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Chapter 5 

Education as a ladder 

When I arrived in Mosocllaqta in 2003, I learned that the comunidad was going to host a 
four-day, UN-sponsored workshop on indigenous peoples: the ‘II Encuentro de Pueblos 
Indígenas Alto Andinas y Amazónicas’.187 I was a little surprised to hear that an event of 
such importance was taking place in a comunidad that had fewer than 150 households 
and could not offer any accommodation, restaurants or public services. I was even more 
surprised because I had not met one person in the comunidad who regarded him- or 
herself as indígena. The comuneros wear factory-made clothes, industrial materials are 
used in house construction and most people speak Spanish. The only aspect that could 
relate them to the term indígena was the Quechua language, which is spoken only by old 
women. I heard that the participants would come from all over the world, not only from 
countries such as United States, Japan, France and Australia, but also from different 
regions of Peru. My compadre enthusiastically told me that all of them would wear 
traditional clothes and perform traditional dances.  

On the day of the congress, the comuneros cleaned the streets; it seemed as though they 
shared the same enthusiasm as my compadre. I learned that they were doing a faena and 
that afterwards they would hold an assembly. When the comuneros had assembled in the 
main square, their brooms still in their hands, I saw that they were discussing something 
very angrily. When I asked a comunero what they were saying, he said that they were 
complaining that they would have to pay the costs of the congress: they had not been 
informed properly about the organization, the purpose of the congress or their 
responsibility for the guests.  

Then the bus carrying the congress participants arrived in front of the square where the 
comuneros were gathered. They remained seated on the steps of the town hall while the 
participants got off the bus. The delegates stretched and smiled to the gathered crowd, 
but no-one smiled back or welcomed them. After realizing the situation, the participants 
quietly headed to the town hall and the comuneros returned to their homes. 

During the meeting the following day in the town hall, a presentation was given by a 
Peruvian representative to the UN. He stood in front of 30 people and said: ‘Don’t be 
afraid to say that you are indigenous. At the UN, the term indígena is used, not 
campesinos.’188 He was referring to the need to be proud of their indigenous identity: it 
was okay to be indígena. He wanted to create new leaders, through the university, as he 
considered education a key for change, not violence and protest as was taking place in 
neighbouring countries. ‘We want a new indigenous movement. We need new leaders. 
That is why ... this university will have as goal the strengthening of cultural identity, which 

                                                
187 The conference was organized by the United Nations and NGOs working on the theme of indigenous rights. 
The goal of the conference was to bring together indigenous people from different regions, not only nationally 
but internationally to discuss the theme of indigenous rights. It consisted of some presentations dealing with the 
theme of cultural rights and several workshops to discuss indigenous people’s demands. Among other themes 
treated were the importance of respect for indigenous health practices and autonomy of education. 
188 ‘...no tengan miedo de decir que son ‘indigenas’. En ONU utilizan el término indígena, no campesinos.’ My translation. 
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will be useful not only for the individual but also for the region, for this town. That is the 
idea ... the international indigenous university in the Andes.’189  

As I sat there listening to his speech, I looked around, wondering what the comuneros 
would make of it and how many participants would identify themselves as indigena. There 
were three participants from Argentina, one from the Machigenga region in the Amazon. 
The Q’eros from the Cusco region190 were the only people wearing traditional clothes. 
The majority of the participants were from neighbouring cities, and all were dressed in 
factory-made clothes. While they came together at this conference for indigenous peoples, 
most people of the comunidad did not have the time or the interest to join in. They 
simply got on with their daily lives. 

This chapter explores the contrasts and interaction between different views on indigenous 

identity and social mobility. It focuses on the importance of education as a ladder in the 

livelihood perceptions of the comuneros, and the different ideas on education inside and 

outside the community. Proponents of intercultural education, such as the UN representative 

in the introduction to this chapter, criticize the formal educational system of Peru as an 

instrument for alienating indigenous populations and destroying their knowledge systems. 

This is a valid point. As I argue in this chapter, the formal educational system is based on 

occidental and urban models of progress and development, which do not fit the reality of the 

comunidades. However, the same problems apply to the projects that aim at implementing 

intercultural education in the Peruvian communities. As several studies on education in the 

lives of the comuneros have shown (Degregori 1986; Ansion 1989; Ames 2002), the proposals 

for intercultural and bilingual education often conflict with the comuneros’ perception of 

education as a social ladder. Comuneros are not so much interested in ideology or political 

correctness, as with the opportunities of education to improve the lives of themselves and 

their children. 

 Education is certainly important as a way to improve the lives of the comuneros and in 

terms of access to resources. However, the perception of education as a ladder that enables 

comuneros to improve their lives cannot be understood as a mere strategy aimed at gaining 

access to resources. Education has wider implications. It is also a means to acquire citizenship 

and to participate in the realms of the national state. In this sense, the importance of 

education for the comuneros must be explored in relation to their past experiences and how 

these experiences are remembered and perceived.  

                                                
189 ‘Queremos un nuevo movimiento campesino, indígena...queremos que hayan nuevos líderes. Por eso [...] esta universidad tendrá 
como meta fortalecer la identidad cultural, y que sea útil no solamente a su persona sino útil también a su región … útil a su pueblo. 
Esa es la idea...la universidad indígena internacional de los Andes’ My translation. 
190 The nation of Q’eros is located near Paucartambo in Cusco. They are a Quechua indigenous population in 
isolated areas of the Andes and therefore considered as maintaining many of indigenous traditions and way of 
life. 
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 Proponents of intercultural education argue that the comuneros’ lack of interest in 

different, less-alienating intercultural education is due to their lack of agency and their 

incapacity to decide what is best for them (García 2003: 101). In their view, comuneros do not 

contradict the hegemonic system of national education in Peru and passively assimilate 

dominant discourses of education. This is much too simple an explanation, one which, 

ironically, appears in its turn to deny agency to the comuneros. An exploration of the link 

between education and local perceptions of a better life within the Andean comunidades will 

allow us to move away from simplistic top-down approaches. It will also allow us to 

understand to what extent the perception of education as a ladder can be related to the 

livelihoods and past experiences of comuneros.  

 This chapter is divided into three parts. In the first part, I briefly present the history of 

education and the approaches to education within the Peruvian government and NGOs. In 

the second part, I show how comuneros perceive education as a ladder. Here, I present 

examples from the daily lives of comuneros that illustrate the importance of ‘official’ 

education and their rejection of intercultural education. In the third part, I discuss the 

question whether the acceptance of education as a ladder is the result of assimilation and the 

acceptance of hegemonic ideologies among the comuneros.  

The origins of state education 

Until the twentieth century, the formal system of state education was limited to urban areas 

and, in general, was accessible only to the urban middle and higher classes. Therefore, access 

to education was one of the most important issues of the indigenous struggles that were 

directed to accessing citizenship. The actions of the Comité Pro-Derecho Indígena 

Tawantinsuyu191 in the early 20th century reflect this struggle. This committee, which was 

composed of intellectuals and indigenous leaders, pressed for indigenous literacy and 

citizenship rights (De la Cadena 2000; García 2005). It envisioned an Indian population 

empowered by literacy. From their perspective, the indigenous population did not necessarily 

need to become mestizo when it learned to read and write. The committee believed in the 

possibility of an ‘educated Indio’ – two words that until then had been seen as mutually 

exclusive – an indigenous population that could both be educated and remain indigenous. 

However, when this project became politically dangerous in the later stage of the Leguía 

regime (1919-1930), the committee had to retract. Faced with legal and political prosecution, 

                                                
191 The first indigenista organization, which brought together indigenistas based in coastal and Andean regions. 
According to García it played an important role since it ‘promoted an alternative national project that placed 
indigenous literate and modern Peruvians at its centre’. 
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its leaders changed the tone of their project and again returned to the idea of the ‘ignorant’ 

Indian who, by its nature, was unable to become a useful citizen. After this episode, education 

and being an indígena became mutually exclusive again, effectively putting an end to the 

pursuit of education as an instrument to foster an authentic indigenous citizenship.  

 It was only in the 1940s and, later, during the Velasco government (1968-75) that education 

again became an important state issue. In this period, the influence of anthropological 

research increased, giving a new urgency to indigenista thoughts. In 1946 the Peruvian 

Indigenista Institute was founded and all kinds of cultural programmes were started. This also 

affected the ideas on indigenous education. Two prominent indigenistas played an important 

role in shaping the educational system. Luís E. Varcárcel was appointed Minister of Education 

and José María Arguedas became curator of folklore in the same Ministry (García 2005: 72). 

Under their influence, the government started to implement programmes of bilingual 

education in an attempt to harmonize national integration and cultural diversity.  

 In that sense, the Velasco government was a step backwards. Although it reinforced the 

state’s attention to educational reforms, it promoted revolutionary nationalism more than 

cultural diversity and indigenous culture. The government tried to improve the conditions of 

the indigenous peasant population, but it rejected cultural diversity, for instance replacing the 

term ‘indio’ with ‘campesino’. Velasco explicitly challenged the existing educational system but 

did so from a socialist perspective: ‘The educational reform of the revolution aspires to create 

an educational system that satisfies the necessities of the entire nation; that will reach the great 

masses of peasants, always exploited and always deliberately kept in ignorance’ (Velasco 

Alvarado quoted in García 2005: 75). The crucial objective of the educational reforms during 

this period was that ‘the education offered by the State [must ensure] that no-one shall be 

denied access to education system through lack of resources’ (Bizot 1975: 19). 

 The military-socialist government thus tried to implement concrete reforms that could 

meet the educational demands of the population. By making schooling compulsory, education 

became more inclusive, improving the prospects of achieving access to education for 

everyone. Three additional changes in the educational system were introduced during the 

Velasco government. First, it created ‘educational nuclei’ in the comunidades (NECs)192 that 

played a fundamental role in the decentralization of education. Second, a national programme 

for bilingual education was created in order to promote the implementation of bilingual 

                                                
192 Defined as ‘the basic comunidad organization for the coordination and management of the education services 
and other services used by education, within a specific geographical area, for the promotion of comunidad life’. 
The idea was that the comunidad would take responsibility for the content, orientation, administration and 
direction of education. For more information, see: Bizot, J. (1975) Educational reform in Peru. Paris: The Unesco 
Press. 28-40. 
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education in places where languages other than Spanish were spoken. Third, a law making 

Quechua a national language co-equal with Spanish was passed in 1975. It stated that after 

April 1976 the teaching of Quechua would be obligatory at all educational levels (García 2005: 

75). It is interesting to note that this law thus accepted the cultural and ethnic diversity of 

Peruvian society. However, although Velasco incorporated indigenous elements in state 

policies, in the view of Ames (2000), the intention was not to support diversity but to create 

modern national citizens. According to her, the present-day educational system has its origins 

in the concept of schooling and education that was developed in the second half of the 

twentieth century. In this period, schools and education were seen as tools for the 

construction of modern citizens, as ‘la major manera de garantizar la formación de un nuevo tipo de 

ciudadano capaz de crear una nueva sociedad orientada hacia el progreso’ (ibid.: 17).193 The expansion of 

educational coverage, the teaching of history and geography, the emphasis on civic rituals such 

as marches and the use of national symbols, are evidence of the emphasis on the construction 

of a national identity geared towards progreso.  

 This characteristic of Peruvian education remains to this day, despite discursive changes in 

recent decades. After the fall of the Fujimori government (1990-2000), international pressure 

on the state to support indigenous movements led to the promotion and adoption of 

intercultural education.194 Presidential candidate Alejandro Toledo, who used his indigenous 

origins in his campaign, and his Belgian anthropologist wife, who actively engaged in 

indigenous issues, promoted the introduction of intercultural and indigenous elements into the 

present educational system. During the Toledo government (2001-2006), new laws were 

passed to support intercultural bilingual education (EIB). Following previous experiences with 

EIB, which was carried out as an experimental project during the 1980s, bilingual education 

was implemented only in rural and marginal areas.195 And many question marks can be placed 

regarding its intercultural content. The Curricular Nacional de la Educación Basica Regular 

(National Guide to Regular Basic Education) stressed its ‘humanistic and modern perspective, 

taking into consideration the centrality of the person, the complex educational reality, recent 

                                                
193 ‘The best way to guarantee the formation of a new type of citizen, capable of creating a society that is geared 
towards progreso.’ My translation. 
194 Most observers agree that this was more the result of growing international pressure than of national 
development. 
195 Bilingual education is currently taught in rural schools. Article 20 of the General Law of Education No. 28055 
(2003) states that students should be taught in their mother language and that teachers should also master the 
language. In the case that Spanish is not the mother language, it should be taught as a second language. 
Ministerio_de_Educación (2005-7) La participación de los pueblos indígenas y comunidades rurales en el 
Proyecto de Educación en Áreas Rurales - PEAR. Ministerio_de_Educación: Ministerio de Educación del Perú. 
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pedagogic tendencies and continued advances in knowledge, science and technology’.196 The 

topics that are currently taught at primary and secondary schools are defined by the Ministry 

of Education: 

 

Table 4 Curriculum areas. Source: Ministry of Education 2005 

As can be seen in this overview, the only aspect of the curriculum that reflected interculturality 

was the promotion of bilingual education, which was implemented as a pilot project in only 

some rural areas. In such a context, intellectuals (e.g. the UN representative) continue to 

emphasize the need for an indigenous education. The question is, however, to what extent are 

comuneros interested in a bilingual education? As I show below, for many comuneros 

bilingual education is not the first priority or is even undesirable. 

Education as progreso 

Ames (2002) argues that education gains importance in the context of violence and alienation, 

as people who do not speak Spanish, experience exploitation and discrimination. The power 

of the hacendado was closely related to the comuneros’ inability to read and write, and thus 

their inability to interact with the state. In her study of several communities in Cusco, Ames 

concludes that there is a relationship between education and past experiences of violence. In 

this context, the appeal of education is greater because it is looked upon as the only way to 

escape misery, poverty and vulnerability. As Ames (Ames 2002: 26-27) notes: 

                                                
196 ‘El Diseño Curricular Nacional de la Educación Básica Regular tiene una perspectiva humanista y moderna, toma en cuenta la 
centralidad de la persona, recoge la compleja realidad educativa, las tendencias pedagógicas actuales y los avances incesantes del 
conocimiento, la ciencia y la tecnología.’ 
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La educación escolar sigue siendo hoy, en muchos poblados rurales, la promesa para salir del atraso y la ignorancia, 
de la pobreza y de la discriminación. Para algunos, es la forma de lograr un espacio en la sociedad, de ser reconocidos 
como sujetos de derechos tanto como los pobladores de las ciudades y ser asi objeto de una valoración social positiva. 
Es la posibilidad de ascender socialmente y adquirir un estatus superior… 197 

Having an education means having a brain (to think), eyes (to see and read) and a mouth (to 

talk, express and defend oneself) (Ames 2000: 27). This analysis is reflected in the views of 

most comuneros, for whom education is a way to escape the fate of the campesino. Education 

is for them the most important tool for improving their lives and participating in wider 

society.  

 Studies conducted into local perceptions of education show that education is closely linked 

to an idea developed by Degregori (1986), namely that of the mito del progreso (myth of 

progress). This myth contrasts with the myth of Inkarri.198 Degregori argues that after so many 

centuries of racial mixture, traditional views have been replaced with the mito del progreso, 

whereby people wish to become part of progress and modernity. The school in this context is 

seen as the main tool for the achievement of urban knowledge and practices. In his study on 

local perceptions of education in the Andes, Ansión (1989) concludes that education is seen as 

a trampolín (spring board) that allows social mobility and access to the nation. Degregori (1986: 

52) writes that in this mito del progreso, ‘comuneros dejaron de mirar el pasado…se lanza entonces con 

una vitalidad insospechada a la conquista del futuro y del progreso’. Suddenly doors that had been 

closed were perceived as being opened, creating great enthusiasm and expectations and 

allowing, in the words of Degregori, ‘una ampliación de la cuidadanía’ (ibid.: 53). Education has 

become synonymous with the future and progreso, as it enables social mobility and access to a 

better life. 

 Many comuneros consider the improvement in the access to education as the greatest 

progress in terms of mejoramiento de nivel de vida. Comuneros who still remember the times of 

the hacendados, talk about progress in terms of the new educational possibilities. They are 

excited about the fact that it is now normal for young people to finish secondary education. 

One comunero from Yanampampa recalled that ‘…before the time of Velasco, there was 

exploitation by the mistis. Velasco gave all campesinos access to education. Now people from 

                                                
197 ‘In many rural populations, school education continues to be the promise of an escape from backwardness 
and ignorance, from poverty and discrimination. For some, is the way to achieve a space in society, to be 
recognized as subjects with rights in the same way as those in the cities. In this way, they want to get positive 
social valuation. It is the possibility to ascend socially and acquire a superior status.’ My translation. 
198 A myth that explains indigenous people’s hope for the return of the ‘Inka’. 
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the comunidad send children to school at least until high school’.199 Access to education is 

seen as a path to empowerment and to citizenship.  

 In the same vein, several younger comuneros insist on the importance of education in 

becoming ‘something’, such as professional, and not just remaining a campesino.200 This idea of 

a better life and progreso is closely related to livelihoods and the concrete opportunities to 

improve one’s life. In this context, education is valued because it opens doors to becoming a 

profesional.201 As one comunero said, becoming a profesional is the only way to escape the 

suffering that is related to agricultural production.  

My father always used to … tell me his whole life … how he used to walk, how he suffered, how he 
had to pasture the animals … and he used to say ‘Son, you have to study. You are not going to be 
like me. I have suffered like this, because of the work…. You have to study. You have to become 
professional …. He got us into the university…. My father did not want me to be another illiterate. 
He has left his two children profesionales, and he was content…202 

In this context, becoming a profesional is seen as the ultimate evidence of a better life, which is 

measured by the degree to which the children are able to overcome the suffering and 

vulnerability of their campesino parents.  

Education in the comunidades 

Many academics and intellectuals have complained that education in the comunidades has not 

been adjusted to the daily reality and the needs of the comuneros. This has often had 

alienating consequences. These critical observers hold, therefore, that instead of education the 

Peruvian state has only promoted what they call ‘schooling’.203 In these views, the low status 

of the campesino is constantly reproduced in the educational system and especially in the 

interaction between teachers and students. As Oliart (1999) mentions in her study of the role 
                                                
199 Interview 25 Oct. 2002 with Señor Pinto, Yanampampa. Education was available to some men, and only up to 
4th grade; women usually did not go to school 
200 Interview 8 Dec. 2003 with Señor Suta, Mosocllaqta. 
201 Chapter 3 illustrates the benefits of becoming a profesional, namely the possibility of getting a secure income, 
insurance and access to credit. 
202 Interview 8 Dec. 2003 with Señor Suta, Mosocllaqta. ‘Siempre me decía mi papá...Me contaba toda su vida.[...] Como él 
andaba, como sufría, como el había andando con los animales.[...]Y me decía que ‘hijo, tú tienes que estudiar. Tú ya no vas a ser 
como yo. Yo he sufrido así y así por los trabajos.[...] Ustedes también tienen que estudiar, tienen que ser profesionales..’[...] Nos ha 
puesto en la universidad. [...]O sea mi papá no quería que yo sea otro analfabeto nada. A los dos [hijos] ya profesionales nos ha 
dejado ya. Contento [estaba]…’. 
203 S. Kemmis makes a distinction between education and schooling. The first concerns the development of 
‘knowledge, values and capacities of individual for self-expression, self-development and self-determination’; and 
‘through the preparation of rising generations, of developing the discourses and culture, social relations, 
institutions and practices, and the material-economic and environmental conditions of a society, in the interests 
of collective self-expression, self-development and self-determination’. The second concerns ‘institutionalized 
processes and practices established in a society to prepare individuals to participate in the cultural, social and 
economic life of the society’. For more information, see Kemmis, S. (2006) ‘Participatory action research and the 
public sphere’ in Educational Action Research. 14(4) p.462. 



 

 97 

of teachers in schools, the problem of education lies not only in the structure of the 

educational system, but also in the interaction between teacher and student: 

En un contexto de subvaloración y descalificación generalizadas hacia las poblaciones rurales, resultará muy difícil y 
hasta ‘anormal’ para el docente respetar a sus alumnos y tratarlos de manera horizontal simplemente porque se le ha 
dicho que así debe hacerse ahora.... 204 (Oliart 1999: 221) 

In the context of the comunidades, schools thus often help to reproduce the old images of the 

inferiority of the Indio and campesino: the teacher automatically becomes superior to the 

comunero, leading to a hierarchical top-down education. As several comuneros observed, they 

are encouraged to become ‘something else’ rather than remain campesinos. The interesting 

thing is that, as noted, many comuneros also see education as a ladder to another, better life, 

far away from the comunidad. This importance of education as a ladder is reflected in the fact 

that comuneros continue to send their children to school even though it requires a lot of 

sacrifices on their part and they know that finding work as profesionales is difficult.  

 Nowadays, most comunidades have a primary school, and there are secondary schools in 

most district capitals. Some teachers live in the comunidad in which they teach, but most do 

not. 205 All comunidades in this study have a primary school (ages 6 to 11).206 Only Mosocllaqta 

(the capital of the district of Mosocllaqta) has a secondary school. It is compulsory for 

children to attend elementary school, and most do so. The primary school in Mosocllaqta has 

110 students and 7 teachers. The number of students at the secondary school drops 

considerably, as most students go to the neighbouring town of Combapata. The primary 

school in Yanampampa has 101 students and 4 teachers; most students go to neighbouring 

comunidades such as Acopía, Marcaconga or Pomacanchi for their secondary education. Most 

primary and secondary students from the comunidad of Jilayhua commute to Yanaoca, the 

capital of the province. This means that Yanaoca has more students from other comunidades. 

Primary schools have 100 – 400 students and 8 – 20 teachers; one of the two secondary 

schools (Independencia) has 300 students and 16 teachers, while the other (Tupac Amaru) has 

over 600 students and 33 teachers. Of the three comunidades, Jilayhua has better access to 

education because it is close to Yanaoca. 

 The main obstacle that hinders the comuneros’ attempts to fulfil their ambitions, however, 

is the low quality of education. Although access to schools has improved in recent decades, 

                                                
204 ‘In a context where there is a general devaluation and disqualification of rural populations, it would be very 
difficult and even “abnormal” for the teachers to respect the students and treat them as equals just because they 
have been told that this is the way it should be done now.’ My translation. 
205 UGEL is responsible for assigning teachers to comunidades. 
206 The educational system consists of three levels: 1) Inicial (children up to the age of 5), Primaria (6- to 11-year-
olds) and Secundaria (12- to 16-year-olds). 
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the quality of education is still deficient. Several studies have pointed out the low quality of 

education in the Andes compared to that on the coast. This is related both to the higher 

economic solvency of students in the coastal areas (GRADE 2003) and to the poor quality of 

teachers in the rural communities, which is due to the low salaries and the more difficult living 

conditions in the comunidades (Francke Ballvé 1994). The low salaries in public schools has 

led to teachers working at private schools or taking up other activities. Many teachers who are 

prepared to teach for a lower salary are therefore ill-prepared for the demands of teaching in 

these comunidades. In 1994, half of all teachers had not received teacher training; one in five 

had barely finished secondary school (ibid.: 86). The people who choose teaching as a career 

often have two or more other jobs in order to sustain their lives and socio-economic status. 

These teachers therefore have less time to properly prepare curricula and less time to devote 

to their teaching activities. Many underpaid teachers are not very motivated to teach, which 

affects their working attitudes. I noticed, for example, that many teachers regularly arrived late 

at school. 

 The deficient infrastructure of schools also contributes to the low quality of the education 

they provide. While the number of schools in distant comunidades has increased, only three 

per cent of these schools have water, electricity and sewage (Francke Ballvé 1994: 88). The 

content of school books has been adjusted to the rural context, based on previous experiences 

with intercultural bilingual education and official policies of curricular diversification 

according to context (Ames 2001: 48). However, rural schools do not have the resources to 

buy these books. Even when the books are available, many teachers do not know how to 

apply them, and instead rely on the old methods of copying, repeating and memorizing (Oliart 

1999; Ames 2001).  

 Given the low quality of education in their comunidades, most comuneros decide to attend 

schools that provide a better education. However, accessing these schools requires both extra 

money and extra time. Some comuneros establish a double residence, maintaining their house 

in the comunidad while building a second one in Cusco. Once children are old enough to take 

care of themselves, their parents send them off to the second house. The parents then have to 

travel back and forth, combining care for their children, economic activities in the city, and 

taking care of their agricultural production and animals back in their comunidades. Having a 

second house in Cusco is especially important for parents who wish to send their children to 

the Universidad Nacional de San Antonio San Antonio Abad del Cusco (UNSAAC), the only 
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public university in the whole department of Cusco.207 Children must live in Cusco in order to 

attend the academia (preparatory school), before going on to university. Those who have not 

invested in a house in Cusco and do not have any relatives in the city, have to rent an 

apartment in Cusco. This is very expensive. It seems therefore that owning two houses is a 

prerequisite to securing a good education. For a household that does not have a stable income, 

paying rent for a college-age child can be difficult. While the recent development of dairy 

production means that some households in Jilayhua can now provide their children with a 

good education, poorer households are often not able to send their children to school. Many 

children have to work in order to contribute to the household income. However, I know of 

some households that were considered poor but were sending their children to good schools 

in the cities. These households send their children to comadres or to family members in the 

cities. Even elementary-school children are sometimes sent away to these families.  

 Sending children to school often conflicts with the need for labour, especially in young or 

incomplete households. Given the need for labour in the comunidad, comuneros who do not 

have the resources often cannot send their children to school. Once children become old 

enough to work, they often need to migrate in order to contribute financially to the 

household.208 This problem is evident in the case of comuneros who are single parents, like 

Señora Condori. Her three sons – all of whom are younger than 12 – often helped to pick 

bosta or to graze the sheep. This required them to adjust their school attendance according to 

grazing needs. When I returned in 2005, Señora Condori now had an 8-month-old daughter. 

When Señora Condori got a temporary but full-time job as sweeper in the main square, she let 

her children miss school so that they could babysit while she was sweeping. She said that she 

did not want her children to miss school and was sad that this was the only way for her to 

meet the family’s needs.  

 Even when access to education conflicts with the life of comunidades, comuneros consider 

education an important ladder. They want to have an education, even if it conflicts with their 

activities in the comunidad and does not lead to a secure income. They know from experience 

that getting a higher education will not necessarily provide them with a job. Today there are 

too many teachers and técnicos and jobs in the countryside are limited to temporary work in 

                                                
207 Although it was not reflected in the survey, informal talks with comuneros inform the study that there are 
more number of students going to the university in Jilayhua, about 20, one student from Mosocllaqta and two 
from Yanampampa. 
208 This is a great risk as comuneros do not know whether they would be well treated or not. Some comuneras 
explained who they are end up becoming domestic workers instead of being sent to school when sent to some 
comadres. Some can end up working in the streets. For a more detailed information of the kind of life they can 
lead, see Steel, G. (2008) Vulnerable Careers. Tourism and livelihood dynamics among street vendors in Cusco, Peru. Ph.D. 
thesis. CEDLA. 
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projects run by NGOs.209 A comunero from Mosocllaqta told me: ‘We all strive to send our 

children to higher education, but there is no more work.’ Nevertheless, when speaking about 

the future of his three children, the comunero expressed his desire to make his children 

profesionales, ‘otherwise they will have to work in the chakra, and that is a hard life’. While he 

acknowledged the lack of jobs, he still considered that educating his children was the most 

important.  

Reactions to bilingual and intercultural education 

We already saw that the reaction of comuneros to bilingual and intercultural education is not 

necessarily a favourable one. Some comuneros have resisted the introduction of bilingual and 

intercultural education into their comunidades, while others have used the opportunities 

brought by intercultural projects to improve their livelihoods. These different views can be 

seen as a reflection of the different experiences and daily lives of the comuneros. The 

following section illustrates the background to these different reactions in the comunidades. 

Resistance 

The study that García (2005) carried out in a comunidad of Ocongate reveals the way that 

government and indigenous intellectuals promote the implementation of bilingual education. 

For the supporters of bilingual education, bilingual and intercultural education means ‘the 

promise of a more equitable, diverse and respectful society’. For the comuneros, however, 

education is in the first place seen as a way to overcome marginalization (García 2003: 101). 

They do not believe that bilingual education will improve their everyday lives. When they were 

faced with the comuneros’ opposition to bilingual education in Ocongate, the supporters of 

bilingual education claimed that the comuneros do not know what is best for them (ibid.: 108) 

and imposed top-down defined bilingual education policies. According to Garcia, the attitude 

of the supporters of bilingual education illustrates the paternalistic attitude of development 

and government agencies. They often talk for the indigenous peasant population without really 

understanding their reality, instead of starting a conversation with them. Although these 

agencies impose bilingual education on the comuneros, many indigenous intellectuals send 

their children to French or English lessons instead of Quechua lessons. (ibid.2005: 99). 

García’s study shows that the promotion of bilingual and intercultural education is often 

perceived as foreign to the interest of the comuneros. 

                                                
209 Field notes 10 Jan. 2004. Informal talk with a tecnico agropecuario yerno of comunera in Yanampampa  
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 This is also reflected in the case of the comunidades I studied. Some government officials 

and intellectuals see learning Spanish as alienating and as hindering personal development, 

especially among those whose mother tongue is not Spanish. In contrast, comuneros attach 

great importance to the learning of Spanish and computer skills. They do not consider the 

teaching of Quechua in schools as an improvement. Most of the people I interviewed even 

actively opposed it. Many of them expressed the belief that speaking Quechua would only set 

them back and increase their marginalization. For instance, when I interviewed Señor Ccalla 

while he was working in the chakra, he said that he opposed the introduction of Quechua. His 

children were also working in the field, even though it was a weekday. He complained that it 

was a study day for teachers, and therefore another day lost for his children. He said, quite 

angrily, that working in the fields means that children fall behind with their lessons, then 

added: ‘And now they are even learning to write in Quechua. That is not necessary: they 

should only teach Spanish.’ It appears that he believed that the children were falling even 

more behind in their studies, because learning Quechua is a waste of time.  

 Instead, comuneros are attracted to schools that teach English. In Pomacanchi there is a 

Catholic school run by Spanish nuns that teaches English, and some comuneros in 

Mosocllaqta and Yanampampa want to send their children there. Even though the school is 

located 90 minutes away, comuneros know that graduating from these schools will increase 

their children’s chances of finding work. 

 In the same way as they welcome the teaching of Spanish and other foreign languages, 

comuneros consider learning computer skills essential for contemporary education. While I 

was at an assembly in the comunidad of Yanampampa in 2003, I listened to the comuneros 

heatedly discussing the departure of the only computer-literate teacher as a real loss. Most 

agreed on the need to have a teacher who is knowledgeable in computers; otherwise the 

computer would become a white elephant. In their views, computer skills are essential to 

children’s education. Some suggested organizing a competition to find someone. In the end, 

they decided to rely on a new teacher who was supposed to be familiar with computers. This 

incident illustrates the importance that comuneros attach to learning computer skills. 

However, it also demonstrates the problems of implementing education that is adapted to the 

demands of the rural population. When I returned to the comunidad in 2005, I learned that 

the computer was still not being used. When I asked the teachers why they were not using it, 

they said that although they knew how to use it, they did not know how to assemble it. The 

comuneros wanted to their children to learn to use computers, because they saw computer 

literacy as essential for getting a job. However, the teachers did not have the required broader 
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skills (e.g. access to technicians or components in the case of a computer fault) to satisfy their 

demands. 

Taking advantage of new spaces created through interculturality 

There are some NGOs in the comunidades that try to incorporate a different approach to 

interculturality. They do not provide an alternative to schools, but they are attempting to 

incorporate local knowledge into the development agenda. The intention of these 

organizations is to incorporate local knowledge into their efforts to encourage development 

projects. Below I present the case of the yachachiq in Jilayhua, based on the ‘campesino-to-

campesino’ methodology.210 This methodology was designed as a way to bridge the gap in the 

communication between technician and comunero. The challenge was to find ways to 

integrate existing knowledge into the formal system and development aid programmes. 

 As noted by van Immerzeel and Cabero (2003: 22), ‘The campesinos … were the key for the 

solution …. Only they could adapt technologies in a way that fit their production and only they had the 

capacity to make it theirs.’211 To overcome communication problems, local ways of knowing and 

training were incorporated. According to Immerzeel and Cabero (ibid.), the ‘educational 

strategy’ of campesino-to-campesino is based on a cognitive structure, which recognizes that 

the learner already has a knowledge base. The basic principle is that the people receiving 

training ‘already has a knowledge base, a cognitive structure, which is acquired before the training process’. At 

the same time, it has to recognize and incorporate  ‘the value of campesino’s culture’ (ibid.: 

40).212 What is required, then, is to value the knowledge that the campesinos already possess. 

The role of the development intervention should be to support them in the systematization of 

their own knowledge and articulation with new knowledge to solve concrete problems (ibid.: 

39).  

 These theoretical discussions were applied in the campesino-to-campesino methodology, 

but the terminology differs per NGO. For instance, the Corredor Puno-Cusco considered 

those campesinos who were chosen to distribute their knowledge as capacitador, while the IAA 

called them yachachiq. Whatever they were called, the interesting thing is that even with these 

methodologies, the comuneros perceived these programmes as being quite different from 

those of the NGOs. They were above all interested in them as an instrument to broaden their 

                                                
210 Developed during the time of PRODERM, with the realization that they needed to promote the ‘soft’ side or 
capacity building side of development intervention. 
211 Los campesinos [...] eran la clave para la ‘solución’. ...Sólo ellos podían adaptar tecnologías de modo específico para sus 
condiciones de producción, y sólo ellos tenían la capacidad suficiente para lograr el ‘anclaje’  
212 [ El campesino] ‘ya posee una base de conocimientos, una estructura cognitiva, previa al proceso de capacitación’  and ‘la 
validez de la cultura de los campesinos’. 
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opportunities to access resources and recognition. In the following, I focus on the case of the 

NGO Instituto para una Alternativa Agraria (IAA),213 which is active in Jilayhua, in order to 

illustrate the gap between comuneros and NGO workers as regards to the need and aims of 

interculturality. The case of IAA is interesting because it is actively encouraging interculturality 

in its development projects, while at the same time pursuing clear ideological objectives.214 The 

IAA wants a revalorization of indigenous and popular knowledge, but at the same time it 

provides a biased and one-sided definition of what ‘popular’ should be. The IAA promotes 

ecological development as popular but has introduced such elements as lombricultura.215 When I 

asked an IAA staff member whether this technology had its origins in the rural culture, his 

response was that it was the result of ‘the ecological movements of the time’.216 

 The IAA has worked closely with the Federación Campesina in promoting productive 

activities in the region, but is also trying to ‘rescue the traditional way of learning’, ‘as in the 

time of the Incas’, when people were taught to do things through practice.217 The organization 

has also carried out the so-called system of Pacha Mama Raymi and capacitadores, which in the 

IAA’s case is given the Quechua name ‘yachachiq’. Comuneros are appointed yachachiqs 

because of their specific knowledge. They receive extra training from the IAA in dairy or 

vegetable production, as well as certain other benefits (such as easier access to pasture seeds 

and services), and are then sent to other comunidades to pass on their experience and 

knowledge. They are not paid for their work although their transportation costs are covered.218  

 While most comuneros are aware of the political interests of the IAA, they see its 

intervention as an opportunity to improve their economic situation. Comuneros who 

welcomed the IAA and became yachachiq chose to do so because it enabled them to access 

resources that were not available through PRODERM. Before they were appointed as 

yachachiq, comuneros needed to fulfil certain criteria. Señora Quispe, for instance, told me 

that the IAA had refused to work with her after the trees they had planted around her house 

were cut down by some comuneros. Although she was not responsible for this, she was 

removed from the list of yachachiqs. After some time, however, the IAA returned, saying 
                                                
213 The initials originally stood for Instituto de apoyo a la agricultura. For more information, see Chapter 2. 
214 Several informants noted the link of the IAA with a leftist party – the Partido Unificado Mariateguista (PUM) 
– which is seen as being motivated by political rather than economic motives. Renique presents a detailed history 
of the origins of the PUM. It was created in 1984 as a united font for leftist parties, namely the Vanguardia 
Revolucionaria (VR), Partido Comunista Revolucionario (PCR) and Movimiento de Izquierda Revolucionaria 
(MIR), which worked together with the Federación de Campesinos, women’s committees and municipalities 
where the Izquierda Unida had won. It aimed to become a popular movement composed of the proletariat and 
regional peasant movements. See Rénique, C. J. L. (2004) La batalla por Puno conflicto agrario y nación en los Andes 
peruanos 1866-1995. Lima: IEP etc. pp. 227-231. 
215 Ecological way of fertilizing the land through the breeding of worms. 
216 Interview 16 Oct. 2003 with IAA staff, Yanaoca 
217 Ibid. 
218 Field notes 13 Oct. 2005. Informal talk with Señora Ccoto, Jilayhua 



 

 104 

‘Let’s work together’.219 She then took up the work of yachachiq again, and now works with 

other comuneros teaching them her experiences. In 2005 she had been selected by the IAA as 

the pilot family in the usage of a solar kitchen and shower.220 Not only was she able to earn 

considerable income through cattle production, but this work gave her status and led to 

recognition by the NGO. Señora Quispe told me: 

In the comunidad, I did not have enough money. Sometimes at Christmas, the association would 
give us 20, 30 soles…. That money, however, was not enough …. the comunidad meant only 
expenses… Only for that we used to pasture sheep…then when the trials ended, we had money to 
buy mills, cars, lorries … also for that. We had to contribute for all of that …. Now [that we are 
working individually with the IAA] we are not so desperate for money. We always have enough 
money to give to our children.221 

Señora Quispe’s case shows that when new spaces are opened for the incorporation of local 

knowledge, these are valued by comuneros as an opportunity to access alternative forms of 

income and to gain recognition, rather than a strong belief in the benefit of campesino 

knowledge. Although current formal education and NGOs are trying to incorporate 

interculturality in their policies, the comuneros only cooperate because they want to improve 

their lives through education and they see interculturality as one more means to do so. 

Different paths to education 

In the previous section we saw that education is perceived as a ladder by many comuneros. 

The question is: to what extent is this perception the result of the assimilation of national 

notions of development? As pointed out in the introduction, proponents of intercultural 

education criticize official education as assimilationist, and argue that the rejection of 

intercultural education by the comuneros is the result of internalization of dominant ideas of 

education. According to de la Cadena (2000), education and economic improvement are the 

best ways to access citizenship, because education has historically been a cultural marker that 

enabled a process of de-Indianization (ibid.: 311-7). According to de la Cadena, however, this 

de-Indianization is not the result of assimilation of dominant views of education but a sign of 

                                                
219 Interview 9 Sept. 2003 with Señora Quispe, Jilayhua 
220 This is a project promoted by the Universidad Católica (Catholic university), which wants to promote their 
renewable energy technologies in comunidades. The peasant federation is trying these out to see whether they are 
adapted to the campesino lifestyle. When they were first introduced in 2003, some comuneros complained that 
the technology was too expensive. 
221 Interview 29 Oct. 2003 with Señora Quispe, Jilayhua. En la comunidad no tenía plata suficiente. De vez en cuando en 
Navidad, así [nos daban] 20 soles, 30 soles... entonces esa plata no nos alcanzaba para nada [...] la comunidad era gasto...Para eso 
no mas pasteábamos ovejas, vendíamos ovejas...después cuando se acabó el juicio, había para comprar molino, carro, tractor...para eso 
también. Teníamos que aportar para todo eso. [...]Ahora [que estamos trabajando individualmente con la IAA] ya no es mucho la 
necesidad de plata. En cualquier momento hay plata para darle a los chicos 
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agency, appropriation and empowerment. The pursuit of education is not the result of 

assimilation. Education is important for comuneros in their wish to access recognition and to 

decrease their vulnerability. However, the ways in which comuneros pursue education differs 

per comunidad.  

The individual path 

In comunidades where the pursuit of education can conflict with other activities in the 

comunidad, education is mainly an individual ladder. In Yanampampa and Mosocllaqta, for 

example, the tensions between education (as a way to become professional) and communal life 

were very obvious. As explained in Chapter 3, communal norms required the establishment of 

good social relationships in the comunidad and this required investment in communal 

activities. Those who opt for long-term migration or education are not able to fulfil these 

requirements, making difficult their access to labour. We can take the case of teachers as an 

illustration of this tension. They are the only profesionales who are able to stay in the comunidad 

while working. Therefore, the conflict between their lives as profesionales and their lives in the 

comunidad was most obvious. As a teacher the time that one can spend on communal 

activities decreases, because a teacher has to spend eight hours a day teaching. This means that 

teachers are not able to participate in assemblies, faenas or agricultural activities. In 

comunidades such as Mosocllaqta and Yanampampa where there are only one or two teachers 

as members of the comunidad, assemblies are held every month and usually take the whole 

day. Teachers solve this problem by sending other family members to participate in communal 

activities, or if that is not possible, by paying multas (fees). It is thus indispensable for them to 

have a wide social network so that they can get labour in times of need. Most of the teachers 

are men and they often rely on their wives to find a solution for their communitarian duties 

and to make the required payments.222  

 This is illustrated by Señor Suta’s case. His first assignment after his nombramiento was at 

a school in Andahuaylas, which is seven or eight hours by bus from Cusco, from where it 

takes another seven or eight hours by car to get to the school. He had to stay at Andahuaylas 

for two years, after which he was able to transfer to the school in the district of Pomacanchi, 

where he now works. The trip to Pomacanchi takes only an hour by car, but from there he has 

to travel for another four hours. This is why he comes back only at weekends. Considering 

this situation, he would not be able to continue in the comunidad if it were not for his wife, 

                                                
222 Just payment is not enough to secure labour in busy times, as people prefer to do ayni in these periods in 
order to secure labour for their own fields. Besides paying, teachers also need to have a network of family or 
compadrazgo within the comunidad or outside the comunidad to access labour. 
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who takes care of the cattle and agricultural production and participates in communal 

requirements such as faenas and assemblies.  

 Even when they are able to participate in assemblies, profesionales are generally not able to 

hold important communal offices. They are therefore seen by comuneros as being less 

committed to comunidad matters. This is openly regretted by the leaders of the comunidad. 

They feel that they are sacrificing a lot of their time for the sake of the comunidad at the 

expense of their own individual improvement.223 They feel that they have to compensate for 

the absence of the profesionales, who are pursuing their individual interests. Those who pursue 

education have no other choice than to follow an individual path. 

The collective path 

In Jilayhua, however, education is seen by everyone as clearly promoting the development of 

the comunidad. Older people talk about progress in terms of how it has become normal for 

students to finish secondary education, while for them education had been available only as far 

as fourth grade. According to some comuneros in Jilayhua, the greatest progress is the fact 

that most children are able to get as far as high school and that a considerable number of 

them go on to higher education. The comunidad is very proud that so many of its children are 

reaching that level. Education is valued as a collective ladder – a ladder that symbolizes the 

success of the comunidad. In this section I explore the ways in which education came to be 

perceived as collective ladder. 

 As I argued, the importance of the appeal to education as a symbol of modernity and 

citizenship, and as an achievement of the whole comunidad, is rooted in the collective history 

of conflict with the hacendados. For instance, a comunero from Jilayhua provided the 

following answer when I asked him how his life had changed in recent years. 

You know what? As I have told you before, this comunidad used to be a poor comunidad …. all 
this pampa was property of the señores, like the feudal landlords, owners, all the lands, the best 
lands were property of these few señores … Because of this … they had the best lands. The 
campesinos were poor. The few who had any cattle, and not everybody had, pastured them in the 
hills. Those hills did not have any vegetation, so the pasture quality was bad.224 

                                                
223 Interviews with Señors Huanca, Arroyo and Ccoto; all ex-presidents of the comunidad of Jilayhua expressed 
this. 
224 Interview 30 Aug. 2003 with Señor Salas, Jilayhua. ‘¿Sabes que? Como te digo anteriormente esta comunidad era pues 
una comunidad pobre[...]toda esta pampa mayormente lo tenian pues los señores, como señores feudales, proprietarios, todas las tierras 
mejores lo tenian unos cuantos señores[...] Por lo tanto, como [...] tenían la mejor, tierra, los campesinos eran pobres; solamente 
pasteaban sus ganados unos cuantos tenían, no todos también, unos cuantos tenían. Y pasteaban en el cerro. En el cerro los pastos 
eran totalmente pelados, o sea casi no había un buen pastoreo’. 
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The part of the pampas where Jilayhua is located was seen as strategic for hacendados’ 

activities, and the collective memory of the comuneros is that they had to watch helplessly as 

their lands were gradually appropriated.225 This meant not only that comuneros were 

increasingly marginalized to less productive areas, but also that they became increasingly 

dependent on the hacendado for their livelihoods. Those without land had to provide labour 

in order to have access to pasture or access to land for crop farming, and they often ended up 

being exploited or badly treated. A comunero told me what the relationship with the 

hacendado had been like in his parents’ time: 

When a campesino did not greet a misti, so we used to call a person from the town…this is what 
used to do to my father. He may not been able to see, I do not know, he called him Indio, with that 
hatred, like that. ‘Hey Indio, why don’t you greet me!’ So my father had to kneel down and say 
‘Good morning, papay’. He would hit him in his head and kick him… The campesinos had to live 
with such extreme behaviour. It was sad.226 

In the view of Señor Ancco, these exploitative relations were related to the fact that the 

comuneros were not able to read and were ignorant of their rights. That was the source of 

power of the misti in relation to the Indio. Señor Ancco: ‘It was enough for a person to be 

able to sign his name to be considered a decent person, a respectable person. Because nobody 

at that time knew how to read or write.’227 A person who could read and write was able to 

defend himself against the abusos of the large landowners and was able to know his rights as a 

citizen. 

 The hacendados started to lose their monopoly of power only with the advent of the 

agrarian reform. This reform introduced laws that undermined the power of the hacendados 

and introduced changes in the educational system, providing access to education for all. This 

was also the case of Jilayhua. Education was a ladder because it enabled comuneros to use 

legislation against the hacendados. This change, introduced by the government of Velasco, 

made basic education compulsory for all as part of the state’s modernization project.  

 For the comuneros of Jilayhua, the new laws undermined the power of the hacendados and 

were the key for their capacity to take action to reclaim their land. One of the leaders of the 

comunidad who started the reclamation of the comunidad’s lands was Señor Arroyo. He was 

familiar with the process of the reform, because he assisted various training programmes that 

                                                
225 Interview 3 Sept. 2003 with Señor Arroyo, Jilayhua 
226 Interview 19 Jul. 2003 with Señor Ancco, Jilayhua. ‘cuando un campesino no saludaba a un misti, a una persona del 
pueblo se le llamaba, así yo a mi papá, lo han echo así. No habría podido ver, que se no...lo llamo, ‘Indio’con ese desprecio ah. ‘Oye 
Indio ven. Por que no me saludas’. Mi papá se agachaba no? ‘Papay buenos días’. Le mandaba un puñete en la cabeza y un 
patadón...hasta ese extremo han vivido antes los campesinos. Triste era. » 
227 Ibid. ‘Por que también basta una persona, sufiente que firmaba su nombre, era pues, persona descente, persona respetable. Porque 
todititos pues, antes pues no sabían leer ni escribir.’ 
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the government was providing the campesinos about the content of the reform and especially 

the comuneros’ right to their land if the landowners did not have official land titles.228 Because 

of his knowledge of the reforms, he was elected president of the comunidad in 1975. Señor 

Arroyo and two others – Señor Puma (a Protestant comunero with some land) and Señor 

Huanca (a student of pedagogy at the UNSAAC) – became the leaders of the land reclamation 

process. They started a legal process against the hacendados with the intention of using the 

procedures provided by the reform. Once they had prepared a document, they presented the 

inscrito de transacción to the juzgado de tierras in Sicuani, who assisted them with a free lawyer who 

proceeded with the legal requirements.229 In the end, they were able to regain their land by 

using the discourse and content of the legislation that was introduced by the agrarian reform.  

 A study carried out into the impact of official law in indigenous communities 

(Drzewieniecki 1995) reveals how indigenous populations adopted the official language of the 

judicial system in order to demand their rights. According to Drzewieniecki (ibid.: 24), ‘the old 

emphasis on reciprocal obligations began to disappear and was replaced by the modern 

language of law and rights’. In other words, instead of resisting the official judicial system, 

indigenous populations often relied on it to remedy the injustices committed by the 

hacendado.  

 While the laws created by the agrarian reform granted rights to comuneros, it was their 

access to education – and especially their ability to read and write – that enabled them to know 

and demand these rights. Before the agrarian reform, access to education was a privilege of the 

very few;230 now, most of the comuneros’ children finish secondary education – a fact that 

many comuneros are proud of. The increase in the number of highly educated comuneros is 

considered an achievement by the whole comunidad. In Jilayhua, education is not only an 

individual ladder that enables some comuneros to access resources, but also a collective ladder 

that is based on a shared history of collective struggle and that enables the whole comunidad 

to display their citizenship as modern comuneros.  

 One important event that reflects the importance of education as collective identity of 

comuneros is the participation of Jilayhua in the anniversaries of provinces or districts. 

Jilayhua participates every year in the anniversary of Canas. It is organized by the municipality 

of Canas every 15 October and is a big event that attracts all organisaciones de base (base 

organizations) including communities from the province, schools, institutions, teachers and 

medical personnel. The event is held in the main square. All the school students gather around 

                                                
228 Ibid. 
229 interview 3 Sept. 2003 with Señor Arroyo, Jilayhua 
230 Even when they went to school, it was only available up to 4th grade basic education. 
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the square next to the main podium, on which the authorities are seated. When all the 

authorities and representatives of the communities (totalling several thousand people) have 

gathered close to the square, the event starts: the two flags are raised (first the national flag, 

then the Inka flag231) and the national anthem is sung, to the accompaniment of the school 

band.  

 This march, during which the institutions show their respect for the province, takes about 

three or four hours, depending on the number of institutions participating in it. When an 

organization’s turn to march around the square comes, usually after hours of waiting, the 

participants do it wearing a bandelora232 bearing the name of the organization. Appearance and 

organization are considered important, and the municipality has introduced the idea of a desfile 

(marching) competition for the communities. A prize is awarded to the comunidad that makes 

the best presentation, which includes uniforms and organization. 

 This event provides the comunidad of Jilayhua with an important space to display its 

achievements. On the day of the anniversary in 2003, the march of Jilayhua stood out from 

that of other communities. The campesinos wore blue jackets and the women were dressed in 

their blue sweaters and red polleras, and all wore ojotas.  

 

 

Photo 16. Comuneras from Jilayhua. Marching on the anniversary of Yanaoca  

                                                
231 According to Hosoya, the Inka flag was created in the 1920s and was first used as Cusco’s flag in the 1970s. 
232 Flags made of cloth displaying the name of the institution. 
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Photo 17. Comuneros from Jilayhua, marching on the anniversary of Yanaoca  

Next came a group of about 40 people wearing blue suits and formal shoes: the comunidad’s 

profesionales and university students. They represented not only to their contribution as 

campesinos but also to their contribution as profesionales. No other comunidad presented itself 

in this way, and the members were praised for their good presentation during the desfile. They 

won the first prize.233 Comuneros in Jilayhua use these spaces to display their success in raising 

profesionales, but they also construct notions of a modern campesino, through clothing and 

representing their hard work, education and achievements in dairy production. 

 It is clear that the contribution of education to the livelihoods of the comuneros show 

important differences in the three communities studied. While in Mosocllaqta and 

Yanampampa comuneros who favour educational change find it difficult to discuss new 

opportunities and changes, since they often face the resistance of the comunidad, in Jilayhua 

there is more room for discussion and the exchange of opinions. Jilayhua allows teachers to 

participate more actively in communal assemblies by changing the time of the assemblies. 

Here several comuneros work as teachers, so most assemblies are held between 05.00 and 

07.00 to allow them to be present. During the assemblies, not only profesionales but also the 

comuneros with different experiences have the opportunity to discuss and question the 

various opportunities and possibilities that exist in the comunidad. Although profesionales have 

to make a great effort to show their involvement in the comunidad, their contributions and 

participation in the assemblies are recognized, and their presence in the comunidad valued.234 

This is reflected in the case of Señor Martinez, who is now a successful profesional and member 

of the comunidad. He did not have much land or many cattle when he joined it. According to 
                                                
233 In 2004 there were other communities that also appeared wearing jackets. I heard during later fieldwork that 
the first prize had gone to another community. 
234 Interview 28 Oct. 2002 with Señor Martinez, Jilayhua 
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him, it was his participation in the assemblies and the contributions he made to the 

comunidad that influenced the decision to accept him as a full member. In 2005, he was 

working as teniente gobernador,235 and, in general, he was a very much-respected member of the 

comunidad.  

 Thus, there are important differences in the significance of education in the three 

communities. In Yanampampa and Mosocllaqta, the path to education is an individual one; 

comuneros want an education even if it conflicts with their activities in the comunidad. In the 

case of Jilayhua, the path to education can be individual as well as collective; the comunidad is 

adjusting to the needs of profesionales in the comunidad and comuneros can pursue education 

while continuing their livelihoods in the comunidad. In this context, profesionales can continue 

to pursue their careers while also fulfilling their responsibilities as recognized members of the 

comunidad. Although this choice is not easily available to incomplete or young households, 

such as the one of Señora Condori, it is available for most comuneros in Jilayhua who have a 

slightly better access to resources. One can conclude then that while in Jilayhua the pursuit of 

education is generally accepted, for comuneros of Yanampampa and Mosocllaqta their path to 

education is perceived as an individual endeavour and therefore as conflicting with the life in 

the comunidad. 

Final remarks 

While supporters of intercultural and bilingual education assert the importance of an 

education that better fits the reality of comuneros, many comuneros reject this form of 

education because it does not fulfil their ambitions. This can be comprehended if we 

understand how the perception of education as a ladder is related to the livelihoods and past 

experiences of the comuneros. Even if education does not lead to a secure job, it is seen as the 

main tool for escaping vulnerability as well as for accessing citizenship. 

 However, the aspirations that comuneros have towards education are not without 

problems. The impact of educational investments on their lives in the comunidades is 

significant. The pursuit of education can conflict with the life in the comunidades. The degree 

of conflict, however, differs from comunidad to comunidad. In Yanampampa and 

Mosocllaqta, comuneros pursue education as an individual ladder, even though it conflicts 

with their life in the comunidad. From this perspective, critics of modern education may be 

right when they point to the alienating nature of education. However, this situation is 

                                                
235 Explained in Chapter 2. The local policeman who is elected by people in the comunidad because of his links 
with the municipality and outside institutions. 
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embedded in the history and social context of the comunidad. The case of Jilayhua illustrates 

that in some comunidades the conflict between education and communal life can be solved 

quite satisfactorily. In these circumstances, education can become part of the livelihoods and 

collective identity. Education in Jilayhua contributes to the feelings of pride and success of the 

comuneros, who in recent decades have started to see themselves as modern citizens.  

 The Peruvian highlands thus present different consequences of education as an aspiration. 

While in Yanampampa and Mosocllaqta education means conflict with the communal 

requirements of the comunidad, in Jilayhua education is seen as contributing to the identity of 

the comunidad. Rather than generalizations in terms of what is best for the comuneros, an 

exploration of the agency of comuneros in adapting to the circumstances may provide a more 

flexible approach to the complexity of local responses. The decision to opt for education is 

not necessarily the result of assimilation to Western and urban education; it is a more or less 

premeditated choice by comuneros to improve their lives based on their present and past 

experiences. Whereas education does sometimes lead to conflict with livelihoods in the 

comunidades, this conflict is not inevitable. It is clear that in comunidades that have a strong 

cohesion based on a history of collective struggle, education may transcend individual 

ambitions and becomes an element of a collective project to acquire recognition and 

citizenship. 


