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Chapter 6 

Modernity as a better life 

After spending almost a month looking for a place to stay in Jilayhua, I finally got some 
good news: the president of the comunidad suggested I rent a room in the house of the 
Callo family, on the outskirts of the comunidad. The household had eight children, but 
most of them were away studying or working, which is why they had some rooms to rent. 
The only children living at the house were Carlos and Esteban. Carlos wanted to become 
a priest, while Esteban was at secondary school and thinking of studying medicine. The 
oldest child was working for an NGO, another was running his own business in Yanaoca, 
two children were studying at the UNSAAC and two were going to an instituto. They very 
proudly showed me their five pedigree cows, but the mother often complained that she 
had to do everything herself, from milking and feeding the cows, to selling the milk. The 
father was staying in the estancia (a house in the high zone) with their other creole cows 
and would not come down to the house until the start if the rainy season. The children 
who were studying returned to the comunidad once in a while to help their mother with 
her tasks. 

The room I took was very neat – it was painted blue, had a bed, a wooden closet and a 
table – unlike the adobe rooms I’ve seen in other houses. The family had a flower garden 
in the middle of the patio, and a gas cooker that they used only rarely. About a month 
after I moved in, the family bought a computer and decided to put it in my room. They’d 
bought the computer in Sicuani for about 300 US dollars, and since they had electricity 
they just needed to plug it in. The computer was fast and could play CDs and DVDs, 
which could be purchased at five soles in Sicuani or at Combapata market.  

Esteban – the youngest son – often came to the room to use the computer, as did his 
brothers and sisters whenever they were at home. They listened to music and watched 
films, and I often sat up with them till 23.00 watching films like The Field with Mel Gibson 
in English with Spanish subtitles, or a live concert in Miami by Sonia Morales.236 
Watching these programmes with them sometimes made me forget that I was in a rural 
comunidad in Peru at 4,000 m doing fieldwork, but it also made me realize for the first 
time the popularity of Andean singers such as Sonia Morales. I watched a DVD showing 
her, wearing a pollera, singing in front of a huge audience in Miami, while Señora Callo’s 
children rejoiced at the music. 

Watching TV or a DVD or using a computer has become an integrated part of the daily lives 

of some comuneros. Migration and non-agricultural labour in the comunidades provide them 

with the financial means to pay for electricity, and an increasing number of people are able to 

obtain access to these modern goods. Even though most of the television programmes are 

alien to the reality of the comunidades, and spare parts for their electronic equipment may be 

difficult to find, the comuneros enjoy being connected to the global world of modernity and 

the promise of a better life offered by new consumption goods. The comunidades, which were 

                                                
236 Sonia Morales is a female singer from Ancash, who sings a modern interpretation of huayno with electrical 
music instruments. She is very popular among Andean youth, and has given international concerts in the USA 
and Europe. She is known as ‘Sonia la internacional’. 
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considered marginal just a decade ago, are now becoming part of the ‘global ecumene’ 

(Hannerz 1992) in which the movement of people, goods and information has become a fact 

of life, introducing the members of the rural comunidades to all kinds of influences of global 

processes of change. 

 This chapter explores the way changes in context and local responses to modernity have 

led to the different patterns of social mobility. Local perceptions of poverty and well-being are 

related not only to past experiences but also to images that come from the market, the media, 

schools, NGOs or tourism, which in turn influence the orientations and aspirations of 

comuneros. Consumption plays an important role in perceptions of social mobility because it 

is a clear and visible expression of a person’s status in the comunidad. Modernity is reflected 

in the life of the comuneros through consumption. The clothes one wears, the house in which 

one lives, the commodities one possesses and the music one listens to are not only related to 

the fulfilment of basic needs, but are also symbols that communicate the place of comuneros 

in relation to each other. Consumption goods are symbols that allow communication (Douglas 

and Isherwood 1980: 457; Bourdieu 1984) and convey some kind of meaning to the ‘other’ 

(Douglas and Isherwood 1980: 95). In the context of the comunidades, consumption has 

always been important because it indicates access to modernity. 

 Several authors have voiced strong opinions about the consequences of modern 

consumption for the rural indigenous population. They have suggested that the consumption 

of modern goods is part of the comuneros’ efforts to de-Indianize (Weismantel 1988; De la 

Cadena 1990). Others have suggested that comuneros are resisting modernity, because they 

see it as a threat to their way of life (Stephenson 1999). Other, often more recent studies 

provide a slightly different interpretation. They suggest that we should analyse the 

consumption of modern goods by the comuneros not as a simple dichotomy between 

assimilation and resistance, but as appropriation and hybridization (Colloredo-Mansfield 1999; 

Long and Arce 2000; Huber 2002). Studies of cultural capital in Latin America have 

emphasized this hybrid character of culture. García Canclini (1992: 17) argues that while Latin 

American people are modern – because modernity has become the central ideology of the 

nation-state – modernity has ‘never reached into everything or touched everybody’ (ibid.: 19). 

One should not talk about one single cultural capital, but about the coexistence of various 

cultural capitals (García Canclini 2002: 84). In the same vein, we could talk about the 

coexistence of different modernities, rather than one uniform, hegemonic modernity. 

Modernity is often complex, dynamic and shaped in interaction, and the different contexts of 

the comunidades can lead to different ways of incorporating modernity into local notions of a 
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better life. An exploration of the changing context of the Andean comunidades may provide 

new insights into the different understandings of modernity. 

 The descriptions presented in this chapter are based on open-ended interviews with 

comuneros about the way they perceive changes as improving or hindering their well-being 

(mejora de condiciones de vida), as well as on observations in the field. Many of them mentioned 

issues like the construction of roads and housing, and changes in food, clothing and music as 

playing important roles in this respect. Others rejected the introduction of elements such as 

Western medicine, which they saw as not contributing to their well-being. Field observations 

also provided insights into the different perceptions of the relation between consumption and 

well-being in the three comunidades. 

 The chapter is divided into three parts. First, I explore the types of activities that enable 

access to modern goods. Second, I introduce the complex ways in which modernity reaches 

the comunidad. Sometimes modernity is related to national discourses of the urban and 

national as modern, but the discourses of NGOs or tourism (in the case of Jilayhua) have 

recently introduced alternative views of modernity. Third, I illustrate the different ways in 

which consumption takes place in these comunidades, and explore how modernity creates 

conflicts or allows adaptation to the livelihoods of the comuneros. 

Access to modernity 

In his study of the culture of consumption in the Andes, Huber (2002) argues that Andean 

comunidades are also part of the culture of consumption, and that the consumption of 

modern goods has become part of comuneros’ daily lives and aspirations.237 However, access 

to modern goods requires financial assets, and in the comunidades such assets can only be 

obtained through migration and dairy production. Comuneros who do not have alternative 

sources of income face almost insurmountable problems in accessing modern goods. This is 

very vividly reflected in Señora Condori’s story about her sacrifices she made in order to 

acquire a TV (Ch. 3). 

 Despite these difficulties, comuneros eagerly try to find means to acquire a TV. While 

television in itself is a modern good, its importance is mainly seen in terms of the access it 

provides to information and modernity. Although the purchase of a TV can be expensive for a 

campesino, comuneros try to acquire one in various ways. This is illustrated by the case of 

                                                
237 Huber uses Belk’s definition of a ‘culture of consumption’ as ‘a culture in which the majority of the consumers 
desire goods that are valued for non-utilitarian reasons such as the search for status, producing envy and the 
search for something new’, adding that consumption is based more on desire than needs. Huber, L. (2002) 
Consumo, Cultura e Identidad en el Mundo Globalizado. Estudios de Caso en los Andes. Lima: Instituto de Estudios 
Peruanos IEP. p. 34 
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Señora Quispe. She is a mother of seven children, and she told me what they had to do when 

her daughter, who was still in elementary school, insisted on having a TV. 

My daughter really wanted to have a television … she used to go to the neighbour’s to watch 
television … he [the neighbour] was the first in the comunidad to buy one. We used to say, how 
would that television work. … but one afternoon they showed me and it was with images and all … 
I took the guinea pigs to Cusco and sold them. I sold each one for 13, 12 soles … and with that I 
bought a television.238 

From Señora Quispe’s account we can see that TVs are very expensive for a comunero. We 

also see how in the desire for modernity different market logics come together. She had to sell 

100 guinea pigs – the most traditional of rural commodities – in order to buy a TV. The 

paradoxes of modernity in the Andean countryside become even clearer when we realize that 

the neighbour had bought a TV even before he had electricity. He told me that in order to 

watch TV, he also had to buy both a generator and a very tall aerial, so that they could pick up 

the signals from Yanaoca.  

 Now that most comuneros have alternative sources of income in the form of migration or 

dairy production, their access to modern consumption goods has improved. As discussed in 

Chapter 4, livelihoods in all three comunidades are derived from alternative sources of income 

(i.e. not only from agriculture), such as fishing, dairy production, migration or paid labour. For 

comuneros in Yanampampa and Mosocllaqta, migration or remittances have become the main 

alternative source of income, although a few comuneros profit from fishing activities. Several 

comuneros were able to save some of the money they earned by working as migrants and have 

built kioskos (Señor Champi) or bought video recorders (Señor Mendoza) or ovens (Señor 

Cornejo). In Mosocllaqta, extra income can be earned by working for the municipality, 

although this is limited to those who have some kind of relationship with the mayor.  

 Jilayhua also offers non-agricultural activities, especially dairy production, within the 

comunidad. Many comuneros therefore invest the money they have accumulated through 

migration in this sector. The dairy production is providing new opportunities for capital 

accumulation. Señora Ccoto related how her household situation changed after they had been 

trained in dairy production and subsequently were able to invest in pasture: 

[...] in the empresa they used to make cheese. My husband had received training … then he was 
contracted to make cheese. Then … he made cheese there. That suero,239 I remember [we used to 

                                                
238 Interview 29 Oct. 2003 with Señora Quispe, Jilayhua. ‘...mi hija, moría por la televisión...moría. Iba a los vecinos a ver 
televisión....entonces el [el vecino] se compró primerito. Hablando decían, como será esta tele [...] Pero una tarde me llevaron y así era 
con imagen y todo. [...]Los cuy vendí, llevé al Cusco. Allí he vendido [a] 13 soles, 12 soles...entonces con eso me he comprado 
televisión.’ 
239 The residual water that results from the process of making cheese. 
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bring home]. From that we used to make ricotta. Only that, but my children used to fight to eat 
that. Now we have, now we have only cheese, yogurt … [Then I thought to myself] if I could sell, 
my children would grow well. Sometimes we did not have any money. Sometimes crop products, 
such as potatoes, wheat, sometimes from the fields, one or two arrobas we used to sell … at that 
time we used to make little production. If we ate them, we did not have products to sell.240 

Like Señora Ccoto, several comuneros said that their economic situation had improved 

considerably since they had started with dairy production. In the case of agricultural 

production, they can sell their products only at certain times of the year and only when they 

have a surplus. However, this normally occurs when these products are available in 

abundance, which means that their prices drop. 

 The comuneros stress that they now have a daily income through the selling of milk or 

yogurt. For instance, if the price of potatoes is 4 soles per arroba and the price of milk is 1 sol 

per litre, a household that is able to produce 7 litres of milk per day can earn 7 soles a day241 or 

about 200 soles a month, while selling 100 arrobas of potatoes would bring in only 400 soles a 

year. These examples give an idea of the improvement in income that is brought about by 

involvement in cattle production. For households that make yogurt (like Señora Ccoto’s 

household), it is even more profitable, since yogurt sells for 2.5 soles per litre. The Ccotos have 

been able to buy a house in Cusco and finance the education of their two children, who are at 

university.  

 In sum, the life of comuneros has improved greatly since the introduction of dairy 

production. While migration provides comuneros with occasional opportunities, dairy 

production guarantees a more sustainable form of income and thus gives them more chances 

to invest in modern goods. It also underlines the different patterns of consumption across 

comunidades.  

Different modernities 

The rural-urban lives that comuneros lead today because of migration and the constant flux of 

development workers, religious activists and media images have created a new context in 

which they try to make sense of the world (Kearney 1996). The different images of and views 

on modernity increase the complexity of modernity at the local level. While the notion of 

modernity is already complex in itself, the articulation of modernity with local realities makes 
                                                
240 Interview 29 Sept. 2003 with Señora Ccoto, Jilayhua. [...] en la empresa mismo, así hacian queso. Mi esposo ha recibido 
capacitación...entonces a él le han contratado para que haga queso. Entonces [...] hacía queso. Ese suero, me acuerdo, [nos traíamos a 
la casa]. Entonces de eso no mas hacíamos ricota. Eso no más. A veces mis hijos estaban quitonéandose para comer. Ahora ya 
tenemos, recién ahora tenemos queso, yogurt. [Entonces pensé]. Si es que vend[iera], entonces, mis hijos crecerían bien. A veces no 
había plata también. A veces, ese cultivo de papas, cebadas, a veces teníamos chakrita, unito dosito...entonces poco [producto] también 
hacíamos. A veces si comíamos [los productos para venta] se estaba terminando ya. 
241 Although this is limited to the period in which the cow is able to produce milk, namely about 10 months. 
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it even more complex.242 Although it is difficult to identify exactly the elements involved in 

these processes, in the following section I show how modernity is understood in different 

ways in the comunidades. First, I focus on what we could call ‘national’ discourses – such as 

Protestantism, the media and education – and how they are reflected in consumption patterns 

on a local level. I then discuss other discourses and images of modernity that are brought to 

the comunidad by tourism and NGOs. While there seems to be a consensus on the notion of 

progreso (as related to the urban, the modern and the Western, as opposed to the rural, the 

traditional and the indigenous), the recent discourses of NGOs are revaluating the indigenous 

and the traditional. 

 In the Peruvian case, as well as in that of other Latin American countries, the idea of 

modernity is closely linked to the process of nation building (Yashar 1996; Baud 2003). In a 

context where the indigenous was perceived as a symbol of atraso and as rejection of the 

national project (Flores Galindo 1990; Larson 2004), the urban elites placed modernity at the 

centre of the national project (Larson 2004: 15). In this process, ethnicity played a central role 

as a marker of distinction between ‘us’ and ‘them’, excluding certain groups of the population 

from access to citizenship in terms of modernity. The ideology of modernity and citizenship 

was based on criteria of ethnicity and gender, whereby all things Indian were placed at the 

bottom of the hierarchy (Stephenson 1999; Larson 2004; Cannesa 2005).  

 This view was reproduced through education and the media. We saw in the previous 

chapter how schools normally reproduce urban values and confirm views that stress the 

backwardness of rural life. The urban bias of mass media tends to confirm this view. This 

started with the generalized usage of radio in the comunidades. According to Cueto and 

Contreras, the introduction of the radio was a revolution in the eyes of the rural population, 

because it allowed the comuneros to access unlimited amounts of information. People in 

Jilayhua and Mosocllaqta can listen to local and regional news, as there are two radio stations 

in Yanaoca. In Yanampampa only the programmes of a national broadcaster, which focuses 

on Lima’s audience (RPP), can be received. In any case, the radio tends to reproduce 

hegemonic, urban views in the countryside, although it has opened up the rural world to a 

variety of new influences.  

                                                
242 As de la Cadena reminds us, social differentiation is only possible where non-agricultural income exists 
(closeness to a market, higher degree of education, etc.) or where there is an individualization of production. See 
De la Cadena, M. (1986) "Cooperación y mercado en la organización comunal andina." Revista Andina 4(1): 31-58. 
In the case of Jilayhua this differentiation has been possible through improvement in irrigation and recently 
through the introduction of pedigree cattle. As already explained, Jilayhua is planning to dedicate its activities to 
cattle production, limiting agriculture to non-irrigated areas. In this context, comuneros will be more independent 
from communal consensus regarding what to do with their cattle and their irrigated land. 
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 The television has added another dimension to this pattern. As all the Peruvian TV 

companies are located in Lima, most programmes have an urban context. Of the country’s 

four channels, only one is national; the rest are commercial channels that broadcast such 

programmes as talk shows, soaps, foreign films and foreign productions.243 Again the 

consequences are ambiguous. While television is reducing the distance between the urban and 

the rural, it reproduces urban images and makes the comuneros conscious of the differences 

between the lifestyle in the comunidad and what is presented to them on TV.244 They are 

becoming increasingly aware of the differences between their lifestyles and global lifestyles and 

consumption patterns.  

 Protestantism has also contributed to the view of the urban and modern as synonymous 

with modernity. According to Fonseca (2005), the development of Protestantism in the 

Peruvian Andes cannot be explored as something that is separate from the livelihoods of the 

indigenous populations. Although the Protestant Church saw the Indians as victims of the 

abuses of the hacendados, it considered this a result of their inferior customs and practices. 

The Protestant Church regards the ideology of the urban and modern as superior. It especially 

stresses the importance of hygiene and the need to get rid of traditional customs. While the 

Catholic Church and the state had been tolerant towards the mixing of indigenous and 

Catholic customs, the Protestant Church saw this as evidence of the degeneration of the 

comuneros. The continuation of indigenous practices that involved alcohol, betting and 

promiscuity was something that they vehemently rejected (ibid. : 292). Their efforts focused 

on moralizing the indigena by getting rid of rituals, prohibiting alcohol, emphasizing order and 

hygiene, imposing hard work upon them, and emphasizing honesty and above all education 

(Rénique 2004: 359). While the national discourse appropriated indigenous culture as a symbol 

of the nation,245 the Protestant Church rejected the practices and rituals that they considered 

characteristic of the degeneration of indigenous culture. 

 How do these notions of modernity influence local patters of consumption? Some scholars 

have argued that consumption preferences in the rural areas have been influenced by the 

assimilation of modern and urban patterns. Orlove (1998), for instance, considers the negative 

connotation that is given to the notion of dirt as reflecting this assimilation. The notion of dirt 

                                                
243 Just to give an illustration, these programmes are such as Chavo del Ocho (from Mexico), Niña Maravilla 
(from the USA), Bruce Lee films, Jacky Chen films, etc. All broadcasters are located in Lima, and their 
programmes are generally those that can be purchased cheaply, rather than selection based on content. 
244 When I was invited to people’s houses and was offered food, people would say this is not the kind of food 
you eat, or the type of bed you are used to, making me aware of the perception of difference between their way 
of life and the one that I was leading. 
245 For instance in Cusco, folkloristic practices were promoted as a way to introduce indigenous cultural practices 
to Cusco identity because they were not seen as a threat. For more information on folklore and regional identity, 
see Chapter 8. 
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has been constructed as related to the Indian way of life, and has become one of the criteria 

by which to organize the criteria hierarchically (Colloredo-Mansfield 1999; Stephenson 1999). 

This is then reflected in the goods consumed and used, such as clothing, housing and food. 

Orlove expands this notion of dirt in relation to the whole way of life of people in the 

comunidades, a life that is rooted in the comunidades’ proximity to the earth. It is precisely in 

the context of rural lifestyles that the distinction on the basis of the earth becomes important, 

as mestizos and Indios are connected to the earth, unlike people who live in cities (Orlove 

1998: 220). However, the mestizos who live in the rural areas do their best to distance 

themselves from all earthy things, by using shoes, metal utensils for cooking, etc. In this 

context, ordinary things such as shoes, adobe bricks, clay pots, dirt roads, etc. come to 

symbolize the way of life of the Indian because of the Indians’ proximity to the earth. The 

discourse of Indians’ closeness to the earth is then another discourse of hierarchy, whereby 

‘… the mestizos take the Indians’ proximity to the earth as a sign of their inferiority’. This is a 

literal inferiority since the mestizos stress the inferiority of the earth, thereby representing 

‘distance from the national culture and institutions based in large cities’ (Orlove 1998: 217). 

He thus emphasizes the importance that contact with the earth in terms of goods and 

activities has in the hierarchy of goods.246 

 Although these examples seem to stress the hegemony of urban and modern views on the 

rural, traditional and indigenous, as mentioned in Chapter 3, we should not forget that in the 

case of Peru, there were also moments of inclusion, such as with the Velasco government or 

the indigenista ideas on Inka symbolism. According to de la Cadena (2000), the appropriation 

of these Inka symbolisms did not threaten the distance between the dominant classes and the 

campesinos, but opened avenues for inclusion. Recent alternative discourses related to global 

tendencies (e.g. tourism activities or NGOs) have also had some influence on local notions of 

modernity. These discourses are re-evaluating the value of indigenous and traditional in the 

lives of the comuneros. Tourism appeals to the nostalgic feelings of an increasing number of 

foreign travellers who are seeking authentic and indigenous harmony, which has supposedly 

been lost in the large cities. Tourists are increasingly looking for new destinations (Ypeij 2006: 

13). NGOs such as Corredor Puno-Cusco are also actively promoting what they call turismo 

vivencial, whereby the emphasis is on communally organized tourist activities for the promotion 

                                                
246 However, as mentioned in Chapter 3, we should not forget that in the case of Peru, not all dominant 
discourses were exclusive. There were moments of inclusion, such as with the Velasco government or the Inka 
symbolisms. According to de la Cadena, the appropriation of these Inka symbolisms without threatening the 
distance between the dominant classes and the campesinos was through the emphasis on notions of ‘purity’. For 
more information see De la Cadena, M. (2000) Indigenous mestizos the politics of race and culture in Cuzco, Peru, 1919-
1991. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.  
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of local experiences. Seeing its success in neighbouring comunidades, comuneros are 

becoming aware of the opportunities that an ecological lifestyle is bringing (comunidad 

tourism, ecological production, ecological houses). They also are aware of the potential of 

festivities and folklore to attract tourism. Tourism and the opportunities offered by tourism 

are increasingly perceived by comuneros as presenting an opportunity for development 

(Miyashita 2006). 

 In the same way, many NGOs in the region are promoting new global perspectives on 

modernity and an ecological way of life. Ecological ways of life are being revalued as people in 

the cities start to feel increasingly detached from nature. Recent anti-globalization and 

environmental movements stress the importance of the environment and recognize the central 

role that indigenous populations play in it. This is reflected in, for instance, the increasing 

number of people who decide to spend their free time close to nature. Urban people travel to 

far-away destinations in search of green, ecological environments, and in this context 

indigenous peoples are internationally recognized as symbols of ecological protection 

(Cannesa 2006). While the indigenous population is ignored or excluded in local contexts, in 

the global context indigenous culture, and its closeness to the earth, is increasingly valued (and 

romanticized). The global ecological movement is thus providing a language in which local 

practices can be inserted and recognized. These alternative discourses on the value of the 

indigenous and traditional are providing new spaces for access to modernity, especially for 

comunidades that are creating their own hybrid notions of modernity, as Jilayhua is. These 

discourses do not lead so much to the rejection of dominant views of hierarchy of goods, as 

to processes of hybridization and alternative discourses of modernity. 

Displaying modernity through consumption 

Showing one’s success through consumption is sometimes not welcomed. What is and what is 

not accepted in the context of the neighbourhood or locality is a result of internal dynamics. 

In this section I focus on the different ways in which modernity is reflected in the 

consumption of modern goods in the three comunidades. For comunidades with limited 

changes (i.e. Mosocllaqta and Yanampampa) access to modernity is based on Western models, 

while in Jilayhua dairy production and new discourses of modernity have also provided 

alternative views on modernity. But before discussing this, I present the way that modernity is 

reflected in the lives of comuneros.  
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Food  

According to Weismantel (1988), food is ‘one of the strongest of ethnic and class markers; 

consequently, it provides an endless source of metaphorical referents of ethnicity’. It works as 

an important symbol of classification, since it ‘speaks deeply to us about who we are’ and is 

present in our everyday lives. Weismantel shows how different foods are classified in a 

hierarchical organization, in which what comes from outside the community is given more 

value than the local. However, she states that through food we are also able to zoom in on the 

conflicts and contradictions that take place at the local level when people try to make sense of 

the foreign in their daily lives. She summarizes this in the following sentence: ‘White rice is the 

object of desire, but máchica (a type of barley) is the locus of satisfaction.’ In other words, 

white rice is introduced into the diet of the comunidad as part of modernity, while máchica 

stirs the memory and emotions as something traditional and original. But she argues that this 

feeling may change as the context changes. For example, in the future white rice may acquire a 

new meaning, just as máchica has. 

 In the comunidades, there is assimilation and rejection but also appropriation, which 

provides the modern with new, local meanings. While I cannot consider all types of food in 

this analysis, I present some cases where the appropriation of symbols of modernity is 

particularly visible. This process is more clearly present in Jilayhua than in the other two 

comunidades.  

 Comuneros in Yanampampa and Mosocllaqta are continuously introducing market 

products into their daily lives. Gascon (1998) states that some products of industrial 

production have the added value of symbolizing an idealized Western world. This is true, for 

instance, in the case of the consumption of beer. The shifts in food consumption reflect the 

important place that modern goods have come to hold in the daily lives of comuneros. They 

have replaced traditionally used goods, because of the value people attach to the new products 

as something ‘special’. In Yanampampa and Mosocllaqta, for instance, some of the younger 

comuneros consider the introduction of desayuno (a breakfast of bread and coffee or tea) a 

positive change from their usual almuerzo (soup for breakfast). Even though people complain 

about the price of market products, increasing numbers of people have started eating 

desayuno rather than almuerzo. In some households people even differentiate between 

traditional soups (chuño, potatoes, beans, etc.) and those that include different kinds of 

vegetables (carrots, celery, tomatoes, cilantro, etc.) and market products (such as pasta and 

rice). Comuneros consider the last category special, and festivities now include pasta or rice 

rather than potato as a special kind of food.  
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 Another novelty I noticed during festivities and on special occasions was that of beer and 

soft drinks. While beer is rather expensive, locally made soft drinks (such as Condor or 

Sumaq) can be purchased at half the price of, for example, Coca-Cola or Inka Cola. These 

local brands are usually the only ones sold in the comunidades and they are a common present 

to take to parties. At the house of one compadre, I saw the parents of an engaged Protestant 

couple exchange several bottles of soft drinks at their first official meeting. While chicha 

continues to be the most important drink among comuneros, soft drinks and beer seem to be 

replacing it as a symbol of status on occasions where alcoholic beverages are not allowed. 

 However, as Weismantel states, although market products symbolizing modernity are often 

introduced into the comunidades, there are neither blindly nor passively accepted. When I was 

invited for an almuerzo at a house of a family in Mosocllaqta that was celebrating the 

grandson’s alferado,247 I was offered a dish of pasta, rice and potatoes, as well as some salad and 

mate. While we were eating, the comunera who had invited me started to complain that it was 

not the food they used to eat, which was all natural. Foods such as rice and pasta arrived 

following the construction of the road, she said, as it had become much easier to transport 

them. Her brother then joined in the conversation, complaining that it was not the type of 

food he likes: he prefers mashua, oca and chuño.248 As not everybody shared his view, the 

conversation ground to a halt, illustrating the conflicting interpretations of these changes. Not 

all comuneros welcome these products because they consider traditional products more tasty 

and healthy.  

 In Jilayhua, NGOs were introducing alternatives discourses on the benefits of ecological 

production, as something ‘modern’. Whereas the rejection of fertilizers used to be based on 

the explanation that potatoes grown with fertilizers do not taste as good as those grown with 

guano de corral,249 or that they take longer to cook, the explanation now is that ecological 

products are better for one’s health. When fertilizers were first introduced by development 

organizations, the comuneros welcomed them as a solution to the problem of low 

productivity. After some years, however, they noticed a decrease in productivity. Señor Ancco, 

a comunero from Jilayhua: ‘We may have had five to seven years of good potato production. 

Then, now what are we getting? […] We no longer know the traditional products. Only in the 

                                                
247 Same as mayordomo, a person who is responsible for the expenses of feast. At this particular celebration there 
were four young alferados (6-year-olds) and four adult alferados. The adult alferados paid for the bands, while the 
younger ones paid a certain amount to each of the bands so that they would visit their houses. 
248 Field notes 25 July 2003. 
249 Field notes 15 July 2003. Informal talk with Señora Ccoto, Jilayhua. 
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high zones where we did not put fertilizers [do we get potatoes as before]’.250 He said that his 

illiterate mother knew more than the development organizations, since she had always 

complained about the introduction of fertilizers, saying (according to Señor Ancco), ‘Since the 

time I first opened my eyes, I have never seen such stupidities’.251 Interestingly, those who 

continue to use fertilizers often stress that they use them only for those potatoes that will be 

sold at the market.252 

 A shared belief about the negative damages to one’s health is that fertilizers cause cancer, 

and this is why a growing number of people were starting to get cancer. I heard this not only 

from comuneros in Jilayhua but also from comuneros who had migrated to the cities. Señor 

Soto, a comunero from Mosocllaqta, told me the reason his father was still so healthy despite 

his age (he was 74):253 ‘Before, people used to live longer because they ate only organic 

food.’254 In Jilayhua, the Club de Madres was promoting the production of organic vegetables 

as being more nutritious and healthy.  

 With the introduction of these new ecological discourses, what was traditional is becoming 

modern. This is also influencing the discourse that is being used by those who are working as 

yachachiq for the IAA in Jilayhua. It provides the comuneros with an alternative discourse to 

remain modern while rejecting the introduction of new products that are not in tune with their 

daily lives. 

Clothing 

According to Barragán (1997), clothing has been one of the most important markers of the 

boundary between the Indio and the criollo, as well as between the Indio and the mestizo. In 

colonial times, if a man was able to speak Spanish and had some kind of job, dressing in 

Spanish clothes made him a mestizo, which absolved him from the need to pay tribute. 

Barragán argues that it was this strategic advantage that led many Indians to adopt Spanish 

clothing, while those who had interests in the communal activities often continued to wear 

traditional clothing. While in this period the interest in changing clothing was only a strategic 

interest in evading the need to pay tribute, in the discourses of the modern nation, clothing – 

                                                
250 Interview 19 Jul. 2003 with Señor Ancco, Jilayhua. ‘Nos habra dado 5-7 años buen[a papa]. Después ahorita, ahorita, 
que nos esta dando[?].[...]Ya no concemos ya la cosecha antigua. Tan solamete en las alturas donde no hemos puesto fertilizantes 
[dan papas como antes]’ 
251 Ibid. ‘yo hijo desde el momento que he abierto mis ojos, yo nunca he conocido esas tonteras’ 
252 Only better-off households, however, are able to count on extra production for market. Field notes 10 Nov. 
2003. Interview with Señor Pilar, Mosocllaqta. 
253 According to Señor Soto, average life expectancy is 60. 
254 Field notes 27 Nov. 2003. Informal talk with Señor Soto, Mosocllaqta 
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and especially the pollera – has become value-laden, as ‘Andean clothing became synonymous 

with hegemonic conceptions of dirt, a primary trope of disorder’ (Stephenson 1999: 113) 

 The importance of clothing as markers of ethnicity and determinants of hierarchy is 

reflected in the daily lives of the comuneros. This difference is seen especially in the 

interaction between campesinos (comuneros) and vecinos (from the town of Yanaoca), where 

the wearing of polleras has become a marker between indigenous and non-indigenous. When I 

was talking with a mestiza teacher, an ex-director of the night school at Yanaoca, about a 

comunero from Jilayhua who was working as a teacher in Yanaoca, she observed that he was a 

‘good teacher’. However, she immediately added: ‘I was astonished when he once came to the 

shop [which she owns] with his wife. She was a campesina in her pollera! I expected more of 

him.’255 She had thought that this person was a mestizo, as he had higher education and a 

‘good’ appearance. The fact that he had a campesina wife made him less worthy. ‘No wonder 

he had not introduced her to us before!’ she said, a disgusted look on her face. In Peru, 

polleras continue to be the symbol of the Indio, and as such are looked down upon by urban 

mestizos. 

 The low position of polleras in the hierarchy of clothing can be clearly seen in the case of 

young comuneras. While it is still possible to see young women going to high school in their 

polleras, I did not see one person wearing a pollera to an institute of higher education or a 

university. Most wear jeans or track suit bottoms. This is closely related to the prejudices they 

encounter at school or during their higher education, but it can also be seen as the wish to be 

modern among the youth. However, while younger comuneras reject the use of polleras, 

recent interventions by NGOs are bringing a new valuation to traditional clothing. Comuneras 

who are sent to national or international conferences, such as the yachachiqs, are encouraged 

to wear polleras.256 

 In the comunidades most comuneras (except the young ones) who wear polleras make an 

additional distinction regarding the material from which the polleras are made. Especially in 

Yanampampa, the issue of clothing is important because the inhabitants consider themselves a 

mestizo comunidad compared to other neighbouring indigenous comunidades.257 Although 

most of the women wear polleras, they are made of synthetic material. The comunidad does 

not have a tradition of using bayeta258 as in the other comunidades. In Mosocllaqta, most of the 

                                                
255 Informal talk with Señora Concepción, Yanaoca. 
256 Two female congress members from Cusco recently appeared on the news because their had been rejected by 
an airline company for wearing polleras. While this incident created much discussion about the continued 
discrimination on the basis of clothing, it shows that polleras are being proudly used as a symbol of campesina. 
In ‘Legisladoras denuncian haber sido discriminadas por una aerolínea’. El Comercio. 27 November 2006 
257 Informal talk with Señor Saimon, Yanampampa. Interview 5 Jan. 2004 with Señor Paucar, Yanampampa. 
258 Cotton cloth traditionally used for making clothing. 
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old women continued to wear the darker bayeta. In most cases, however, polleras are now 

made of synthetic material such as polyester, which can be bought at the market. In Jilayhua 

bayetas are no longer worn, although they are worn in the poorer and higher comunidades. 

 I was given various reasons for not wearing the bayeta. According to Sana (2006), bayetas 

are no longer used in indigenous comunidades in Ecuador because they are expensive.259 In 

Jilayhua, young comuneras enthusiastically wear their modern polleras when dressing up like 

Ñustas on festive days. These polleras are distinctive in that they contrast vividly with the 

darker polleras worn by the older comuneras. They also differ from the black, red and green 

polleras that in Cusco are often represented in official ceremonies. These dresses use vivid 

colours such as fuchsia and gold as well as flowery motives, which contrast greatly with what 

could be called the traditional polleras. Some people see the use of vivid colours for these 

polleras as a sign of the loss of their traditions and customs.260 However, this innovation may 

have been what allowed its acceptance among young, educated comuneras. Modern polleras, 

which cost about 300 soles,261 are therefore proudly worn by the Ñustas, who in their everyday 

life wear only modern clothes. 

 

                                                
259 Based on a research carried out in Ecuador, she says that the price of the bayeta can be 10 times the price of a 
synthetic material. Lopez Abellán, S. (2006) Change and Continuity: The warp and weft of indigenous dress in Ecuador. MA 
thesis. University of Leiden. pp. 63.  
260 A teacher from Tungasuka (a neighbouring comunidad) trying to explain the need to revive cultural traditions. 
261 About 80 euros. 
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A comunera dressed as Ñusta and her sister going to university 

Clothing is also tightly related to hygiene. The social hierarchy of clothing is determined above 

all in relation to whether comuneros are wearing dirty clothes or ojotas. Comuneros generally 

wear clean clothes when they go to the market or the city, but in their own environment 

where they have to do a lot of agricultural work, they do not, thereby confirming their low 

status as campesino. 

Housing 

The relation between hygiene and modernity is also visible in this discussion on housing styles. 

Stephenson (1999) explains how, according to the Bolivian state, the model house ‘… 

underscores the importance of private rooms, the enclosed latrine, the contained corral and a 

state of cleanliness’ (Ibid.: 130). This is reflected in the importance of toilets, kitchens and 

house styles. Most houses do not have a toilet connected to a sewage system, even though 

toilets are seen as a symbol of progreso and hygiene. In Mosocllaqta, for example, one of the 

first projects to be carried out with the FONCOMUN (Municipal compensation fund) was 

the construction of public toilets, while in Yanampampa the regional government funded the 
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construction of public toilets in order to promote tourism to the lake. Some houses in Jilayhua 

have dry latrines: the waste is constantly covered with ashes from the fogón and the latrines 

themselves are replaced after a certain period. In this community an increasing number of 

households are incorporating dry latrines as part of the plan predial262 of the yachachiqs.  

 

 

Photo 19. Construction of public toilet by Municipality of Mosocllaqta  

 Some houses have an electric cooker or oven as well as a traditional fogón. The fogón was 

an issue of concern for development workers in the region, because they believed that the 

smoke it produce is unhealthy.263 Colloredo-Mansfield notes that in the case of Ecuador, ‘a 

kitchen blackened by smoke and reeking of guinea pigs demonstrated not just the hard 

realities of peasant life but a moral and national failing’ (1999: 60). The fogón did not fit with 

                                                
262 Discussed in Chapter 4, case Señor Ccoto. It consists of a plan where the ecological principle is applied for 
agricultural production as well as the style of the houses. 
263 For a more detailed study of the hearth in development discourse see Antrosio, J. (2002) "Inverting 
Development Discourse in Colombia: Transforming Andean Hearths." American Anthropologist 104(4): 1110-1122. 
Once I joined a scientific school fair organized by a school in Yanaoca. I had joined the event with a staff from 
the IAA, who was active in the area and was explaining me the different ideas that were presented and which 
could be useful in practice. From all the ideas the one that he found the most interesting was an oven made of 
adobe which was designed so that the heat produced could be used for different purposes where finally the 
smoke was led through the pipe outside the house. Although I was not able to witness the results of the 
competitions, Señor Alfredo explained that the smoke made the house ‘dirty’ and was not ‘healthy’ 
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national ideas of modernity and progress. Several of the better-off households had bought gas 

ovens and the gas bottles needed to fuel them; even so, they normally use the fogón: the gas 

oven is something they have ‘just in case’ or for use on special occasions.  

 A recent study by Christien Klaufus (2006) of popular architecture in Cuenca and 

Riobamba in Ecuador illustrates the dynamics at play in deciding what kinds of houses to 

build. The introduction of new architectural styles is not just welcomed and passively watched 

by the local inhabitants, but also provokes a new discussion about the value of existing social 

boundaries (ibid.: 191). A common positive change that people identify as an improvement 

when asked about changes in the comunidad concerns the recent changes in the style of the 

houses. Especially in Mosocllaqta and Yanampampa, people point out the newly rebuilt 

houses along the main road, saying that they are made of material noble.264 These houses are 

usually owned by the better off or by those who have achieved upward mobility through 

migration. The fact that they have been able to build these houses is a symbol of their success.  

 However, not all comuneros are able to show their success through the construction of 

houses. In Mosocllaqta one had to be careful about the envy and gossip that such a 

construction could cause. For instance, Señor Soto had the financial means to improve his 

situation (he worked as a maestro de obras), but chose to invest his money in a house in Cusco 

and in lorry activities outside the comunidad. In the comunidad, he deliberately wore old 

clothes and did not maintain his house. According to Señor Soto, he is envied by the other 

comuneros because he is a regidor, and thus chooses to avoid showing his success to the 

comunidad. 

 In Jilayhua, people hold different ideas about what is modern in housing styles. There are 

houses that are considered modern even though they are not built of material noble. The house 

of Señor Ccoto, a yachachiq, can serve as an example: it is painted green and has a vegetable 

garden, and its patio has a flower garden and a sink. The room in which cheese is produced – 

although made of adobe – is stuccoed and painted light blue, and the floor is concrete rather 

than tamped earth. The stones were laid on the patio because otherwise it would become 

muddy during the rainy season, and a concrete floor is more hygienic for cheese production. 

Señor Ccoto designed his house himself, and it is now presented by the IAA as the model 

rural house. Although it was not a reproduction of urban houses, it was seen as hygienic and 

modern. 

 

                                                
264 Literally translated as ‘noble material’ refers to industrial construction material such as cement, bricks, etc. 
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Photo 20. Interior of a house in Jilayhua 

 Señora Ccoto decided to get an electric stove because she wanted an alternative to the 

fogón, which creates a lot of smoke and blackens the upper half of the house. Although she 

now has an electric kitchen, she mostly uses the fogón. They are now considering building a 

modern fogón that will conduct the smoke from the kitchen; such fogónes are promoted by 

development institutions as they regard them as being healthier. 

 All these changes enable the comuneros to build houses using their own resources while 

also making them modern. In sum, recent discourses of ecological trends as modern are 

providing Jilayhua with an alternative way to appeal to the modern. The modern is not 

necessarily related to urban notions, but is adapted to the reality of the comuneros creation of 

a rural modernity.  

Medicine 

Although the recent introduction of ecological discourses is providing the comuneros of 

Jilayhua with new opportunities to appeal to modernity, the relationship between tradition and 

modernity is different in the case of medicine. Although some development organizations see 
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local medicinal practices as traditional and backward,265 many comuneros have more trust in 

local medicine. Postas (health posts) are often viewed with suspicion by comuneros, especially 

in Mosocllaqta, which is the only comunidad to have a posta. People from Jilayhua have to go 

to Yanaoca (a 30-minute walk) for treatment, while those from Yanampampa have to go to 

Marcaconga (a 45-minute walk).  

 Medicine is rejected not only for economic reasons but also because it is distrusted or is 

not considered to fit with the comuneros’ reality. While there are complaints that Western 

medicines are too expensive, that is not the only reason why they resort to natural medicine. 

Below I present the case of Señora Lucia in some detail because she illustrates this point very 

well. One day, Señora Lucia, who was more than 80 years old, came home saying that a spider 

had bitten her while she had been working in the field. The family thought it was nothing 

serious and forgot about it. However, at around five that afternoon, Señora Lucia started 

crying and screaming, so they sent their eldest son to ask a nurse from the posta to come and 

look at her. However, the son came back with the message that Señora Lucia would have to 

go to the posta, because the nurse did not want to come to their house, which was five 

minutes away. As they tried to take Señora Lucia out of her room, she protested, hitting and 

biting people, and nobody dared to touch her. Finally, the nurse came and told them that 

Señora Lucia would die if she did not go to the posta (it turned out that she had been bitten 

by a black widow spider), so they lifted her onto a blanket and dragged her to the posta. Once 

there, she was given her suero and a pain killer. The pain, however, continued, and one of the 

family decided to make her a mate of pig and human excrement, believing it to be more 

efficient than the medicine of the posta. This was something Señora Lucia also welcomed. In 

the end, she recovered – but whether it was the medicine or the traditional mixture that 

helped remains unknown. This incident illustrates the reluctance of some people to rely on 

Western medicine. Like Señora Lucia, many people do not trust Western medicine and prefer 

to use naturistas. 

 Faced with these local practices, official institutions are changing their approach to the 

comuneros in order to get people to go to the postas. Carla, who was head nurse at the posta 

in Mosocllaqta in 2002, told me about the various beliefs that make her work in the 

comunidades difficult. For example, people believe that all sicknesses are viento,266 and so do 

not do much to try to cure them. If a person is under-nourished, they believe that the person’s 

spirit has been possessed, and so there is not much that can be done about it. When it is time 
                                                
265 While some traditional practices have been picked up by the IAA as part of the ‘ecological movement’, this 
has been only selective. In the case of medicine for instance, traditional medicine is not included in their 
discourses.  
266 Sickness that is caused by natural forces and cannot be cured by medical intervention. 
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to give birth, they prefer to do so at home with parteros; the women perform a special 

ceremony and give birth in a standing position.267 Although health institutions do not 

acknowledge these traditions as valid, they have been forced to introduce some of them in 

order to continue their practices. According to Carla, pregnant women are now able to give 

birth in the health post in a standing position and in the presence of a partera.268 Carla 

considers these changes as advances in the medicinal practice. 

 Not only the old but also the young comuneros prefer traditional medicine and are 

suspicious of the Western kind. Señor Vargas, a comunero and teacher from Jilayhua, told me 

how he had once fallen off a bicycle (he had been drunk). He fell badly but was able to reach 

his house. However, the next day, he saw that he was getting some spots – which looked like 

frog spawn – on his right breast. The spots grew bigger by the day, so after asking various 

people for advice, he performed the t’inka269 on the affected part. The next day, he noticed 

that the spots were getting smaller; soon they had disappeared. He asserts that the posta 

would not have been able to help him.270 

 The case of medicine shows that comuneros do not just assimilate dominant urban notions 

of modernity, but resist those elements that they do not consider as fitting their reality. The 

example of comuneros embracing traditional medicine is an example not of modernity but of 

the rejection of modernity. They prefer these practices to modern medicine because they are 

closer to their daily lives. It is their choice to remain ‘traditional’ in this field of their life.  

The consumption of music 

Scholars see music as the site par excellence of hybridization, as its diffusion is freely available 

(García Canclini 1989). It is the market that defines what is modern, providing the consumers 

with many choices. Mendoza (2006) reminds us that the only Andean music that was 

recognized by the state as worthy of being represented internationally in the 1960s was that of 

Yma Sumac, and that Afro music has been promoted internationally as national music instead 

of music from the Andes (ibid.: 208). However, it is the chicha, the cumbia and the popular 

huaynos that are favoured by comuneros today and are the most sold, even though they are still 

depicted by elite groups as vulgar and cheap forms of music. In rural areas, the same conflict 

exists between what Cusqueños call the real huayno (i.e. sung in a soft voice and accompanied 

                                                
267 Field notes 5 Oct. 2002 informal talk with Carla, head nurse of the health post of Mosocllaqta 
268 Ibid. 
269 Rite to the Pachamama 
270 Field notes 2 Aug. 2003 informal interview with Señor Vargas, Jilayhua. 
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by a guitar) and the popular huayno (i.e. sung in high tones and accompanied by an electric 

harp).  

 The young people in the comunidades prefer this latter, hybrid version of huayno. The son 

of the Callo family in Jilayhua, Simon, told me that although he also listens to internationally 

known music (as songs by Shakira), it is this huayno, represented by singers such as Sonia 

Morales and Dina Paucar, that moves him. Paradoxically, the computer has become an 

instrument to get in touch with regional music, more than to access foreign music. For 

example, Simon proudly showed me a music DVD that had been filmed in his comunidad. 

The group was from the region and had chosen Jilayhua for the shoot. Even when young 

people search for modern forms of music, they do not appropriate just Western music, but 

they search for music that reflects their complex reality as rural comuneros who have access to 

education and are living in between the rural and the urban reality.  
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  Photo 21. DVD of Sonia Morales’ concert in Miami 

 In all three comunidades, the younger generations use the consumption of music for 

alternative ways of identification and representation. While getting a better education and 

achieving economic success, the younger comuneros often embrace the new types of music 

such as the cumbia or modern huayno as sung by Sonia Morales, while rejecting their parents’ 

huaynos. As Guaygua, Quisbert and Riveros (2002: 288) argue: 

Sensitive as the younger generation is to new technologies and the current predominance of the 
image, it finds in the cultural and symbolic realm the most adequate and revealing domain to 
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capture and express its cultural difference from ‘others’, and for its search and definition of its 
interior cultural variety.  

While their study applies to the situation of urban youth, the situation in the comunidades 

where images are introduced through different means, is not much different. There is an 

urgent need among the youth to find their own identity in a rapidly changing world.  

 García Canclini (1989) argues that in the flexible and hybrid context of music and 

performances, in which the market plays a central role, the influence of hegemonic groups in 

deciding what is legitimate is limited. While they consider the traditional bands and 

instruments insufficiently modern, they welcome such instruments as the electronic harp and 

singers in polleras and high heels performing on stage. During celebrations, for instance, 

comuneros no longer use traditional groups of music. While the use of the accordion was an 

important step towards modernity 20 years ago, nowadays it is the use of speakers and electric 

instruments that represents innovation. Assisted by mass communication and the radio, 

comuneros from the Andes are able to ‘invade’ the world of music with their tastes, displacing 

the elite’s discourses of what should or should not be ‘legitimate’ culture.  

An analysis: different capabilities in relation to modernity 

In analysing the factors that lead to different displays of modernity, it is important to consider 

not only changes in the context (i.e. new economic activities or discourses on modernity) but 

also the past experiences of the comunidades. Below I show that these differences have led to 

different constructions of modernity. 

 First, the development of dairy production in Jilayhua was an important change that 

enabled comuneros to find alternative sources of income in or close to the comunidades. This 

can be contrasted with Yanampampa and Mosocllaqta, where migration continued to be the 

main form of access to modernity. While in Jilayhua the comuneros can make a livelihood in 

the comunidad,271 in the other two comunidades they have to leave the comunidad.  

 Second, access to information and alternative discourses of modernity in Jilayhua (which 

incorporated rural and indigenous and modern elements) allowed comuneros to create hybrid 

forms of modernity. The availability of alternative discourses of indigenous as modern 

introduced by NGOs and tourism, enabled the comuneros of Jilayhua to accept modernity 

without having to rely on official versions of indigenous culture as the antithesis to modernity. 

This can be compared to Yanampampa and Mosocllaqta, where modernity was limited to 

                                                
271 While many comuneros from Jilayhua do have a double residence, this is often for those who want to send 
their children to Cusco, rather than to access financial capital as in the case of migration. 
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notions coming from migration, media or education, which were constructed around urban 

occidental models of modernity.  

 Third, the construction of modern campesinos through consumption is related not only to 

the presence of alternative discourses, but also to their ability to appropriate them in ways that 

are meaningful to them. Past experiences of conflict with hacendados and success with dairy 

production influence the capacity of comuneros in appropriating the discourse of a ‘modern 

campesino’. This becomes clear when we compare Jilayhua with Yanampampa. Although 

Jilayhua has also been integrated into the nation, its comuneros are proud to show their 

success as modern campesinos. This pride is related to their success in collectively reclaiming 

their lands from hacendados, as well as to their dairy production. Several comuneros observed 

that learning cattle production skills is valuable in itself and because cattle raising used to be 

the exclusive domain of the hacendados. When I asked Señor Ayala (who had been one of the 

first to start with the introduction of pasture) where he had got the inspiration or desire to 

start this activity despite the fact that it had been very risky, he replied: ‘I had seen them 

[hacendados] do it and had to ask myself “If they can do it, why should it be not possible for 

us also?”’272 The fact that they are successful in producing pasture, half-pedigree cattle and 

dairy production is the realization of their collective aspirations, as well as confirmation that 

they are able to do what the hacendados used to do. Señor Puma (the person who started the 

communal association for cattle), told me how he laughs when electoral candidates wearing 

‘ties and nice suits’ go on campaign promising to improve cattle and the growing of pasture: 

‘These mistis,’ he said with a smile, ‘these electoral candidates are promising things that we – 

we humble campesinos – started doing long ago.’273 This feeling of pride needs to be seen in 

the historical context of the successful struggle against the hacienda. 

 The introduction of dairy production into the comunidad is also contributing to the 

collective self-perception of the comuneros. The opportunities for the development of dairy 

production (through PRODERM) came in the form of collective assistance,274 and the ability 

to organize collectively has been an asset that enabled Jilayhua to benefit from this 

intervention. The association not only received assistance in terms of pasture and received 

training in the production of cheese, improving cattle, etc., but was able to take advantage of 

                                                
272 Interview 27 Sept. 2003 with Señor Paz, Jilayhua 
273 Interview 6 Nov. 2002 with Señor Puma Yanaoca ‘Esos mistis estan prometiendo cosas que nosotros empezamos ya años. 
Nosotros siendo simples campesinos’. A misti is the antithesis of an Indio. It referred not only to hacendados but also 
those living in the pueblos. 
274 Informal talk with ex-presidents of the comunidad of Jilayhua. A study carried out by Geurten on the 
workings of PRODERM also argues that PRODERM sought a communal rather than household approach. For 
more information, see Geurten, G. (1991) Desarrollo Rural Integrado: entre Ambición y Realidad Campesina. Cusco: 
Editorial Andina. 
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other successful experiences with dairy production in Puno. Comuneros needed to take turns 

to pasture the animals, milk them and make cheese. These activities required a lot of time, and 

thus limited the time they could invest in their own household activities.275 However, the time 

and effort invested by all the members of the association meant that they were able to finance 

their judicial processes to reclaim their lands.  

 The association was able to pass on to individual households not only the knowledge and 

experience it had gained, but also the means to put this knowledge and experience to use. 

Individual households received loans to buy pasture, and started making cheese and improving 

their cattle. The association also started to allow the comunidad to pair their cattle with the 

association’s sementera as a way to promote the improvement of cattle.276 As the ex-president of 

the comunidad said, the improvement of cattle to the current level took at least 15 years. Now 

the whole comunidad is able to benefit from these experiences and the comuneros have 

gradually been able to create their own form of modernity.  

 The case of Jilayhua differs significantly from that of Yanampampa as a result of its past 

experiences of successful collective action. Although Yanampampa also received development 

assistance, the assistance did not result in positive experiences. Yanampampa is an ex-

hacienda, but the comuneros did not organize collectively as they did in Jilayhua. As argued in 

Chapter 2, the purchase of the lands of the landowners was not a collective struggle to reclaim 

the community’s lands, but a struggle by individuals to gain access to land. Individual 

comuneros decided to purchase the land from the beneficiencia when it was advertised in the El 

Peruano newspaper. Sixty-three socios bought the land and gradually paid back their loans.277 In 

the case of Yanampampa, it was not the capacity to organize collectively, but the assets of 

each household that enabled the repayment of their debts to the beneficiencia. 

 Added to this past experience there was the failure of a development project in 

Yanampampa. The Club de Madres, which at the time had 170 members, received support 

from the institution ADRA OFASA, which provided the facilities and training for the 

development of a fish farm. 278 Members took turns to take care of the trout and shared the 

tasks. However, this activity ended when the majority of the trout suddenly died. The 

members were left with their debts, as they had not been able to sell the fish to repay their 

                                                
275 Interview 3 Nov. 2002 with Señora Quispe, Jilayhua. 
276 The pedigree cattle of the association which is used to improve the quality of off-springs through cross 
breeding. 
277 The cost of purchase was a total of half million soles, which was divided among the socio, each with 2,000-
3,000 soles. 
278 Interview 30 Jan. 2004, Señora Paucar, Jilayhua 
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creditors. As a result, people started to withdraw from Club activities, leaving it with only 18 

members.  

 These types of failure in collective experiences have led to resistance to engaging in other 

collective activities. Yanampampa also experienced the introduction of vacuno mejorado through 

the IMA, but the comuneros adopted it only when it came in the form of individual loans. 

Households with the means to access the loan acquired vacuno mejorado, but they were unable 

to turn it into a success. The comuneros did not know how to produce the improved pasture 

that is necessary for the development of vacuno mejorado. 279 Many cattle died and the few that 

survived were stolen.280  

 Modernity is thus not only assimilated but is also articulated to the reality of comuneros in 

various forms. In Mosocllaqta – an independent comunidad that has limited access to 

asphalted roads and a limited presence of development institutions – notions of modernity are 

restricted to urban notions of modernity that often conflict with the values of the comunidad. 

Modernity is part of the comuneros’ notion of a better life, but this is often a result of the 

incorporation of models of modernity that are derived from migration, the media or 

education. As such, it often conflicts with communal values and norms that stress reciprocity 

rather than the accumulation of resources. Those who want to display modernity but are 

dependent on communal labour for access to resources, generally do so through investments 

that are less visible in the comunidad, or they invest in activities and modern goods outside 

the comunidad. This is illustrated by several comuneros (e.g. Señor Soto) who choose not to 

display modern clothes or investment in houses, but to concentrate on investing in activities 

outside the comunidad (second house, transportation business, etc.). 

 Models of modernity enter Yanampampa, as in the case of Mosocllaqta, through migration, 

media and education. However, the comuneros of Yanampampa consider their origins as less 

indigenous than those of other comunidades such as Mosocllaqta.281 They are therefore less 

resistant to the introduction of symbols of modernity. As such, differentiation in the 

comunidad is accepted quite easily and comuneros openly introduce signs of modernity into 

their daily lives. Modernity is reflected in their clothing, houses and food, and this appears to 

be a tendency to assimilate elements of urban modernity.  

                                                
279 Interview 18 Jan. 2004 with Señora Champi, Yanampampa 
280 While creole cattle seem to have no problems in high altitudes, improved cattle can only be raised in plain 
surfaces. 
281 Interview 15 Jan. 2004 with Señor Paucar, Yanampampa. According to him the members of the comunidad 
are people from Acomayo, who settled in the area they are in now after the Tupac Amaru rebellion. The fact that 
they are not indigenous is proven by the fact that the first families that arrived in the comunidad were of Spanish 
names. Furthermore, in daily conversations Comuneros from Yanampampa differentiate themselves from a 
neighbouring comunidad that was considered ‘indigenous’. 
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 The great number of long-term migrants and the dependence of comuneros on migration 

(Ch. 4) define views on modernity in the comunidad of Yanampampa. This is illustrated by 

the plan to construct a road. The president of the comunidad convinced the comunidad of the 

benefits of an asphalted road passing through the centre of the comunidad.282 I asked why he 

had different insights from his fellow comuneros: ‘Ah, that is because I lived in Lima for a 

long time. I spent most of my childhood there and suffered a lot working, and that has 

perhaps influenced me.’283 He said that he had seen how things were different in Lima, how 

drinking water, electricity and the road had been beneficial to the well-being of people in 

Lima. He did not want to stay in the city because of pollution and the high rate of criminality. 

He decided to go back to the quiet life in the comunidad. However, when he was president of 

the comunidad he wanted to incorporate the benefits of modernity into his comunidad. As in 

the case of Señor Paucar, people with a long migration experience outside the comunidad are 

bringing with them their ideas about how to develop and improve their comunidad.  

 Jilayhua has access to the most diversified forms of modernity (Protestantism, education, 

media, ecological discourses) and can choose the notion of modernity that best fits the reality 

of the comunidad. Through the appropriation of recent ecological discourses and folklore 

brought by NGOs and tourism, and mixing it with local notions of hygiene, the comuneros 

from Jilayhua have been able to create a hybrid notion of modernity that is a better fit with 

their daily lives in the comunidad. In other words, they are able to keep elements that they 

consider part of their lives – for example, a rural lifestyle in the form of housing, food and 

polleras (even if synthetic) – while introducing elements of modernity, for instance hygiene 

and technology.  

 In sum, if we go beyond the household level, we get insights into the way notions of a 

better life are constructed. These are not individual processes but collective ones, especially in 

the case of the creation of local notions of modernity. If we compare the case of Jilayhua with 

that of Yanampampa, the experience of successful collective action comes to the fore as an 

important asset that enabled a comunidad to appropriate modernity. The case of Jilayhua 

shows that a display of modern forms of consumption does not necessarily create the 

mestizo–indígena tension that is associated with modernity. In this case, comuneros are able 

to display modernity without the conflicts that are apparent in the other two comunidades. 

                                                
282 The rejection was not related to resistance to the road itself, but to the fact that it would require the relocation 
or resizing of many of the houses that were located along the original non-asphalted road. 
283 Interview 15 Jan. 2004 with Señor Paucar, Yanampampa. 
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Final remarks 

This chapter looked at the ways in which modernity is related to local notions of better life 

and, in so doing, revealed substantial differences between the comunidades. The arrival of 

schools, mass media and Protestantism promoted urban notions of modernity. NGOs have 

recently started to introduce alternative notions of modernity that are related to an ecological 

way of life. These different notions are articulated differently depending on the comunidad. 

While in Mosocllaqta and Yanampampa notions of modernity are related to dominant urban 

notions, Jilayhua has appropriated the notions of modernity introduced by NGOs, and thus 

created hybrid notions of modernity.  

 However, it was not only the availability of different discourses of modernity and 

opportunities that enabled Jilayhua to create hybrid notions of modernity. Its articulation with 

its past collective experiences allowed the comuneros to understand modernity as a reflection 

of collective success. In this way, modernity became an integrated part of the identity of the 

comuneros. In the case of Yanampampa and Mosocllaqta, modernity continues to be based 

on external urban notions of modernity.  

 Consumption provided the tools to create new identifications. In Jilayhua, comuneros felt 

pride in remaining campesino while also being modern. This allowed a redefinition of 

modernity in which it articulated to notions that better fit the lives and experiences of 

comuneros. Consumption is valued not only because it offers an escape but also because it 

reflects the past experiences of success and, as such, is perceived as part of their own identity. 

 The cases of Yanampampa, Mosocllaqta and Jilayhua demonstrate that we cannot talk 

about one modernity in the whole Andes region. Modernity means different things and the 

responses of comuneros towards modernity can hardly be generalized. Modernity, as related 

to notions of better life, can lead to conflicting views, but it can also connect in a meaningful 

way to past experiences. In this sense, this chapter has provided a complex view of modernity 

that illustrates the agency of comuneros in shaping modernity in many different ways. 


