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The present essay is the result of the reading 
by the editor of the information issued from six 
explorations carried out in small peasant units 
nested in peasant and indigenous communities 
placed throughout the Andes and the Upper 
Amazon region of San Martín, Peru. It is not a 
formal research effort, nor an exhaustive analysis 
of the data sets collected by our colleagues in this 
task. Our purpose has not been to test scientific 
hypotheses on the behavior of peasant families 
in the continuous maintenance of biodiversity 
in their plots. Our interest centers rather on 
showing some figures, in providing bibliographic 
information, and sharing some testimonies 
from the families involved, with the purpose of 
presenting a cultural approach to the present 
reality of Peruvian small scale peasant agriculture 
focused on the conservation of agrobiodiversity 
and its contribution to the nourishment of the 
country’s urban areas. 

Technical personnel of six local NGOs associated 
with PRATEC that have accompanied peasant 
families for the past ten to fifteen years for the 
in situ conservation of native plants and wild 
relatives, have carried out the local surveys. 

doña Ceferina Pacoricona, in the 
community of Camjata, district 
of Conima. Yure Cconislla from 
the NGO AWAY has done likewise 
with don Ramiro Cconislla and 
doña Teodomira Maldonado, 
in the community of Socos in 
Ayacucho, while Pelayo Carrillo 
from the NGO APU has conversed 
with don Paulino Hinostroza and 
doña Marina Valencia Ñaupa 
from the community of Parccora, 
in Ayacucho. Balvino Zevallos, 
from the NGO PERCCA, has held 
extended conversations with don 
Cesáreo Marcas Chocce and his 
wife doña Eulalia Aparco Ichpas of 
the community of Peqoy in Lircay, 
Huancavelica. Moisés Saucedo 
and William Vizconde, did their 
survey with the family of don José 
Ismael Sifuentes (60) and his wife 
doña Filomena Alvarado (53), 
from the community of Jocos, 
in Matara, Cajamarca; while in 
Lamas, San Martín, Gregorio 

Sangama and Luis Romero have held 
extended conversations with don Andrés 
Sangama and doña Teófila Cachique, 
members of the indigenous community of 
Alto Pucallpillo, belonging to the Quechua-
Lamas ethnic group. Julio Valladolid has 
coordinated the explorations providing 
advise on the methodological issues, 
while Jorge Ishizawa has revised the initial 
draft, and carried out the translation of 
this text into English.

We want to acknowledge the support 
of the Swedish Society for Nature 
Conservation to the fieldwork, the local 
workshops and the present publication, 
with special mention to Rodolfo Magne 
who promoted and encouraged these 
explorations.

Grimaldo Rengifo Vásquez.

PRATEC, Lima, september 2011.

Wilson Chambi, from Asociación 
Chuyma Aru in Puno, has had in-
depth conversations with don 
Tomás Justo Apaza, and his wife, 
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The present exploration of the Andean and Upper Amazon small 
scale agriculture focuses on three issues: 1) the characteristics 
of the small scale peasant agriculture practiced in the Peruvian 
Andes; 2) the regeneration of agrobiodiversity involved in such 
type of agriculture, and 3) the mode of consumption by the 
peasant families of what they produce. The context is described 
and the peasant families are characterized as dynamic units of 
biocultural production and regeneration in interrelation with 
other families in the communities to ensure for their members 
what is known as food sovereignty, or: 

The right of the peoples to define their own sustainable 
policies and strategies for the production, distribution 
and consumption of food that guarantees their right for 
food for the whole population, based on the production 
of small and medium sized farms, respecting their own 
cultures and the diversity of the peasant, fishing, and 
indigenous modes of agricultural production, distribution 
and management of the rural spaces, in which women 
play a fundamental role1.

It is known that the central Andes constitute one of the most 
important centers of origin of cultivated plants in the planet. 
Peasant communities cultivate diversity. They nurture diverse 
crops in different proportions of association, and with variabilitity 
within the same species. This diversity is found in the fields 
of small scale farmers, but limited data is available on this, let 

alone an explanation for the reasons for the peasant farmers’ 
perseverance in the conservation of multi-cropping. 

Here we show the modalities of nurturing diversity based on a 
limited sample of six peasant families from different places in 
the Andes and Upper Amazon region of Peru. Our purpose is 
to make visible the importance of peasant agriculture in the 
maintenance of sustainable modes of living in the planet, and in 
particular, the regeneration of agrobiodiversity.





In the present text, small scale peasant agriculture comprises 
biocultural units of production and consumption conducting 
plots whose surface area adds up to less than 9.9 Ha1. In Peru, 
according to the latest agricultural census (1994), the total 
number of agricultural units amounts to 1’746,431. Of this total, 
84% conforms the small scale agricultural sector, distributed 
in two representative subsectors: the first, totalling 42.75% 
comprising plots smaller than 3 Ha or smallholdings; the second, 
the small scale production proper, with plots ranging from 3 
to 9.9 Ha represents 41.48% of the total area. The remaining 
15.77% is distributed in units ranging from 10 to 19.9 Ha, that 
can still be considered as small scale production with 7.88% of 
the total surface; medium scale plots with areas from 20 to 49.9 
Ha representing 4.85%; and, finally, large agricultural units with 
areas exceeding 50 Ha, represent 3.04% of the total agricultural 
area3.

It is most probable that in the meantime the number of small 
tenants in the country has increased. Let us take a look at the 
following table:

1. 
1. Small scale 
peasant 
agriculture in Peru.
Characteristics. 



Peru: Distribution of agricultural units according to natural 
region and plot size. 2009 

Source: ENAHO-2009. Elaboration: CEPES

The total number of agricultural units was 2’229.876, of which 
small units of less than 10 Ha reached 2’013,324, that is 90.2% 
of the total. On the other hand, there is no agreement on the 
definition of rural population and its proportion of the total 
population whose estimate in 30 June 2011 was 29’797,694 
inhabitants.  For the collective “Propuesta Ciudadana”: 

According to the National Statistics Institute, the rural 
population in Peru reached in 2007 a total of 6.6 million 
persons, representing 24% of the total population of the 
country. This figure underestimates the importance of 
the rural population of Peru, since based on a broader 
definition of the rural (multidimensional3), the Centro 
Peruano de Estudios Sociales-CEPES- calculated that the 



Nº Region Community Names of the family heads Area  (Ha) Plots

1 Puno Camjata Tomás Justo Apaza, y Ceferina Pacoricona 2.7 70

2 Ayacucho Parccora Paulino Hinostroza, y Marina Valencia Ñaupa 1.06 12

3 Ayacucho Socos Roberto Cconislla, y Teodomira Maldonado 5.067 23

4 Huancavelica Peqoy Cesar Marcas Choque, y Eulalia Aparco Ichpas 2.06 7

5 Cajamarca

San Martín

Jocos José Ismael Sifuentes, y Filomena Alvarado 2.3 13

6 Alto Pucallpillo  Andrés Sangama y Teófila la Cachique, 3.2 5
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rural population comprises around 40% of total population4.
It is hoped that new demographic censuses carried out with attention to pertinent aspects will show the reality of small scale 
agriculture sector, especially in the changes it has experienced in the recent decades. For this survey we have considered a very 
limited sample of small-scale farmers from the Northern sierra, Central and Southern highlands, and the North Eastern Upper 
Amazon region corresponding to the Quechua-lamas ethnic group. The family units of our sample are the following5:



The present essay focuses on small peasant farmers. From a 
sociological point of view, Alberti identifies three characteristics 
as defining a peasant farmer: “i) [a peasant farmer] is a man whose 
main economic activity is agriculture; ii) he is in a subordinate 
position with respect to other segments of society, and iii) he 
inhabits a certain ecological area, shared with other agricultural 
workers”. Alberti (ibid.) referring to definitions proposed by others 
distinguishes as characteristics of the peasant: “the perception 
of his activity not only in economic terms, but rather as integral 
part of a mode of living; the integration and dependence of 
the productive activity with other aspects of peasant life and 
its strong sense of attachment to the traditions and customs of 
his ancestors and to the human group that inhabits a certain 
ecological zone”6.

A strictly quantitative approach, as Grillo indicates, does no 
justice to the qualities of the peasant unit of production, since it 
misses its biocultural character, in which production inextricably 
relates crop and cultivator, seeds to rituals and festivals, what are 
generically denominated traditions and customs. For the instance 
of potato, there might be a “potato culture” in which potato and 
its cultivator become a primordial unit in which nurturing the 
potato, the cultivator is also nurtured by the potato plant. In the 
following we briefly outline the eight attributes that we believe 
more closely characterizes the cultural and biological speciificity 
of small-scale peasant agriculture. 

First of all, the belonging of an important fraction of the production 
units to peasant communities7. This first characteristic is shared 
by family units that belong to collective organizations rooted in 
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an ancestral govenance tradition. As such the production units 
cannot be considered autonomic economic entities. The lived 
experience of the community is the feeling of belonging to a 
larger collectivity -beyond the formal recognition by the state- 
that can be extended to the universe of peasant families. 

In the Andes peasant families live in ayllus, the extended families 
that include humans and nature and deities as well. Ayllu is a 
form of organicity and an ancestral way of life present in the 
communal living of today independently of the existence of a 
juridical norm regulating it. Living in ayllu finds meaning in the 
Andean world within a particular cosmovision8 that is commonly 
denominated as animistic9. A peasant community can comprise 
one or more ayllus. Due to its colonial origin it might be divided, 
eroded, or it might integrate more communities but, in spite of 
all its historic avatars, what remains is the ayllu. As Fuenzalida 
remarks: “Prestige, based on the extent of kinship relationships 
and the ability of each to mobilize the collaboration of other 
family heads are clearly located in each ayllu, and consequently, 
with it the capacity to decide”10. On the persistence of the ayllu, 
Flores Galindo comments: “The collapse of the Inca state did 
not drag along the ayllus that persist in the silent and prolonged 
struggle, through the peasant communities.” 11

In the second place, Andean small-scale agriculture is practiced 
by families whose production is preferably oriented to their 
own consumption. The harvest, without neglecting other uses 
such as providing seeds for the next sowing, for exchange among 
families, for gift, for processing or transformation, and for sale, is 
basically destined to satify the family’s food needs.

In contrast to commercial agriculture, peasant agriculture is 
an activity in which sowing is for eating and not for sale. As an 
example of this let us observe the distribution of tubers (potato, 
oca, olluco and izaño or mashua) and of grains such as maize 
and its associated crops (squash and beans) carried out by the 
Sifuentes Alvarado family from the community of Jocos, Matara, 
in Cajamarca, in the northern Andes.



Family consumption

Seeds

Exchange

80%70%60%50%40%30%20%10%0%

Gift

Market

Processing of dry potato

70%
57%

10%
10%

10%

10%

10%

5%
3%

3%

12%

For tubers and associates in the main harvest
For maize and associates

Elaboration of flours and chochoca
(ground maize ready for consumption)
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DESTINATION OF PRODUCTION: TUBERS AND ASSOCIATE CROPS - MAIZE AND ASSOCIATES

MAIN HARVEST / PERIOD 2010-2011 Sifuentes-Alvarado family from the community of Jocos, Matara 
in Cajamarca



Crop Family 
consumption

Seeds Barter Gift Sale Total

Beans 250 55 70 55 70 500
Maize 300 50 60 40 50 500
Manioc / Yucca 300 0 100 60 90 550
Plantain 400 0 100 100 100 700
Peanut 50 10 20 10 0 90
Squash 150 0 100 80 20 350
Native potatoes 40 0 5 5 0 50
Cotton 40 30 0 0 520 590
TOTAL 1,530 145 455 350 850 3,330

Family Consumption

Seeds

Barter

Gift

Sale

250 Kg.

55 Kg.

70 Kg.

55 Kg.

70 Kg.
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Let us see now the case of an indigenous family in the Upper Amazon region of Lamas, San Martín. The figures are in kilograms.

The next figure shows the distribution of the bean harvest amounting to 500 kilograms that the family uses for their own consumption, 
for seeds, barter, gifts and for sale.

DISTRIBUTION AND UTILIZATION OF THE BEANS HARVEST: 500Kg. 
Family: Andrés Sangama and Teófila Cachique.



Crop Family 
consumption

Seeds Barter Gift, mallichi 13 Sale Processing Total
Production  

kg
kg % kg % kg % kg % kg % kg %

Maize 616 40 154 10 154 10 154 10 308 20 154
Pealed & chochoqa

10 1540

Broad bean 195 30 65 10 65 10 65 10 195 30 65
Crushed & flour

10 650

Pea 30 30 10 10 10 10 10 10 30 30 10
Crushed & flour

10 100

Rye 240 80 60
Machka [roasted 
flour] & crushed

20 300

Wheat 100 50 100
Machka & flour

50 200

Oat 25 50 25
Flakes

50 50

Fodder 500 100 500
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The objective of a peasant family unit is not the maximization of profit. The economic goal, money through the sale of production, 
is subordinated to the satisfaction of family consumption, to freely avail of seeds and of sharing with family and friends. Let us take 
a look at the case of Cesáreo Marcas, from Peqoy, Lircay in Huancavelica (figures in kg.) 12



30%

30%

10%

10%

10%

10%

Sale195 kg

65 kg

65 kg

195 kg

65 kg

65 kg

Flour and crushed

Family consumption

Seeds

Barter

Gift, mallichi

BROAD BEAN
Destination of the total produce: 650 kg.

Family consumption616 kg

40%

10%
10%

10%

154 kg

154 kg

10%

308 kg

154 kg

154 kg

20%

Processing Flour 
and chochoqa

Sale

Gift, mallichi

Barter

Seeds

MAIZE
Distribution of total (1 540 kg.)
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This distribution of the produce clearly shows the meaning of 
food sovereignty for a community that can be extended to a 
region or a country: to produce food to ensure the sustenance 
of all its members without endangering the natural equilibria 
and respecting the cultural understandings that food has for the 
cultures that produce it.

The third characteristic of Andean Amazonian small scale 
agriculture is that work is based on the solidarity of the extended 
family (ayni groups). The main source of agricultural labor is the 

extended family constituted by kin and other relatives by affinity. 
The exercise of this type of agriculture demands an inter-familial 
organization based on reciprocity, a family that does not restrict 
itself to blood relationships, or to affinity, but extends to the 
universe of the sacred, particularly to the protecting mountains 
that are considered “father-mother” to the communities and 
with whom the families maintain ritual relationships that are 
crucial for the security of their crops.

Each family is part of an ayni or minga group –mutual aid group- 



Members of the  cuyay ayllu
Activities that require the participation of the cuyay ayllu

Soil preparation 
(Qaytay)

Sowing Hilling (Tikray) Harvest Processing

“Family by blood”  The whole family  (7 
members)

Those living in the 
house (4 members)

The whole family 
(7 members)

The whole family 
(7 members)

Those living in 
the house (4 

members)
“Family by oath” 3 godsons and 

“brothers by oath” (*)
3 godsons and 
“brothers by 

oath” (*)

3 godsons and 
“brothers by 

oath”  (*)
“Other aynis”. Community members 
that provide eventual help 

5 Community 
members  

“Father-mothers”, Andean deities (**) (**) (**) (**) (**)
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that in the Quechua of Ayacucho is called cuyay ayllu (family by affection) due to the affective nature of the relationship. As an 
Aymara peasant woman says: “When the families let themselves be loved, they care for each other with affection, with tranquility, 
then nothing is lacking, with full hands they help, everything is shared” (Jiménez, G. 1995: 139 14). 

Ayni is the core that makes possible the human hospitality that agricultural regeneration demands, a group ready to gather when it 
is asked for, not for money relations –that may also be present- but mainly by relationships of friendship and affection.

Don Paulino Hinostroza’s Cuyay ayllu. Parccora. Number of participants in the agricultural period 2010. Potato cultivation.(*)

(*) The brothers by oath are those relatives out of affection that voluntarily collaborate in festive and ritual community events.

(**) Sacred “father-mothers” in the cosmovision protect and help in every activity. For Fuenzalida (ibid.: 79): ”The variety of forms on which artificial kinship 
can be founded in a community is enormous. There exist brothers and sons by oath. Godparents by aid water, baptism, hair cutting, confirmation, first 
communion, marriage, etc”.

The ayni group of don Ramiro Cconislla and Teodomira Maldonado’s family in Socos, Ayacucho is the following:
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Name Age Participation in 
the ayni group

Activities 
(% time) 
Agriculture Husbandry Others

1 Alberto Quispe Lope 33 Frequent 70 % 25 % 5%  external labor

2 Fidel Sulcaray Rivera 32 Frequent 85 % 5 % 10% musician

3 Emilio Taco Cconislla 81 Frequent 80 % 20 %  
4 Heraclio Quispe Ortiz 46 Frequent 70 % 30 %  10 % external labor

6 Pablo Sulcaray Rivera 43 Frequent 60 % 10 % 5% handicraft,
 25% musician

7 Juan Quispe Saccsara 74 Frequent 75 % 25 %  10 % external labor

8 Víctor Quispe Simón 58 Frequent 80 % 20 %  10 % external labor

9 Víctor Jáuregui Quispe 58 Frequent  80 % 10 %  10 % blacksmith
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A fourth characteristic is that sharing and redistribution of 
goods and services is generalized. This attribute shows itself in 
the incessant regeneration of the solidarity or ayni group since 
at any time the gift renews the relationships of affection needed 
for the stability and continuity of the group. Sharing crops is a 
daily characteristic of life in the peasant communities. As doña 
Teófila Guerra, Quechua-lamas from the community of Alto 
Pucallpillo says:

We have always helped each other and shared what is 
nurtured in the chacra. We should not lose that. We 
teach our children this way of living and it is truly nice. 
Thus we share everything that is nurtured in the chacra. 
Sometimes we have no chili, but my sister or my sister-
in-law share theirs with us. We share everything we 
have.

Redistribution also allows families to obtain seeds that they do 
not produce or produce insufficiently. This interdependence 
has three advantages for the conservation of biodiversity in the 
fields:

The first is that seeds circulate among the fields refreshing 
their genetic potential. Families call them gifts. Thus we have 
gift potatoes, gift beans, etc., that families obtain after harvest 
or simply for the pleasure of sharing. In this way, an important 
proportion of the harvest does not have the character of 
commodity because it is not realized in the market. The second 
is to ensure the human solidarity needed for agricultural tasks 
that require it most (sowing, weeding, and harvesting). The third 
advantage is that it increases the available amount of food. 

Many families receive food and seeds from other families, 
in reciprocity for labor. In Lamas, the Quechua farmers call it 
mallichinakun (sharing, offering to taste). As an example we next 
offer the case of the Sangama Cachique family from Lamas. Don 
Andrés Sangama and doña Teófila Cachique maintain relations of 
reciprocity with three families. They support each other during 
the whole year (cuyay ayllu). Through this web of reciprocity 
they obtain more than 200 kilograms of 10 diverse crops for 
utilization as seed or for family consumption.



Month Family 1 Kg Famiy 2 Kg Family 3 Kg Total  in kg
January Chiclayo beans 4 Chiclayo beans 4 Chiclayo beans 4 12
February Tomato 6 Tomato 4 Tomato 5 15
March Chili pepper 1 Chili pepper 1 Chili pepper 1 3
April

Caigua 15
2 Caigua 2 Caigua 2 6

May Fresh soft maize
Fresh hard maize

5 
4 

Fresh soft maize 
Fresh hard maize

5 
5 

Fresh soft maize
Fresh hard maize

5 
4 

15
13

June Puspino beans 3 Puspino beans 3 Puspino beans 3 9
July Habitas beans 4 Habitas beans 4 Habitas beans 4 12
August Papaya 10 Papaya 10 Papaya 10 30
September Assorted beans 5 Assorted beans 5 Assorted beans 5 15
October Squash 5 Squash 5 Squash 5 15
November Plantain 10 Plantain 10 Plantain 10 30
December Manioc

Peanut
10 
2 

Manioc
Peanut

5 
2 

Manioc
Peanut

5 
2 

20
6

Nº species/kg 10 cultivars 71 65 65 201
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The fifth characteristic is that peasant families are nurturers 
of agrobiodiversity. The ancestral cultivated diversity is 
continuously regenerated in small scale agricutural plots not 
in medium and large scale farms, in general, monoculture 
producers 16. This cultivated biodiversity is nurtured in small plots 
containing associations of varieties of the same species as well as 
polycultures. They are, in rigor, gardens of biodiversity intensively 
cultivated by the family, spread in the Andean Amazonian slopes, 
appying their own knowledge and inputs, maintained by the 
women and with the produce destined with preference to their 

own consumption. Thus, the small agriculture peasant farmers, 
besides providing 70% of the fresh produce consumed by the 
urban population 17, are presently the stewards of the genetic 
heritage cultivated in the country. This statement does not deny 
the existence of plots devoted to comply with market demand 
sown with a single variety of a single species, but this fact only 
adds to the universe of nurtured biodiversity. 
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As a sixth characteristic, small scale agriculture peasant farmers 
conduct a wide portfolio of activities that are not reduced 
to agriculture. Even if it constitutes the central activity, there 
are small scale husbandry, crafts, fishing, recollecting, petty 
trade, agricultural labor in other regions, salaried labor, etc. 
as complementary activities in the overall activity of the small 
peasant farmer.

In the altiplano region around the Titikaka Lake, cultivation 
of potato, oca, olluco, izaño, maize, quinoa, broad beans, rye, 
peas, oat, stands out. They are cultivated in association in small 
plots located at different ecological levels. To these chacras, 
family orchards are added in which vegetables are cultivated 
complementing seasoning, medicinal and ornamental plants, as 
well as fruit trees. 

In the Andes, husbandry complements agriculture. Cattle, 
sheep, llamas, pigs and small animals like guinea pigs and hens, 
constitute the families’ “bank savings”. Agriculture and husbandry 
in the Upper Amazon zone of San Juan del Oro in Puno are for 
the Aymara people in the Andes, a complementary occupation. 
Young families move to this zone to complement income and 
diet. They cultivate coffee, fruit trees like orange, tangerine, 
avocado, papaya, banana, coca and others (Japanese potato, 
maize). They also raise small animals like hens and ducks.
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Crafts like weaving and embroidering, are mainly practiced 
by women (young and adult). In the Andes the fiber of llama, 
alpaca, and sheep is utilized for making clothing like sweaters, 
stockings, scarves, vests, chullos, dresses, blankets, wide belts, 
ponchos, awayos (cloth to carry produce), istallas (ritual square 
cloths), chuspas (small bags), capachos (small bags to carry coca 
leaves) and others. Weaving modalities are: knitting, utilizing 
looms and pampa sayus. The products are mainly destined to 
family use and some are sold. In the Amazon, weaving is based 
on cotton, and pottery on clay; baskets and mats on palm leaves. 
The products are used by the families and occasionally sold in 
the market.

In the Titikaka Lake and in the Amazon region, fishing 
complements the diet. In both cases it is a practice that is not 
limited only to riverine peoples. In some occasions communities 
from the slopes or the highlands undertake these activities that 
provide them, particularly in the dry season (June to October), 
large quantities of foodstuff. In the Amazon this activity is called 
“mijaneo” (for “mijano” a shoal with a diversity of fishes).

Mining is an activity that has caught the interest of young people 
in the Andean altiplano and other regions. It provides ready cash 
income. In the case of Puno, the most attractive places are the 
mines of La Rinconada, Ananea, the rivers of San Juan del Oro 
and Ollachea. 

Small trade and work in the urban areas are the other activities 
for young families. Also extensive in the altiplano area is petty 
smuggling, especially in the cities of Moho, Juliaca, Puno, 
Huancané, San Juan del Oro, and Putina, among others.

A seventh characteristic is that given the interplay of multiple 
cycles involved in polyculture and the different altitudinal 
zones of cultivation, an extensive effort of coordination beyond 
the family core must be made. It requires the existence and 
intervention of authorities of the chacra that were traditionally 
different from the political authorities of the community, since 
their function was to organize the families’ access to the zones of 
cultivation and the ritual care of the crops during the agricultural 
cycle. 

The authorities of the chacra were chosen for their charisma and 
survive in some areas while in others their functions have been 
assumed by the political authorities of the community (municipal 
agents, or lieutenant governors). Their functions are associated 
with the coordination of the families in the management of 
diverse agroecological zones, activities such as water distribution, 
pasture assigment, and forest use. They also have responsibility 
for the adequate conduct of the ayllu’s agricultural cycle and for 
leading the sowing in the chacras. The charge of authority in the 
Andes is ritual; it includes the conversation with the climate: 
frosts, hail, rain, and with the deities, asking for their protection 
in order to attain a succesful harvest.

These authorities 18 are responsible for the rituals and festivals 
and convoke, together with the political authorities of the 
community, all the families to the ceremonies that have as 
purpose the restablishment of harmony, reciprocity and solidarity 
in the community for the nurturance of the chacras. In Camjata 
the following celebrations are coordinated by the authorities of 
the chacra who articulate the different phases of the agricultural 
cycle with nature’s manifestations, in dialogue with the deities.



RITUAL DATE ACTIVITY
Ritual to hail, frost and rain 20 January To send away hail, and frost and to invoke the coming of rains
Ispallan Urupa 2 February Welcoming the new products (first fruits or Ispalla 19)
Qallta Tinkha January New authorities assuming their charge for the year
Chicancha June Giving thanks for the new harvest
P'uchuka December Farewell ritual for departing authorities and thanking for the good health of all 

and for the next harvest 
Ch'alla and ch'uwa of seeds 16 July Ritual to initiate the early sowing (milli) and the main sowing season

25
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As an eight characteristic, small-scale agriculture in the Andes is 
undertaken in the context of a sui generis way of perceiving and 
sensing the world. For the Andean Amazonian peasants, the 
territory, the pacha or local world, be it in its dimension of Kay 
Pacha, the world in which they carry out their daily agricultural 
activities, or in the dimension of the Uku pacha or underworld 
where the ancestors dwell, or Hanan Pacha, or the world of 
the deities that guide the cycles of the pacha, is an animated 
landscape in which the entities that inhabit it are living beings 
and persons. 

In the cosmovision of the community of Parccora, Ayacucho, 
Mama Yaku or Mother Water is sacred. She is considered to 
course “the veins of the mountains” linking the three worlds: 
Kay pacha, Uku pacha and Hanan pacha, giving a cyclic sense to 
the regeneration of the cosmos. There is no agricultural activity 
in which the relationships among these three worlds are not 
present. Ritual links them and recreates the cycle.

The mountains are the sacred guardians of the ayllus. Community 
peoples call them Apus (in Quechua) or Achachilas (grandfather 
in Aymara). They protect, give shelter to, and care for the 
community. Each mountain, considered as father-mother to the 
community, has its own temper or quality. There are those who 
heal, those who protect the animals, the chacras or the general 
health of the community 20. In the following photo the sacred 
mountains of the community of Camjata are pictured.

Beyond any anthropocentrism, equivalence among the members 
of the pacha is characteristic of this relationship in which nature 
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is as important as the deities or the humans21, in a relationship 
of mutual nurturance 22. The peasant chacra, spread in different 
ecological zones, is the highest expression of this relationship in 
the regeneration of and care for nature, respectful of the vocation 
of nature for diversity, mimicking natural heterogeneity. 

Crop and nurturer, in this context, constitute a unit in which the 
biological is not separate from the cultural. In one instance, the 
nurturer protects the seed as a child; in other instances, the crop 
is like a mother who protects the human. Hence, in the Andes 
potato is referred to as Papa mama (Mother potato), maize is 
Sara mama (Mother maize), to whom the human communities 
feel related and nurtured by. Small scale agriculture is a fraternal 
world in which the result of the sowings depends on the quality 
of the nurturance among humans, nature and deities. In the 
Amazon, the deities or spirits inhabit the forest, the chacras, 
the rivers, lakes and springs. The indigenous farmers maintain a 
relationship full of respect with these entities. 

The pacha or local world of a community is linked with the 
friendly neighboring with other communities establishing larger 
ritual regions cared for by regional protecting mountains or Apus 
comprising an extension of multiple watersheds in which families 
exchange and reciprocate to regenerate the sufficiency implied 
in good living or allin kawsay. In this context, the concept of 
production only partially captures what the small scale farmers 
do because what one observes when they cultivate their chacras 
is closer to a ritual act of regeneration of life than the technical 
relationship of a subject, the farmer, with an object, the plants 
and animals in the farm.





By 1994 the rural population in Peru reached 7,9 million according 
to CENAGRO. Of this total, the peasant population represented 
78%, that is, 6,16 million. Another estimation by the collective 
Propuesta Ciudadana, places the proportion of rural population 
at 40% (some 11,5 million23). In both estimates, the importance 
of small peasant agriculture can be appreciated in the present 
socio-cultural and productive life of the country. In the Peru of 
the post-agrarian reform (1969) important transformations in 
land tenure have been taking place in the past fifteen years. 
There has been an accelerated process of land concentration in 
the Peruvian coastal area, to which the increased access to land 
by small peasant agriculture must be added. It reached 11% in 
1972, and has grown to cover 50% of the total agricultural area, 
according to some estimations.  However, we have been unable 
to uncover the interrelated processes leading to the present 
situation of land tenure.

According to CEPES, small scale agriculture contributes more than 
half of the total food produced in the country24, while according 
to Ginocchio (ibid.), 70 % of food consumed in the urban areas 
comes from this sector. Small scale agriculture is intensive in 
labor, utilizes preferably manual tools, some of them of pre-
Hispanic origin like the foot plow or chaquitaclla. It is mostly 
rainfed and the irrigated area is reduced and complementary 
to rainfed agricultural land. Small scale agriculture is practiced 
in 50% of the total agricultural area25. In the following some of 
the climatic conditions under which production takes place are 
shown.

2. The peasant 
regeneration 
of agricultural 
biodiversity. 2. 
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Tosi (197626) identified 81 “natural life zones” in Peru using 
indicators of plant diversity, climate and topography. This 
amounts to 80% of the total number of ecoclimatic zones in the 
world (Earls, 1998: 527). Meteorological indicators like rainfall, 
temperature, humidity, frost, etc. vary drastically according to 
altitude, slope inclination, solar exposure, latitude and longitude. 
From the deserts of the coast, the arid slopes of the Western 
piedmont of the Andes to the Amazonian plains, topographic 
diversity results in varied climatic regimes that are distinguished 

2.1. Andean Amazonian ecology.
by having two marked seasons: one warm and rainy period, and 
another dry and cold season. The so called summer season with 
scarce rains and low temperatures lasts from April to September 
while the rainy season goes from October to March, with 
moderate temperatures. With some differences among regions 
this is the pattern for the Andes and Amazonia. As an example, 
the variations in the case of the community of Conima in the 
Southern altiplano during 2010 are shown.

In general –except for localized inversion spots- rain is correlated 
with altitude: given similarity in other conditions, the higher the 
altitude the more rainfall (Mayer, 1981: 1928). With temperature, 
the reverse is true: it lowers as one goes higher up the slope. 
Average temperature in the higher places is always low, although 
seasonal variations can be observed. Troll gives the altiplano 
climate the denomination of “diurnal” temperature due to 
the drastic changes it undergoes within a 24-hr period. This 
observation can be extended to other ecological zones. During 
the day, especially in the early hours, strong insolation produces 
an intense warming of the topsoil; at night, the phenomenon 
reverses (Troll, 196829). Cimate in the Andes can change in hours 
and even in minutes; it is not average but one of extremes, not 
even similar in the course of the year. As an example, the climatic 
variations during six years in two different places of the Andes 
are shown: Puno in the altiplano area and Lircay, Huancavelica in 
the Andes in the central southern area of Peru.

TEMPERATURE AND RAINFALL. CONIMA, 2010.



31

CLIMATOGRAM WITH ANNUAL AVERAGE TEMPERATURE AND ANNUAL ACCUMULATED RAINFALL. 

CONIMA PERIOD 2006 A 2011. Southern Altiplano.
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This variability in time and space has contributed, and still 
contributes to the increase in the diversity of plants, animals 
and human communities that inhabit the Andes. The drastic 
variations have been known for too long as to cause surprise 
among the originary peasant communities. On the contrary, 
they are now in possession of a range of knowledge that allows 
them to converse with this climatic diversity, in a manner that 
excepting extreme conditions30, harvests are generally obtained. 
In the words of Julio Valladolid, if it were not for this capacity 
for mutual tuning between humans and nature, the peasant 
and with him, Andean agriculture and culture would have 
disappeared long ago (Valladolid, 1994: 32231).

This mutual tuning of peasant farmers with climate and agricultural 
activity is expressed in the agrofestive ritual calendar, a time 
setting woven and marked by the cyclic path (muyuy) of the sun 
during the period of a year or wata in the Quechua language, or 
mara in Aymara. Every year, mara or wata, associates, links and 
integrates a diversity of dynamic events: climatic, agricultural, 
animal breeding, astronomic, festive, ritual and organizational 
that express themselves in a sequence of interlinked events. 

It is not linear time that is divided as is usual in calendars, nor 
is there a clear division between sequences in the muyuy wata. 
What is perceived and felt when sharing the experience are 

ANNUAL CUMULATIVE RAINFALL IN LIRCAY. HUANCAVELICA.This is the case for regions in the 
Andes, as well as for each community 
and its sectors. In a slope, one finds 
various types of climate, with different 
intensities regarding rainfall, wind 
velocity, light hours, and temperature. 
Besides, each plot enjoys a particular 
microclimate. There does not exist a 
uniform climate in the universe of plots, 
and this is due both to climatic variation 
throughout the year, in several years, 
or in a single day, but also due to the 
infrastructure present in many of them 
–terraces, stone walls- as well as the 
vegetation and the humidity they hold. 
Plants accomodate to this particular 
ecology, diversifying, and enriching it. 
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events that can be long or brief but whose divisions melt. The 
ending of an event and the beginning of the next are tenously 
marked; they are even unexpected. This happens in the transition 
of the usiay uku or dry season in Ayacucho, to the paray uku or 
rainy season. One never knows when one ends and the other 
begins. 

What separates, while at the same time links events in the 
agricultural calendar are festive and ritual activities that like 
knots or links seal the beginning and the end of events in the 
agricultural cycle. Andean festivals are part of this communal 
organicity. They mark the beginning, the intermediate stage 
and the end of the activities in agriculture and husbandry. A 
diagram of this cycle is presented next, taking as an instance 
the agrofestive and ritual calendar of potato cultivation in the 
community of Peqoy, Lircay, Huancavelica.
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Ritual agrofestive and food calendar for the main season ranfed cultivation of potato and its associates in Peqoy, Lircay, 

Huancavelica

Key: 1.  Season, 2. Months, 3. Agricultural practice, 4. Signs, 5. Secrets, 6. Rituals and festivals, 7. Food.
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35

Not all of the area at the disposal of a family can be cultivated. 
In the Andes there are extensive areas of natural pastures, 
and in the Upper Amazon region, secondary forests make 
part of the plot. At the national level, a community family has 
access to an average of 31.84 Ha of land, but to only 2.37 Ha of 
arable land. Natural pastures occupy 16.87 Ha, while the non 
agricultural area is 12.59 Ha (IRP, ibid.: 13). Of the total of arable 
area, approximately 40% to 50% is annually cultivated. This is 

2.2. Distribution of agricultural production and dispersion of the 
chacras (agricultural fields).

the case of Tomás Justo Apaza from the community of Camjata, 
Puno, whose total farm area is 2.7 Ha, but he only cultivates a 
little over one Ha. In this plot he grows seven crops with their 
corresponding varieties in more than 40 microplots –of the 70 
he owns in all the ecological leves or agricultural zones of the 
community of Camjata. He nurtures small chacra-orchards with 
a large varietal density, that makes them gardens with a large 
agrobiodiversity.
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In the case of Camjata the number of microplots in the different 
zones of cultivation can reach 70; while in Socos it may be larger 
than 20;  12 in Parccora;  13 in Jocos, Cajamarca, and 5 in Alto 
Pucalpillo, Lamas, San Martín. Not all plots are cultivated. In 
the case of Camjata, 60% are kept fallow, and the situation is 
similar in the other sites. In the case of Lamas, San Martín, areas 
in fallow are called “purmas” and can amount, together with 
degraded land, to 50% of the family’s agricultural area. 

To consider this dispersion and the size of the plots as problems 
to be solved by their concentration in larger units is to disregard 
climatic and soil diversity in the Andes. The occurrence of frost, 
hail, and winds is not uniform in the Andean slopes, neither in 
time nor in place. They are unexpected and take unpredictable 

paths each year so that planting seeds of the same species in 
a mix of varieties in different places and moments appears to 
be the best strategy to face climatic risk. Neither is soil aptitude 
homogenous, nor do crop varieties, etc. The latter have been 
adapting to different types of soil and variable climatic conditions 
during millennia. 

Let us observe the dispersion of biodiversity in the microplots 
of the family of Roberto Cconislla and Teodomira Maldonado 
in the community of San Rafael, Socos, Ayacucho during the 
agricultural year of 2010-2011 for an illustration.
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CROSS SECTION OF THE COMMUNITY OF SAN RAFAEL 



Zones of cultivation Altitude (msnm) Native and adapted crops with predominance in 
cultivated area 

Native and adapted 
animals Min Max

Yunga (lower riverine) 
with grains, vegetables 
and tubers 

2,300 2,600 Maize + beans + 1. ñuña + squash
Vegetables: onion, carrot, arracacha, cabbage, sweet 2. 
potato.
Tubers: potato, sweet potato 3. 

Cattle, horses, 
guinea pigs

Quechua (higher 
rivenine)  with grains, 
tubers and natural 
pastures 

2,600 2,900 1.  Maize + beans + ñuña + potato + oca + peas
2.  wheat
3. Barley, wheat, lentils, peas, linseed, native pastures, 

knuckle, radish, mustard, mauve, couch-grass, and 
cultivated pastures, oat, alfalfa.

Sheep, cattle, 
horses, pigs, guinea 

pigs, hens
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In the skill of distributing plots and crops in the Andean slope we 
find the virtue and capacity of the peasant families to produce 
enough to subsist even under drastic changes in the climate. In 
the cases of Lircay and Conima, for instance, we find important 
climatic variations between years. There is no year similar to the 
preceding or succeding one. Concentrating production in only 
one area, in the Andes is to bet on the possibility to win all or 

lose all. The peasant farmer family appears to prefer distributing 
risk.

In the Andean and Upper Amazon slopes, crops are distributed by 
the peasant families according to the altitude which orders them 
in cultivation zones. The following is the case of the Sifuentes 
Alvarado family, in the village of Jocos, Matara, Cajamarca.
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Cultivable 
zones 

Name 
of chacra

Altitude 
msnm

Latitude Longitude Area in 
local units
(yugada)

Area  m2 Area Ha

Grains 1 Wayranan Esquina 3712 13º10'40.5" 74º19'33.6" 1/2 1250 0.125

2 Tranca Qata 3640 13º10'55.9" 74º19'19.2" 2 5000 0.500

3 Retama pampa 3483 13º10'32.4" 74º19'12.2" 1 2500 0.250

4 Reta Waqtan 3481 13º10'28.3" 74º19'02.6" 1/4 625 0.063

5 Calvario Ukun 3372 13º10'41.6" 74º18'44.2" 1/4 625 0.063

6 Raqraki 3362 13º11'11.2" 74º18'22.5" 1 2500 0.250

7 León Pampa 3334 13º10'47" 74º18'31.6" 1 ½ 3750 0.375

8 Muyuq 3328 13º11'06" 74º18'18.3" 1/2 1250 0.125

9 Linaza 3318 13º11'12.2" 74º18'33.1" 1/2 1250 0.125

10 Ankapa Wachanan 
Wayqu

3315 13º11'13.6" 74º18'21.1" 1 1/2 3750 0.375

11 Toqyasqa 3262 13º10'53.3" 74º18'13.9" 1 1/2 3750 0.375

12 Tucouran 3241 13º10'52.5" 74º18'44.9" 1/4 625 0.063

13 Gredamoqo 3215 13º10'45.7" 74º18'09" 1 2500 0.250

Tubers 14 Mutuy Pukro 3800 13º10'53.2" 74º19'32" 1 1/4 3125 0.313

15 Callejon 3788 13º10'51.2" 74º19'36.3" 1/4 625 0.063

16 Saywa Moqo 3756 13º10'48.3" 74º19'34.5" 1 2500 0.250

17 Suytu Pampa 3714 13º10'45.4" 74º19'32.6" 1 2500 0.250

Sub-total
cultivated

3.815 
(75%)
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Let us now observe in detail the example of don Roberto Cconislla in the community of Socos, Ayacucho:



Fallow land
Grains

18 Sipukuchona 3422 13º10'34.2" 74º19'42.8" 1/4 625 0.063
19 Qatun Pampa 1 3405 13º11'11.8" 74º19'32.1" 1/4 625 0.063
20 Qatun Pampa 2 3393 13º11'10.6" 74º18'26.6" 1/4 625 0.063
21 Lluqiyoq 3254 13º10'48.7" 74º18'17.2" 1 1/4 3125 0.313

Fallow land
Tubers

22 Qello Wayta 3825 13º11'7.4" 74º19'33.7" 2 5000 0.500

23 Hatun Corral 
Wayqu

3814 13º10'57" 74º19'37.9" 1 2500 0.250

Sub-total
fallow

1.252
(25%)

Total 5.067 
(100%)
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In the Peruvian altiplano the altitudinal range of crop dispersion 
and viability is betwen 3825 masl to 4260 masl, in particular 
in the community of Camjata, district of Moho, Puno. It is a 
community placed by the Titikaka lake where agriculture in one 

of the highest cultivated agricultural areas in the world takes 
place. The crops and animals are located in three zones: low, 
intermediate, and high.



Altitudinal zones of 
cultivation

Altitude (masl) Native and adapted crops with the largest sown area Native and adapted livestock 
Min Max

Low
Cultivation with early 
sowing

3,825 3980 Milli (early) crops: tubers (potato), grains (maize, 
quinaa, barley), legumes (broad beans, peas) and 
vegetables 
Main season crops: tubers (potato, oca, olluco-izaño), 
grains (maize, quinoa, barley, wheat), legumes (broad 
beans, peas) 

Livestock free-stall: llama, 
cows, sheep.
Small animals: guinea pigs, 
hens

Intermediate  3,980 4080 Main season crops: tubers (potato, oca, olluco-izaño), 
grains (maize, quinoa, barley, wheat), legumes (broad 
beans, peas)
vegetables32 

Livestock free-stall: llama, 
cows, sheep.
Small animals: guinea pigs, 
hens

High
Tubers, grains and 
livestock 

4070 4210 tubers (potato, oca, olluco-izaño), grains (quinoa, 
barley, wheat), 
fodder (oat) and Andean pastures 

Livestock shepherded: llama, 
cows, sheep
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Maize and associated crops grow best in the lower zones, while tubers flourish in the higher levels. Each plot or chacra, let us 
remember, shelters crop associations, and within them, multiple varieties of the same species.
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In 1990, Tapia and Mateo, reported 9,129 entries (varieties) of 
eight (8) crops in the germplasm banks of Peru The cultivars are 
quinoa (Chenopodim quinoa), kañiwa (Chenopodium pallidicaule), 
kiwicha (Amaranthus caudatus), tarwi (Lupinus mutabilis), bitter 
potato (Solanum juzepczukii, Solanum curilobum), oca (Oxalis 
tuberosa), olluco (Ullucus tuberosus) and mashua (Tropaeolum 
tuberosum). In potato, out of 2177 accessions collected in Chile, 
Bolivia and Perú, 82% came from Peru, and regarding maize, the 
Agrarian University of La Molina, collected 1600 entries that 
were classified in 48 races (Valladolid, 1994: 34233). These data 
attest to the diversity of cultivated plants in Peru, but not of the 
whole biodiversity in Peru that is larger comprising other species 
and varieties. It is known for instance, that in Peru 1701 avian 
species and 34 of primates place the country in the second rank 
in the world. On another respect, in Peru 45 distinct languages 
are spoken that are classified in 19 linguistic families.

This biological and cultural diversity is present in the peasant 
communities of the Andes and Amazonia and can be patently 
found in the peasant chacras showing always associations among 
species and varieties within species. An example is the diversity 
and variability of four crops of the Aymara family of Tomás Justo 
Apaza and Ceferina Pacoricona in the community of Camjata, 
Conima, Puno.

2.3. Agricultural biodiversity nurtured 
in small scale agriculture.
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VARIETIES OF OCA AND ITS ASSOCIATED CROPS: OLLUCO, IZAÑO AND QUINOA in the chacras of Tomás Justo Apaza and Ceferina 
Pacoricona

Nº OCA OLLUCO IZAÑO QUINOA

1 Ch’ejhe apilla Janq’o ch’ejhe olluku Ch’iyar izaño Ch’amak guindo jupha
2 Ch’imsi apilla Janq’o olluku Ch’iyar nayran izaño Chuche q’ello
3 Ch’iyar izañ apilla Janq’o sayt’u olluku Jachawall izaño Janq’o jupha (amaranthine)
4 Chiwaqo Q’ello ch’ejhe olluku Jisk’a q’ello zapall izaño Janq’o jupha (glomerular)
5 Izañ apilla Q’ello olluku K’usill izaño Janq’o k’ana
6 Jach’a janq’o qhene (cylindrical) Rosad olluku Q’ello ch’iyar nayran 

izaño
Jisk’a pepin jupha 
(glomerulada)

7 Jachawall apilla Rosado ch’ejhe olluku Q’ello izaño Puya pepino (glomerular)
8 Janq’o apilla Wila ch’ejhe olluku Q’ello zapall izaño Q’ello jupha
9 Janq’o qhene (cylindrical) Wila olluku Zapall izaño Q’ello puya
10 Jisk’a janq’o qhene Wila rosado olluku Q’ello q’ayma jupha
11 Jisk’a mullu wallqa Qantut jupha
12 K’usill apilla Rosad k’ana
13 Lampaya Wila jupha (compact)
14 Luk’i qhene apilla
15 Mistis apilla
16 Muro allqa (red)
17 Negro apilla o ch’iyar apilla
18 Q’ello apilla
19 Q’ello qheacha
20 Q’ello qhene
21 Qhene apilla
22 Rosado qhene
23 Waka lik’i (yellow pink)
24 Wila lampaya
TOTAL 24  varieties 10  varieties 9  varieties 13 varieties



Period Year # incorporated varieties
Potato oca olluco izaño maize quinoa barley oat

In Situ Project 2001 15 5 4 3
2002 29 27 9 6
2003 42 32 10 7
2004 54 25 10 9 6 7
2005 84 30 10 12 12 12

Present 2010 52 22 10 9 12 13 6 1
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Agrobiodiversity in the peasant plots is not fixed; it varies in 
each agricultural cycle due to diverse factors: climate, markets, 
external support, dedication. The case of Tomás Justo Apaza 
illustrates this. During the period 2001-2005, his family was 
involved in the In Situ Project, an international initiative for the 
conservation of native crops and their wild relatives. They were 
accompanied by the Association Chuyma Aru in their efforts to 
increase agrobiodiversity in their fields. As can be observed in 
the following table, the number of varieties for different crops 

increased thanks to the exchange of seeds with communities in 
other regions, to the recuperation of seeds from their places of 
origin, as well as the incorporation of other varieties promoted 
by the project. In that period, the family reached the end of the 
final year of the project with 84 varieties in potato. In the other 
crops, a similar trend was found. As the project ended, support 
diminished and Tomás migrated to lower areas in the Upper 
Amazon region. What persists is due to his family’s efforts aided 
by their ayni (mutual aid) group.

NOMINAL VARIETIES NURTURED BY TOMAS JUSTO APAZA. PERIOD 2001-2005 (2010). CAMJATA, PUNO





Name of the 
chacra

Date of 
sowing

Varieties Proportion 
of variety in 
the mix (%)

Putka 1 15 Sept Siri waña 100
Putka 2 15 Sept Tumbay 25

Taragallo 25
Tuyrus 25
Bomba 25

Patacancha 16 Nov Tumbay 10
Taragallo 10
Tuyrus 10
Bomba 10
Peruanita 10
Yuraq runtus 10
Yuraq sisa 07
Kichkapa sillun 04
Runtus 10
Wairo 10
Ritita Sisa 2
Wnchina 7

Wiscacha 1 16 Nov Peruanita 100
Wiscacha 2 16 Nov Ritita sisan 4

Winchina 4
Wairu 12
Runtus 18
Kichkapa sillun 4
Bomba 12
Tueros 12
Tara gallo 18
Wira Pasña 4
Yana ruryru 11

Añascha 16 Nov Peruanita 100

47

Another instance of potato diversity is present in the harvest of the peasant family of Paulino Hinostroza and Marina Valencia 
Ñaupa, from the community of Parccora, Ayacucho.

Varieties of potato harvested in chacra, date of sowing and composition of the “mix”.   Agricultural season 2010-2011. Parccora



Table: Number of Varieties

Crops N° Varieties
Potato 52
Oca 24
Olluco 10
Izaño 9
Maize 12
Quinoa 13
Broad beans 8
Barley 6
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The prevailing view among technical personnel is that conserving 
and caring for diversity is associated with risk aversion. Poor 
peasants, that is those with limited access to land and without 
external support, have no alternative for survival than producing 
“a little of everything”. Dispersing risk through sowing diversity 
guarantees survival since they can always harvest some product. 
Insecurity, in such a variable climate and an unstable market, 
becomes extreme and prevents betting everything on a single 
crop. As Kervyn notes: 

Facing events whose probability can be estimated 
(since they are recurrent), the peasant farmer seeks to 
establish mechanisms to insure against risk. Thus the 
diversification of activities or crops, the relationships 
between patron and client (clientelism), medium- 
and long-term credit (like certain aynis), family and 

community alliances, and demographic strategies are 
all examples of insurance. These mechanisms (like a 
selection of a certain cultivation pattern) express the 
behaviour of the peasant facing risk. He underwrites an 
insurance that does not eliminate risk, but provides a 
measure of control34.

These statements are truthful but the explorations undertaken 
suggest that there are other social and cultural factors like the 
survival of the extended family that guarantees the ayni or mutual 
help, the redistribution of harvests, the detailed knowledge of 
the crop’s process, a delicate and permanent dialogue with the 
environment, and a behavior of care and respect for nature. 
These aspects explain, in addition to ecologic and socio economic 
factors, the peasant family’s disposition for the preservation of 
the Andean Amazonial biocultural heritage. 
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Here some data are presented to give an idea of the yields in 
the chacras without any pretension to explain, pointing to one 
or various factors that influence production or productivity: 
improved seeds, inorganic fertilizers, specialized labor or 
technical assistance. However it can be stated that the 
agricultural practices in peasant farms make reduced use of 
inputs and external knowledge and show a remarkable sense of 
autonomy. In any case the use of modern inputs like fertilizers 
and pesticides is mostly present in the cultivation of potato 
destined to urban markets, in particular, in irrigated lands, as 
is shown in the following example. In the majority of chacras, 
though, an ancestral way of cultivation prevails.

2.4. Yields. Some indications.



1. Activity Unit Amount Value35 Total
1.1. Soil preparation     
Plowing with chaquitaclla Days of labor 4.00 20.00 80.00
Clod breaking Days of labor 2.00 20.00 40.00
Furrowing Days of labor 2.00 20.00 40.00
1.2. Sowing / Fertilization    
Sowing Days of labor 2.00 20.00 40.00
Aplication of fertilizer Days of labor 1.00 20.00 20.00
Phytosanitary control Days of labor 1.00 20.00 20.00
1.3. Hilling Days of labor    
1st hilling Days of labor 2.00 20.00 40.00
2nd hilling Days of labor 2.00 20.00 40.00
1.4. First harvest (early)    
Picking Days of labor 2.00 20.00 40.00
Selection Days of labor 1.00 20.00 20.00
1.5. Second early harvest    
Picking Days of labor 0.25 20.00 5.00
Transport Days of labor 0.00 0.00 0.00
1.6  Transformation of harvested products    
Processing of dry potato Days of labor 0.50 20.00 10.00
1.7. Storage    
Arrangin and cleaning the stores Days of labor 0.25 20.00 5.00
Transport of harvested potato Days of labor 1.00 20.00 20.00
1.8. Arranging the chacra    
Taking out stones Days of labor 0.50 20.00 10.00
Arranging fences Days of labor 1.00 20.00 20.00
Cleaning the water well for irrigation Days of labor 1.00 20.00 20.00
2 Inputs    
2.1. Seeds     
Potato (improved and native) Kg 130.00 1.00 130.00
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Labor and inputs costs and yield of potato (early season) in a chacra of 875 m2. Peqoy, Huancavelica. Cesario Marcas.



Fertilizers (NPK). Kg 50.00 2.00 100.00
Guano Bags 20.00 1.50 30.00
Agrochemicals lt 1.00 60.00 60.00
  Total costs   790.00
3. Yield / Production Unit Amount Market value Total
New potato (improved varieties) Kg 600.00 1.00 600.00
New potato (color) Kg 300.00 1.50 450.00
Dry potato Kg 20.00 2.50 50.00
Damaged potato Kg 50.00 0.50 25.00
Total    1,125.00
Estimated yield in kg/Ha 12, 857
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Name of chacra & dates of 
sowing

Diversity Area 
m2

Total harvest 
Kg

Estimated yield  
kg/Ha 36

Qolli kucho In the harvested plots, 
a total of 52 potato 
varieties have been 
registered 

200.00 382.80 19139.96
Kariw uyu uta pata 580.00 998.31 17212.20
Kariw uyu parki 200.00 382.80 19139.96
Mollocot pata: 1st plot 500.00 963.88 19277.66
Mollocot pata: 2nd plot 150.00 325.31 21687.37
Mollocot pata: 3rd plot 300.00 650.62 21687.37
Titin parki: 1st plot 1000.00 2379.96 23799.58
Titin parki: 2nd plot 400.00 771.11 19277.66
Titin parki: 3rd plot 300.00 619.64 20654.64
Titin parki: 4th plot 75.00 150.61 20080.90
Minask'uy suyu (Conima) 900.00 1734.99 19277.66
 TOTAL 4605.00 9360.02 Average of 11 

chacras:
20,112 kg/Ha
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In the next table the estimated production of potato fields of 
Tomás Justo Apaza in Camjata, Conima, Puno, is shown.

Potato chacras. Tomás Justo Apaza, Camjata, Conima, Puno
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In the case of the chacras in the Upper Amazon region, diversity 
is very large. They show a remarkable species diversity and intra-
specific variability. This is the case of the “Chacra Grande” (Large 
Chacra), a 11,000 square meter plot of the Sangama Cachique 
family in Alto Pucallpillo, Lamas, San Martín. In it, diversity 

grows and decreases in time according to the season (“beans” 
or “maize”). The name of the chacra is given according to the 
predominant crop in the association.
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The tables are useful to understand that harvesting in the Andes 
and Amazonia includes not only dry products, gathered when the 
crop has attained its final maturation stage, but the utilization 
that families make of the crop by harvesting in stages, starting 
with the “green” product that not even the farmer can quantify 
because it recollects the fruits according to her needs. On the 
other hand, and given the diversity of productive cycles, there 

is also diversity in harvest times: the chacras are in constant 
production, be it of crops, fruits or vegetables. Restricting to 
a single crop the yield of a plot obscures the total production 
of small agriculture farmers. The following is the case of the 
community of Jocos, in Cajamarca.
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Yield of the chacras in the main agricultural season (rainfed). Jocos, Matara, Cajamarca



60 Chapter 2 / The peasant regeneration of agricultural biodiversity. 

Peasant agricuture takes place in rainfed conditions. When 
irrigation is possible in very small plots, it permits the existence 
of two agricultural cycles: one “early” period and another called 
“main season” that depend on the precipitations regime. The first 
is called “milli” or “michka” sowing, depending on the region. It 
is usual that cultivated varieties have a short productive season 
with the chacras in places that are protected from frost. The 
main sowing season (hatun tarpuy) begins when rain starts to 
fall. In this season there are three sowing periods: early sowing 
(ñaupa tarpuy); intermediate sowing (chaupi tarpuy) and late 
sowing (qepa tarpuy), depending on the rains.

Let us consider the case of yields in the chacras in the michka 
or early sowing of Roberto Cconislla and Teodomira Maldonado 

from Socos, Ayacucho. Michka (very early sowing) crops were 
sown in two plots that were irrigated. In the “Toyasqa” chacra, 
maize and associates have been sown with an approximate 
production of maize of 42 Kg, pea (36 Kg), broad bean (30 Kg), 
squash (7 units). At the same time, from these chacras they 
collect wild plants like edible weeds, ataqo used in their food, 
as well as fodder for the animals. All production is consumed by 
the family. The total production of the chacras is not taken into 
account in the official agricultural data collection that privileges 
the main crop.



Name of chacra and 
sowing dates 

Crop 
association 

(%)

Cultivated 
varieties 

Fresh produce Dry produce Total 
production 

KgDate Harvest ( Kg) Date Harvest ( Kg)

Toqyasqa 
Area:  250 m2.

Sowing: 2nd week of 
July

Maize 70% Común 
sara

Starting in 
Candelaria

(Feb)

30 March 12 42

Pea 15% Blanco 36   36

Broad bean 
10%

Común 30   30

Squash 3% Verde 3   3

Blanco 4   4

Jawinka 2% Chiqchi 8   8

Muyoq          
Area:  200 m2

Sowing: 3rd week of 
July

Potato Canchan Starting Dec 36 Feb 12 48
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Production in michka sowing. Roberto Cconislla’s chacra.  Socos, Ayacucho. Agricultural year 2010-2011.

In Lircay, Huancavelica we have the chacras of Cesáreo Marcas.
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It is difficult to prove that the proportion of fresh food that • 
the urban areas receive is due to the high productivity 
of the Andean and Upper Amazonian small farmers. 
Our chosen sample only provides referential data and 
does not pretend to offer generalizable information. Any 
comparison with average productivity in commercial 
agriculture and even other small agriculture units are 

purely statistical exercises. In some cases the data 
include information on yields that compared with official 
statistical figures are higher than national averages, while 
in others they are markedly lower. What the data show is 
that averages usually cover and hide differences, and in 
an agriculture based on detail, diversity and productive 
extremes, what may be illuminating is showing the 
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details. It is not the same having irrigation as producing 
under rainfed conditions, or one year from the next, 
or the production in a slope compared with another 
facing it can be quite different, etc. Each plot and each 
agricultural season is sui generis. 

What appears to be a common denominator in the plots • 
or chacras37 is sowing diversity. This is understandable 
given the heterogeneity of soils, microclimates, seed 
diversity and what has been denominated “risk aversion” 
but it may also be due to food preference, health and 
cultural reasons. In such a context it does not occur 
to the peasant farmer to aim for homogeneizing the 
conditions of production. To homogenize is artificial and 
demands important doses of external inputs, in particular 
seeds and chemicals that families are not able to buy, 
except for a few small plots devoted to commercial 
crops. Families value their autonomy (not to depend 
on market or money) and the “organic” nature of their 
crops. This type of agriculture depends on climate and 
group solidarity, not on external incentives. Official state 
support to peasant farmers has been historically too 
weak to be relied on, and markets are so volatile that 
to deal with them is regarded as “play,” that is, nothing 
to depend on. The best strategy in these conditions is 
sowing diversity.

It can be generalized that the preferred destination of • 
production is family consumption. But peasant families 
produce also for exchange which includes markets as 

well. This is perhaps one explanation for the significant 
proportion of the presence of small agriculture products 
in the urban areas, even if its contribution to the national 
GDP is only around 5%38. This contribution owes not 
so much to individual contributions to the market, but 
to the addition of many small fractions that more than 
six million peasant families contribute to the national 
agricultural productive chain. Each kilogram from a 
family is very little but if the families number more than 
six million the outcome can be significant.

This petty trade reveals an extreme diversity. Popular markets 
in the urban areas, whatever their size, display the diversity of 
products that are traded. In the urban popular markets one can 
find small amounts of rare crops side by side with tons of high 
demand agricultural products, both fresh and processed. The 
same happens with products from husbandry, crafts, medicinal 
plants, and wild ones that make our markets veritable fairs of 
biodiversity.





3. 
Given that small peasant agriculture is considered to be 
technically backward, depending on rainfall to produce in arid 
slopes in a context of climatic change with more than 84% of the 
total agricultural units with access to 50% of the total producing 
areas, enjoying no incentives and subsidies from the state39, and 
with the communities living in poverty40,  how is it capable of 
producing its own food and of offering an important proportion 
of the fresh food reaching urban markets, food that is diverse 
and healthy?

The information offered here, even if very specific, provides 
an idea of the amount of production by peasant families. It is 
thousands of tons of food that reach urban households, and 
according to our viewpoint this is only possible if for those who 
provide it, agriculture is a way of life, a mode of living, rather 
than a mode of making a living. An illustration of how “mode of 
living” is understood by an Andean peasant is expressed in the 
words of don CesarioMarcas from Peqoy, Lircay, Huancavelica:

3. The importance 
of small scale 
agriculture.



66 Chapter 3 / The importance of small scale agriculture.

Since I was born I have been raised in the chacra. Here 
I have seen my mother die. For me, making chacra and 
sowing my crops is what I like most. All this piece of stony 
ground I have transformed into chacras. We shoud not 
be afraid of stones. You only have to know their wiles. 
If you know them, the stones crumble by themselves. 
They do not weigh when we hold them. But, certainly 
we should not forget of always asking permission from 
our Mother Earth, so that everything goes well in our 
work, from arranging the chacra, preparing it, hilling the 
plants, until finishing the harvest.

If it were a business issue, where efficiency and profitability are 
paramount, the outcome would be the massive abandonment 
of the chacra, its sale, the loss of biodversity in the hands of 
the few that remain promoting competitive businesses, or its 
transformation into mining camps.

Census data on production and yield do not coincide with what 
is observed in the markets. This is due to the fact that official 
information focus on the production destined to the market 
which is what is considered valuable41, and not the whole of the 
production. Thus, official figures render invisible an important 
fraction of production resulting in a diminished production and 
yield in official reports on small scale agriculture. 

Even in these conditions, Grillo showed –with the same kind 
of information- that peasant production is, in average, five 
times more productive than commercial agriculture42 (twice 
more productive in the coast, nine times more productive 

in the highlands, and twice more productive in the Amazon 
than commercial medium and large agricultural units (Grillo, 
1990:2543), a fact that explains small scale agriculture’s 
contribution to production and food provision to the urban 
areas. 

Census data explain small agriculture’s “efficiency”, the ability to 
make much out of scarce resources, but they do not account for 
its cultural survival and its contribution to food production. In 
Peru there are almost 30 million people living mostly in the urban 
areas. It the rural population is about 40%of this total, 12 million 
people are providing two thirds of the food consumed in the 
cities, and the most significant of them are the small scale farmers 
whose characteristics have been described in the first chapters 
of this text. With the census data of 1972 the contribution of 
the small scale agriculture sector was already important. What 
is interesting to observe now is that this contribution remains 
important to this day without any technical revolution having 
taking place for its transformation. We propose to consider 
an explanation based on three aspects: the renewed living in 
community; a detailed and holistic knowledge of local conditions, 
and a relationship of affection and respect with nature.
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This is both a quantitative as a qualitative factor. It is not the 
same –in a labor intensive type of agriculture - to carry out a 
task demanding a person’s effort during four consecutive days 
all alone than the joint work of four people doing the tasks 
collaborating with each other during a single day. In this case, 
the work of a team of four is not the sum total of the physical 
effort of four people, the result is not arithmetic. It is a sort of 
work geometry that permits what don Roberto Cconislla calls 
“the happy progress of work”. Of collective work, don Roberto 
Cconislla from the community of Socos, Ayacucho,  has this to 
say:

Only working among several people helping each 
other in ayni and minka we further our work, with joy, 
in between jokes we encourage each other, but if you 
work alone, you are disheartened, you tire easily and the 
chacra beats you.

In this type of agriculture there are not only inputs, labor and 
useful tools for production but the community’s experience 
in carrying out the tasks. The ayni or minka group, recreates 
in each stage of agricultural regeneration the ties of affection 
of the group, of feeling part of a collectivity that shares the 
characteristic of being human, and natural and sacred at the 
same time. It is not competition but rather emulation what is 
displayed in the contest between work groups in the preparation 
of soil, as in the Yupanakuy in the community of San Juan de 
Dios in Lircay, Huancavelica. For another instance, in Socos, 

3.1. The community´s life world.
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Ayacucho –but also in Cusco-  there exists a Capitán (Captain) 
and a Collana (helper), who are authorities of the chacra that are 
assigned at the beginning of the work who show the group the 
amount of physical effort and the diligence required by the task. 
They lead and draw from the rest of group members a similar 
effort, patience, speed and care in the proper execution of the 
tasks, to do the task “well and with affection”. These authorities 
are not, in general, the owners of the chacra, but members of 
the cuyay ayllu (family by affection) recognized by the group for 
assuming the task with dedication, affection, speed and joy. This 
is particularly noted in the Andes in the activities of preparation 
of the soil. 

It is not only that but also the joy of sharing work, food, music and 
drinks; the affection for Pachamama or Mother Earth; the family 
affection and the pleasure of accomplishing the common task. 
The activities in the chacra are work but also feast and ritual. 
Ritual weaves the relations among deities, nature and human 
community and lends a sacred meaning to the activity, while 
the feast is celebration, sharing, with emotions overflowing, 
in particular when an ayni or minga group has satisfactorily 
concluded its tasks. Of the mingas Ismael Sifuentes Sánchez 
from Cajamarca has this to share: 

The members of the minga group (cuyayayllu) work 
all Saturdays of each week. We take turns among all 
members.  We spend these days tending a chacra 
or making a new one, in those places where some 
engineers and technicians tell us that the soils are good 
for nothing. There our group goes to make chacra and 

sow. There we work extracting hard and large slabs. We 
call them varonas, sometimes they make it very hard for 
us to take out. We have to converse with the slabs. You 
treat them as persons conversing between equals. You 
have to find the neck or the ear. That’s the secret for 
extracting the slabs. The largest ones we call varonas 
and we rejoice when we get them out and celebrate 
chewing coca leaves with lime. With the minga group 
we also share minguitas supporting each other any time 
of the week. We help each other through our work and 
not for money. We call it “lo tratal”. In the minga group, 
heads of family participate, but the hosting member 
whom we help, and his whole family also participate, be 
in the work, the women in the kitchen, because all is 
work. 

Two key moments in peasant agriculture are the preparation of 
soil, and the harvest, even if community life is permanent and 
extends to all aspects of family life. In Lircay it has already been 
mentioned that the preparation of soils is a feast: Yupanakuy, 
the ritual preparation of soils made in the manner of sports 
where the members of the community display their skills at 
coordination and speed in preparing the soil of community land 
for the next sowing season. The hardships of the farmers are 
felt as routine part of labor, since it is not only the emotional 
component put into the task but also the knowledge they have 
of nature through permanent dialogue.
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There is no more diverse agriculture than the one found in the 
Andes and Amazonia44;  it is diverse in space and time. There is 
no stretch of land similar to another; there is an extreme variation 
that requires sui generis forms of preparing and tilling the soil 
adapted to each stretch. In a slope there can be dozens of forms 
that the soil takes after being tilled. It is like sculpting the slope 
to adapt each form to the texture, color, structure, humidity and 
physiography that the soils adopt. 

The peasant farmer knows her chacras with enormous detail and 
thus, the kind of tilling that corresponds to their characteristics 
and the observations of the climate, and to the type of crop that 
it will shelter. To obtain harvests in 20 to 40 chacras demands not 
only a close coordination but a detailed knowledge of each plot 
that is only possible as a reward to her dedication, inherited and 
shared knowledge, and empathy with nature. 

Owing to the great diversity of climates that vary from year to 
year, agriculture demands acute intuition to place a given crop in 
each chacra and each zone. It demands a permanent conversation 
with nature to acquire the understanding to successfully carry out 
a task and at the same time, to possess a diversity of cultivars that 
can acommodate to this variability. This dialogue with nature is 
known in the literature as the observation of natural indicators 
or signs, in particular of climate and soil. These can be plants, 
animals, constellations, etc. 

3.2. Detailed and holistic knowledge 
of the locality.
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The peasant farmer knows each of her varieties of plant species 
and knows how to mix them and where is their place in the 
chacra. For this she needs that knowledge that is transmitted 
from generation to generation by modalities that make the 
communities display their own educational culture. 

An aspect of the detailed knowledge in Andean peasant culture 
that makes possible a vision of the landscape as a multicolor 

filigree is the dialogue with nature concerning the practices of 
cultivation, what is known as observation of signs or climatic 
indicators. This varies from crop to crop.  As examples, the case 
of potato in different locations and of beans in the case of San 
Martín in the Upper Amazon region. The table offers a small 
fraction of this rich knowledge.
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The observation of the natural climatic indicators, be they 
stars, animals, plants, meteorologic phenomena, is constant 
in the life of the peasant farmer. There does not exist activity 
in which he does not take into account what natural entities 
are communicating. There is a permanent dialogue in which 
one expression reinforces or contradicts a previous one, and 
the actions depend on the whole linguistic web of sounds 
and feelings of nature. This peasant educational culture has 
fourcharacteristics:

It is agrocentric. The identification and teaching of the a. 
variability of the cultivars, of their knowledge and secrets, 
of medicinal plants, of language, of stars, deities, water, 
etc. are centered on agriculture. In the Andean cultures 
the chacra is the centerpiece of life, while in the Upper 
Amazon the axis runs through forest, chacra, and water. 

Culture and nature are not separate realms. In the b. 
Andean Amazonian world not only everything is alive 
and possess knowledge, but the entities are experienced 
in the intimate relationship among them. There is a sort 
of umbilical cord that ties and links the human with the 
more-than-human world. This implies that in learning 
one has to know how to listen to nature’s multiple 
voices.

Knowledge is gendered. There is knowledge that c. 
corresponds  to the male sphere, while others to the 
female one. In many cultures, weaving is a femenine 
activity, as is sowing, or cooking, or accompanying 

childbirth, while hunting or fishing and certain agricultural 
activities correspond to men. Consequently, some 
activities are taught by men, and others by women. 

Every body of knowledge integrates at least four d. 
components: 1) the practice itself associated with the 
display of a set of technical procedures; 2) ritual –or 
dialogue with the deities- preceding, permeating or 
ending the pratice; 3) the implicit human organicity: 
family, ayllu or community; and 4) the dialogue with 
nature expressed through signs and secrets that indicate 
when, where, and how to realize the activity, and the 
taboos or precepts (secrets) to take into account in its 
execution. Any activity, in the Andes or Amazonia, is a 
ritual in itself. There does not exist separation between 
the profane and the sacred. Every activity deserves 
respect and consideration. Thus, regenerating seed 
diversity, as a specific body of knowledge is associated 
with the knowledge of the heavenly bodies –the moon 
indicates the right moment for a task to be carried out- 
with human organicity; with the dialogue with nature 
–signs and indicators of the precise moment to carry 
out an activity-, with the agricultural cycle and with age 
and sex. A body of knowledge is a weave in which every 
thread is tied with all others, and every knot related to 
others. 
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Ethics for the peasant farmer is based on the principles of 
reciprocity, respect and moderation, and has the ritual as its 
central expression. Don Roberto Cconislla says on this:

For us, the chacra is our life; if we did not sow, how could 
we live? The chacras give us food for all, provide for 
clothing, education for the children and other expenses. 
For this reason I sow Kausaychaykuna (my seeds) with 
a lot of patience, with good will, kuyakuspa, without 
getting weary, invoking the deities: Pachamama (Mother 
Earth), taytaorqos (protecting mountains), yaku mama 
(Mother Water), taytaInti (Father Sun), mamaKilla 
(Mother Moon), among others. In this way the chacras 
produce well, even being small.

In the perception of technical personnel, agricultural rituals 
associated with the nurturance of the diversity of seeds are 
considered symbolic aspects that have objectively no direct 
relationship with the conservation of diversity. They may be 
present or not: they are not effective, diversity is maintained 
by technical means. These aspects are considered part of the 
spiritual, cultural realm that take place in a sacred time, different 
from the profane time of seed conservation. Van Kessel and 
Condori consider, however, that the two aspects are interrelated 
in the technical realm and distinguish a symbolic technology 
from an empirical or productive technology (Van Kessel&Condori 
1992:1945) and even affirm that ritual is efficacious for productive 
action given the emotional dimension of the practice. 

Of the agrofestive calendar of the communities, one can notice 
that in the Andes acts, places, activities are lived in a respectful 
attitude as the whole transmits worship, consideration, affection, 
and celebration. Not only Pachamama is the center of ritual 
celebration but seeds as well, and activities like soil preparation, 
tilling, sowing and eating, to name a few instances. There is no 
symbolic, sacred moment, that is different from another empirical 
or profane, but sequences of the same affectionate activity that 
the ritual connects celebrating the moments of the agricultural 
cycle. What varies is the intensity of the actions. Besides the 
celebration is carried out as an offering out of affection not in 
the expectation of a retribution. The offering is made asking 
for harmony to be maintained or restored. It is an affectionate 
conversation in which humans accompany Pachamama while 
sharing with her, be in times of scarcity or abundance.

In this context, ritual is ceremonial conversation between patent 
and concrete persons who reinforce through these celebrations 
the daily ties of solidarity in the regeneration of life. Ritual is 
celebrating the “birthday” of one of them, a festive and joyful 
occasion in which relationships of harmony and mutual caring 
are deepened to ensure the healthy recreation of the pacha or 
local world. Ritual and feast make a unit, the ritual is festive and 
the feast is a ritual.

In the ritual the whole ayllu is gathered (deities, seeds, humans, 
animals and wild plants, rivers and lakes, etc.), and in particular, 
the other form that nests in each seed: its anima or spirit. 

3.3. Ethics based on the care and respect of nature.
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Aymaras call it qamasa, Quechuas name it ánima,“spirit”, its 
breath. Both –the potato and its anima; the human and its anima, 
etc- constitute the pair, the couple, juk(in Quechua, the one with 
its other) that makes harmony in every person. Rituals tie the 
pair and are not separated from the dynamics of life in ayllu. 
We can only say that some ceremonies are denser than daily life 

activities, but all of them are convivial moments of respectful 
celebration among the different beings that the pacha or local 
world shelters. Let us now take a quick look at these rituals and 
festivals with the cultivation practices involved in the places 
where the present explorations were carried out.
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Ritual celebrations are so numerous that one can speak of a 
ritual-festive weekly calendar of the community that articulates 
successive and simultaneous activities. They do not constitute 
moments of a different nature from the acts of daily life. Some 
rituals, in particular to the seeds, are very intense with a deep 
respect since seeds are kawsay (life), the Ispallas(deities of the 
first fruits), the seminal, the vivifying, the deity that permits the 
regeneration of life. The ceremonies to the seeds place us in the 
very core of the regeneration of all beings of the pacha since 
in this cosmovision, without the seeds, life for each one of us 
would not be viable, it would extinguish.

Each of the beings accompanying the celebration of the seeds 
are, during the feast, sharing the same experience than the 
seed. The seeds in their festive moment, dance, laugh and sing 
as deities, as Ispalla as Aymaras call them, or as mama Kawsay in 
the denomination of the Quechuas from Ayacucho. The humans 
and other beings in nature are in these circumstances in their 
condition of deities of the fruits. This is the Andean way of 
accompanying the one who is being celebrated.  

The festival of the Ispallas is a ritual feast of reception 
of the new fruits of the chacras. In this feast the women 
are Ispallas (deities of the potatoes) and the men 
Muchus (deities of the grains) and visitors from other 
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communities are received as Yoqchaispallas(daughters-
in-law potatoes) or Tollqamucho’os (son-in-law grains). 
In this festival the Ispallas are Pachamama herself (In: 
Chambi, N. et al. 1997:4846).

In this way, a relationship of symbiosis and equivalence grows 
among all the people who are celebrating. All dance and are 
happy –in this circumstance- as seeds and deities, attuning their 
experiences among each other, living with joy the very moment 
that the seeds experience in their vegetative cycle, precisely that 
in which new beings have emerged, actualized. In those moments 
all participants are fruit deities, generated by other Ispallasof 
the previous harvest. In one of its original meanings in Sanskrit, 
rite from which ritual derives refers to the articulation of the 
seasons (Apffel-Marglin, l995: 25947). Thus, the ritual connects 
the diversity of activities that are simultaneously carried out in a 
given period of the annual agricultural cycle.

It is not that humans in the ritual represent or stand for the seeds. 
The illas of maize do not stand for maize; they are the maize itself. 
There is representation when the humans are not part of nature; 
when they take distance in a hierarchical stance in front of an 
object that can be molded and transformed according to human 
purpose. The Andean Amazonian peoples do not consider that 
the seeds are objects to which a purpose must be assigned but 
as living beings, as persons, equivalent to any other, with whom 
they empathize, attune themselves to, converse to nurture life. 

Life forms in the Andes and the Amazon do not develop in average 
circumstances, but in the dynamics proper to a natural life full 
of extremes. The average, normality, scarcely takes place. Either 
there are droughts or floods; there are intense warm periods or 
there are cold spells. There is no fixed and stable middle way. We 
are children of the “one-day climate”. Rituals move in this rythm 
of extremes, of polarities, and the ceremonies do not have the 
purpose of modifying this rythm but rather of accompanying it 
to make possible in each case the healthy recreation of life in 
the local and circumstancial world to which they belong. Thus, 
rituals do not repeat an immutable code or myth that justifies it, 
or make it intelligible by its previous prescription. They are acts 
of recreation, of attuning to the particular circumstances that 
the ayllu experiences in the pacha in the corresponding wata or 
“year”. 

On the other hand, rituals are not ceremonies in which 
trascendent deities come from the beyond and become visible 
to guide humans in ordering their life. Ritual is life itself, not a 
separate moment from it with the purpose of returning, with 
the help of priests and trascendent deities, to the harmony lost 
in the profane moment. In the Andes there does not appear to 
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be a celestial order different from a human or natural order. 
What takes place daily is ritual that reinforces solidarity and 
respect among all the diverse life forms in the ceremony. Andean 
ceremonies are rituals without religion, rather aynis with the 
wacas or deities. (Van den Berg, op. cit. 1989: 21748).

The Andean priest called paqo, yatiri or healer, given his innate 
attributes of a great conversationalist is the bridge between 
nature, deities and humans that makes conversation flow in the 
ceremony. In the ritual, the runa or jaque (human in Quechua 
and in Aymara) is not the measure of things. He is not considered 
the main protagonist and organizer of the ritual –aside from 
what the protecting mountains and the coca leaves say – for 
the seasons to succeed one another as usual. The ritual is an 
action of communal celebration undertaken by a consensual 
relation among all communities that inhabit the pacha. To 
conduct a ceremony there are previous conversations asking for 
permission of all colectivities; it is not a concerted action through 
social planning. What is done is expression of colective will, even 
if the charge or leadership in the feast can be assumed by any 
member of one of the colectivities, that in the present instance 
are the seeds. As don Zenón Gomel Mamani from Pucara says: 
“Sometimes climate orders, sometimes the seeds, people also 
can command.” (Zenón&Odón Gomel, 1997: 949)

Another central attribute in ritual is affection. As don Isaac 
Mamani from the community of Carmelina, Paucartambo, 
Cusco illustrates:

Really we nurture different classes of potato. Each year 
we have a lot, even if we have not harvested our own 
chacras, we always have; affection is never lacking 

if we also give to our relatives and friends (In: Pérez 
Baca, 1996: 6750). 

Affection is not only the caress, the delicacy, the feeling of 
friendship, devotion and tenderness that weaves a relationship 
between two or more people. Affection is here seen as 
commitment with the healthy life of others. Affection is not an 
abstraction. When the peasant farmer offer potato or maize he 
says: “it’s just affection.” The gift of potato, alpaca or maize is 
not only a show of affection and appreciation but it is affection 
itself, the person who shares is affection itself. Affection weaves 
life as much as its lack expresses the scarce sense that life has. 
In affection there do not exist ends and means, it is the most 
profound expression of giving, of fondness, and the warmth in a 
relationship. As Steve Marglin writes: “[Love] actually increase[s] 
by being used and indeed may shrink to nothing if left unused 
for any length of time.” (Marglin, S. 2003: 1551). In our view, in 
this attribute lies the nurturance of diversity in the Andes. As 
doñaMaríaLázaro from the community of Vicos, in Ancash, says: 

This potato never disappears because she likes me a lot. 
I converse with her, I look after her with affection, she 
also speaks to me in my dream. When I dream with her I 
am very happy, this means I have fulfilled my obligations. 
My plants like that, if you do not look after them they 
resent it, for that reason you have to take good care of 
your plants. (Urpichallay, 1999: 2552).

Nurturance is not a cold relationship from someone who 
considers a plant as a resource to be sold. Nurturance is a 
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relationship of mutual affection in which the peasant families 
feel that the affection not only goes from them towards their 
maize, potato or broad bean, turnip and alpaca, but the gift to 
the humans comes from the turnip, the broad beans and the 
alpacas. Affection is not only expressed in a relationship of 
joy and attachment with the life of others, but everyone lives 
nurturing affection. Affection makes nurturance a caress but it is 
in the ritual where it is emphasized.

When affection is present, the ayllu has enough at hand 
within an austere and largely autonomous livelihood, but with 
delicacy and tenderness. The Mochica people of Túcume use 
the adjective “sweet” to refer to this mode of life of affection, 
tenderness, without harshness in the manners (Rodríguez 
SuySuy, 1997: 453). Sweet is also gentle, pleasant, serene, nice. 
Making life sweet is making it serene, cordial. It is a word used to 
express affection, wisdom, fondness and cordiality with people, 
attributes that emerge in the autumnal phase of human life and 
that irradiate this sweet mode of being to the whole community. 
In the community of Chuquihuarcaya, in Ayacucho, when the 
traditional authority is an elder they call him “Taytadulce” 
(sweet father) or “dulcevara” (sweet staff). As don Porfirio Núñez 
Camasca says:

Thanks to our community, we still value and conserve 
our traditional authorities devoted to caring for the 
chacras who are the tayta envarados (staffed fathers), 
where both adults and children (bachelor staff or 
bailiff) have charges, even the old people are there, for 
instance the “tay tadulce” staff. We always assume our 

charges when we reach old age, because when we are 
young we have other minor charges to pass and only 
after all these minor post one has the right to assume 
the charge of “dulce vara” (principal mayor) (Carrillo, P. 
200254).

In the ayllu the conservation of diversity, since it is expressed in 
this context of protection and affection, is not a means of life, 
it is not business, although it can provide money income and 
be useful for other ends. The sweet life is inseparable of living 
in community. The sweet life, in contrast to the good life of the 
Greek tradition, is not attained in the context of the individual in 
the city. It is lived in community. It is the community or ayllu that 
provides the framework of protection and fondness where the 
sweet life is found. 

In the Andean communities the satisfaction of material needs 
is important, certainly one of their values, but to attain this 
satisfaction is in direct relationship to the affection and solidarity 
existing among the families. The instruments, money, the 
amount of goods, are subordinated to the family’s desire. In this 
sense the manner in which each community understands what 
“quality of life” means bears upon its relationship with nature. 
The affection and the rituals in the Andes are placed in the core 
of the conservation of diversity. These values are placed on the 
very basis of the nurturance of the seeds. To conserve diversity 
based on other values tends to distort it. As Gastó writes:: “The 
environmental problems of present society must be analized in 
relationship with a system of reference in whose center society 
is placed and adopt as framework a broader context of problems 
and metaproblems.” (Gastó, 1993: 4155).
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Sowing several cultivars in varietal mixes has two effects on food: 
1) it ensures regularity in the provision of food despite extreme 
climatic events like droughts, hail, and frost, and 2) it favors food 
variety at the table. Polyculture makes peasant production units 
resilient to drastic climatic change. There is always something 
to eat that is healthy and varied. In this sense, the productive 
traditions of ancestral small farmer agriculture presents a useful 
experience to understand food and eating in the context of Buen 
Vivir in the planet. 

Food provision for the family is the priority in peasant agricultural 
production. What is particular is that the family consumes varied 
products that the chacra provides throughout the year. A first 
characteristic of peasant culinary culture is that consumption, 
in contrast to urban tables, is intimately associated with the 
productive, festive and ritual cycles. There is no daily average 
food that is repeated throughout the year, even if there exists a 
basis for the local culinary culture –potato, maize, cassava. What 

is consumed depends on what is harvested, on the vital cycle 
of humans, of festivals and ceremonies. Let us take a look at a 
table showing the food consumed by the Aymara families of the 
community of Camjata in the altiplano of Puno.

4. Small 
peasant agriculture 
and culinary 
culture.



CROP JANUARY FEBRUARY MARCH APRIL     MAY JUNE JULY AUGUST SEPTEMBER OCTOBER NOVEMBER DECEMBER
POTATO                                                 

Monda
(freshtuber)

Accompanying soups, main course (segundo), boiled for fiambre(cold plate), agricultural activities and feasts Potato with less intensity New potato

               Watias (cooked in rustic ovens)                      
Chuño
(dehydrated 
tubers by 
exposure to 
frost and sun)

Dry chuño with less intensity (soups and main courses)
Fresh chuño (QhachuCh'uño) 

fishthimpo,soups, fiambre 
Dry chuño with more intensity (Chayro, 

boiled for fiambre and soups)

Dry chuño with less 
intensity (soups and main 

courses)

Añaphusa
(tubers 
fermented in 
pools and dried 
by sun)

                    boiled and in soups                 

Drypotato                             Maincourse and Huayk'ani
Tunta
(tubers 
fermented in 
water pools, 
and dehydrated 
by frost and 
sun)

with less intensity and only in feasts Fiambre, main courses and feasts

Moraya
(tubers 
dehydrated 
after fermenting 
from excess soil 
humidity)

        Fiambres and soups                                 

Thayacha                     
Boiled potato frozen by 

frost 
                     

OCA                                                 
Freshtubers             Boiled for fiambres and accompanying olluco                 
Kaya (tuber 
dehydrated 
by frost and 
sun)

Prepared for fiambre and rituals. In some 
ocassionsacompanied by segundo

                        
Prepared for fiambre. In some 

ocassionsacompanied by segundo
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Uma Kaya
(fermented 
tuber 
dehydrated 
by frost and 
sun)

Prepared for fiambre and rituals. 
In some ocassionsacompanied by 

segundos
                Prepared for fiambre. In some ocassionsacompanied by segundos

K'isa
(tubers sliced 
and dried by 
sun)

Consumed in 
largerquantities

                          Dry oca, consumed in smaller quantities

Thayacha
(Boiled 
tubers 
flattened and 
frozen by 
frost)

                    
Boiled oca frozen by 

frost 
                     

OLLUCO                                                 

Freshtuber             Soup (Olluco stock with fresh sheep meat, fresh (if avaiable) or soaked dry broad beans and a segundo 
(olluco with dry llama meat) accompanied with oca             

ISAÑO (Tropaeolumtuberosum)                                                 

Freshtuber             Boiled for fiambre and soup in varieties of squash                 

Thayacha                     Boiled oca and frozen by frost                      

Watia                 Watia (roasted in rustic ovens)                         

MAIZE                                                 
Tonqo
(fresh choclo)

        
Boiled and with cheese, tamales and humitas 

(stewed maize cake)
                            

Wañutonqo(Drygrain)
Roasted for fiambre in shepherding. Consumed by children replacing bread. As pealed it accompanies chicharrón (fried pork), fricassee. Ground it is 

used in soups accompanied with fresh quinoa leaves and charki (dry meat) 
Jak’u
(Flour) 

Bread, turnovers to send to relatives far away

Cornhair         Herbal tea accompanied by roasted barley to purify kidneys                 
Wiru
(Freshstalk)

        Consumed by children for sweetness                             

Chicha
(Maizebeer)

 Prepared to accompany in the different activities: fiambres, lunches, feasts and rituals  
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BROAD BEANS AND 
PEAS                                                 

Freshgrains Soups, segundo, mote (boiled) forfiambres             Soups, segundo, mote (boiled) forfiambres
Drygrains Roasted (consumed by shepherds), Mote (soaked and boiled) for fiambres, soups, segundo and roasted and boiled (jawasjhula)  for fiambres

Flour
Soups accompanied by tender rape 

leaves 
                                    

Watia             
Watia (cooked in rustic 

oven)
                            

BARLEY                                                 
Dry and pealedgrain Soups in feasts, marriages, funerals, breakfast, accompanied with vegetables and potaoes
Crushed Soups accompanied with chuño, potato, and vegetables                     

Roasted Herbal teas in the cold season                                     

Chicha To accompany in the different activities like fiambres, lunches, feasts and rituals

Flour

Bread, pancakes, turnovers to accompany the food for all members of the family 

                                        Bread rolls for the souls     

QUINOA                                                 

Grains
Soup for breakfast, grainy cooked quinoa for segundo in replacement of rice 

        P'esqein56 
Easter

            
    

                

Ch’iwa
(Tender leaves)

Ch'iwajawch'a57 and 
soups

                                    

Chicha To accompany in the different activities like fiambres, lunch, feasts and rituals

Flour Quinoa pudding                 Jallpaña, T'ajolas, palabritas58 
for weddings

        K’ichi, k'ispiñu59 
for All Saints’ Day

    

VEGETABLES Vegetables complement the preparation of all food.

FRUITS FROM THE 
LOWER AMAZON

More consumption when sharing 
fiambre (oranges, tangerine, 

avocado, pinapple and bananas). 
Apples are used in refreshments.

Consumption of orange and tangerine 
gradually decreases.
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The second specific characteristic of food is that it is lived as a 
person that nurtures humans in the same way that it is nurtured 
by them. Kawsay, life in the Quechua of Ayacucho, is another 
name given to agricultural products considered as food. As don 
Dámaso Mendoza Galindo of Quispillacta comments:

Every product is Kawsay, it is our life. If it were not so, 
we would not live. A kawsay is exactly like us, this is the 
reason we call it Kawsay. It is alive (Kawsachakanmiki) 
and we also live with them (paywanmiKawsanchik) 
(Machaca, M. 1996: 118-11960).

In another sense, the Aymara consider life as a weave and food 
its weft (qepa). Qepa is - as Walter Chambi says- “that which 
gives body and form to life”. (Chambi, W. 1999: 161). Thus, food 
is a person equivalent to humans that resides on the very basis 
of life’s web, being Mama kawsay, Mother Life, generator of 
life (Carrillo, P. 1998:14162). If she is Mother Life, life can not be 
restricted to members of the human community but is extensive 
to all that exists. 

A third characteristic is that food is centered in the ayllu, the 
extended family of humans, natural entities and deities. The 
whole family eats. Each member of the ayllu has its own food. 
As don Santos Vilca, from the community of AynachaWatasani, 
Moho, Puno, says:

 The kusa has always been the chuwa of Pachamama. It 
is its good food. It’s always been like this… The llampu 
or untu (animal fat) is strength for the chacra. With it 

the chacra renews its strength… Our Uywiris –nurturing 
deities- look after us, they give us clothes, take out our 
lice, and they, what are they going to be nurtured by, 
how are they to clothe their children? For this reason 
we have to give them food, to help them look after their 
children ( Chambi, N. et al. 1998: 6463).

Food plays a very important role in the regeneration of the ayllu.  
As doñaFilomena Alvarado, from Jocos, Cajamarca, says:

We all eat, the chacra gives us our food for us, the animals, the 
watersprings, the mountains, the deceased. For the mingas 
(mutual help) we cook solid food so that the people in the minga 
eat well and do not tire during work. The food for our mingas are 
shambar, patasca, caldo verde (green stock), chochoca(crushed 
maize) soup, cushal(bean flour) soup, quinoa soup, boiled wheat, 
hot chili potato. 

A fourth characteristic is the sacred quality of the kitchen.  The 
peasant kitchen is a ritual place of protection and affection, 
perhaps the most important place in the peasant household 
because there is the place of the stove, the hearth, the home. 
The hearth is not simply an instrument or means for cooking. 
In the cosmovision of the Aymaras the hearth is a deity; it is the 
qheri awicha. As Paulina Espillino, from the AsociaciónPaqalqu 
explains:

The kitchen is one of the most esteemed places for 
the peasant family because there is placed the most 
important deity, the qheri awicha (the hearth). She is 
considered to be the grandmother who feeds us and is 
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watchful of our acts. In building it, an aytu (ritual offering) 
is placed first. It consists of coca leaves, untu (animal 
fat), sugar asking her for help in cooking the food, and 
that it be beneficial for all members of the family. From 
time to time in gratitude the family give her the auqa 
jinchu (heart auricles) that is her preferred food every 
time a sheep, alpaca or llama is slaughtered (Espillico, 
P. l998: 864).

To the disposition of the pots –that are made and ritually initiated 
before use- of plates, spoons, and kitchenware that have definite 
places, it must be added that the kitchen is also one more place 
of nurturance. There, the guinea pigs participate in the table as 
guests and where the smoke and aroma that the embers of wood, 
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straw or various materials make, are not a perturbing factor but 
rather a stimulus for care of these members of the family. 

If the kitchen is a temple, then eating food is a ceremony, a sort of 
ceremonial invitation, a ritual of regeneration of life celebrating 
the sacred gifts that Mother Earth concedes humans to remind 
them of their vocation for serving others, that the harvest is a 
gift that must be recreated for life to be regenerated. This is the 
fifth characteristic.

A sixth characteristic is that “one is what one eats”. Between food 
eaten and humans the relationship is a conversation in which 
flavors are interpenetrating but also modes of being. Not only 
each qepa must be eaten in the corresponding moment because 
there is food that –like some music that must only be played in 
certain circumstances- must be eaten in certain occasions, but 
the attributes of some food become the attributes of the one who 
ingests it. Thus there is food that eaten by children can provoke 
behaviors that are not desirable for the family or the community, 
as there is food for gestating women and also food for after 
childbirth to strengthen the mother and the wawa(baby). Food 
is intimately associated to the life cycle of people.

In some ceremonies, the guests are offered certain portions of the 
cooked to provoke in them attitudes desired by the community. 
As Walter Chambi reports:

Before going to the town council to get married, the main 
godfather (or witness) has a soup prepared with the head 
of the sheep (caldo de cordero) to be consumed by the 
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bride and groom, the godparents and the parents of the 
bride and groom. In this occasion the ears are served to 
the bride and groom, so that they listen to the advice of 
their godparents (witnesses or new parents for the bride 
and groom). The godparents are served the jawbone 
and the tongue to know how to speak, recommend 
and lead their new children (godchildren) and the bride 
and groom’s parents eat the eyeballs so that they can 
see and look after the new family. Similarly, the lunch 
that is prepared for noon to offer to the rest of those 
attending the ceremony, is always f’ata caldo (prepared 
with pealed barley, potato, chuño, green broad beans 
and other ingredients), meaning the regeneration of a 
new life and the multiplication of the family. (Chambi, 
W. ibid: 6).

In Peru, according to the 1994 census, the peasant chacras 
constitute 84.4% (1”474,525) of the total of agricultural units 
(Valcárcel, M, 1997: 14465). It is the majority of the rural 
population with access to 50% of the total agricultural area (50% 
according to the 9466 census), which reveals that in spite of the 
agrarian reform there exists yet in Peru an unequal distribution 
of the land. In spite of this situation the peasant families carry 
out most of the agricultural production. John Earls has indicated 
that 60% of the fresh products that a city like Lima consumes 
(9 million inhabitants) come from the peasant chacras (Earls, 
l998:19. In PRATEC, 1999: 3467) and this is because the peasant 
agricultural units in Peru are five times more productive that 
commercial units, when the arable area of the types of productive 
units are taken into account (Grillo, 1989: 12868). 

However, and disregarding what happens in the countryside, the 
official food policies in Peru promote the growing dependence 
of food on the world market. The more productive lands are 
destined to crops for export when what would be desirable – in 
a country like Peru that counts 40% of its population in extreme 
poverty-  is a policy of food sovereignty on the basis of the small 
peasant agriculture, its cultural understanding of food and its 
own worldview.





92

1. Final Declaration of the World Forum on Food Sovereignty, La 
Habana, Cuba, 7 September 2001.

2. Eduardo Grillo indicated that: “to approach a structural analysis 
of Peruvian agriculture, we distinguish two socioeconomic modes 
of land use corresponding to the peasantry and to capitalist 
production. The two modalities show fundamental differences 
in the social organization of the production process and not 
simply in the size of the production unit. We consider, however, 
that to quantitatively approach the phenomenon, utilizing the 
available data, it suffices to assume that the agricultural units 
with an area smaller than 10 Ha, constitute the universe of 
the peasantry, and that those with a larger area represent the 
units under capitalist management”. In: Grillo, E. Población, 
agricultura y alimentación en el Perú. PRATEC, Lima, 1990:23. 
It is obvious that this distinction hides the heterogeneity of the 
subsector. As Trivelli, Escobal and Revesz argue, it is a highly 
heterogeneous subsector, in which extremes coexist, such as the 
case of a household in Piura [northern coast] whose family head 
is a 36 year old male with higher education without land renting 
10 Ha for rice cultivation, whose income in 2004 amounted to 
US$ 63.156, and a household in Jauja [central highlands] whose 
family head is a 73-year-old woman possessing 1.14 Ha for 
vegetable production with a 2004 income of US$ 430 (Trivelli, 
Carolina; Javier Escobal; Bruno Revesz, “La pequeña agricultura 
comercial: límites y posibilidades para su desarrollo”. In Trivelli, 
C.; J. Escobal; B. Revesz, Pequeña agricultura comercial: dinámica 
y retos en el Perú. CIES; CIPCA; GRADE; IEP. Lima, 2006: 10). 

3. Source: Agricultural Census 1994. Elaborated by the Technical 
Unit of the CCP. In: Torres Lozada, V.  La agricultura peruana en 
los tiempos del TLC. Confederación Campesina del Perú. Working 
paper for the 10th National Congress. Lima, Oct 2004.

4. In: Roncal, N. et al. La pequeña agricultura en el Perú. Un sector 
importante pero históricamente postergado. Grupo Propuesta 
Ciudadana; Oxfam; Agencia Regional para la Inmigración y 
Cooperación, Madrid. Lima, Feb 2011: 15.

5. We are referring to units spread within diverse Andean 
and Upper Amazon regions. Three regions can be roughly 
distinguished in the central Andes of Peru: the northern sierra 
region, where Cajamarca is located, is characterized by higher 
humidity and a gentler topography. The central region, where 
Ayacucho and Huancavelica are placed, shows very variable 
rainfall and an uneven topography, while in the Southern 
altiplano area the topography is flat in parts and hilly elsewhere, 
with the highest altitudes in the country and showing extreme 
climatic variations throughout the year and within a period of 
several years. The Peruvian Andes is characterized as being one 
of the most diverse places in the Americas. Humidity ranges 
from higher in the North compared to the South, and from East 
(more humid in the Upper Amazon) to the West (the Andean 
mountains) whereas the coastal area is desertic. The Western 
watersheds are drier and the Eastern ones are more humid. The 
latter piedmont neigbours the Amazon region, and San Martín 
is located in the so-called Upper Amazon region between the 
Lower Amazon region and the Andean cordillera.
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