loved, was transformed into the mot-
tled tones of the repressive government 
forces. Yellow became paler, a somber 
sign of the slow death of tortured suffer-
ers and the encompassing sadness of the 
relatives of prisoners and kidnap victims. 
The darkness of night was fear, torment 
and savagery committed both by Shining 

Path and the Armed Forces. The rela-
tives of victims of political violence con-
stantly wore black for their loved ones. 
Testimonies to the Truth Commission 
tell us that prisoners led to a military 
post were blindfolded with different col-
ors: red was for prisoners who had com-
mitted crimes and would be executed; 
green was for those to be investigated; 
and white blindfolds were for those who 
would be set free. Thus, in Ayacucho, 
shades of red, green, yellow, black and 
white dominated. They became the col-
ors of my retablos. Traditional tableaus 
depict religious or pastoral scenes. Mine 
came to bear the names of specific acts 
of violence and the surrounding context: 
death, torture, darkness, popular justice, 

battles, abuse against women, the mur-
der of children, death in Yerbabuena, the 
grave in Chuschihuaycco, the dream of 
the Ayacucho woman after eight years 
of violence, even the labor of the Inter-
national Red Cross. I became an artist 
expressing these realities, these horrors. 

Let me talk briefly about one of my 
retablos: “Sueño de la mujer huamangui-
na” (“Dream of the Ayacucho Woman”), 
a title which brings back the traditional 
name for Ayacucho: “Huamanga.” I 
thought of the tireless battle of the wom-
en of Ayacucho/Huamanga, who, from 
the very first moment of terror, battled in 
an unequal war to find their loved ones 
who had been swept away by the military. 
The women later formed a group, the 
National Association of Relatives of the 
Kidnapped, Detained and Disappeared 
of Peru (ANFASEP). Day and night, they 
searched. Saddened, with tears in their 
eyes, they showed up at the barracks 
and police stations to beg for their loved 

ones. They walked, as if carried by the 
wind, to the places where the military 
often dumped bodies. Dressed in black, 
they pleaded for help in burying their 
children—a crude reality. Thus, the main 
figure in my retablo is the woman from 
Ayacucho, dressed in black, exhausted, 
who falls asleep in the interior of a moun-
tain (apu or wamani in Quechua) of gold 
and silver. There, embracing her two 
children, she dreams that she is lying on 
top of a river of blood, and intuits in her 
gut that her husband has been arrested, 
jailed, then murdered and hurled over 
a cliff into an abyss of tunnels and sisal 
plants where famished animals devour 
him. The Eternal Father, horrified by the 
events, sends the archangel of peace to 

gather up the soul of the murdered man, 
while the father sun, the mother moon 
and the mountains (apus), ashamed and 
on the verge of tears, observe the horror 
of inhuman savagery. 

Perhaps—like my fellow artists and 
painters and carvers from Ayacucho—
we could only look on with horror as the 
war continued, but like the archangel of 
peace, we did what we could do stop it 
and make the horrors known through 
our craft.

Edilberto Jiménez Quispe is an 
anthropologist, journalist and artist—a 
maker of tableaus known as retablos. He 
graduated from the Universidad Nacio-
nal San Cristóbal de Huamanga. The 
winner of the National Bienal-Caretas 
Prize in 1991, he is currently affiliated 
with the Institute of Peruvian Studies 
(IEP), working as a member of the team 
of Support for Peace (Apoyo para la Paz) 
with headquarters in Ayacucho.

I thought of the tireless battle of the women of 
Ayacucho/Huamanga, who, from the very first moment 
of terror, battled in an unequal war to find their loved 
ones who had been swept away by the military. 

the author of this article, edilberto Jiménez 

Quispe, stands in front of one of his retablos 

depicting political violence.
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legaCies of  
the Pasts

When one talks about the past in Peru, one often thinks of 
the political violence that swept the country in the 1980s and 
90s, but there are other pasts and pains too, including the 
repression of Peru's Afro-Peruvian and indigenous peoples, as 
well as forced sterilizations and violence against women. That's 
why we've put both "legacy" and "past" in the plural form.
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in 1997, i set out with a research team to 

rural communities in Ayacucho to con-
duct a needs assessment for Health Net 
International. Although our focus was on 
primary health care, it was impossible to 
ignore the central concern of many wom-
en and their loved ones. Something was 
terribly wrong. 

There was a little boy who came to me 
for help because his mother could no lon-
ger walk following her visit to the health 
post. The family had to cart her around 
atop their small mule: “Doctora, can’t 
you do something for my mom?” There 
was a nurse practitioner in Cangallo who 
approached me in a quasi-confessional 
manner, motivated by the guilt that had 
accompanied her since participating in a 
Tubal Ligation Festival. Along with other 
staff from the Ministry of Health (MIN-
SA), she had spent two days in makeshift 
operating rooms, sterilizing 147 women. 
At some point, the team realized they did 
not have a sufficient quantity of anesthe-
sia, and collectively decided to continue 
with the surgeries. The women began 
screaming in pain, alarming the others 
crowded into the waiting room. Hospi-
tal attendants slid padlocks through the 
doors, and the team continued perform-
ing the sterilizations. The nurse practi-
tioner was crying as she told me what she 
had done, but I had neither the capacity 
nor the right to offer her absolution. If 
she wanted forgiveness, then she would 
need to seek it from those terrified wom-
en. To date, I know of no health care pro-
vider who has publicly apologized to the 
thousands of human beings they treated 
like unos cuyes—like guinea pigs. 

From 1996 to 2000 an estimated 
270,000 women were subjected to 
enforced sterilizations in Peru. Under 
the banner of Voluntary Surgical Con-

traception (AQV), the National Fam-
ily Planning Program began surgically 
sterilizing low-income women from the 
urban periphery and the rural sierra in 
the name of poverty reduction, moderni-
ty and development. The AQV campaign 
left painful legacies. Enforced steriliza-
tions, I firmly believe, should be clas-
sified as war crimes and crimes against 
humanity if we hope to achieve some 
measure of justice for the survivors. 

In 1995 former president and current 
prison inmate Alberto Fujimori was over-
whelmingly elected to a second term, and 
he made his triumphant appearance at 
the Fourth International World Confer-
ence on Women in Beijing. As the only 
head of state in attendance, he received an 
adulatory welcome, amplified by his skill-
ful manipulation of the feminist rhetoric 
of choice and reproductive rights. Back in 
Peru his strong mandate allowed him to 
confront the Catholic Church, and to suc-
ceed in modifying the country’s National 
Population Law to include sterilization as 
a family planning tool. 

Entering into full force in 1996, the 
AQV campaign was rolled out through 
MINSA with substantial funding from 
USAID and the collaboration of the 
feminist organization Manuela Ramos, 
contracted to conduct “sensibilization 
campaigns” to encourage women to par-
ticipate in this new family planning initia-
tive. MINSA established monthly numeric 
targets for the AQV program, combined 
with quotas, incentives and sanctions for 
health personnel. In order to meet the 
monthly quotas, many health care pro-
viders engaged in aggressive recruitment 
efforts that involved intimidation, food in 
exchange for “consent” to surgery, and out-
right lies about what tubal ligation entailed 
and the permanent nature of the surgeries. 

First Do no harm
Enforced Sterilizations and Gender Justice in Peru 

By kiMBerLy theiDon
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Although working within a top-down sys-
tem and under some coercion themselves, 
it was ultimately personnel from MINSA 
who wielded the scalpels that permanently 
altered so many bodies and lives. 

It did not take long before rumors of 
deaths turned into concrete numbers, 
and human rights organizations began to 
denounce the enforced sterilization cam-
paign. By late 1999, MINSA had refor-
mulated criteria and implementation, 
backing off from the coercive measures 
that had resulted in rampant abuses. That 
same year, Peruvian human rights orga-
nizations brought one illustrative case 
to the Inter American Commission on 
Human Rights. María Mamérita Mes-
tanza Chávez v. Peru involved the death 
of a 33-year-old mother of seven who was 
coerced into surgery by health care practi-
tioners who told her she had violated the 
law by having more than five children. 
She died nine days after the surgery. As 
one component of the “Agreement for 
Friendly Settlement,” the Peruvian state 
agreed to investigate the AQV program. 
That promise remains a hollow one. 

commissioning truth
Charges of rampant corruption prompt-
ed Fujimori’s abrupt fall from power in 
2000, and an interim government estab-
lished a truth and reconciliation commis-
sion charged with examining the causes 
and consequences of the internal armed 
conflict that had engulfed the country 
from 1980 to 2000. The Truth and Rec-
onciliation Commission (CVR, after its 
Spanish acronym) was given an expansive 
mandate with sweeping subject matter 
jurisdiction, and feminist organizations 
succeeded in lobbying for gender main-
streaming across the CVR’s work. The 
commissioners were persuaded to adopt 
the Rome Statute definition of sexual 
violence, with one important exception: 
enforced sterilization. When subsequent-
ly questioned about this exclusion, the 
main reasons given were a lack of time 
and resources, and the assertion that the 

sterilizations were not conducted in the 
context of insurgency or counterinsur-
gency and thus fell outside the commis-
sion’s mandate. In short, the AQV cam-
paign was not considered conflict related.

On August 28, 2003, after two years 
of work and some 17,000 testimonies, 
the commissioners submitted their final 
report, which in many respects has served 
as a tool in the struggle for gender justice. 
However, by framing rape as the emblem-
atic womanly wound of war, the CVR 
largely ignored the other forms of sexual 
and gender-based violence that many 
women prioritized in their testimonies. I 
have traced how the category of “sexual 
violence” expanded and contracted at var-
ious times—and with what consequences. 
The CVR adopted a broad definition of 
sexual violence, including forms of abuse 
that extend beyond rape. When imple-
menting the Comprehensive Reparations 
Program (PIR) however, only rape was 
made a reparable category on the grounds 
that other forms of sexual violence are not 
recognized within the Peruvian criminal 
code. Importantly, in tracing the vagaries 
of “sexual violence” across the work of the 
CVR, the PIR and the National Victim’s 
Registry (RUV), the one constant amidst 
the flux is the exclusion of enforced steril-
izations as a reparable category of harm. 

Human rights and feminist organiza-
tions advocated for expanding the repa-
rations program and finally succeeded 
in introducing Decree 2906 to extend 
reparations to include people who had 
suffered other forms of sexual violence 
during the internal armed conflict. 
Among those “other forms” are forced 
pregnancy, forced abortion, sexual slav-
ery and forced prostitution. Thus, the 
decree sought to expand reparable viola-
tions rather than limiting reparations to 
victim-survivors of rape. 

The Ministry of Justice vehemently 
opposed Decree 2906, arguing that sex-
ual violence, in contrast to rape, is not 
recognized and punished as a crime in 
the Peruvian penal code. It is worth con-
sidering why those “other forms” greatly 
concerned the government. Opening 
the definition of victim-beneficiary to 

Gender mainstreaming has become a crucial 

issue in the carrying out of justice in Peru.
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include the tens of thousands of women 
(and men) subjected to enforced steril-
ization would mean admitting the Peru-
vian state was the primary perpetrator of 
sexual violence during the 20 year period 
under investigation by the CVR—not via 
the armed forces, but via the Ministry of 
Health. Could this have something to do 
with the objections? 

Evidently so. When Decree 2906 was 
finally approved on June 1, 2012, there 
was one important concession. Although 
it expanded the reparable categories of 
sexual violence, there was not a word 
about the enforced sterilization cam-
paign. Once again, tens of thousands 
of women were excluded from receiv-
ing reparations for the violence done to 
them. Three main themes emerge from 
the legacies of the AQV: militarization 
and maternity regimes, the political 
economy of forced sterilization, and the 
architecture of impunity. 

militarization and  
maternity regimes
What connections might be made between 
the enforced sterilization campaign and 
the internal armed conflict? Departing 
from the conviction that ideologies of race, 
class and gender are an essential compo-
nent of militarization and war rather than 
mere byproducts, we can examine how 
the war on poverty and the discourse of 
development were converted into a sur-
gical war against low-income indigenous 
women. Jean Franco has suggested there 
is an “ethnicized underclass” in Peru, and 
the term “terruco” (derivative of terrorist) 
is also an ethnically saturated category. In 
classic counterinsurgency doctrine there 
was an emphasis on eradicating the ter-
rorist threat at its very roots, even killing 
children who would allegedly grow into 
guerrilla militants. 

The convergence of internal enemies 
and ethnic Others was illustrated in the 
Peruvian military’s (in)famous 1989 “Plan 
for a Government of National Recon-
struction” (Plan Verde), which echoed 
other military projects implemented in 
Latin America within the context of “dirty 
wars” aimed at the elimination of groups 

defined as dangerous. The language of 
Plan Verde is that of “surplus beings,” 
and the Plan urges the “widespread use 
of sterilization for those groups that are 
culturally backward and economically 
impoverished.” Tubal ligations should 
thus be standard in all health centers 
given the “incorrigible nature and lack of 
resources” characterizing these groups. 
There is, finally, “total extermination” as a 
measure of last resort. 

The CVR missed the chance to 
prove there was an ethnocidal aspect 
to the internal armed conflict and to 

the enforced sterilization campaign. In 
the aforementioned needs assessment 
I conducted in 1997, I learned that the 
department of Ayacucho had a negative 
population growth due to mortality asso-
ciated with the armed conflict and to the 
internal displacement of villagers fleeing 
the violence. MINSA was applying AQV 
quotas at a time when many villagers 
were reeling from the decimation of their 
loved ones and communities.

Political economy of 
enforced sterilizations
The impact of forced sterilizations reso-
nated in many areas of life, including the 
economic. Alejandra Ballón has explored 
how women weavers could no longer 
bear the weight of strap looms affixed to 
their waists, thus losing not only their 
primary form of income but an impor-
tant part of their cultural identity as well. 
In other cases, women were left without 
the physical strength necessary to carry 
out their agricultural activities, and were 
forced to migrate to the cities in search of 
less physically taxing labor. 

Additionally, there was the loss of 
gendered assets, which are not only 
material, but also symbolic and intan-

gible. Sterilized women were the targets 
of lacerating gossip suggesting they were 
sexually promiscuous, which led many 
of their male partners to either abandon 
them or beat them. It is also common 
to hear the term “machorra” to refer to 
these women, a word that suggests they 
are not really women for having lost their 
reproductive capacity. Finally, given the 
young age at which many of these wom-
en were sterilized and the high rates of 
infant mortality among the poor in Peru, 
many of these women enter old age with-
out children to care for them. 

the architecture of imPunity
Architecture: a formation or construc-
tion resulting from or as if from a con-
scious act; a unifying or coherent form or 
structure. 

Impunity is frequently treated as the 
space of absence: as the lack of rule of 
law, the lack of governance, as that which 
remains when laws and norms dissolve. I 
insist, however, that impunity is humanly 
authored and maintained, which leads 
me to think in terms of the architecture 
of impunity to capture this intentional-
ity. How was it possible to carry out the 
enforced sterilization campaign? With 
laws that constructed second (third?) 
class citizens whose bodies were not 
deemed inviolable. With a medical system 
that institutionally discriminated against 
Quechua-speakers and viewed them as a 
backwards group with a propensity for 
uncontrollable reproduction that alleg-
edly caused their impoverishment. With 
an authoritarian president who hijacked 
feminist discourse and forged a wide web 
of complicity. What now? 

To ensure the chain of justice is more 
gender sensitive, we must insist on dis-
mantling the architecture of impunity 
with respect to all forms of sexual violence. 

Our goal is making the justice chain gender responsive. 
— UN Women, “Progress of the World’s Women in the Pursuit of Justice” 

2011-2012
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eleven years have gone by since the Peru-

vian Truth and Reconciliation Commis-
sion presented its final report. The re-
port reconstructed the history of many 
cases of massacres, tortures, murders 
and other serious crimes. At the same 
time, it contributed an interpretation of 
the failures of our political and cultural 
system that made the violence possible. 
This enormous documentation of abuses 
and damages then called for decisive ac-
tion on the part of the state. For example, 
it recommended a sweeping judicial re-
form, as well as a broad plan of repara-
tions and changes to state institutions to 
transform the relationship between the 
state and the people and to construct an 
authentic democracy with full rights. 

Eleven years have gone by, and some 
things have been achieved. It is certain, 
and this is important, that the country 
has experienced peace and relative insti-
tutional stability for years now, as well as 
positive economic growth for more than 
a decade. This has come accompanied by 
a significant but not entirely satisfactory 
reduction in the poverty levels. In con-

trast, however, key sectors of the opera-
tion of state and society, such as public 
school and university education, contin-
ue to stagnate in a ruinous situation. 

The most precise way of observing the 
trajectory of reconciliation in Peru is by 
looking at it in the context of the Peru-
vian Truth and Reconciliation Commis-
sion (CVR, after its Spanish acronym) 
recommendations. The discourse about 
reconciliation can be very persuasive and 
well-intentioned; in the end, however, 
reconciliation can only be measured by 
the attention the state pays to the victims 
of the violence. And, by extension, to the 
treatment it pays to citizens in general. 
As the CVR has affirmed, reconciliation 
should mean a transformation, in a dem-
ocratic sense, of the relations between 
state and to society and of the bonds that 
unite Peruvians in their daily life. 

Lamentably, fulfillment of these rec-
ommendations does not raise much 

Peace and reconciliation
An opportunity at risk By SALoMón Lerner FeBreS

this plaza in ayacucho commemorates the 

many killed and disappeared in the region 

during the cruel period of political violence.

The military resorts to the concept of  
“excesses and errors,” while MINSA 
acknowledges some “irregularities” 
may have occurred. This implies a 
“few bad apples,” obscuring the chain 
of command that made these wide-
spread abuses possible. The Interna-
tional Criminal Court’s growing juris-
prudence and standards of evidence 
regarding sexual violence offer the 
tools to classify the enforced steril-
ization campaign as a war crime and 
crime against humanity. There was a 
coercive environment in which genu-
ine consent was not possible. These 
surgeries were committed in a wide-
spread and systematic pattern, direct-
ed against the civilian population. 
Additionally, there was a relationship 
between the counter-insurgency and 
AQV campaigns in that both reflected 
the profound ethnic discrimination 
that characterizes Peru. The elements 
are there to move these cases forward, 
under an independent commission of 
inquiry with the capacity to establish 
criminal responsibility and to make 
recommendations for an admin-
istrative reparations program for 
the largest victim-survivor group in 
Peru: women who lived through the 
enforced sterilization campaign. They 
are already knocking on the doors of 
the National Victims' Registry, seek-
ing “a little bit of justice” for what they 
endured. We must do everything pos-
sible to ensure that justice delayed is 
not justice denied. 

Kimberly Theidon is a medical 
anthropologist specializing in Latin 
America. She is a 2014-2015 Fellow 
at the Woodrow Wilson Center in 
Washington D.C, and will then begin 
her appointment as the Henry J. Leir 
Chair in International Humanitar-
ian Studies at the Fletcher School, 
Tufts University.

for further information on enforced 
sterilizations in Peru, see Memorias de la 
esterilización forzada, Alejandra Ballón, 
editora. forthcoming 2014.
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enthusiasm. Judicial and educational 
reforms are sorely lagging. The state 
response to the demands for justice by 
the victims has been weak. Moreover, 
society as a whole seems willing to for-
get, responding poorly to the magnitude 
of the historical events.

Between 2001 and 2003, the report 
had been an integral part of the political 
transition begun in 2001, after the col-
lapse of the government of Alberto Fuji-
mori and the end of the period of armed 
violence that had afflicted the country 
since 1980. The creation of CVR was a 
way of responding to the victims of mas-
sive violations of human rights commit-
ted during twenty years, both by subver-
sive organizations—mainly the Shining 
Path guerrillas—and the armed forces 
and police. 

The CVR investigated for 26 months. 
In this period, commission members 
traveled throughout the country to spots 
affected by the violence. Investigators 
were able to get close to victims and pop-
ulations affected by the violence, collect-
ing 17,000 testimonies and carrying out 
many other activities expressing respect 
and attention to the victims. Five regional 
offices served to provide recognition of 
the victims and also, to a certain degree, 
to bring awareness of the devastating con-
sequences of the violence to the part of the 
population less affected by it. But despite 
these efforts, Peruvian society is lagging in 
its implementation of the CVR findings.

The judicial realm reveals concrete 
evidence of this lack of response. Outside 
Peru, the sentencing of former President 
Alberto Fujimori for human rights viola-
tions generates a somewhat erroneous 
image of what has really happened in this 
area. It was certainly an important con-
viction for cases of corruption and crimes 
against human rights: a sentence ren-
dered in an exemplary trial that should 
set a valuable precedent. But the general 
panorama is much less positive. In the 
first years after the CVR began to oper-
ate, the judicial branch showed some 
willingness to render justice, adopting 
certain progressive legal criteria. Never-
theless, after 2007, the courts changed 

their stance and retracted the position 
that had prompted them to confront 
massive crimes that took place years 
earlier. New sentences reflected a lack 
of institutional will to achieve justice in 
serious cases of forced disappearances. 
And, in general, the courts adopted cri-
teria that make it much more difficult to 
establish responsibilities on the part of 
state agents in human rights violations. 
This trend is accompanied by a law that, 
in practice, would block the way for tri-
als of the military and police. Following 
citizen protests, the law was changed, but 
the willingness to deny justice to victims 
was roundly demonstrated. 

The evolution of reparations is equal-
ly complex and not very encouraging. 
The first responses to the CVR proposals 
were positive. It did not take long for a 
reparations law to be approved by Con-
gress. A commission from the executive 
branch was placed in charge of coordi-
nating the actions of the diverse min-
istries involved in the tasks of making 
reparations—giving the law an institu-
tional context. In addition, an organiza-
tion called the Reparations Council was 
put in charge of drawing up an exhaus-
tive list of persons and collective groups 
entitled to receive reparations. 

The execution of these tasks has not 
been as careful and timely as it needs to 
be. If previous governments had indeed 
begun to make some progress in terms 
of collective reparations, the process has 
not followed an orderly course nor has 
it been up to the challenge. Individual 
financial reparations have been com-
pletely overlooked, and victims feel that 
they have been deceived and belittled. If 
one takes into account that many of these 
victims are people of advanced age who 
lost their children or spouses decades 
ago, and who live in a permanent situ-
ation of poverty and deprivation, the 
insensitivity of the state and political 
elites has to be sharply criticized. 

Insensibility and indifference, in 
effect, are the biggest obstacles to 
advancing reconciliation understood as 
basic justice for the victims and collec-
tive recognition of our failings and guilt. 

This is evident in the lack of institutional 
reform and of collective reflection about 
the violent past. 

The CVR understood its mission as 
fostering a true sense of reconciliation in 
the country. And that reconciliation could 
not exist except as a natural outgrowth 
of truth and justice. It’s not just a matter 
of condoning or forgetting the crimes of 
the past. Mechanisms of amnesty for the 
guilty, which have occurred in the past in 
the region, were not morally justifiable or 
legally possible. For the CVR, any concept 
of reconciliation requires, first, that the 
facts be revealed and acknowledged, and 
second, that justice be done as a result 
of that acknowledgment. That justice 
would not be limited to the legal sphere. 
To obtain justice for the victims certainly 
meant bringing those presumed responsi-
ble to trial, but it also entails the payment 
of reparations and the enactment of insti-
tutional reforms to guarantee that vio-
lence and abuses cannot be repeated. Rec-
onciliation also demands official actions 
to restore dignity and recognition of those 
who were affected by the violence.

None of the CVR recommendations 
on institutional reform have been taken 
into account by successive governments 
or by political groups competing for seats 
in Congress. Administration of justice, 
the armed forces, police and education 
need urgent reform. The problem of edu-
cation is particularly worrisome. Educa-
tion in Peru for decades has been based 
in authoritarianism; critical thinking has 
been mutilated and instruction is foreign 
to the culture of citizenship that Peru 
needs. A reformed educational institu-
tion would be an effective way to assure 
the country’s future welfare and integra-
tion. Education that promotes autono-
mous thinking and strengthens collective 
and individual identities would help to 
generate effective citizenship. Finally, a 
reformed educational system would need 
to treat the memory of violence from a 
particular point of view: one oriented 
towards learning the lessons of the past 
that demonstrates how racism and hier-
archical thinking are the causes of death 
and suffering; instruction that fosters 
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in mid-1992, Peru’s shining Path guerrillas 

were winning. They had Lima under 
siege. Electricity was erratic, and water 
even more so. On July 16, their bombs 
destroyed banks, businesses and an 
apartment building in the middle-class 
Lima district of Miraflores, with many 
innocent lives lost. Their maximum lead-
er, Presidente Gonzalo, a.k.a. Abimael 
Guzmán Reynoso, declared that victory 
was imminent. He had even drawn up 
plans for Shining Path’s final offensive 
in October. The radical Maoist organiza-
tion’s “New Democracy” would take over 
by December, the month of both Mao’s 
and Guzmán’s birthdays.

By September 12, the guerrilla jugger-
naut was sent reeling with the dramatic 
capture of its maximum leader in a per-
fectly coordinated elite police unit opera-
tion. Violence spiked for a few months, 
but then ebbed rapidly. Shining Path 
soon ceased to pose a threat to the state, 
and has never recovered. 

Multiple accounts have analyzed 
how the conflict ended and peace was 
restored, most notably those of the late 

and much lamented Carlos Iván Degre-
gori in How Difficult It Is to Be God: Shin-
ing Path’s Politics of War in Peru, 1980-
1999 (2013); Carlos Tapia, in Las Fuerzas 
Armadas y Sendero Luminoso (1997); 
and Benedicto Jiménez, Inicio, desarrollo 
y ocaso del terrorismo en el Perú (2000). 
These and other accounts help to show 
just how complex and multifaceted the 
process of conflict resolution was. Over 
subsequent years, however, there has 
been a growing appreciation of the mul-
tiple challenges that have made the post-
conflict reconciliation process even more 
difficult to achieve. There are a number of 
reasons why this has been the case.

1. Most killings took place in the 
countryside among peasant communi-
ties, virtually unseen by limeños (resi-
dents of Lima) and coastal city dwellers. 

The worst years of the violence, 1983 
through 1993, devastated the more 
remote departments of the Peruvian 

A road Less traveled By
Difficult Post-Conflict reconciliation Process 

By DAviD SCott PALMer

understanding that blind violence is 
never the road for the transformation 
of society nor for order and stability. 

Today, Peru unfortunately lacks 
this sort of education. Therefore, 
memory is not used in a positive fash-
ion to build a future on the experienc-
es of the past. Nor is there an ongoing 
discussion and learning taking place 
outside the schools in the political 
realm. In politics, the lessons from 
the violence are completely absent 
from the debate. Victims have almost 
no opportunity to air their concerns 
in Congress. In the media, the theme 
continues to be treated in a sensation-
alist way, while on television, blatant 
racism against the indigenous popu-
lation is accepted and even applaud-
ed. Under these circumstances, it is 
difficult to talk about reconciliation 
in a broad and encompassing sense as 
proposed by the CVR—not just isolat-
ed reconciliation among individuals. 
Political and economic elites continue 
to be hostile to the call for recogni-
tion, responsibility and compassion. 

Of course, this does not mean that 
Peruvian society is on the verge of 
repeating the armed conflict. How-
ever, it is still a violent society in some 
very real ways, as evidenced by citizen 
protests in the Andes and Amazon. 
These take place in a context of cer-
tain institutional stability and eco-
nomic growth, at a time when Peru 
is on a path to become a stable and 
established democracy. But in order 
to achieve this, society must recognize 
that all its citizens have full rights with-
out discrimination. If we shut our eyes 
to the lessons from the violence, Peru 
will have thrown away an opportunity 
to create such an inclusive democracy. 

Salomón Lerner Febres, rector emer-
itus of the Pontifical Catholic Uni-
versity of Peru (PUCP), is the former 
president of the Truth and Reconcili-
ation Commission of Peru (CRV). He 
is currently executive president of the 
Center for Democracy and Human 
Rights at PUCP (IDEHPUCP).

a mural on the memory museum wall in 

ayacucho renders honor to victims of the 

violence.
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sierra—the Ayacucho region in particu-
lar, but also Huancavelica and Apurímac. 
Documentation of the magnitude of loss 
of life in these regions occurred only after 
the establishment of the Truth and Rec-
onciliation Commission (Comisión de la 
Verdad y Reconciliación—CVR) in 2001. 
Over the course of its two-year mandate, 
hundreds of bilingual interviewers car-
ried out in-depth fieldwork throughout 
these areas. They found hundreds of 
mass graves and documented thousands 
of previously unrecorded killings. The 
conclusions of their final 2003 report, 
nine volumes of fine-grained analysis 
and details drawn from interviews and 
on-site inspections, estimated more than 
69,000 conflict-related deaths, almost 
twice the number previously reported. 
This report also concluded that the 
majority of those killed were Quechua-
speaking indigenous peasants.

2. The gulf between the coast and 
highlands—geographical, historical, cul-
tural and ethnic in nature—further limit-
ed the impact of generalized political vio-
lence in the sierra on coastal Lima, Peru’s 
political, economic and social center. 

Centuries of Spanish domination 
and centralized governmental control 
based on the coast were reinforced by 
a forbidding geography and a largely 
indigenous sierra; this contributed to a 
long-standing neglect of the “other” Peru 
and a tendency to overlook its problems. 

As a result, authorities initially failed to 
appreciate the danger posed by Shining 
Path guerrillas there. When they finally 
did respond, they emphasized the use of 
military force, which only increased lev-
els of violence and repression. The coastal 
center eventually recognized its mistakes. 
Under great duress, Lima-based authori-
ties instituted a comprehensive shift in 
their counterinsurgency strategy, which 
ultimately proved successful in defeating 
the insurgents. The process of reconcilia-
tion, difficult enough in its own right, has 
faced a similar set of challenges of coastal 
center indifference to the “other” Peru. 

3. Presidential failures delayed or 
thwarted the post-conflict reconciliation 
process.

Alberto Fujimori (1990-2000) had a 
historic opportunity to move forward on 
such a process in the late 1990s with the 
defeat of Shining Path and the restoration 
of peace in the sierra. Despite significant 
first steps emphasizing rural highland 
micro-development, he squandered both 
the opening to development and his own 
legacy by focusing instead on an increas-
ingly authoritarian political project 
designed to keep himself in power. After 
his removal by Congress, Valentín Pani-
agua’s transitional government (2000-
2001) established the CVR in 2001, and 
Alejandro Toledo’s administration (2001–
2006) established the legal framework for 
reparations in 2005 and 2006.

During his second administration, 
however, Alan García (2006–2011) 
actively impeded progress on the imple-
mentation of reparations in Ayacucho. 
His government stopped funding Peruvi-
an exhumation teams, replaced an activ-
ist public defender and moved a trial of 
military officers accused of extra-judicial 
killings to Lima in order to make it finan-
cially impossible for indigenous claim-
ants to testify. It also delayed authoriza-
tions and funding in 2009–2010, forcing 
the Reparations Council established dur-
ing the Toledo government to furlough 
personnel and delay victim registration. 
Once the budget did go forward, it was 
limited to less than US$15 million a year, 
a small fraction of what was needed. 
In addition, his administration’s 2011 
decree closed the victim register and lim-
ited individual payments to US$3,700. 

One explanation offered for these 
actions was García’s fear that evidence 
might be uncovered that could tie him 
and his first government to human rights 
abuses in Ayacucho, for which he could 
be brought to justice. Even so, the first 
collective reparations took place during 
the last three months of García’s second 
administration in the midst of the 2011 
presidential election campaign (1,500 
communities received about US$18,500 
apiece). Many attributed this significant 
but belated gesture to his thinly dis-
guised ambition to become a presidential 
candidate once again in 2016. 

4. Some political elites engaged in 
serious efforts to discredit the CVR and 
its report.

The CVR’s nine-volume study of the 
conflict between 1980 and 2000 was 
widely considered to be a definitive treat-
ment of the violence. Its detailed field-
work provided meticulous documen-
tation as the basis for its analysis and 
recommendations. Even so, a number of 
political figures and media outlets ques-
tioned both the objectivity of the mem-
bers of the commission and the veracity of 
the report. Their objections centered on 
the numerous accounts contained therein 
of serious abuses by police and military 
forces, even though the narrative gave as 

Leaders of the association of relatives of the Kidnapped, detained and disappeared of Peru 
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much or even more attention to Shining 
Path militant excesses. Many, particu-
larly Lima-based critics, cast doubt on the 
entire report and its recommendations 
as a key component of the reconciliation 
process. Such questioning contributed to 
delays in legislation designed to flesh out 
the reparations process. 

5. Political violence often involved 
fratricide—killings within the same fam-
ily—and members of the same commu-
nity—“communicide,” thus making rec-
onciliation at the local level extremely 
difficult.

A number of anthropologists, includ-
ing Olga González (Unveiling Secrets of 
War in the Peruvian Andes, 2011) and 
Kimberly Theidon (Intimate Enemies, 
2013), have carried out significant field 
research in the Ayacucho region since 
the end of the conflict. They document 
the degree to which the generalized 
political violence throughout the region 
was all too often reflected in killings of 
both family and fellow community mem-
bers. Their ethnographies show such 
past internecine violence creates major 
challenges for post-conflict reconcilia-
tion when both perpetrators and victims 
continue to live in close proximity. 

Their interviews reveal how some who 
find themselves in such post-conflict situ-
ations have found some solace in evangel-
ical religious practices in which ultimate 
justice will be meted out by God. Others 
have turned back to traditional rituals 
for explanations of their experiences in 
the tumultuous years of violence and sor-
row. Above and beyond what the central 
government is doing to address affected 
populations’ post-conflict issues, or what 
Theidon terms “vertical” reconciliation, 
it is clear that achieving what she calls 
“horizontal” reconciliation (i.e., among 
the people themselves) is a separate and 
even more complex problem. 

Placed in context, as historian Miguel 
La Serna has shown most recently in The 
Corner of the Living: Ayacucho on the Eve 
of the Shining Path Insurgency (2012), 
intra-community conflict has been a fact 
of life in the Peruvian sierra for centuries. 
The current situation is particularly diffi-

cult in communities where Shining Path 
was able to gain influence and impose its 
control, as in Víctor Fajardo and neigh-
boring provinces in Ayacucho. Given 
community members’ demonstrated abil-
ity to work through internal conflict in the 
past, such contemporary post-guerrilla 
war responses and coping mechanisms as 
recorded by González and Theidon appear 
to help fulfill the same function today. As 
a new generation that lacks the lived trau-
matic experience of their parents emerges 
among local indigenous populations, oral 
traditions will keep memories of the vio-
lence and the loss of loved ones alive.

Clearly, central government must play 
a major role in the reconciliation process, 
and the CVR’s 2003 recommendations 
provide a clear road map. Even so, a vari-
ety of challenges, particularly those noted 
above, combined to delay implementa-
tion. The past three years, however, have 
demonstrated significant progress. 

The Ollanta Humala administra-
tion (2011–2016) has moved forward on 
the exhumations of mass graves, which 
had been almost completely thwarted 
during the previous government. These 
include several in Ayacucho, such as the 
communities of Chungui and Huancapi 
as well as the military bases in Huanta 
and Los Cabitos. This government has 
also reopened individual and collec-
tive victims’ registries, and significantly 
increased budget allocations for the Rep-
arations Council. According to official 
reports, its budget increased from US$16 
million in 2011 to US$46 million in 2012 
and US$57 million in 2013. An additional 
475 communities have received collective 
reparations, averaging US$36,000 each, 
about twice what was paid per commu-
nity at the end of the García government. 
Individual reparations began in late 2011; 
by the end of 2013, 69 percent of regis-
trants (54,840 of 79,564) had received 
compensation averaging $12,700 per vic-
tim. Other types of reparations, including 
education, health and symbolic gestures 
have also gone forward at significant lev-
els over the past two years. 

Most of the advances during the Hum-
ala administration have taken place with 

little fanfare or national media coverage. 
The significant progress made thus far is 
continuing, and long-standing claims by 
those most affected by the violence are 
being met at last. Central government 
has finally recognized the need to provide 
a variety of reparations to the affected as 
part of the reconciliation process. It has 
also developed the institutional capac-
ity and financial support to carry out the 
legal commitments of 2005–2006. 

These advances have taken place 
during an ongoing decline in President 
Humala’s approval ratings, due in large 
part, ironically, to perceptions that his 
administration has been passive and 
unresponsive. Yet the recent strides 
made in reconciliation policy suggest 
that public perceptions are at odds with 
the government’s actual achievements, at 
least in this area. A more cynical explana-
tion, however, might be a lack of public 
interest in the policy because it is focused 
on the poor, the indigenous and the sier-
ra—those most affected by the violence. 
Another possible explanation is simply 
citizen fatigue, given the long period of 
reparation policy gestation. 

Whatever the limitations of the Hum-
ala government may be in some areas of 
public policy, the reparations arena is not 
one of them. Its members have succeed-
ed in overcoming serious resistance and 
multiple obstacles to make significant 
advances in implementing the recom-
mendations that the Truth and Recon-
ciliation Commission (CVR) made more 
than a decade ago. At this mid-term 
juncture, there is every indication that 
progress will continue.

David Scott Palmer teaches Con-
flict and Conflict Resolution in Latin 
America at Boston University. He has 
written extensively on Peruvian politics 
and Shining Path over the years. His 
most recent publications include “The 
Influence of Maoism in Peru,” in Alex-
ander Cook, ed. Mao’s Little Red Book 
(2014); and, with David Mares, Power, 
Institutions, and Leadership in War and 
Peace: Lessons from Peru and Ecuador, 
1995-1998 (2012).
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in october 1987, the world wildliFe Fund 

asked me to look into charges that work-
ers in Peru’s Manu National Park were 
violating the human rights of the resi-
dent Machiguenga Indians. The leader 
of Tayakome, one of the few native villag-
es in the park, had accused a park guard 
of kidnapping one of the local women. 
After a 3-day canoe trip up the spec-
tacular Manu River, an ex-park director 
and I arrived and immediately learned 
that a young woman was, indeed, miss-
ing. But it soon turned out that she, the 
village leader’s daughter, had simply 
eloped with her Machiguenga boyfriend. 
Most of the villagers regarded him as a 
polite hard-working boy, and defended 
the marriage. After a public meeting the 
case pretty much closed itself. However, 
on the trip, we approached indigenous 
communities with genuine human rights 
concerns and precarious lives, currently 
cast into high relief. 

As we camped along the river one 
night, our Machiguenga bowman began 
to pace anxiously up and down the 
beach, listening to sounds on the oppo-
site bank after seeing a footprint in the 
sand. He was certain that we were being 
watched by Mashco-Piro, some of the 
mysterious and, for him, feared “uncon-
tacted” indigenous groups living inside 
Manu Park. The next day, we docked at 
the Smithsonian’s Cocha Cashu Biologi-
cal Station. On the opposite bank sat two 
women, said to be Mashco-Piro. They 
visited regularly, waiting, we were told, 
for food or aluminum cooking pots. We 
were thus introduced to the extraordi-
nary human diversity of southeastern 
Peru—the formally recognized “native 
communities” like Tayakome; groups in 
“initial contact” seated by the river bank 

and, literally, on the edge of Western 
science; and the “uncontacted,” identi-
fied largely by mysterious footprints and 
sounds in the night. 

Now, almost thirty years later, these 
distinct groups continue to complement 
the area’s extraordinary biodiversity. But 
now the small dramas of indigenous life 
are overshadowed by concerns over the 
expansion of a multinational natural 
gas project, Camisea. The Machiguenga, 
fortunately, can now voice their con-
cerns through a regional ethnic federa-
tion, FENAMAD. Most of the “initial 
contacts” are now in closer contact, and 
demanding basic rights. Some have even 
traveled to Washington to protest their 
lack of representation and to register 
claims for compensation, education and 
health care with the Inter-American 
Commission on Human Rights. They are 
supported by national and international 
human rights norms, which now obligate 
protections that could hardly have been 
imagined earlier. For those classified as 
“uncontacted,” currently, most agree that 
no contact should be made.

understanding the  
“uncontacted”
For some observers, the Mashco-Piro—
as well as Ecuador’s Huaorani, Colom-
bia’s Yuri, and similarly isolated peoples 
in Brazil—provide rare windows into 
our pristine, environmentally-harmoni-
ous, but thoroughly imagined Stone Age 
past. For others, such groups have sim-
ply chosen to live apart. For those seek-
ing access to nearby natural resources, 
however, they are obstacles. Human 
rights advocates and other support-
ers worry that the inexperienced and 
vulnerable “voluntary isolates” will be 
harmed as they are suddenly thrust into 
contact and, most likely, conflict with a 
more powerful outside world. 

History supports concerns and sug-
gests protections. Most of the uncon-
tacted Upper Amazonians share tragic 
oral histories in which, from about 1879 
until 1912, their not-too-distant ances-
tors were suddenly set upon by rubber 
gatherers—Peruvians, Brazilians, Eng-
lish and Jamaicans—seeking the world’s 
only natural sources of latex. The rubber 
barons frequently captured and, through 
torture and slavery, put to work the more 
numerous, more highly organized, and 
thus more efficiently worked, popula-
tions. Smaller groups deeper in the for-
ests like the Mashco-Piro were seen as 
wild unemployable nuisances. So rubber 
gatherers simply chased, murdered or 
massacred them. 

The Rubber Boom ended in 1912, 
with the introduction of more labor-
efficient plantations in Asia, leaving 
the Amazon relatively quiet. However, 
the earlier violence—inexplicable to the 
Mashco-Piro—encouraged seclusion in 
interior forests, where the elders told 
fearsome stories and advised caution 
and defense. 

Voluntary isolation was not always 
difficult, nor was it absolute. As late as my 
trip in 1987, Peru’s main concerns were 
Sendero Luminoso and, in the Amazon, 
the related assassination of Asháninka 
Indians. However, a few missionar-
ies and anthropologists, the regional 
Indian organization (FENAMAD), and 
the national organization (AIDESEP) 
were monitoring the “uncontacted” 
peoples. FENAMAD officials told of the 
Mashco-Piro’s sporadic contacts, even 
simple conversations, with neighboring 
groups, particularly the Piro, their dis-
tant linguistic cousins. So isolation was 
not complete, but relative. Even then 
observers had begun to raise concerns 
for the Mashco-Piro’s health, as contacts 
and epidemics increased. At that time, 

“uncontacted” Peruvians
testing Free, Prior, and informed Consent By theoDore MACDonALD
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such dangers came largely from a few 
local loggers and artisanal miners who 
wandered unregulated in the area. 

new rules for contact
Since then, Peru has recognized the 
“voluntary isolates’” vulnerability and, 
in many ways, has excelled in legal pro-
tections. South of Manu (declared a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1990), 
the government established the adjacent 
Megantoni National Sanctuary and, to 
the west, set aside half a million acres as 
a protectorate for Kugapakori and Nahua 
people. Then, in 2000, illustrating and 
accommodating the still-unknown 

nature and size of uncontacted popula-
tion there, the government renamed it the 
“Kugapakori, Nahua, Nanti and ‘Others’” 
Reserve. In 2006, Peru provided special 
protections for voluntary isolates through 
Law 28736, the Law for the Protection of 
Indigenous Peoples and Originals in Situ-
ations of Isolation or Initial Contact. 

Over the same period, international 
indigenous rights standards also devel-
oped rapidly. In 1989 the United Nations 
adopted the International Labor Orga-
nization’s Convention Number 169, on 
Indigenous and Tribal Peoples, ratified 
by Peru in 1994. In 2007 the United 
Nations, with Peru’s strong support, 
passed the Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples. Among many 
protections, these instruments address 
conflicts over economic development 
and natural resources. While communi-
ties have no absolute veto over exploi-
tation of subsurface resources (e.g., oil, 
gas and minerals), the state has a clear 
duty to consult with them and make sure 
that development does not harm indig-

enous peoples or their environment. The 
state must also provide compensation 
for resources extracted from indigenous 
lands or otherwise affecting their lives 
and livelihoods. 

More recently and in response to 
increasing disputes over the actions of 
transnational companies, the United 
Nations has developed a set of stan-
dards. Drawing on existing human 
rights sources, the Guiding Principles on 
Business and Human Rights now help 
to implement the United Nations “Pro-
tect, Respect, and Remedy” Framework, 
developed by the Harvard Kennedy 
School’s John Ruggie during his terms 

as the UN Secretary General’s Special 
Representative for Business and Human 
Rights. States and companies now have 
basic guidelines for linking development 
to human rights.

Peru’s indigenous peoples and their 
communities should no longer be pas-
sive victims of development and, beyond 
basic protections, they are also recog-
nized as active participants in its plan-
ning and implementation. Drawing on 
the language and spirit of ILO Conven-
tion No. 169 and the UN Declaration on 
Indigenous Peoples, in 2011 Peru passed 
the Law of Prior Consultation, thus 
acknowledging a critical means toward 
the foundational human right to self-
determination—consultations with the 
objective of free, prior, and informed 
consent. Peruvian indigenous peoples 
now have the right not simply to know 
what will happen to them and their 
lands, but also to discuss, disagree and 
otherwise negotiate such development. 

Despite this promising legislation, 
the specific means for consultation—the 

how, when, and with whom— are still 
being developed and are not entirely 
clear in Peru and other Latin American 
countries. Part of the problem is that 
the rules and procedures for defining 
an “appropriate” consultation must also 
be determined in an inclusive and par-
ticipatory manner. Government officials 
must cede their perceived full authority 
in such matters, and many are hesitant 
to do so. Anger over the Peruvian govern-
ment’s unwillingness to consult properly 
with communities and organizations led 
to tragic violence in Bagua, another oil 
development area, in June 2009. Peru 
remains keenly aware of the obligation 
to consult and understands that local 
sensibilities are frequently frustrated, if 
the government fails to do so. However, 
with regard to “voluntary isolates” and 
considering the obligation not to con-
tact them, Peru has delegated authority 
to the Ministry of Culture. So expansion 
of the Camisea gas fields is a critical test 
of indigenous rights as well as a vital 
lubricant to Peru’s economy. Indigenous 
rights to both protection and consulta-
tion will be tested. 

the camisea Project 
Shell Oil began exploration in Camisea 
in the 1980s, quickly facing local protest 
as access roads opened entry for loggers 
and colonists into previously-isolated 
indigenous communities. However, by 
the mid-1990s, Shell sought to show-
case Camisea. While working to mini-
mize deforestation and road construc-
tion, directors and community relations 
workers also won local, national and 
international praise for their support of 
health, education and other grassroots 
development projects, undertaken with 
extensive consultation and participa-
tion. By contrast, other international oil 
companies exploring in adjacent areas 
populated by “uncontacted” were heav-
ily criticized. 

Shell, for reasons unrelated to social 
or environmental issues, left Camisea 
(Block 88) in 2000, and was replaced 
by a consortium led by Argentina’s 
Pluspetrol, which began gas produc-

Peruvian indigenous peoples now have the right not 
simply to know what will happen to them and their 
lands, but also to discuss, disagree and otherwise 
negotiate such development.
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tion in 2004. The new operators still 
work to maintain high environmental 
standards and to avoid contact with 
indigenous communities. Recently, 
however, Pluspetrol and the Peruvian 
government decided to expand explo-
ration within Block 88. More than 70 
percent of that block overlaps with the 
Kugapakori, Nahua, Nanti and “Others” 
Reserve. Expansion will require many 
miles of seismic studies (i.e., subsurface 
profiles created by monitoring rever-
berations from subterranean dynamite 
explosions), 18 new wells, and a pipeline 
to connect the wells to existing facili-
ties. Given Peru’s progressive national 
and international legislation, it would 
appear that sufficient environmental 
and social protections are in place, and 

that the overlap between hydrocarbon 
development and indigenous reserves 
is simply a matter of recognizing exist-
ing rights and negotiating appropriate 
plans. However, the will of the Peruvian 
government and the intentions of the 
company have been questioned. 

To illustrate, the Environmental 
Impact Analysis, a green light of sorts for 
the expansion, was approved in late Jan-
uary 2014. The report required a techni-
cal opinion on the risks involved for the 
groups. Prepared by the Vice Ministry of 
Intercultural Affairs, the report, present-
ed in July 2013, included 83 points and 
expressed serious concerns for the volun-
tary isolated. The Ministry of Energy and 
Mines questioned the report, which was 
subsequently replaced by a significantly 

shorter list (37 points), expressing less 
concern. The Vice Minister for Intercul-
tural Affairs has since resigned. The Min-
istry of Energy and Mines argues that the 
earlier report drew on incomplete infor-
mation and that all important concerns 
have now been addressed. Not surpris-
ingly, suspicions remain and the Cami-
sea expansion has attracted considerable 
national and international attention. 

Responding to the crisis in late March 
2014, the UN Special Rapporteur on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples, James 
Anaya, submitted a report on his Decem-
ber 2013 visit to the area. Acknowledg-
ing many of the positive efforts made 
by the government and Pluspetrol, he 
nonetheless emphasized the scarcity of 
basic data on the current situation of the 
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uncontacted, thus asking how the Min-
istry could claim adequate mitigation of 
physical and environmental risks, con-
tingency plans and means for compensa-
tion. While questioning the apocalyptic 
predictions of some national and inter-
national NGOs, the report nonetheless 
noted that other members of civil society 
had presented legitimate questions that 
should be answered. In addition, the 
national indigenous organization, AIDE-
SEP, had proposed its own participation 
in the data gathering and subsequent 
monitoring of progress, and the report 
supported that participation. Increased 
participation of this sort would signifi-
cantly enhance transparency. 

The report also noted that there had 
been no consultation with the affected 
communities that are in initial contact 
with the outside world (as opposed to 
those that are still uncontacted), despite 
the Peruvian government’s formal accep-
tance of the right to consultation. The 
Special Rapporteur recommended con-
sultations with these communities prior 
to implementation of the expansion 
project. This suggests that the current 
blanket prohibition against any sort of 
contact with “voluntary isolates” must 
be reconsidered as more “uncontacted” 
move to “initial contacts.” 

Additionally, the ongoing gas devel-
opment and the phased expansion, for 
which problems are certain to arise 
regularly, the Special Rapporteur rec-
ommended a working group (mesa de 
diálogo) that includes representatives 
from civil society, government agencies 
and Pluspetrol, as well as indigenous 
communities and organizations. How-
ever cumbersome, such a forum provides 
permanent monitoring. 

The Ministry of Energy and Mines has 
argued that consultation is not required 
because the overall Camisea project was 
approved prior to the passage of the Law 
of Consultation and the establishment of 
the Kuagapoaki, Nahua, Nanti and “Oth-
ers” Reserve. This legal-procedural argu-
ment, however, goes against the very spirit 
of the reserve, which was established sole-
ly to protect voluntarily isolated peoples. 

The response also flies in the face of Peru’s 
extensive record of support for interna-
tional norms, and creation of national 
ones, that guarantee broad indigenous 
rights, including consultation. So, it’s not 
simply a matter of which particular law 
takes precedent, but a broader question 
of compliance with a set of established 
agreements and commitments to pro-
vide security for citizens. Peru now has an 
obligation to fully document the potential 
impact of expanded natural gas develop-
ment and then to present the results for 
discussion in the public sphere. Until 
then, the project, however well-designed 
otherwise, does not meet Peru’s own 
standards, and the Rapporteur recom-
mended that expansion not move ahead 
until consultations occur and outstanding 
concerns are addressed over the potential 
impacts of the expansion. 

The importance, indeed power, of 
this argument extends well beyond an 
isolated section of rain forest. In Peru 
and many other countries, development 
schemes often overlap with indigenous 
territories. With the new internation-
al standards for business and human 
rights, Peru’s perception of its “right to 
development” no longer needs to be seen 
as in conflict with the human rights of 
the indigenous residents. In the past, 
utilitarian logic and arguments would 
have asked whether Peru should benefit 
the many by providing them with abun-
dant inexpensive natural gas, or protect 
the lives and habitat of a few hundred 
native people. Such utilitarian debates 
are no longer appropriate in situations 
like Block 88. Peru, of course, has the 
right, indeed obligation, to develop its 
economy. Peru has also adopted inter-
national agreements, created national 
laws, established norms and limits, and 
created expectations for and with regard 
to indigenous peoples. It is no longer a 
question of either rights or development, 
but one of accommodating mutual obli-
gations within existing standards. 

Likewise, as illustrated by the transi-
tion of some communities from “uncon-
tacted” to “intial contacts,” indigenous 
peoples are not static societies, frozen in 

time. So some current human rights pro-
cedures have to be reconsidered. While 
groups like the Mashco-Piro certainly 
have a right to peace and privacy, should 
that prevent the State from guarantee-
ing their basic right to health care? Or 
preclude consultation? Relative isolation 
makes such groups extraordinarily vul-
nerable to introduced disease. Horrible 
polio epidemics hit Ecuador’s Huaorani 
in the late 1960s, while upper respira-
tory illness killed many Mashco-Piro 
later. To leave such groups unprotected 
and unvaccinated, when it’s possible to 
protect, is certainly in violation of the 
most basic understanding of the Right to 
Health. Precautionary methods and sani-
tary approaches must, of course, be devel-
oped but that’s not hard for skilled public 
health workers. And it’s also quite certain 
the local indigenous federations can fig-
ure a way to “get in” to communities with 
such help sensitively and safely, and even 
develop ways to dialogue and consult. 

For their part, many of Peru’s indig-
enous communities and organizations 
now accept these challenges. Leaders of 
AIDESEP recently stated “…in matters 
of hydrocarbon development, we have 
moved from protest to proposal.” Now 
they need to talk, regularly. Dialogue may 
not eliminate disgruntled Machiguenga 
fathers or fears of Mashco-Piro in the 
dark, but consultation can go a long way 
towards reasonable means for approach-
ing change and development, while pro-
tecting fragile lives.

Theodore Macdonald is a Lecturer in 
Social Studies at Harvard University. 
He has served as Projects Director for 
the human rights NGO Cultural Sur-
vival and then Associate Director of the 
Program on Nonviolent Sanctions and 
Cultural Survival at Harvard’s Weath-
erhead Center for International Affairs. 
He co-edited, with David Maybury-Lew-
is, Manifest Destinies and Indigenous 
Peoples (Harvard University Press, 
2009). He thanks James Anaya for his 
excellent comments and essential clari-
fications, but assumes responsibility for 
all opinions expressed here. 
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For over three centuries, streams oF Peo-

ple, the smoke of incense, and the sounds 
of horns, bells and hymns have filled the 
streets of Lima in late October. Each 
year tens of thousands of Peruvians pay 
homage to a fresco of a crucified Christ 
painted by a 17th-century Angolan slave. 

Local tradition tells how the painting 
survived several powerful earthquakes, 
including one in 1687 that left all but 
the fresco and the altar beneath it stand-
ing. Each year the faithful, many wear-
ing purple-colored robes, or habits, like 
those of the Nazarene nuns charged with 
taking care of the painting, follow a repli-
ca of El Señor de los Milagros (“The Lord 
of the Miracles”) through the streets of 

Lima in what is the largest religious pro-
cession in all of Latin America. 

Among the masses was my abuelita, 
a skilled doll-maker and a devout Catho-
lic. Donning her purple dress, white veil, 
and carrying a small copy of El Señor de 
los Milagros, my grandmother Carmela 
would join the flow of Peruvians of all 
races, ethnicities and backgrounds trail-
ing the “Black Christ”—as the painting is 
also known. 

And while the name of the 17th-
century painter of El Señor de los Mila-
gros has long been forgotten, his creation 
stands as a testament to his life and to 
those of his countrymen and women who 
survived the centuries-long devastation 

of the transatlantic slave trade.
The human cost of the transatlantic 

slave trade cannot be quantified and no 
reasonable compensation is ever pos-
sible: any attempt would pale in com-
parison to the depth of its horror. Yet 
we know that much of the wealth of 
the Spanish empire was produced by 
enslaved black labor. 

In addition to building much of Lima’s 
infrastructure, West and West-Central 
Africans and their descendants infused 
their traditions and practices into Peru-
vian society-in-the-making. Theirs, how-
ever, is a lesser-known story in Latin 
America, and remains little known even 
among Peruvians today.

My own journey into the history of 
Afro-Peru started some twenty years ago 
when my mother gave me a pendant to 
help me recover after being hit by a car. 
On one side of the pendant is an image 
of El Señor de los Milagros, on the oth-
er, an image of San Martín de Porres. 

One of Peru’s most celebrated saints—
especially venerated for his healing pow-
ers—San Martín was the son of a black 
slave and Spanish colonial official. Sto-
ries of the Afro-Peruvian miracle-worker 
had long circulated in my family but little 
was ever discussed about Peru’s African 
past or its living legacy.

The African diaspora in Peru goes back 
to 1527 with the arrival of the first black 
soldiers (ladinos, Hispanicized Africans) 
under Francisco Pizarro’s command. 
As part of imperial Spanish forays into 
imperial Inca lands, ladinos were used to 
conquer Peru’s indigenous peoples. Soon, 
unassimilated African slaves (bozales) 
were being imported. In time, many black 
captives took flight, forming maroon 
settlements (palenques, runaway slave 
communities), some on the outskirts of 
the haciendas on which they had worked 
but now raided for food and supplies. 

Engaged in protracted war in Peru, 
and without immunities to smallpox and 
other infectious diseases (the foreigners’ 
most deadly and invisible army), entire 

Afro-Peru
A Legacy of Black Labor and Culture By oMAr h. ALi

image of San martín de Porres, one of Peru's 

most venerated saints
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indigenous communities were wiped out. 
African captives of war were brought in 
from across the Atlantic to work Peru’s 
mines and plantations—that is, to sup-
plement the labor of Quechua and Ayma-
ra Indians. Over the next three centuries 
tens of thousands of enslaved Africans 
were taken across the Atlantic, marched 
over the Isthmus of Panama, and shipped 
down the Pacific coast to Peru.

From Lima’s port of entry, Callao, Afri-
cans were taken to Malambo where they 
were prepared for auction and distribu-
tion. Approximately one quarter of the 
Africans brought to Peru via the Pacific 
remained in Lima; the rest were sold to 
plantations, such as the dreaded Hacien-
da San José, with up to 800 men, women 
and children working the land at any one 
time. But many also escaped. In time, 
maroons from the hacienda formed their 
own palenque near the town of El Car-
men in the province of Chincha.

While most enslaved Africans were 
taken to Peru through the Caribbean 
port of Cartagena in New Grenada, 
others came by way of Buenos Aires on 
the Atlantic, where they were marched 
across the searing pampas and up the 
freezing Andes to work in the mines. 
Angolans—which included a wide range 
of people and cultures—were the most 
prominent captives in Peru, followed by 
those from the Congo, Mozambique, the 
Gold Coast and Senegambia. 

Several chroniclers explain the vis-
ible black presence in Lima during the 
early colonial era. As the Peruvian his-
torian Carlos Aguirre notes in the PBS 
documentary Black in Latin America, 
narrated by Harvard’s Henry Louis 
Gates, Jr., Lima was once considered a 
“black city.” The imperial seat received 
tens of thousands of enslaved men and 
women, whose traditions, skills, cultures, 
religions and spiritual practices varied 
widely. Some were animists, others prac-
ticed ancestral veneration, still others 
were polytheist, and there were mono-
theists—notably, Muslims from Sen-
egambia; many practiced a combination 
of these religious and spiritual practices.

As the historian Frederick Bowser 

describes in his classic study The African 
Slave in Colonial Peru, 1524-1650, Afri-
can captives in Peru cleared land, laid 
the streets, carried supplies and built the 
churches, homes and palaces of the Span-
ish elite; indoors, they served as cooks, 
cleaners, nannies and domestic ser-
vants. Meanwhile, urban black labor ran 
much of Lima’s daily business; Africans 
and their descendants worked as artisans, 
street vendors, bakers, water carriers, gar-
deners and fruit and vegetable sellers. 

Their lives were in marked contrast 
to slaves working in the mountains. In 
the Andes, mortality rates among the 
enslaved black populations were espe-
cially high, the hope of freedom, espe-
cially dim. There, deep in the mines, 
overseers broke the backs and spirits of 
black people, maximizing the extraction 
of silver that fed the wealth of the Span-
ish empire.

And yet resistance to slavery, which 
began in western Africa, took place at 
every point in the slave-trading process: 
inland, at first point of contact, while on 
the forced marches to the coasts, while 
boarding the dreaded slave ships, on the 
high seas, and continuing in the Ameri-
cas in the form of flight, feigning illness, 
destroying tools, setting fire to crops, and 
less frequently, armed revolt. 

Men and women resisted slavery in 
a number of ways. Spanish archives are 
filled with such suggestions or explicit cas-
es, the most common record being that of 
runaways: in 1595 one Domingo Biafara 
took flight for weeks at a time (his name 
indicating that he came from the Bight of 
Biafara—now in modern-day Nigeria); in 
1645, Francisca Criolla was sold “without 
guarantee” because of her reputation for 
escaping. Official punishment for running 
away changed over time, but 100 lashes, 
to start with, was not uncommon.

While Lima may have had the larg-
est concentration of Africans and their 
descendants in Peru, black and otherwise 
African-descended peoples were equally 
significant in other cities. For instance, as 
late as 1763, nearly one-third of the north-
ern city of Trujillo and its immediate sur-
roundings comprised people of African 
descent. In all, more than 100,000 West 
and West-Central Africans were forcibly 
taken to Peru. 

Unlike the plight of Africans who 
ended up in the mountains, slavery in 
coastal urban Peru permitted a degree 
of social mobility. One particular kind of 
urban slave, the jornalero, a day worker 
who gave a portion of his earnings to his 
owner, worked with little or no supervi-
sion. Under such conditions, day workers 

from left to right: a sculpture of San martín de Porres, who is especially venerated in Peru for 

his healing powers; an afro-Peruvian musical group performs in the bohemian Lima neighbor-

hood of Barranco.
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were slowly able to save enough money 
to buy their freedom and that of their 
loved ones—creating an ever-larger free 
population of African-descent in Lima.

The 19th-century Afro-Peruvian 
painter Pancho Fierro provides an 
invaluable glimpse into the lives of Afro-
Limeneans. A painter as much as an eth-
nographer, in his paintings, he depicts 
daily scenes of the black, mulatto, mes-
tizo (Indian-Spanish) and other racial-
ly-mixed people that formed the city’s 
vibrant multi-racial, multi-ethnic fab-
ric. (Over time a dizzying array of catego-
ries, castas, were created in Peru, defin-
ing racial combinations and boundaries.)

Linguistic analysis, as well as that of 
music, dance and religious practice, points 
to African and African-inspired influences 
in Peruvian culture and society. But it is 
also the case that Africans were themselves 
transformed by Spanish and indigenous 
peoples’ traditions and practices. As Fier-
ro’s paintings make plain, Afro-Peruvians 
created new culture out of what they or 
their ancestors brought and what they 
encountered. Among the most notable 
manifestations are the celebrations “Aman-
caes” and “Pinkster,” the latter being a kind 
of Mardi Gras coronation. The fusion of 
musical styles, dances and costumes speak 
to the syntheses of cultures in Peru.

Today there are an estimated three 
million Afro-Peruvians. This amounts to 
less than ten percent of the nation’s total 
population—a significantly lower per-
centage than in the early colonial peri-
od. The ending of the slave trade (and 
therefore new Africans), the migration 
of indigenous peoples from the high-
lands to the coastal cities, and pressures 
to assimilate into the dominant society 
are all factors for the drop in the visible 
black population. Adding to this was 
the increase of new immigrant groups, 
including Chinese indentured laborers 
after the abolition of slavery in 1854, fol-
lowed by Italian, German, Polish, Czech 
and Japanese immigrants.

An overriding reason for the lower 
visibility of Afro-Peruvians, however, is 
the ongoing glorification of Iberians and 
other white Europeans, accompanied by 
social and institutional forms of discrimi-
nation towards people of African-descent. 
In 2009 the Peruvian government issued 
a formal “apology to Afro-Peruvian peo-
ple for the abuse, exclusion and discrimi-
nation perpetrated against them since 
the colonial era”—a symbolic gesture, but 
as the Afro-Peruvian artist-activist Móni-
ca Carillo emphasizes, when it comes to 
being given equal treatment: “We do not 
ask, we demand; it is not a favor, it is our 
right.” She and other Afro-Peruvians have 
used art as a means of documenting their 
history and living presence.

Afro-Peruvian music, dance and cui-
sine have become increasingly known 
(although not always produced on 
the terms of Afro-Peruvians them-
selves). Manos Morenas (“Black Hands”) 
a peña, or restaurant with live music, was 
long a favorite site in the Barranco neigh-
borhood of Lima featuring Afro-Peruvian 
music and cuisine—comida criolla.

In terms of dance, landó, with 
the powerful rhythmic sounds 
of cajónes (box-like wooden drums), 
has been popularized by the “queen of 
the landó,” Eva Ayllón. This is a particu-
larly elegant Afro-Peruvian music and 
dance form, which ethnomusicologists 
trace to the Angolan londu. It, like other 
genres of Afro-Peruvian music, such as 

Festejo, are an integral part of celebra-
tions, including Independence Day (July 
28) and Emancipation (December 3). 

Perhaps no other person did more to 
bring Afro-Peruvian culture to public 
attention than the 20th-century musi-
cian and poet Nicomedes Santa Cruz 
(other cultural ambassadors would 
include the late Ronaldo Campos of the 
Afro-Peruvian musical ensemble Perú 
Negro and  two-time Grammy Award-
winning singer Susana Baca).

Despite increasing awareness of Afro-
Peruvians, their history and challenges 
still tend to be left out of most narra-
tives and characterizations of the nation, 
which minimize their contributions to the 
making of Peruvian society—an uneven 
fusion of multiple traditions, including 
Indian, African and Spanish traditions.

But, as is the case in the construc-
tion of all racial and ethnic identities, 
such terms are political in their ori-
gin. As the historian Rachel O’Toole 
argues in Bound Lives: Africans, Indi-
ans, and the Making of Race in Colonial 
Peru, Spanish authorities labeled diverse 
African populations as “Black” to denote 
an enslaved status while exacting tribute 
and labor from diverse indigenous com-
munities or “Indians.” All-encompassing 
racial and ethnic identities, therefore, 
belie the complexity of our shared and 
diverse humanity and history.

Notwithstanding the limitations of 
racial identification, the lives of the paint-
er of El Señor de los Milagros, the miracle-
working of San Martín de Porres, the visu-
al vignettes of Pancho Fierro, the music 
and poetry of Nicomedes Santa Cruz, and 
the social and political activism of Mónica 
Carillo, point to the multiple roles and 
contributions of people of African descent 
in the making and re-making of Peru.

Omar H. Ali, a former DRCLAS Library 
Scholar, is a professor of Comparative 
African Diaspora History at the  
University of North Carolina at 
Greensboro. He was a Fulbright pro-
fessor of history and anthropology at 
the National University of Colombia 
in Bogotá. E-mail: ohali@uncg.edu.
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i ask for Justice: maya 

women, dictators, and crime 

in Guatemala, 1898–1944

By david carey, jr. (University 

of Texas Press, 2013)

On May 10, 2013, General 
Efraín Ríos Montt sat before 
a packed courtroom in 
Guatemala City listening to 
a three-judge panel convict 
him of genocide and crimes 
against humanity. The con-
viction, which mandated an 
80-year prison sentence for 
the octogenarian, followed 
five weeks of hearings that 
included testimony by more 
than 90 survivors from the 
Ixil region of the department 
of El Quiché, experts from a 
range of academic fields, and 
military officials. The geno-
cide case against Efraín Ríos 
Montt and Mauricio Rodrí-
guez Sánchez (who was found 
not guilty) occurred because 
survivors appealed for justice 
by petitioning Guatemala’s 
courts. Citizens turned to 
their courts despite decades 
of impunity enjoyed by the 
perpetrators of the violence—
military and paramilitary 
forces which the United 
Nations Commission for His-
torical Clarification declared 
responsible for 93 percent 
of the deaths and disappear-
ances of 200,000 people. 

Because of the gendered 
nature of Guatemala’s geno-

cide, Ixil women’s testimony 
and presence during the 
hearings defined the legal 
process. Photographers from 
newspapers, human rights 
groups and communities 
posted hundreds of images of 
Ixil women wearing intricate-
ly woven huipiles as they per-
formed ceremonies outside 
the courtroom, sat listening 
intently to simultaneous Ixil 
translations of the hearings 
through red or white head-
phones, and testified to the 
violence they suffered. Twelve 
Ixil women, who appeared 
before the court often with 
their faces and heads cov-
ered by rebozos described, 
frequently through tears, the 
sexual torture they endured 
at the hands of soldiers 
following the commands of 
General Ríos Montt. Rape 
was not incidental to the 
state-directed genocide, but 
was instead a strategy to 
achieve it. By petitioning the 
court and testifying, women 
asked for justice.

On May 20, 2013, just ten 
days after the Guatemalan 
court convicted Ríos Montt, 
the country’s Constitutional 
Court, in a 3-2 ruling, over-
turned the verdict and rolled 
back the state of the trial 
back to where it had been 
April 19. The reversal vitiated 
the first genocide conviction 
of a former head of state in a 

domestic court, rather than 
an international one. While 
the Guatemalan courts failed 
to deliver justice, by pro-
viding a forum for witness 
testimony the hearings pub-
licly affirmed the historical 
fact that Guatemala’s Maya 
population suffered genocide 
at the hands of their coun-
try’s military. Guatemala’s 
courts did not appear to be 
unequivocally allied with the 
country’s forces of repression. 
The limits of courts’ poten-
tial in civil society were also 
manifest. People presented 
testimony reinforcing the 
state’s perspective that only 
indigenous people “innocent” 
of the “crime” of association 
with revolutionary groups 
could be considered genocide 
victims. Except for providing 
interpreters, court officials 
made few concessions to 
accommodate indigenous cit-
izens’ cultural practices. The 
verdict represented a short-
lived exception to the rule of 
impunity. It was overturned. 
On May 13, 2014, 87 mem-
bers of Guatemala’s congress 
(with a total of 111 present) 
voted for a resolution that 
denied genocide took place 
during the armed conflict. 

The contemporary role 
of Guatemala’s courts in 
the genocide proceedings 
resonates with the historical 
role David Carey examines in 

his deeply researched, theo-
retically sophisticated, fine-
grained study of criminal 
court cases in Chimaltenan-
go, Guatemala, during the 
dictatorships of Manuel 
Estrada Cabrera (1898–1920) 
and General Jorge Ubico 
(1931–1944). By placing 
women and their experi-
ences in Guatemala’s courts 
at the center of the process 
of “everyday forms of state 
formation,” I Ask for Justice 
offers profound insight into 
gender- and state-formation 
and introduces a historical 
context that helps us under-
stand more recent violence 
against women, to examine 
genocide court hearings as 
a component of contempo-
rary state-making (and its 
limitations) and to interpret 
the hearings’ significance for 
achieving justice.

women and the Court: 
nation-Building in guatemala
A review By SuSAn FitzPAtriCk-BehrenS
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I Ask for Justice is the first 
study of Guatemala’s nation-
state formation that focuses 
primarily on judicial records. 
Carey examined more than 
800 legal cases at the depart-
mental and municipal level of 
Chimaltenango and comple-
mented them by interview-
ing one hundred Kaqchikel 
elders. He also analyzed sto-
ries from the newspaper, La 
Gaceta: revista de policía y 
variedades over a number of 
years. His nuanced interpre-
tation of these sources and 
his contextualization of them 
in the local and national 
political history of Guatemala 
make the book a compelling 
read and an indispensable 
source for understanding the 
quotidian life of rural indig-
enous women and the ways 
that they engaged with other 
citizens and the state. The 

photographs and newspaper 
images that Carey incorpo-
rates to highlight the text are 
themselves rich sources of 
insight into Guatemalan life.

Carey suggests that 
Guatemala’s courtrooms 
were important because they 
offered sites of dialogue, 
where “people and represen-
tatives of the state could learn 
about each other’s goals, 
challenges and worldviews 
in situations whose tangible 

outcomes compelled the par-
ties to listen carefully” [p.55]. 
This process of dialogue, in 
Carey’s view, contributed to 
state formation and provided 
Guatemala’s poorest citizens 
with a means of participating 
in it, even as courts helped 
to maintain their marginal-
ized status. Courts did not 
guarantee justice. Legal 
judgments were arbitrary 
with municipal courts pro-
viding judgments distinct 
from those of departmental 
courts and individual judges 
evaluating cases differently. 
Moreover, Carey demon-
strates that the Guatemalan 
state, like other modern-
izing Latin American states 
in the early 20th century, 
passed laws that criminalized 
indigenous cultural prac-
tices. But, by “enlightening 
judges and authorities about 

the struggles of poor, rural 
residents…defendants were 
doing more than just high-
lighting their inferior status 
to gain a judge’s sympathy; 
they were arguing that the 
laws themselves were unjust 
and that the state’s failure to 
provide for its citizens was 
criminal” [p.81]. 

Thus, courts did provide 
a forum where indigenous 
people and particularly wom-
en could critique the state 

publicly for violating citizens’ 
rights, affirm cultural prac-
tices, assert their dignity, and 
occasionally access justice or 
at least ameliorate conditions 
of suffering. Carey’s subtle 
analysis of court testimony 
reveals the ways that women 
and men catered to gendered 
and racialized assumptions 
in their appeals for leni-
ency, while also critiquing 
those assumptions. Female 
liquor bootleggers, who 
constituted nearly half of 
the total defendants in cases 
of defraudación al Fisco en 
el ramo de licores (defraud-
ing the Treasury of alcohol 
revenue), took advantage of 
gender assumptions to sell 
their products without arous-
ing the “least suspicion” of 
authorities [p.68] and then 
used those same assumptions 
to seek leniency in the courts. 

They played on ideas about 
women’s naiveté to claim 
ignorance of laws, while also 
appealing for sympathy by 
citing their roles as mothers 
whose imprisonment would 
leave their children aban-
doned. Carey argues that 
these cases gave women a 
chance to “inform authorities 
of their privations” [p.80]. 
The cases also give the 
reader extensive insight into 
women’s dynamic roles in 

Guatemala’s market economy 
not only as liquor bootleg-
gers, but also as the primary 
vendors who “became politi-
cized” in the marketplace 
[p.114]. 

Indigenous women’s 
roles in Guatemala’s market 
economy offered them a 
greater measure of autonomy 
than ladinas. This autonomy 
was offset by the ways in 
which the dictatorial regimes 
of Manuel Estrada Cabrera 
and Jorge Ubico permitted, 
participated in, and encour-
aged violence against women 
to affirm the dictators’ own 
violent authority. “By not 
adequately punishing men’s 
violence against women, the 
judicial system reinforced 
violence as a mechanism of 
social governance” [p.176]. 
Moreover, violence against 
women served the state by 
giving impoverished men 
an outlet for their rage and 
thereby depoliticizing it 
[p.154]. Carey argues that 
“few indigenous women sim-
ply accepted this fate” [p.6]. 
Nonetheless the cases he 
examines reveal that “some 
highland women lived in 
terror because violence was 
the rule, not the exception” 
[p.176]. While 96.8 percent 
of the fifty-six women and 
eleven men cited for mar-
ketplace violations were 
convicted of their “crimes” 
[p.92]; only 1 of the 15 men 
tried for rape was convicted 
and his charge was reduced 
to rapto (abduction) [p.169]. 
When “José Coc kicked his 
wife and pulled her hair in 
front of the alguacil (bailiff )  
. . . [and] tried to hit his wife 
again when he was brought 

Carey’s subtle analysis of court testimony reveals the ways 
that women and men catered to gendered and racialized 
assumptions in their appeals for leniency, while also 
critiquing those assumptions. 
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into the courtroom,” the 
judge sentenced him to five 
days for hitting his wife and 
fifteen days for disrespect-
ing the tribunal [p.178]. 
Women also were subjected 
to legal constraints that 
men escaped. Only women 
and their parents could be 
accused of infanticide, even 
though men also killed their 
children [p. 118-119]. Courts 
and newspapers depicted 
women accused of infan-
ticide, even if they were 
victims of rape, incest, and 
extreme poverty, as “madres 
desnaturalizadas (unnatural 
mothers)” and “madres sin 
entrañas (soulless mothers)” 
[p.121]. No equivalent term 
applied to men responsible 
for infanticide or physical 
abuse of women.

Carey demonstrates that 
violence against women, far 
from being incidental to the 
power of violent dictatorship, 
was a means by which it was 
sustained and reinforced. 
Still, indigenous women 
fought for justice in the face 
of impunity. They appealed 
to the judicial system, often 
bypassing the municipal 
level, where the maximum 
sentence for assault and bat-
tery was ten days, and going 
directly to the departmental 
juzgado de primera instan-
cia, where judges had more 
leeway in keeping men incar-
cerated [p.230]. They forced 
the state into a dialogue that 
recognized implicitly the 
injustice of the violence they 
suffered and made them a 
part of the process of state 
formation. In one sense, their 
roles were analogous to those 
of indigenous women who 
testified against Ríos Montt 
in the genocide trial, and 

the early cases may help to 
explain why sexual torture 
was integral to genocide. Not 
only did rape achieve the goal 
of genocide, it also reinforced 
the power of the authoritar-
ian state by enhancing sol-
diers’ (often poor indigenous 
men) roles as agents and 
accomplices who engaged 
in an intimate violence with 
deep historical roots in the 
country’s dictatorships. 

David Carey’s I Ask for 
Justice offers insight into 
Guatemala’s past and its 
present. It should be read 
as a model of sophisticated 
scholarship that examines a 
plethora of sources to reveal 
a multiplicity of meanings 
and voices, and specifically 
for the insight it offers into 
gender, daily life and the 
role of the judicial system 
in state formation. It should 
also be read to stimulate 
thinking about contempo-
rary court processes that 
seek justice, but may serve 
more to provide a forum 
for dialogue, a space for 
denunciation, and a means 
of participating in “everyday 
forms of state formation.”

Susan Fitzpatrick-Behrens 
was the 2013-14 DRCLAS 
Santander Visiting Scholar. 
She is a professor of Latin 
American history at Califor-
nia State University, North-
ridge. Her research examines 
religion, indigenous commu-
nities, and gender in Guate-
mala and Peru, emphasizing 
transnational religious net-
works. Her book, The Maryk-
noll Catholic Mission in Peru: 
Transnational Faith and 
Transformation, 1943–1989, 
was published in 2012. 

Building Bridges 
A review By tiMothy MAtovinA 

the aesthetics and  

ethics of faith: a dialogue 

Between Liberationist and 

Pragmatic thought 

By christopher d. tirres 

(Oxford University Press, 

2014. 223 pages) 

A young boy witnessing a 
reenactment of the Pas-
sion Story in San Anto-
nio, Texas, screams at his 
mother as Roman soldiers 
“whip” Jesus: “Mommy, call 
the police, that’s wrong! 
They just can’t hit him like 
that!” The aesthetics of the 
Good Friday rituals at San 
Fernando Cathedral evoke 
empathy and a call for 
action. Author Christopher 
Tirres uses the ethnograph-
ic description to explore 
the relationship between 
beauty and justice in ritual 
and other religious prac-
tices in a critical fashion. 

Tirres, a Harvard 
Divinity School gradu-
ate, notes that Latino/a 
liberationist writings have 
tended to focus on one to 
the detriment of the other. 
Thus, for example, among 
U.S. Latinos/as aesthetic 
representations of group 
pride, solidarity and cul-
tural resistance can hide 
the need for deeper social 
transformations, or even 
become an escape into the 
world of the symbolic when 
the harshness of reality 
becomes too overwhelming. 
As Tirres avers, scholarship 
on U.S. Latino/a public 

ritual and other symbolic 
representations unfortu-
nately has often mirrored 
these same relatively nar-
row emphases. 

He makes a significant 
contribution to schol-
arly analyses that adopt 
a hemispheric or global 
approach, building bridges 
between Latin America 
and U.S. Latino/s. The 
trend to reframe subjects 
of inquiry in transnational 
and global frameworks 
has of course cut across 
an array of disciplines, 
including history, litera-
ture and religious studies. 
Ecclesial leaders have 
participated in such trends, 
as is evident in documents 
such as Pope John Paul II’s 
Ecclesia in America (1999), 
which notes explicitly that 
“the decision to speak of 
‘America’ in the singular 
was an attempt to express 
not only the unity which in 
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Building Bridges 
A review By tiMothy MAtovinA 

some way already exists, but 
also to point to that closer 
bond that the peoples of the 
continent seek and that the 
church wishes to foster as 
part of her own mission.” 
Tirres enhances both the 
efforts to build greater soli-
darity across the American 
hemisphere and to advance 
scholarship that explores 
what liberation entails in 
this context. 

He explores in some 
detail how a number of 
liberation thinkers in the 
United States are indebted to 
the earlier tradition of Latin 
American liberation theol-
ogy, often closely associated 
with calls to action. He spells 
out two ways of “doing” lib-
eration theology, one starting 
from a theoretical basis and 
another with a more practi-
cal intent that concerns con-
crete “social phenomenon 
that touches the entire social 
and historical reality lived by 
the oppressed,” as expressed 
by Brazilian theologian 
Leonardo Boff.

To establish the dia-
logue between aesthetics 
and ethics, Tirres takes a 
critical look at pragmatists, 
especially John Dewey, and 
Latino/a liberationist theo-
logians from Latin America 
and the United States, most 
extensively Ivone Gebara 
and Roberto Goizueta. Tirres 
draws on Dewey’s model 
of reconstructive educa-
tion to set forth a dynamic 
understanding of ritual. He 
recognizes that some readers 
might object to his inter-
pretation, especially those 
who employ Dewey’s strict 
pragmatic method with its 
deep suspicion of institu-
tional religion as a force that 

undemocratically imposes 
the tenets of dogma. But 
Tirres contends that Dewey 
also used a developmental 
approach that allows for a 
more incisive reading of his 
corpus. Thus he avows that 
Dewey’s most noteworthy 
work on religion, A Com-
mon Faith, “is most fruit-
fully read. . .when Dewey’s 
strict pragmatism is placed 
in the context of his broader 
aesthetic and educational 
commitments” (192).

Such an approach leads 
Tirres to an innovative 
interpretation of Dewey’s 
contribution to analyses of 
religious ritual. He notes 
three bases for human 
engagement in ritual. The 
naturalistic basis is the 
precariousness of human 
life and the fear of nature 

that give rise to ritual and 
religion. Ritual also pro-
vides an aesthetic means to 
imagine an alternative world 
and to enact the dramas of 
life without the risk of harm. 
Finally, the ethical basis 
of ritual is that it initiates 
participants into group 
customs and mores, though 
it can also generate what 
Dewey considers a higher 
level of moral development: 
the formation of individual 
conscience that leads to 
voluntary moral action.  
For Dewey, the negative 

side of ritual is that it can 
merely be a fearful response 
to perceived danger or, 
worse, become so habitual 
that it imposes authoritative 
norms and inhibits indi-
viduals from developing as 
responsible moral agents. 
But if intelligently guided, 
ritual can advance personal 
development and moral 
progress. Tirres under-
scores his interpretation of 
Dewey with a passage from 
Art as Experience in which 
Dewey argues that the three 
bases of ritual can function 
together effectively. Dewey 
concludes that “Each of 
these communal modes of 
activity [rites and ceremo-
nies] unite the practical, the 
social, and the educative in 
an integrated whole having 
esthetic form” (184).

Like Dewey’s insights on 
human experience in general, 
this understanding respects 
the complexity and fluidity 
of religious experience in 
ritual. In his ethnographic 
analysis of the Passion scene, 
Tirres shows how rituals like 
the graphic enactment of 
Jesus’ way of the cross are 
aesthetic because they are 
sensorial dramatizations, but 
also because they engage the 
imagination of participants. 
At the same time, the rituals 
address ethical concerns like 
human suffering, violence, 

and the call of believers to 
solidarity and conversion 
of life. References to such 
concerns are verbally explicit 
in the preaching and prayer 
texts of San Fernando’s 
Good Friday rituals. But 
they are also evident in more 
symbolic ways, such as the 
collapsing of the past and 
the present in ritual per-
formance. For example, the 
blurred distinction between 
Jerusalem of 2,000 years ago 
and devotees’ lives today as 
the crowds accompany Jesus 
through the streets of San 
Antonio links the visceral 
reality of the crucifixion with 
the challenge of how to 
respond to the plight of one’s 
neighbor. Tirres’ persuasive 
example of a ritual enact-
ment that interweaves aes-
thetics and ethics could be 

further enhanced in future 
studies that explore the 
limits and obstacles to such a 
cohesive interweaving. 

Tirres completes his 
dialogical circle by pre-
senting the ways Latino/a 
religious experience and 
scholarship can enrich 
pragmatists’ treatment of 
religious faith. Most impor-
tantly, Latin American and 
U.S. Latino/a thinkers have 
consistently highlighted the 
social dimensions of faith. 
They insist that the essence 
of the human person is not 

While Dewey’s focus on the formation of individual 
conscience and moral agency is important, it is equally 
important to bear in mind that human lives and moral 
responsibilities are inherently relational.
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the autonomous individual, 
but a being in relationship to 
others. Indeed, these think-
ers contend that “community 
is the birthplace of the self ” 
(99). While Dewey’s focus on 
the formation of individual 
conscience and moral agency 
is important, it is equally 
important to bear in mind 
that human lives and moral 
responsibilities are inherent-
ly relational. Thus the social 
dimension of rituals is not 
necessarily autocratic and 
coercive, but can be a posi-
tive force for forming partici-
pants in solidarity with their 
fellow human beings. This 
possibility undercuts the 
generally antagonistic stance 
toward institutional religion 
in the writings of Dewey 
and other pragmatists. 

Latino/a theologians of 
the Americas have certainly 
been critical of institutional 
religious structures and 
practices. However, they do 
not dismiss them outright 
since they recognize that 
churches are comprised of 
communities of faith and 
not just organizations run 
by hierarchical leaders. 
Moreover, many pastoral 
leaders in Latino/a com-
munities link faith practice 
with critical pedagogy in 
a manner similar to what 
Dewey considers the role 
of a teacher in the develop-
mental process of learning. 
A number of Latin American 
and U.S. Latino/a theolo-
gians present reflections on 
pastoral leadership intended 
to develop faith communi-
ties in a manner akin to 
what Dewey advocates 
vis-à-vis the developmental 
process of education.

Some readers may dis-

pute Tirres’ reading of par-
ticular claims in the thought 
of Dewey, Gebara, Goizueta, 
or the various other thinkers 
he examines. Nonetheless, 
he has clearly demonstrated 
that “popular ritual as a 
form of faith-in-action is 
not simply an expression of 
institutional religion, somat-
ic engagement, or emotional 
stimulation. Rather, at its 
best, it is also an enculturat-
ed form of social praxis that 
widens the moral imagina-
tion through dialogical and 
prophetic forms of peda-
gogy” (198). The Aesthetics 
and Ethics of Faith admira-
bly advances the significant 
conversation in liberationist 
thought and pastoral praxis 
about the relation between 
beauty and justice. Tirres 
has laid a solid founda-
tion for what this reviewer 
hopes will be his ongoing 
exploration of this vital 
theme, and, above all, for his 
continuing scholarly inves-
tigations in religion and 
theology that bring impor-
tant thinkers from across 
the American hemisphere 
into critical and mutually 
enriching conversation. 

Timothy Matovina is profes-
sor of theology and executive 
director of the Institute for 
Latino Studies at the Univer-
sity of Notre Dame. He is the 
author of Latino Catholicism: 
Transformation in America’s 
Largest Church (Princeton 
University Press, 2012).  
He can be reached at  
matovina.1@nd.edu.

A version of this review  
appeared in the June issue of  
the Journal of the American  
Academy of Religion.
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construcción de paz en 

colombia

edited by angelika rettberg 

(Bogotá: Universidad de los 

Andes, 2012, 512 pages)

On June 15, 2014, Colombi-
ans reelected President Juan 
Manuel Santos for a second 
term by a six-point margin 
in one of the most hotly 
contested elections in recent 
years. The 2014 presiden-
tial election was a de-facto 
referendum on the country’s 
peace endeavor. Colom-
bians went to the polls to 
choose between one man 
who would preside over the 
peace process and another 
who would disrupt it. It was 
an important inflection in 
the direction of a negoti-
ated settlement in a history 
marked by mistrust.

Santos, who had won the 
earlier 2010 election as a 
political heir to former Pres-
ident Álvaro Uribe, changed 
his original hawkish stance 
once he took office. Once 
in power, Santos, who as 
Uribe’s defense minister 
oversaw the secret operation 
that freed politician Ingrid 
Betancourt, distanced him-
self from the previous poli-
cies and began a series of 
moves aimed at starting the 
long road to negotiations. 
In 2012, he announced that 
his government was opening 

negotiations with the Fuer-
zas Armadas Revoluciona-
rias de Colombia (FARC) 
to end the armed conflict 
that had badly wounded 
his country for more than 
half a century. Santos was 
not the first Colombian 
president persuaded to 
explore this option, but 
he was the boldest. 

Construcción de paz en 
Colombia is a prescient 
book published just as 
President Santos, a former 
defense minister in Uribe’s 
government, began his 
first term in office and was 
thought to favor a continu-
ation of a military strategy 
to defeat the FARC. When 
he announced his plans 
for dialogue, Colombians 
had reason to be skeptical 
because of previous failures 
in reaching accords with 

A Prescient view of 
Colombia’s Path to 
Peace
A review By PeDro reinA-Pérez
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the FARC. Former President 
Uribe felt betrayed, and made 
it his one and only objec-
tive to attack Santos and his 
government by accusing them 
of undermining the rule of 
law, by dealing with crimi-
nals. Obviously, these events 
and its consequences are not 
contemplated in the book.

The book came out just 
around the time Santos first 
met with the FARC in a secret 
round of meetings in Oslo, 
Norway, to set groundrules 
for the process to follow. 
The governments of Cuba, 
Venezuela and Chile pledged 
to accompany the process to 
lend it credibility. No truce or 
cease-fire agreements were 
previously agreed between 
the parties, as they sat face to 
face for the first time in the 
fall of 2012 in Havana. 

Construcción de paz en 
Colombia is an ambitious 
and rigorous attempt to 
map theoretical and meth-
odological approaches to 
the construction of peace in 
Colombia in sixteen essays 
by Colombian sociologists, 
anthropologists, political 
scientists, lawyers, econo-
mists and diplomats. They 
expound the basic theories 
for the construction of peace, 
and present the necessary 
terms to build a common 
language. The authors draw 
on recent precedents such 
as those of South Africa, 
Rwanda, Afghanistan and 
Argentina to illuminate how 
past experiences in resolving 
political conflicts can shed 
light onto a prospective nego-
tiation for peace in Colombia, 
as well as the subsequent 
reconstruction of institu-
tions, promotion of economic 
development and renovation 

of public trust. 
The book’s relevance as 

an introduction to the recent 
history of violence and guer-
rilla warfare in Colombia 
cannot be overstated. It is 
coherent, well written and 
accessible to readers without 
previous knowledge of the 
country or the subject. 

The book’s five sections 
span a wide range of topics: a 
theoretical framework for con-
structing peace in Colombia; 
justice, memory, reparation 
and reconciliation; economy, 
development and the private 
sector; arms, demobilization 
and the Armed Forces; and 
contextual factors and con-
struction of peace.

The volume is not a how-
to guide to a quick solution 
but rather a thorough assess-
ment of possibilities to frame 
and define the very concept 
of peace, an elusive objective 
indeed, given the compet-
ing notions held by different 
groups. It offers a panoramic 
view of the subject, as well 
as a general sociological 
landscape of an elusive yet 
powerful topic. Rettberg, 
herself a political scientist, 
does a splendid job in laying 
down the fundamental ideas 
in the opening essay entitled 
“Construction of Peace in 
Colombia: Context and Bal-
ance.” She offers the reader a 
fundamental explanation of 
the complexities involved in 
defining a framework that is 
proven, concrete and effective 
in achieving results. 

She begins by present-
ing the reader with a list 
of components used by 25 
international institutions 
and agencies to deal with 
the construction of peace. 
They encompass violence 

reduction or elimination, 
infrastructure reconstruction, 
political transition, economic 
development, social reforms, 
rule of law, strengthening 
of civil society and humani-
tarian action. The author 
reviews recent precedents 
in countries such as Sudan 
that have dealt with similar 
internal conflicts, sum-
marizing Colombia’s recent 
attempts to achieve a peace-
ful solution to its war. This 
includes a list of all 21 state 
and international agencies 
involved with peace efforts in 
the country, beginning with 
the Organización Interna-
cional para las Migraciones 
(1956), and ending with the 
Área de Memoria Histórica 
de la Comisión Nacional de 
Reparación y Reconciliación 
(2007), as well as the 26 non-
governmental organizations 
(NGOs) doing similar work. 
She also makes an important 
distinction between peace 
and security, two terms that 
are intimately related but 
are very different in practice. 
She warns that peace efforts, 
if not defended, may be 
hijacked by partisan groups 
seeking to exploit them to 
their own political benefit.

Transitional justice and 
economic development also 
occupy an important part of 
the book. Colombia offers a 
special set of political and 
historical circumstances that 
distinguish it from other 
experiences in Latin Amer-
ica. First and foremost, the 
war between the government 
and the FARC is ongoing, 
which means that any discus-
sion of prospective arrange-
ments is contingent upon the 
cessation of hostilities. Javier 
Ciurlizza, program direc-

tor for Latin America of the 
International Crisis Group, 
defines transitional justice as 
the interaction of measures 
created to redress massive 
human rights violations, 
recognizing victim’s rights to 
truth, justice, reparations and 
reforms for the prevention of 
said abuses. Argentina, Chile, 
El Salvador and Guatemala 
offer important models in 
general, but the Colombian 
reality itself will require 
imagination and discipline 
to balance a strong state 
that guarantees security and 
human rights while preserv-
ing democratic institutions. 
He warns that the public’s 
need to know the truth can-
not mean impunity for those 
who engaged in violence.

Rettberg stresses the need 
to develop empirical tools to 
measure outcomes as a way 
to assess effectiveness and 
real progress. In addition, she 
warns of the need to educate 
beyond the establishment 
to reach the general public 
and give it ownership of the 
process. Without a complete 
understanding of the implica-
tions and risks, she argues, 
there can be no lasting peace 
for all Colombians. 

Pedro Reina Pérez, a histo-
rian, journalist and blogger 
specializing in contemporary 
Spanish Caribbean history, 
was the 2013-14 DRCLAS 
Wilbur Marvin Visiting 
Scholar. He is a professor of 
Humanities and Cultural 
Agency and Administration 
at the University of Puerto 
Rico. Among his books and 
edited volumes are Poeta del 
Paisaje (2013), El Arco Pro-
digioso (2009) and La Semi-
lla Que Sembramos (2003). 
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occupational hazards
A review By MAx PAuL FrieDMAn

the invaded: how Latin  

americans and their allies 

fought and ended U.S.  

occupations 

By alan mcPherson (Oxford 

University Press, 2014)

There was a time when U.S. 
naval officers were tasked 
with running entire coun-
tries. They did their best. In 
Nicaragua from 1912-1933, 
Haiti from 1915-1934 and 
the Dominican Republic 
from 1916-1924, contingents 
of Marines directly admin-
istered or determined who 
ruled nominally independent 
nations, trying to apply Pro-
gressive-era notions of good 
governance and economic 
progress. In Haiti, while 
fighting a rural insurgency, 
they embarked on education 
reform, sanitation projects 
and an ambitious program 
of building roads—literally 
paving Haiti with good inten-
tions. Thousands of deaths 
and millions of dollars later, 
the Marines withdrew. The 
national guard they trained 
became an instrument of dic-
tatorship. Their good inten-
tions seemed to have accom-
plished nothing so much as to 
put Haiti on a path to hell.

Alan McPherson’s out-
standing new book does 
much more than chart the 
sweeping impact of the 
major U.S. occupations in 
the Caribbean. It also does 
more than remind us vividly 
and in greater detail of some 
of what we already knew 

about the conduct of those 
occupations. He illustrates, 
for example, the paradox 
of nation-building in Haiti, 
where the Marines’ civilizing 
mission included reintro-
ducing the corvée, a system 
of brutal forced labor that 
did not go down well in a 
republic founded by former 
slaves. The occupation was 
also hampered by the views 
of officers such as company 
commander William Upshur, 
who found Haitians “no more 
fitted to govern themselves 
than a tribe of apes” (31).

McPherson’s book is 
not merely a breathtaking 
compendium of evidence 
about the sordid nature of 
the occupations drawn from 
sources from five countries 
in three languages. It also 
benefits from his rare abil-
ity to engage in historical 
comparison through multi-
national research and deep 
knowledge of more than one 
country. Norbert Finzsch 
once called comparison the 
Bigfoot of historical scholar-
ship: often reported, seldom 
found. McPherson’s uncom-
mon ability to handle this 
Bigfoot allows him to draw 
conclusions from three cases 
that reveal the many varieties 
of resistance to occupation, 
and the diverse motiva-
tions behind it. His most 
significant argument is that 
attributing the resistance 
the Marines encountered 
to the power of national-
ism is mistaken: instead, 

it emerged from below the 
national level. Subnational 
power brokers, from parti-
san politicians to caudillos 
and caciques (strongmen 
operating, respectively, at the 
regional or local level), eager 
to defend or advance their 
own standing and patronage 
networks, were the earliest 
and most tenacious oppo-
nents of the occupiers, and 
their followers made up the 
majority of armed insurgents. 
Typically, the United States 
sparked resistance not from 
nationalists who resented a 
foreign presence, but from 
locals who saw the Ameri-
cans’ centralizing project—
their nation-building—as a 
threat to their own parochial 
or personal interests. 

This finding is of great 
consequence, since the 
main idea behind counter-
insurgency efforts a century 
ago and today has been to 
strengthen the state, improve 
its legitimacy through politi-
cal and economic reform 
and assure it a monopoly on 
violence. McPherson’s study 
suggests that the very strategy 
of nation-building that is 
supposed to thwart insurgen-
cies instead spawns more 
resistance by challenging dis-
persed power centers. So did 
other aspects of U.S. reform 
intended to “modernize” 
society and create a stronger 
central state, such as regular-
izing land ownership records, 
which disrupted traditional 
holdings and created a class 

of aggrieved peasants thrown 
off their farms. Progressive-
style reforms to license bak-
ers, fishmongers and mid-
wives for hygienic purposes 
alienated poor people who 
had been able to earn a living 
until the Marines arrived. 
Attempts to promote more 
widespread education could 
backfire, as when Domini-
cans protested the financing 
of schools through loans 
from U.S. banks, or Haitians 
defended their traditional 
belles-lettres curriculum 
over the vocational educa-
tion Marines thought more 
suitable to train Haitians for 
manual labor. 

The first phase of resis-
tance to the initial interven-
tion arose for local reasons 
by those directly affected. A 
second phase then emerged 
against the conduct of occu-
pation, provoked by abuses 
committed by the occupiers, 
from the killing and torture 
of civilians to forced labor, 
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from the requisition of land 
and livestock to forcible home 
entries and nighttime arrests 
that only increased hostil-
ity. The echoes in today’s 
counterinsurgency efforts are 
deafening. Current debates 
over whether sending more 
troops is the way to overcome 
resistance should take note 
of McPherson’s finding that 
when the number of Marines 
went from the hundreds to 
the thousands, the increased 
scale of unwelcome interac-
tions with the population, 
especially violent incidents, 
created “a recruiting bonanza 
for insurgents” (93).

In the second phase, 
resistance tended to expand 
from rural areas to urban 
professionals and thence 
to the international plane. 
One of the most interest-
ing aspects of McPherson’s 
research is his analysis of 
extensive transnational 
networks stretching from 
Mexico City to Buenos 
Aires and New York. These 
networks allowed occupation 
opponents to supply financial 
support to resistance forces 
or to use newspapers and 
direct lobbying to pressure 
the U.S. Congress and execu-
tive branch to withdraw the 
Marines. Haiti benefited less 
from transnational solidarity 
in Latin America than did 
the Dominican Republic and 
Nicaragua, because of racism 
and cultural distance from 
Spanish-speaking countries. 
All three attracted the sym-
pathy of progressive U.S. citi-
zens, from labor groups and 
left-wing scholars to African 
Americans across the politi-
cal spectrum, who published 
exposés, demonstrated in the 
streets and testified in Wash-

ington against the occupation 
of Haiti. McPherson argues 
that the role of foreigners 
and exiles was essential to 
ending the occupations, but 
that since their interest was 
drawn by acts of resistance 
inside the occupied coun-
tries, credit should go to 
“the invaded” themselves.

McPherson acknowl-
edges that some of the most 
prominent opponents of 
occupation, from Augusto 
Sandino in Nicaragua to 
ousted Dominican presi-
dent Francisco Henríquez y 
Carvajal, both major figures 
in his account, did effectively 
articulate nationalist plat-
forms. Resistance acquired 
a permanent nationalist 
tint in the hindsight of later 
movements such as Nica-
ragua’s Sandinistas in the 
1970s. McPherson dismisses 
economic determinists and 
conspiracy theorists who 
saw Wall Street investors 
pulling the strings of the 
occupation to fatten their 
profits or exploit the circum-
Caribbean for economic gain. 
The Haitian occupation, he 
points out, cost $50 million 
during a period when U.S. 
investments in Haiti were 
worth only $15 million. (That 
made it unprofitable for the 
United States, but not neces-
sarily for individual com-
panies.) He also documents 
the reluctance of occupation 
officials and State Depart-
ment officers to entertain 
requests for assistance that 
came from private inves-
tors with grievances in the 
countries under U.S. rule. 

McPherson’s account-
ing does leave room for an 
economic interpretation 
of occupation alongside 

the political project he has 
so ably documented: the 
long-term desire to redesign 
Caribbean economies so that 
their role was essentially to 
convert foreign capital and 
local land and labor into 
export commodities, with 
costs for land, labor and taxes 
kept low enough through 
repression and emoluments 
to produce exalted returns 
for U.S. investors. When 
Latin Americans challenged 
any part of that system, 
they soon encountered new 
forms of U.S. intervention.

Those who judge the book 
by its title may expect to find 
a study that extols virtuous 
victims who threw off the 
yoke of imperial control. 
McPherson praises selfless 
action where he finds it, but 
most individual actors in his 
history are less heroic than 
prosaic. In the encompass-
ing category of resisters to 
occupation, we find rural 
folk from 14 to 80 years old 
taking up arms or tearing 
up railroad ties to slow the 
Marines’ advance, but doing 
so for a daily wage from a 
local caudillo; cabinet mem-
bers resigning en masse, but 
because they are no longer 
able to dominate the politi-
cal system; and disappointed 
job-seekers trying to beat the 
Marines and their appointed 
functionaries after fail-
ing to join them. Eloquent 
intellectuals who published 
nationalist tracts (and were 
sometimes jailed by the 
occupiers as a result) often 
appear as self-promoting 
elitists whose nationalism 
was colored by contempt 
for their darker neighbors. 

McPherson does not 
romanticize resisters and 

seems to hold special disdain 
for those who proclaimed 
idealistic commitment while 
lining their pockets. But this 
is not a pox-on-both-their-
houses account. He clearly 
denounces the occupations 
as misguided, not only 
for their excesses and for 
violations of international 
law, but for interfering with 
the right of each people to 
unfold its own history. The 
determination of retrograde 
caudillos to preserve their 
local autonomy existed 
alongside indigenous pro-
cesses of centralization that 
were disrupted rather than 
furthered by the Marines’ 
arrival, and the substitution 
of a U.S.-imposed regime 
under U.S.-trained national 
constabularies led not to 
the preservation of democ-
racy but to the emergence 
of dictatorship. McPher-
son’s intimately detailed 
portrait of good intentions 
gone bad demonstrates 
the “folly” (269) of occupa-
tions that intend to teach 
self-government by impos-
ing military government. 

Max Paul Friedman, 
a professor of history at 
American University, is the 
author of Rethinking Anti-
Americanism: The History 
of an Exceptional Concept 
in American Foreign Rela-
tions (Cambridge University 
Press, 2012) and Nazis and 
Good Neighbors: The United 
States Campaign against the 
Germans of Latin America 
in World War II (Cambridge 
University Press, 2003), 
winner of the Herbert Hoover 
Prize in U.S. History and the 
A.B. Thomas Prize in Latin 
American Studies. 
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i sPent ten months working 

for Natik, a small non-profit 
organization that supports 
grassroots organizations 
around San Cristóbal de las 
Casas and Santiago Atitlán, 
Guatemala. One of these proj-
ects is a microfinance fund 
called Veredas.

Over the past several years, 
academics, development 
professionals and grassroots 
activists have begun to voice 
concern about microfinance, 
arguing not only that it is not 
effective in fighting poverty, 
but that it can be harmful to 
clients and communities. Crit-
icisms of microfinance range 
from critiques of how microfi-
nance programs are imple-
mented, including their high 
interest rates, the inability of 
their loan officers to effec-
tively track their clients, and 
their exaggerated focus on 
profitability as well as more 
philosophical arguments that 
microfinance unfairly places 
the onus of development on 
individuals instead of on the 
state, and that the expectation 
that people in deep poverty 
become successful entrepre-
neurs is unrealistic. 

San Cristóbal, like most 
of Chiapas, is full of micro-
finance institutions that 
vary greatly in terms of both 
financial success and commit-
ment to the poor communi-
ties in which they work. Many 
charge very high interest rates 
and require that their clients 

take out large minimum first 
loans. Since its founding in 
2009, Veredas has striven for 
a different model, providing 
loans to small cooperatives of 
women who make artisanal 
soaps, woven and embroi-
dered textiles, and corn prod-
ucts. The loans are small by 
microfinance standards, and 
interest is symbolic, barely 
covering the cost of inflation. 
Most importantly, Veredas is 
committed to providing com-
prehensive “accompaniment” 
of every loan it disburses. This 
support can range from help 
filling out the loan application 

to input on product design, 
depending on the requests of 
each group. 

Veredas hopes that this 
small, non-profit model of 
microfinance can provide 
insight into how microfi-
nance can work better. By 
focusing services on women 
who already work together, 
Veredas avoids creating an 
expectation that every poor 
person become an entre-
preneur. Interviews with 
program participants suggest 
that this vintage model of 
microfinance may have real 

positive effects. Participants 
report feeling more empow-
ered in activities such as man-
aging their own finances. 

As part of Veredas’ com-
mitment to providing services 
that respond to the goals and 
needs of the cooperatives, 
other Natik staff members 
and I visited loan recipients 
frequently to get to know 
them and track their prog-
ress. When we asked, “What 
aspects of your business 
would you like help with?” 
participants overwhelm-
ingly asked us to help them 
sell more of their products. 

Unfortunately, the market for 
artisanal products is saturated 
in San Cristóbal and fluctu-
ates seasonally. Despite their 
skill, creativity, and atten-
tion to detail, cooperatives 
receiving Veredas loans have 
difficulty selling their crafts.   
      Thus, I worked with Natik 
to help artisans in one textile 
cooperative market their 
products on Etsy, a burgeon-
ing online crafts marketplace. 
There, the cooperative can 
reach a wider audience and 
charge slightly higher prices 
for their items. In order to 

relieve the pressure of packag-
ing, shipping and marketing 
from the artisans who already 
have so much to do, Natik 
relies on an extensive network 
of volunteers throughout the 
U.S. to receive bulk shipments 
from the artisans, post them 
to the site, and respond to 
orders and inquiries. 

The Etsy project began in 
January 2013 and is currently 
in the process of evaluating its 
first year of operation. In one 
year, the project has resulted 
in more than US$1200 of 
revenue for a small coopera-
tive that feels the benefit of 
every extra dollar raised. Sales 
increased steadily over the 
course of the year, and the site 
now also includes products 
from a Guatemalan artisan’s 
cooperative supported by 
Natik. In the coming year, 
Natik plans to streamline the 
project to make it as sustain-
able as possible and seri-
ously evaluate its results with 
significant input from the 
cooperatives. Microfinance is 
a complicated project, but we 
hope that through intentional 
program design and hard 
work to expand the oppor-
tunities available to partici-
pants, we can create a model 
worth taking seriously.

Roisin Duffy-Gideon 
received a DRCLAS Steve Rei-
fenberg Traveling Fellowship 
in 2012 to work in Mexico 
and Guatemala.

A Look at Microfinance
By roiSin DuFFy-giDeon

makiNg a diffeReNCe

With my DRCLAS Steve Reifenberg 
Traveling Fellowship, I worked with 
Veredas, a microfinance organization.
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editoR’s letteR By JuNe CaRolyN eRliCk

I’m long past the point of being a tourist in Peru, although I’ve never lived there. I fi rst arrived 
by bus in 1977 on an Inter American Press Association fellowship and I’ve been going back ever 
since. I’ve explored its cities, mountains, jungles, lakes and beaches, been invited to countless 
hospitable homes, been robbed twice, enjoyed its ceviche and pinchos and, of course, its pisco. 
I’ve bought way too many handicrafts—the cornucopia of carved gourds, alpaca sweaters, intri-
cate woodcarvings and a host of other delights still tempts me. Wandering the streets of Lima, 
I’ve observed transformations from a pleasant backwater to a cosmopolitan city, from dictator-
ship to democracy, from struggling development to growing prosperity.

On my last trip to Peru in March 2014, I decided to go someplace new to observe how 
the country’s transformations had played out in a place I'd never been to. I chose Ayacucho, 
the heart of the horrendous violence that swept the country from 1980-2000.  A historically 

impoverished city nestled into the mountains of the southwestern region, it’s also a handicraft 
mecca with more than sixty types of crafts, ranging from ceramics to textiles.  

At the Ayacucho airport, a fl oor-to-ceiling retablo—a box structure fi lled with intricate 
carved fi gures—greeted me.  This was the handicraft to beat all handicrafts. I was totally 
unprepared for its stunning intricacy, although I’d seen many retablos in small, portable box 
form. I was even less prepared for the view of the dazzling green mountains and unexpectedly 
blue sky (I was lucky—Ayacucho is known for rain). Yet I knew that the mountains of Ayacucho 
held much pain—many of the country’s 70,000 violent deaths, including many massacres, had 
taken place there.

Despite its beauty, Ayacucho’s painful past was not hard to fi nd. On a visit to the Museum 
of Memory, I asked to be put in contact with the local president of the Association of Relatives 
of the Kidnapped, Detained and Disappeared. I was told a meeting was about to begin—a total 
coincidence. I met the president, gave her a copy of last fall’s Memory issue of ReVista, and she 
invited me to stay on for the meeting.

The group—mostly women with large embroidered aprons and billowing skirts who would 
have looked at home in any market—was meeting with government forensics experts, who 
were encouraging the use of DNA samples to identify remains.

The conversation brought home both a transformed and untransformed Peru. The women 
had voice, and they seemed unafraid to express their concerns. The government representa-
tive listened. But some of the problems remained so basic, such remnants of a past lacking in 
infrastructure and hope. Transportation was lacking to get to the centers to give DNA samples. 
And if transportation were to be provided, who would take care of the kids? Who would work 
the fi elds? Why couldn’t mobile centers be established for market days? 

I emerged from the meeting and walked past the cellphone and video shops. The streets 
were bustling. A very good classical group was playing just outside the cathedral—a rehearsal, 
I was told. Restaurants were fi lled and the town was preparing for carnival. Later in the day, I 
would watch from a second-fl oor coffee shop as brightly costumed men and women from the 
countryside swirled in the plaza, practicing their dance steps.  Army soldiers—who seemed to 
be recruits, mostly men with a sprinkling of women—were practicing their music and carni-
val parade formations on the other side of the plaza. I asked a woman I’d met if the soldiers 
inspired fear nowadays. She shrugged her shoulders and said, “They’re ours.”  

I left Ayacucho with its green mountains wondering about transformations, about the lega-
cies of the past and the durability of the economic future. I may have gotten beyond the tourist 
stage in Peru, but I’m still missing many of the answers. The authors writing in these pages—
Peruvians and Peruvianists—understand far more. They can answer many of these questions 
and raise even more. All the more reason to return in the near future to learn more about the 
country (and, yes, to buy more of its splendid handicrafts).
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Founded in 1994, the David Rockefeller  
Center for Latin American Studies at Harvard 
University works to increase knowledge of the 
cultures, economies, histories, environment, 
and contemporary affairs of past and present 

Latin America.   

Each year the Center selects a number of   
distinguished academics (Visiting Scholars) and 
professionals (Fellows) who wish to spend one 
or two semesters at Harvard working on their 

own research and writing projects.  
The Center offers nine fellowships that pro-
vide support for one semester. Applications 

from those with their own resources  
are also welcome.  

 
Visiting Scholars and Fellows are provided 

shared office space, computers, library  
privileges, access to University facilities and 

events, and opportunities to audit classes and 
attend seminars. The residential fellowships 

cover round-trip travel expenses, health  
insurance, and a taxable $25,000 living stipend 
while at Harvard. Appointments are typically 

for one or two semesters. Recipients are  
expected to be in residence at the University a 
minimum of twelve weeks during the semester. 

Phone: 617-496-1588 
drc_vsf@fas.harvard.edu  

1730 Cambridge Street 
CGIS, South Building 

Cambridge, MA 02138 

DAVID ROCKEFELLER CENTER FOR LATIN AMERICAN STUDIES  

VISITING SCHOLARS AND 
FELLOWS PROGRAM 

HARVARD UNIVERSITY 
David Rockefeller Center for Latin American Studies 

THE CENTER 

THE PROGRAM 

Applications should be submitted electronically to drc_vsf@fas.harvard.edu 
or via the online application form.  For the form and further details please visit 
http://www.drclas.harvard.edu/scholars . 
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97 omar h. ali, a former dRCLAS Library Scholar, is a professor 
of comparative African diaspora history at the university of North 
Carolina at greensboro. 28 moisés arce is the frederick A. Middlebush 
Professor in Political Science at the university of Missouri. 73 matthew 
bird, former Research director for the Harvard Advanced Leadership 
Initiative, is a professor at the universidad del Pacífi co in Lima. 68 
gustavo buntinx is an art historian, critic and independent curator. 76 
Paolo de lima is a Peruvian poet who holds a doctorate in literature 
from the university of Ottawa. 108 roisin duffy-gideon received a 
dRCLAS Steve Reifenberg Traveling fellowship to work in San Cristóbal 
de las Casas, Chiapas, Mexico in 2012. 100 susan Fitzpatrick-behrens, 
the 2013-14 dRCLAS Santander visiting Scholar, is a professor of Latin 
American history at California State university, Northridge. 106 max 
Paul Friedman is  a professor of history at American university. 49 
maría elena garcía is director of the Comparative History of Ideas and 
associate professor in the Jackson School of International Studies at 
the university of washington. 46 gustavo herrero, a member of the 
dRCLAS Advisory Committee, is on the Harvard Business School Latin 
American Advisory Board. 12 shane hunt is Professor Emeritus of Eco-
nomics at Boston university. 80 edilberto jiménez Quispe is a Peruvian 
anthropologist, journalist and artist. 87 salomón lerner Febres is the 
former president of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Peru. 
2  steven levitsky is Professor of government at Harvard university. 58 
johanna damgaard liander is Senior Preceptor in Romance Languages 
and Literatures at Harvard university. 92 theodore macdonald is a 
Lecturer in Social Studies at Harvard university. 
35 oscar malaspina is an adjunct professor in the School of Archi-
tecture and urbanism at the Pontifi cia universidad Catolica del Peru 
(PuCP). 20  lorne matalon is a staff correspondent with NPR’s fron-
teras desk. 64 raúl matta is principal investigator at the university of 
göttingen (germany) with the dfg Project “food as Cultural Heritage.” 
102 timothy matovina is professor of theology and executive director 
of the Institute for Latino Studies at the university of Notre dame. 
78 josé antonio mazzotti is a professor of Latin American Literature in 
the department of Romance Languages at Tufts university. 

54 luis millones, the 2002-2003 Robert f. kennedy visiting Professor 
at Harvard, is Professor Emeritus at the universidad Nacional Mayor de 
San Marcos.38 liz mineo, Harvard Nieman fellow ’10, is an indepen-
dent journalist.  72 sergio c. muñoz is a Mexican artist working in the 
surf culture of southern California at Intelatin. 89 david scott Palmer 
teaches Confl ict and Confl ict Resolution in Latin America at Boston 
university. 32 aldo Panfi chi, a 2002 dRCLAS visiting Scholar, is Profes-
sor and Chair, department of Social Sciences, universidad Católica del 
Perú. 104 Pedro reina Pérez was the 2013-24 dRCLAS wilbur Marvin 
visiting Scholar. 53 adolfo Perret bermúdez is the owner of Punta Sal 
restaurants in Lima and beyond. 61 tilsa Ponce is a Ph.d. candidate in 
Harvard's  Anthropology department. 16 michael e Porter is the Bishop 
william Lawrence university Professor and director of the Institute 
for Strategy and Competitiveness, Harvard Business School. 16 jorge 
ramírez vallejo is Professor at the university of los Andes in Bogotá, 
Colombia, and Principal Associate, Institute for Strategy and Competi-
tiveness, Harvard Business School. 25  daniel m. schydlowsky, dRCLAS 
2009-2010 Robert f. kennedy visiting Professor, is Peru’s Superinten-
dent of Banks, Insurance Companies and Private Pension fund Admin-
istrators. 84 kimberly theidon, a medical anthropologist specializing 
in the Andean Region, is a 2014-2015 fellow at the woodrow wilson 
Center. 8 alberto vergara is a post-doctoral Banting foundation fellow 
at the weatherhead Center for International Affairs, Harvard university. 
41/68 víctor vich, dRCLAS 2007-08 Santo domingo visiting Scholar, 
is a Peruvian writer. 42 aaron watanabe Harvard ’14 is now pursuing a 
Master’s degree at Oxford.

fEATuREd PHOTOgRAPHy: A Special Thanks to andrés longhi of 
Ojos Propios and featured Ojos Propios photographers: maría isabel  
Pérez reátegui, martín alvarado, ademir espiritu, luis h. Figueroa 
and renzo nuñes melgar and to roberto huarcaya of the Centro de la 
Imagen in Lima with his featured Centro de La Imagen photographers 
samuel chambi and eduardo hirose, as well as to angel amy moreno, 
alfonso chero, daniela tuesta and robert christen.
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