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Hidden treasures: Marca Perú (PeruTM) and the recoding of 
neoliberal indigeneity in the Andes
Eric Hirsch

Department of Earth and Environment, Franklin & Marshall College, Lancaster, PA, USA

ABSTRACT
Since 2011, the Peruvian national branding scheme – Marca Perú, or 
‘PeruTM’ – has oriented development projects that cultivate 
a thriving entrepreneurship rooted in ethnoracial difference 
throughout the country. In Andean Peru’s Colca Valley, project 
staff announce these interventions in dramatic public events 
where rural villagers are revealed as newly minted indigenous 
entrepreneurs. This article offers a close reading of three tableaus 
in which neoliberal development projects display their success at 
cultivating inclusive indigenous entrepreneurship: a visit from 
Peru’s tourism minister; an indigenous business pitch competition; 
and a microfinance bank’s traditionally adorned parade float. 
Through public dramas in which rural villagers are exposed as 
newly neoliberal ethnoracial subjects, I argue, development pro-
jects discursively enact their investments as successful, while facil-
itating the state’s abandonment of the region as a salutary hand-off 
of responsibility. However, villagers required to perform in these 
dramas resisted that departure; I argue that their resistance sought 
to entangle neoliberal programs in decidedly non-neoliberal obli-
gations. Villagers worked to resist state ‘forgetting’ by engaging 
a variation on James Scott’s ‘hidden transcripts’ that I call ‘hidden 
enactments,’ or subtle tactical moves including the use of tradi-
tional adornments, abundant gift-giving, and overly enthusiastic 
participation that obligated development project staff to 
reciprocate.
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Introduction

After a long wait behind a slowly moving polychrome cloud of balloons, flags, and 
costumes, a Toyota Hi-Lux pick-up truck, so elaborately decorated in bright local textiles 
that its driver had to stick his head out the window to see the road, took its turn in the 
parade and entered Chivay’s main square. A young woman stood on the truck bed, 
throwing sweets to the crowd, dressed in the traditional outfit of a colorfully embroidered 
vest, blue pollera (Andean skirt) with flower and hummingbird motifs, and the sombrero 
marking the Collagua ethnic group. It was 2017, and Caylloma Province (in the southern 
Peruvian Andes) was celebrating its 192nd anniversary with a parade in the provincial 

CONTACT Eric Hirsch eric.hirsch@fandm.edu Department of Earth and Environment, Franklin & Marshall College, 
Lancaster, PA 17603, USA

LATIN AMERICAN AND CARIBBEAN ETHNIC STUDIES 
2020, VOL. 15, NO. 3, 245–269 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17442222.2020.1798077

© 2020 Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group

http://www.tandfonline.com
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/17442222.2020.1798077&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-08-13


capital, Chivay, in the Colca Valley. Unlike the community groups that rode ahead in the 
procession, this particular float belonged to a microfinance bank.

The bank, Caja Piura, had been active in the region for only four years. Because it 
sought to publicize its work seeding the development of local indigenous entrepreneur-
ship, it could not afford to disappoint the thousands of onlookers that had crowded 
Chivay’s main square. The bank staff’s usually stiff technocratic composure was nowhere 
to be found on this celebration day. Their decorated parade float was the same truck they 
ordinarily used to search out and supervise credit clients. Staff marched in their blue vests 
and carried a banner with the bank’s slogan: ‘CAJA PIURA: WORKING AT YOUR RHYTHM.’ 
They were surrounded by a crowd of actual clients and their children, all of whom were 
wearing deep blue Caja Piura sashes over their finest ponchos, embroidered vests, and 
polleras. The children danced the Wititi, the region’s UNESCO-recognized dance that dates 
back to the Inca era, to the music of a fast brass band blasted from the truck’s speakers 
(Figure 1).

The float spliced generic indices of the sober power of credit with bright symbols of 
a Colca Valley indigeneity that Caja Piura and many other microfinance ventures, devel-
opment projects, and government programs in the region were helping to revalorize as 
an asset for local growth. It was a paradigmatic image of a company engaging the 
national project of multicultural inclusion to accomplish sustainable development. 
Indeed, this float would seem to be exemplary of the apparently neat marriage of 
money and indigeneity, growth and tradition, finance capital and cultural capital that 
has marked state-backed efforts to expand Peru’s frontiers of organic agriculture, wool 
markets, and cultural, eco-, and gastro-tourism into the fertile Colca Valley.1

However, many Colca villagers saw microfinance as exploitative, and small-scale neo-
liberal ‘development with identity’ projects (Radcliffe 2015) to be largely disappointing.2 It 
was not lost on villagers that, despite the bank’s gestures to an inclusive multiculturalism, 
and its promises that culturally-branded entrepreneurship was the answer to economic 
hardship, Caja Piura was ultimately focused on its own bottom line. Villagers were aware 
that extending small amounts of credit to poor and working-class rural subsistence and 

Figure 1. Children accompanying the Caja Piura parade float.
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small-scale cash crop farmers is, ultimately, a profitable business strategy – what Ananya 
Roy calls ‘poverty capital’ (2010) – even when those microenterprises seeded by its credit 
fail. Why, then, did villagers join the march? Why give of themselves in this way? Why did 
they endorse Caja Piura’s parade float with their enthusiastic presence? Why adorn a truck 
usually reserved for rural financial surveillance with their decorations, their clothing, and 
their indigenous-identified bodies?

I suggest in this article that the decorated truck, marching staff, traditionally dressed 
clients, and joyously dancing children assemble a picture of the complex relationships 
that the apparent local acquiescence to neoliberal multiculturalism extends in Andean 
development work. The Caja Piura parade float exemplifies Colca Valley development 
during the 2010s. It also indexes Latin American neoliberal multiculturalism more broadly. 
But it does so for reasons far more subtle than the float’s colorfully dressed indigenous- 
identifying credit clients might immediately indicate. This article elaborates three argu-
ments pertaining to (1) neoliberal multiculturalism in the conjunctural context of Peru’s 
national branding scheme, (2) the openings villagers exploit to subvert the terms of that 
neoliberal multiculturalism, and (3) the specific tactics they use.

First, public settings like the Chivay anniversary parade are essential to the project of 
multicultural neoliberal development as it specifically plays out in Peru. Peru has spent the 
last decade advertising itself to the world’s tourists and investors as Marca Perú (or 
‘PeruTM’; García 2013), an ideal place to travel and do business owing to the profound 
cultural diversity, mineral resources, pro-market lean, and environmental beauty that 
make Peru the ‘Empire of Hidden Treasures,’ as the brand slogan advertised in the 
2010s (Silverman 2015). Development and corporate staff downscaled the national 
brand in Colca by framing a commodified indigenous selfhood that villagers could 
cultivate through entrepreneurship. This promised villagers that they could prosper by 
marketing some aspect of themselves. In order to enact, sustain, and extend the brand, 
development agents publicized the products, practices, and images it advertises by 
engaging villagers in particular scripts. This brand-based iteration of neoliberal multi-
culturalism also resonates beyond Peru’s borders. Scholars of Latin American neoliberal 
multiculturalisms have examined the emergence of the ‘indio permitido’ (Hale 2004) in 
state and private efforts to extend market entrepreneurship in various contexts.3 

However, they have devoted less attention to the dramas of revelation that publicly 
enact neoliberal multiculturalist projects as successful: moments that expose the frontiers 
of Peru’s ‘hidden treasures.’

My first argument, then, is that a neoliberal multiculturalism rooted in Peru’s national 
brand is discursively enacted and reproduced through public dramas of exposure. In 
elaborately choreographed dramas, state development projects and private businesses 
reveal Andean indigenous communities as, surprisingly, thriving. Indigeneity is made to 
‘come out of the closet’ as a source of wealth, when Andeans have long seen it as the 
embodiment of poverty.4

The second reason this scene exemplifies hegemonic neoliberal multicultural projects 
in Peru is that villager participation was tactical. By adorning the pick-up truck with their 
presence, villager credit clients supported the bank by legitimating it as a positive com-
munity institution before the province’s largest public audience. This, I propose, was not 
to demonstrate their buy-in to a sensational display of seamless neoliberal multicultural-
ism. Rather, it was a move intended to initiate a chain of obligation with the bank, 
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compelling the bank to support villagers in the future through actions ranging from 
festival sponsorship to flexibility with loan repayment deadlines and by supporting client 
family members with low-rate credit deals. This move demonstrates a variation on James 
Scott’s ‘hidden transcripts’ (1990) visible across marginalized Andean villages that I call 
hidden enactments, in which neoliberal state officials, development projects, and corpora-
tions are drawn into decidedly non-neoliberal obligations through gifts of abundant food, 
objects, and volunteered effort.

Villagers see ‘coming out’ as cultural entrepreneurs to be an ongoing relational project. 
My second argument, then, is that villagers required to perform in the dramas that 
unveiled a thriving neoliberal multiculturalism did so in a way that maximally resisted 
state abandonment. They tactically coded their performances to force authorities into 
entanglements characterized by reciprocal obligation. Thus, sites of exposure like the 
parade float do not instantiate the easy declaration of a ‘defanged’ marketable difference, 
as neoliberal multiculturalism would have it (Burman 2014, 253). Rather, they offered 
openings for villagers to tactically encode a ‘hidden’ reciprocity in which project staff were 
obligated to provide resources to villagers indefinitely. This tactic exploits what Viviana 
Zelizer has called ‘circuits within capitalism’ (Zelizer 2011, 313), or flows of multiple forms 
of value between people or institutions involved in monetary exchange. In those circuits, 
it is not just monetary value, but varied interpersonal values like trust and legitimacy, that 
can circulate within capitalism. I suggest that villagers subject to neoliberal multicultur-
alism worked to engineer those circuits, to mixed success.

In the three dramas of exposure I examine in this article, I show how locals slyly 
obligated authorities to commit to their wellbeing. I ask, specifically, how Colca villagers 
counter-choreographed their own roles in the dramas that enacted neoliberal multi-
culturalism under the broad framework of Marca Perú, despite the fact that those dramas 
were relentlessly micro-orchestrated by the state and private projects that required them 
for their legitimacy. My third argument is that villagers enacted entanglements between 
their communities and development agents through a gesture I call tactical dressing. 
Tactical dressing is the conspicuous use of adornments, of oneself, others, or inanimate 
objects, alongside the transfer of highly visible gifts, in a way that exploits the opportunity 
of a public gathering to initiate new obligations. Dressing selves and others in ways that 
exaggerate indigenous abundance engages a counter-public coding of the argument that 
a minimally present neoliberal sponsor that disappears after making its investment is an 
unacceptable form of state-sanctioned development. This move also suggests that ges-
tures to a shallow ‘inclusion’ are insufficient without ongoing ties between villagers, on 
one hand, and hegemonic state and civil society projects, on the other.

Distinct from other subtle codings of resistance (Scott 1990) and refusal (Simpson 
2014), tactical dressing reconfigures the terms of an apparent acquiescence. The perfor-
mative transformation enacted in covering one’s body or in adorning other people or 
objects with clothing items, textiles, wearable gifts, and other indices of Colca indigeneity 
symbolizes that a chain of mutual obligation has been set into motion. This act of 
‘showing while withholding’ aspects of difference (Graham and Penny 2014, 12) serves 
villagers’ goal of continued support.

An ethnography of coded performance, this article analyzes the dramas in which 
authorities deploy the exposure of indigeneity to transform ethnoracially marked citizens 
from non-entrepreneurial and disparaged to entrepreneurial and validated. In doing so, 
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I extend the theoretical insights of recent research on Latin American multiculturalisms 
(García 2005; Hale 2004; Jackson 2019; Rahier 2019), subaltern power in the face of 
hegemony (Roseberry 1994; Scott 1990), and feminist entextualizations of capitalist 
exchange (Zelizer 2011), especially in the Andes (De la Cadena 1995; Walsh-Dilley 2017). 
I proceed by situating Colca within regional neoliberal multiculturalisms. Then, I closely 
read three tableaus of neoliberal frontier exposure: a visit by Peru’s Minister of Tourism 
and Foreign Trade, a development contest hosted by Peru’s Ministry of Agriculture and 
Irrigation, and the Chivay anniversary parade. These dramas unfolded during fieldwork 
between 2013 and 2019. I engaged in participant-observation as a silent audience 
member. I supplement my analysis of each tableau with additional interviews and 
ethnographic data that revealed a widespread local interest in expanded state presence 
in Colca.

Neoliberal multiculturalism in Latin America and Peru’s ‘Empire of Hidden 
Treasures’

In her introduction to the 2008 special issue of Latin American and Caribbean Ethnic 
Studies on ‘Indigenous Encounters in Contemporary Peru,’ María Elena García points out 
that ‘To encounter indigeneity . . . is not to simply describe it “as it really is,” but rather to 
explore how difference is produced culturally and politically in a variety of social fields 
that involve a wide range of actors’ (García 2008, 217). Over a decade later, this present 
contribution to another special issue heeds García’s still-relevant advice to inspect the 
social fields and power relations that produce and perpetuate specific lines of ethnoracial 
difference. I do this here by asking how development’s dramas make Colca Valley 
indigeneity public. This first means understanding the place of these dramas within 
local and regional multiculturalisms, and then requires asking how villagers engaged 
the processes of public self-identification as indigenous entrepreneurs in their tactical 
work to engage neoliberal multiculturalist development for their own aims.

Scholars have widely attended to Latin American multiculturalisms, especially since the 
wave of multicultural reforms and expansion of rights for indigenous groups that were 
inextricable with the neoliberal turn of the 1980s and 1990s (Hale 2004; Jackson 2019; 
Kaltmeier, Raab, and Thies 2012; Van Cott 2000). As these scholars describe, multicultur-
alism calls for the slotting of cultural identities into fixed, manageable, and governable 
categories. Hale describes one such category as the ‘indio permitido’ or ‘authorized Indian’ 
in his analysis of indigenous cultural rights in Guatemala. The indio permitido and multi-
culturalism’s other authorized slots for difference are mobilized in a range of governance 
sites, from efforts to extend constitutional rights (Rahier 2019) to civil society-driven 
ethno-development (Andolina, Laurie, and Radcliffe 2009; García 2013) to public events 
where culture is put on display as an element of neoliberal statecraft (De la Cadena 2000; 
DeHart 2010; Yúdice 2003).

Multiculturalism, in these scholars’ analysis, establishes a sanitized difference that is 
celebrated through weak protections such as semi-official language recognition and 
limited territorial autonomy. This is extended only as long as those ‘Others’ marked for 
cultural rights are not subversive of or repugnant to the dominant neoliberal, settler, or 
criollo order (Burman 2014; see also Povinelli 1999). They must be disciplined exemplars of 
‘good ethnicity’ (Hale 2004, 17). As a project of neoliberalism, multiculturalism ‘forms part 
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of an emergent mode of governance in the region’ whose ostensibly egalitarian reforms 
‘reconstitute racial hierarchies in more entrenched forms’ (2004, 16). Hale goes on to 
argue that ‘the core of neoliberalism’s cultural project is not radical individualism, but the 
creation of subjects who govern themselves in accordance with the logic of globalized 
capitalism’ (17). Neoliberal multiculturalism thus ‘constructs bounded, discontinuous 
cultural groups, each with distinct rights, that are discouraged from mutual interaction’ 
(20). States build up multiculturalist frameworks through donor-oriented policies that 
recognize, govern, regulate, and confer cultural rights and material benefits to diverse 
populations according to a set of essentialized identity categories.

Trustees and practitioners of multiculturalism claim power less through repression 
than through dispensation, invitation, and inclusion (Hale 2004). They offer new public 
stages for minority participation and for disputes within, but not of, the state’s prescribed 
categories (Li 2009). This market-oriented framing for how to value culture means 
reinforcing existent power structures, intensifying marginalization, and leaving the ‘colo-
niality of power’ (Quijano 2000) unperturbed.

Multiculturalism is thus an effort to embrace difference without structural transforma-
tion. Rather than generalize about neoliberal multiculturalism’s ‘negative or positive 
effects,’ Postero argues for a focus on the specific ways that people encounter and 
experience it as a globalized discourse that is locally contingent (Postero 2007, 17). As 
an example of this focus, Jackson shows how indigenous and Afro-Colombian commu-
nities strategically engaged multiculturalism discourses in Colombia to address ‘demands 
for differential recognition’ (2019, 13). Although it did not afford a revolutionary structural 
transformation, Jackson notes how indigenous groups mobilized multiculturalism for 
their own ends, securing land rights and cultural autonomy on some 30% of the national 
territory despite representing a mere 4% of Colombia’s population.

Scholars have also demonstrated multiculturalism’s much more widespread tendency 
to augment marginalization (García 2005, 2013; Lara-Largo 2019; Rahier 2019). Carmen 
Martinez Novo and Shaylih Muehlmann, for example, observe the harms of neoliberal 
multiculturalism in northern Mexico as it frames hegemonic understandings of indigene-
ity as traditional, environmentalist, and subsistence-driven. For migrant Mixtec commu-
nities, Martinez shows, this meant an erosion of labor rights for low-wage agricultural 
work, where stereotypical associations with subsistence labor justified paying Mixtec 
workers significantly less (Martinez Novo 2005). Muehlmann describes how the Mexican 
state’s creation of a biosphere reserve, and its stereotypes of indigenous communities as 
‘ecologically noble savages,’ meant that the marginalized Cucapá community lost fishing 
rights because their motorboats and nets did not conform to expectations of indigenous 
sustainability (Muehlmann 2009).

As Hale writes, neoliberal multiculturalism combines a policy emphasis on privatiza-
tion, deregulation, and political decentralization with a constitutionally or legally man-
dated recognition of cultural rights that, ‘when carefully delimited, not only pose little 
challenge to the forward march of the neoliberal project but also induce the bearers of 
these rights to join in the march’ (Hale 2005, 13). Beyond constitutions, laws, and on-paper 
policies, one of the most important ways governments and civil society institutions have 
extended the recognition of ethnoracial difference in Latin America has been through 
development projects, which allows them to incorporate multiculturalism into specific 
visions of national growth (Andolina, Laurie, and Radcliffe 2009; García 2005). This 
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approach has bred diverse projects to help communities commodify their ethnoracial self- 
representations (DeHart 2010; Greene 2009). I extend this work to the context of Peruvian 
development with a particular interest in investigating how Andean villagers attempted 
to make multiculturalism useful for themselves by appropriating its appropriations.

How has multiculturalism specifically worked in Peru? Jean Muteba Rahier suggests 
that Peru has been more distant than its neighbors from Latin America’s recent multi-
culturalist constitutionalism (2019). One of the factors that explains this, according to 
Deborah Poole (2016), is a broad public suspicion of claims to ethnoracial difference 
rooted in the historical discourse of mestizaje that neoliberal governance has appro-
priated. Peru’s apparent absence of nation-wide decolonial movements, and its fragmen-
ted dispersion of economic and cultural rights between the Amazon (Greene 2006, 2009), 
the coast (Viatori and Bombiella 2019), and the Andes (García 2005), means a more diffuse 
state-based multiculturalism (Callirgos 2018). This weaker ‘ethnonormative regime,’ 
Callirgos argues, renders Peru’s multicultural differences open to definition and appro-
priation by state development projects, NGOs, corporations, and elites. Occasionally, this 
openness is useful to communities in sites of struggle; in her research in Cajamarca, 
Fabiana Li has demonstrated how invocations of uniquely indigenous relationships with 
the non-human landscape have become a powerful means of slowing Peru’s expanding 
extractivist economy (2015). However, Mary Weismantel (2001) and Marisol De la Cadena 
(2000) also show how intersecting ethnoracial, spatial, and gender distinctions serve 
projects of urban eliteness and wealth accumulation in Peru. Thus, one outgrowth of 
Peru’s multiculturalism has been the top-down framing of indigenous identity as 
a pathway to economic opportunity that its association with pre-colonial traditions, 
ancient monuments, and eco-tourism and gastronomy affords. Liberating rural residents 
from the supposed shackles of subsistence agriculture and dependence on the govern-
ment has been development’s goal in much of the Peruvian Andes.

Peru’s 2011 unveiling of a new national brand campaign set the tone for its current 
framing of neoliberal multiculturalism. Called Marca Perú, or PeruTM, the scheme pre-
sented a freshly neoliberalized Peru to the world as an exciting new product. It was 
organized by PromPerú, Peru’s national tourism agency run out of the Ministry of Tourism 
and Foreign Trade, which contracted the high-end global advertising agency McCann- 
Erickson (Silverman 2015). As Peru’s late-twentieth-century internal armed conflict ended, 
the 1990s saw a period of dramatic deregulation, with privatized mining, fisheries, and 
tourism becoming Peru’s principal growth industries.5 The brand helped to build on this 
growth in the 2010s, solidifying Peru’s place within the ‘international division of cultural 
labor’ (Miller 2016) by seeking ‘to promote Perú as a stable country with unlimited 
economic investment opportunities equal to its unlimited touristic interest’ (Silverman 
2015, 140). A tag line for the 2011 brand release was ‘Porque el Perú está de moda’ 
(‘Because Peru is in fashion’) (Alvarez Astacio 2015, 2). In the Colca Valley, the local version 
of the tag line publicized the region’s own aspirational trendiness: ‘Colca está de moda.’ An 
updated slogan in 2014 described Peru as the ‘Empire of Hidden Treasures’ (Silverman 
2015). The brand positioned a newly thriving, revitalized indigeneity as among the 
abundant riches that can be found and celebrated in Peru, from food (García 2013) to 
culture (Babb 2018) to mineral wealth (PromPerú 2019). By ‘script[ing] the country as 
a carefully produced, managed, and marketed product, a brand,’ (Silverman 2015, 132), 
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Marca Perú renders indigeneity a perpetual performance of entrepreneurial potential that 
appeals to outsiders seeking a taste of the exotic.

Perhaps more than other regions of Peru, the Andes have been readily available to 
a development discourse rooted in indigenous self-commodification. The region’s asso-
ciation with the Inca past and its contemporary importance for Peru’s booming tourism 
sector (Greene 2006), one of its largest industries, allows Andean development programs 
to discipline villagers to plumb their own cultural depths for new sources of income, 
whether that means live-in tourism business or certifying local quinoa as organic for 
export. That disciplining is particularly pronounced in development projects in the Colca 
Valley, a marginalized region where leaders see tourism and cultural difference as promis-
ing sources of growth. Amazonian development projects have focused on land titling, 
intellectual property, and eco-tourism (Greene 2009); development discourses on the 
coast cast working-class fishers as entrepreneurial ecosystem caretakers (Viatori and 
Bombiella 2019). In contrast, Colca has emerged as one of Peru’s Andean frontiers of 
a spectacular identity revalorization, where affiliation with the region’s historic Collagua 
or Cabana ethnic groups has emerged as a newly promising resource.

Geographically and culturally, the Colca Valley has long been autonomous from Peru’s 
urban-centered public life. The region consists of nineteen closely networked villages 
located a four-hour bus ride away from Arequipa, Peru’s second most populous city. Since 
I began working there in 2008, I noticed that villagers would regularly urge their local 
governments to secure more state services that would enhance economic opportunity. 
Outsiders for decades have described the region’s chronic need for ‘market penetration’ 
(Benavides 1983), a term constantly redeployed to suggest that national circuits of 
commerce failed to reach Colca, despite the fact that its villagers have long engaged in 
vibrant trade networks with communities throughout southern Peru. Colca’s villagers are 
also subjects of the perennial quest to resolve Peru’s apparent ‘Indian problem,’ or the 
need to extend the full benefits of ‘citizenship to the country’s indigenous majority’ (Love 
2017, 121–22). Under multiculturalism, this means transforming the ‘problematic Indian’ 
into the ‘permitted Indian,’ and ‘bad ethnicity’ (poor, radical, or anti-market) into ‘good 
ethnicity’ (market-friendly) (Hale 2004). The multi-institutional development focus on 
economic inclusion framed by Marca Perú continues that quest; regional microfinance 
professionals and other villagers repeatedly described Colca to me as one of Peru’s ‘last 
corners’6 or ‘forgotten pueblos.’7

However, national integration in the 2010s has not meant a complete ‘remembering’ of 
those pueblos. Ben Orlove identifies the ‘particular idiom’ of the forgotten pueblo (2002, 
30) as widespread in highland Peruvian understandings of development. Songs and 
discourse coming out of Peru suggest ‘that one can choose to forget, that one can forget 
on purpose’ (26). Yet Peruvian neoliberal multiculturalism transforms ‘forgetting’ into 
a salutary move, a necessary abandonment meant to eliminate the supposedly rampant 
tendencies of government dependence and ‘asistencialismo,’ or chronic aid-seeking. 
According to many staff I interviewed, investments of seed capital and capacity building 
were deemed sufficient to spur an entrepreneurial venture and allow the project to vanish 
as participants themselves took on the work of self-development.8

That ‘forgetting’ is what villager participants resisted in public displays of neoliberal 
development success. Villagers’ tactics were gestures of rural self-advocacy in a network 
of rural communities that did not have a strong indigenous movement – although, as 
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María Elena García has written, indigenous agency has taken many diverse forms in Peru 
(2005). Shane Greene shows that rural communities in the Peruvian Amazon, far from 
passive recipients of multiculturalist inclusion, have worked to ‘customize indigeneity,’ 
which he defines as ‘a structural process of constrained creativity’ that render the 
transnational policies shaping Peruvian indigeneity locally intelligible and useful (2009, 
17). Here, Greene engages anthropology’s ongoing debate over structure and agency, 
suggesting that marginalized indigenous communities are constrained by broad power 
structures, but are also frequently able to discern how those structures can be reshaped.

On the stages where state-sanctioned programs reveal indigeneity to be 
a development asset, an analogous ‘constrained creativity’ emerges as a tactic similar to 
Scott’s ‘hidden transcripts,’ or messages that are ‘typically expressed openly – albeit in 
disguised form’ (1990, xiii). Having to dress, behave, and perform in a way prescribed by 
development authorities exemplifies the dynamic through which Roseberry describes 
contestations against hegemony: they are conveyed with expressive idioms ‘shaped by 
the process of domination itself’ (1994, 360–61). The dominant authority configures the 
‘common material and meaningful framework’ of that contestation (361). In Colca’s micro- 
managed dramas of exposure, that contestation work is channeled through the creative 
engagement of obligation and reciprocity.

Feminist theories of capitalism help us connect theories on resistance and agency to 
Colca’s ‘customized’ practices of tactical demand-making or ‘hidden enactments’ within 
Peru’s neoliberal multiculturalism. Zelizer (2011) argues that capitalist markets are not 
exclusively rational nor evacuated of all human intimacy and affect, but actually filled with 
opportunities for establishing solidarity. This resonates closely with exchange practices in 
the rural Andes. Zelizer identifies the capacity of particular exchanges to forge circuits in 
which items of market value and interpersonal ties flow together, both within and across 
social groups. The fact that even capitalist exchanges can be thick with social meaning 
suggests that expanding markets do not mean capitalism’s complete overpowering of 
other value forms or local practices of exchange and entanglement, however much 
development staff might like that to be the case.

In Colca, villagers appropriated staff demands into their own circuits of commerce, 
expanding local norms of mutual exchange to accommodate those development work-
ers. These circuits integrated goodwill, intimacy, trust, gift-giving, and obligated reci-
procal exchange. Crucially, they were ongoing and open-ended, following a model of 
reciprocity elaborated before the advent of cash in the Colca Valley. Walsh-Dilley shows 
how labor reciprocity (or ayni) in the Andes, far from being an essentialized artifact of 
exoticized pre-capitalist indigeneity, is a contemporary set of practices that accommo-
date ‘shifting livelihood forms that are increasingly mediated through market exchange 
and migration’ (2017, 516). Reciprocity accommodates capitalism, she argues. Orlove 
shows how this occurs across lines of power, describing a tactical motif repeated in 
many remote Andean villages: the conspicuous over-feeding of visiting officials. He 
suggests that ‘villagers were seeking to create a debt that would need to be repaid, 
using food, the currency at their disposal’ (2002, 30). If forgetting is an active choice, as 
Orlove argues, villagers can pressure visitors to remember. I take this move seriously as 
a tactic in the distinct context of development’s dramas. These dramas demonstrate 
that enacting state, civil society, and corporate indebtedness enlists agents of neoliber-
alism in ongoing contact. Overabundant feeding, overwhelming gift-giving, enthusiastic 
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accompaniment: these publicly code an effort to wrest maximal support out of projects 
on the verge of closing.

Sibayo: the minister’s visit

On 1 August 2014, Magali Silva Velarde Alvarez, Minister of Foreign Trade and Tourism 
under the administration of then-president Ollanta Humala (2011–2016), visited Sibayo, 
a small highland village with a population of about 800 (Mamani Picha 2012). Silva was 
there to celebrate the village’s success as an exemplar of neoliberal multiculturalism. 
Sibayo won one of five awards in a 2012 national competition called De mi tierra, un 
producto (From my land, a product), a ministry initiative in which investments were 
awarded to five rural communities throughout Peru to help them develop tourism 
infrastructure and give them tools to articulate with broader markets. The competition 
chose villages able to market banner products that would brand the community as 
indigenous, ecologically sustainable, and attractive to tourists. Central to this visit was 
a speech from the minister, followed by a moment in which Sibayo’s leaders over-
whelmed her with gifts and clothing (Figure 2), a gesture of tactical dressing that I read 
as a hidden enactment of the state’s obligation to continue its support for Sibayo.

Scott cautions that accessing hidden transcripts is, by design, methodologically diffi-
cult (1990). No Sibayo resident I interviewed explicitly told me why they showered Silva 
with gifts. My interpretation here emerges out of a close reading of her visit. It is 
supported by the frequent testimonies I heard from residents throughout Colca expres-
sing the need for increased state aid, which I consider ‘authoritative exegetical guidance’ 
(Greenhouse 2005, 363).

The central event in the minister’s visit was her speech to the community. Standing in 
Sibayo’s plaza de armas before its restored Franciscan church, Silva affirmed the ministry 

Figure 2. Overwhelming Peru’s Minister of Tourism and Foreign Trade with gifts.
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project as a successful effort to uncover Sibayo’s previously hidden wealth, exposing it to new 
opportunities for entrepreneurial growth and extending the reach of the national brand:

De mi tierra, un producto has this characteristic: to see what’s here, this archeological wealth, 
that marvelous church that I see there, this plaza de armas, this characteristic of building 
those little stone houses, and, most importantly, that you have recognized that value and 
have known to maintain it intact . . . De mi tierra, un producto, all we really do is connect the 
magic of the people, of wise people like yourselves, who have known how to maintain 
agricultural techniques, textile techniques that went into the marvelous embroidery that 
you proudly present us . . . President Humala charged me to tell you that by the end of this 
government, in the tourism sector alone, we will have invested 5 million soles [around 
$1.7 million USD in 2014] in this community. So, we will continue advancing, but we need 
you. This morning we have come to celebrate this new touristic product, and to commit 
myself to you and to tell you that from today onward, Sibayo is part of our campaign 
‘ytuqueplanes.com’ (‘and you, what are you planning?.com’).9

This speech exemplified neoliberal multiculturalism under the framework of Marca Perú. 
With her address, Silva accomplished several of its objectives at once. The combination of 
her words and her status enacted the ministry project, and the broader framework of 
Peruvian neoliberal multiculturalism it represented, as successful. As with many develop-
ment programs documented in Peru and throughout Latin America,10 the project was an 
effort to seed microenterprises that would deploy indigeneity as a marketable, self- 
consciously commodified ‘product.’ Silva legitimated the tangible results of her ministry’s 
investment: a restored built environment; the ability to produce commodities like the 
embroidered textiles and organic quinoa the minister would subsequently see up close 
on her walking tour of the village; and a community of ‘wise people’ who could utilize the 
investment according to the state’s terms.

Silva also performatively granted Sibayo membership in ‘ytúqueplanes.com,’ a state- 
sponsored travel-planning webpage connected to Marca Perú, extending one of the 
brand’s material benefits by conferring its considerable publicity resources. She framed 
development as largely a means of activating assets that already existed. Her mission was 
not to create new infrastructure or to provide new services, but merely ‘to see what’s here’ 
and to ‘connect the magic of the people’ who have kept architecture, knowledge, and 
traditions apparently ‘intact.’ Here, Silva represented a frontier of Andean capitalism as 
a site of timeless traditional culture that needed nothing more than a small monetary 
push.

Silva’s bright, optimistic speech went on to describe Sibayo as a previously ‘forgotten 
village’ now open for business, emphasizing the importance of ‘connectivity’ with broader 
national and international economies, and overlooking the long history of trade connec-
tivity between Colca villages and other regions of Peru. On a recent trip to China, Silva 
said, she learned of high global demand for quinoa: ‘we have the demand, just not the 
supply.’ Her trip to Sibayo was meant to expose Peru’s interior to global trade. Lastly, Silva 
set the stage for future abandonment: she announced the impressive short-term state 
investment as a hand-off, and enlisted villagers as those responsible for transforming that 
investment into sustained growth.

The state official visit in Colca was once about cutting ribbons for new infrastructure 
projects (obras), publicizing the benefit an official was able to bring to the community. 
This Sibayo visit demonstrates that such traditions have changed. Grand displays of state 
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largesse are on the wane across the Andes (Vincent 2018). Instead, Silva’s speech com-
municated to Sibayo’s residents that they are the new development infrastructure for 
which one might cut a ribbon.

The project provided a means of downscaling Marca Perú into rural communities. 
Sibayo’s own brand was Sibayo: Rumillacta (Quechua for ‘Stone Village’). Its former mayor, 
Raúl Mamani Picha, whose political campaign was the only one in the region to feature 
a stump speech in Quechua, argued in a 2012 PowerPoint presentation that ‘Sibayo, in the 
Colca Valley, is the village that best conserves its image as a traditional pueblo, and has 
known how to grow while respecting its history’ (Mamani Picha 2012). Mamani’s years of 
effort to make the case that Sibayo is deserving of state support exemplify how, in Hale’s 
words, ‘the indio permitido has passed the test of modernity, substituted “protest” with 
“proposal,” and learned to be both authentic and fully conversant with the dominant 
milieu’ (2004, 19). By marketing villages like Sibayo as themselves desirable products – 
note the slippage in the phrase ‘from my land, a product’ between land-based products 
and land-as-product – the ministry exposed a world of customers to new sites of 
commerce, new products to consume, and new feelings to experience. Sibayo was, 
Silva declared, a ‘model destination for community-based experiential tourism.’

Communities had to compete for ministry initiative support by making the case that 
they were home to potential entrepreneurial competitiveness but faced existing chal-
lenges of poverty and remoteness from Peruvian commerce. Doing so meant negotiating 
the double binds of multiculturalism visible in Peru and other national contexts, where 
otherness is only valid if it is non-threatening, appealing, and ‘authentic,’ in sites where 
identity-based development projects have denied long histories of colonial and state 
programs to aggressively extirpate all signs of indigeneity (García 2005; Povinelli 1999). 
Sibayo met that difficult standard in the ministry’s eyes. One report from 2009 put Sibayo 
at an extreme poverty level of 22.8% and a total poverty level of 61.5% (MEF 2019). In 
2010, a village ordinance went into effect mandating that all homes and buildings 
surrounding the plaza had to be retrofitted according to Sibayo’s traditional style of 
adobe and stone structures topped by a thatched roof. The De mi tierra project aided in 
refurbishing the plaza and public buildings in that retrofitted style between 2012 and 
2014. According to Mamani, the investment proved that developing a marketable culture 
should be the priority of all villagers: culture, he told me, ‘is the main asset that we need to 
be working on.’11

Silva’s speech marked the moment when the state’s neoliberal multiculturalism, 
mediated by a brand that promoted an ‘Empire of Hidden Treasures,’ was enacted as 
successful by declaring a retrofitted, revalorized Sibayo open for business as the 
Rumillacta. Villagers exploited this drama of exposure. Throughout the day, they found 
ways to subvert the neoliberal hand-off of responsibility. They tactically marked Silva’s 
visit by heavy-handedly intervening in her sensory experience of the village. Orlove’s 
description of villagers overfeeding state officials resonates here: they overwhelmed Silva 
with gifts, sounds, and sights that indexed a village that was thriving specifically because of 
her help. Gifts were devices to force Silva – and the state for which she stood – not to 
forget Sibayo. One speaker after another reminded her, and the state she embodied, not 
to forget. They beseeched her to tell Peru’s president of Sibayo’s success.

If Sibayo leaders’ public transcript was to express thanks to the government for its 
support, their simultaneous hidden enactment was to obligate the state to continue that 
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support. Sibayo’s villagers accomplished this by tactically dressing the minister. The 
mayor and several of Sibayo’s leaders followed Silva’s speech with their own short 
speeches. As they publicly obligated Silva not to forget Sibayo, they weighed her down 
with gifts, local ‘treasures’ emblematic of Sibayo’s brand (Figure 2). They soon had the 
minister wearing the large heart-shaped loaf of bread usually worn by festival sponsors, 
a necklace of dried corn cobs, and a straw sombrero in the Collagua style: flat, mono-
chrome, with a sash around the crown. Raúl Mamani handed her a miniature model stone 
house emblematic of Sibayo’s revalorized architecture. The mayor of the neighboring 
village of Tuti came to present his own gift of a shawl woven from Tuti alpaca fiber, which 
Silva dutifully put on. When she did this, one of Sibayo’s municipal council members said 
to Tuti’s mayor before the minister and the crowd: ‘you should tear down those brick 
houses in Tuti and put up stone houses with roofs made of ichu [straw].’ This was an effort 
to demonstrate to Silva Sibayo’s brand and its new status as a competitive ‘model 
destination’ for tourism.

In wearing items that symbolized Sibayo’s ecological and cultural abundance, the state 
representative endorsed and embodied the village’s prosperity. By the end of the staged 
ceremony, Silva’s red and beige ministry vest was barely visible behind the food items, 
weavings, and symbols placed around her neck. She eventually offloaded her heavy pile 
of gifts to a staffer. She then took her walking tour of Sibayo. A brass band, provided by 
the municipality, followed her, creating a dense tableau of bodies and sound behind her. 
The band was a twelve-piece, all-male, walking ensemble of trumpets, baritones, snare 
drums, and a bass drum. Its sound reminded villagers that a state dignitary was present. 
Brass bands, which were present in all of the dramas I consider in this article, are 
frequently featured in village festivals. They can saturate the senses with their volume 
and rapid rhythms. Their overwhelming sound constituted another hidden enactment: in 
performing a decidedly non-quotidian, celebratory event into being, the band extended 
the hidden local mission to press the state to return.

Penelope Harvey’s ethnography of road construction demonstrates how rural actors 
‘looked for the state to take a more active role in their area’ (2005, 135), and suggests that 
state intervention is widely desirable in the Andes. She found the state official visit to 
open space for tactically advocating for an increased state presence. She describes a 1997 
visit from President Alberto Fujimori to rural Ocongate. There, ‘the president was visibly 
dependent on local people. They fed and entertained him’ and ‘engaged him in talk about 
the problems and deficiencies they experienced in daily life’ (2005, 135). Silva was similarly 
dependent on Sibayo residents not only to feed and guide her, but to legitimate her visit, 
and to recognize her as the embodiment of the state by performing the appropriate awe 
of state power with adequate fanfare.

In and beyond Sibayo, desires for increased state presence were widely shared in Colca, 
where many of my interlocutors identified distance from state services as a daily obstacle. 
Zacarías Ocsa Ocsa, a Chivay resident and tour guide, suggested to me that ‘Peru is in 
Lima.’12 In tactically dressing the minister, Sibayo residents communicated that exposing 
the highland village to a state-sanctioned multiculturalist entrepreneurship was a means 
of expanding the state’s presence in Colca. This hidden enactment coded the claim that 
organizing a generous celebration was a response to the state’s generous investment, and 
should follow the rules of ayni as an exchange with the state that required its own future 
reciprocation (Walsh-Dilley 2017).

LATIN AMERICAN AND CARIBBEAN ETHNIC STUDIES 257



The villagers’ tactical move enacted two local arguments at once. First, this was 
a ‘forgotten’ rural community that thrives when the state intervenes in its economy. 
Second, now that the state has ‘remembered’ this community and has seen it as 
a legitimate site of economic production, the state has an obligation to continue its 
support. Each giver offered their gift to obligate the minister not to forget. Not forgetting, 
as Orlove emphasizes, is an active effort in Peru that, in the case of the state, means 
channeling future development projects to Sibayo. Despite the fact that Silva’s visit was 
meant to enact the unleashing of an independent, capitalist, entrepreneurial indigeneity, 
its many exchanges enacted the opposite: a trajectory of giving.

Characato: Sierra Sur and the Barbie doll

In another plaza de armas, during another public enactment of multiculturalist develop-
ment, sat a Barbie doll. She was dressed in a radiant vest and skirt made of immaculate 
white fabric that was lined with a sequined blue border and dotted with blue Andean 
tarwi (or lupin) flowers. Atop her braided blonde hair sat a straw sombrero with a shiny 
blue sash around its crown. This was the traditional festival outfit for a woman from 
Huanca, a district west of Sibayo historically associated with the Cabana ethnic commu-
nity. Next to the Barbie, identically dressed, sat a woman named Mercedes Mercado 
González (Figure 3).

Mercado was co-president of the Huanca Association of Experiential Tourism 
Entrepreneurs and president of the Huanca Beekeepers Association. She was assembled 
with other Huanca entrepreneurs in a plaza near the city of Arequipa for a development 
competition. Her enthusiastic and entirely voluntary presence marked a crucial moment 
in her fight against the state’s forgetting of Huanca, a district at the southwestern margins 
of the province. This competition was the principal drama that the Sierra Sur (Southern 
Sierra) Development Project engaged to enact its success as a development intervention. 

Figure 3. Mercedes Mercado Gonzáles and Barbie doll at the Sierra Sur competition.
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Sierra Sur was a Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation project to promote the formation of 
villager entrepreneurial associations in agriculture and cultural and eco-tourism. It ran 
from 2011 to 2014 and conferred funds through a co-financing model. Staff and village 
leaders together created community business plans, of which Sierra Sur would fund 80% if 
village associations could fund the final 20%, with investments amounting to about 
100,000 soles (about $38,000USD in 2014). This three-year phase of the project followed 
an earlier six-year run, but this time with a concentrated focus on districts more remote 
from the provincial capital like Huanca that had seen minimal or no exposure to devel-
opment projects. Much like the De mi tierra competition, Sierra Sur represented a state 
effort to extend the frontiers of Marca Perú to ‘forgotten pueblos’ in order to integrate 
them into the national economy.

Competitions were a kind of coming-out ceremony for village entrepreneurial associa-
tions. While the program’s investments were determined in local offices, its public enact-
ments happened through sensationalized competitions in plazas throughout the 
province. Winners took home 7,000 soles (about $2500 in 2014), second place groups 
won 2,000 soles ($700), and those in third place took home 1,000 soles ($400). Prizes were 
relatively small, considering the total investment and the fact that some associations had 
over fifty members. But Sierra Sur staff mandated that all participants had to compete. 
Contests were held at least twice a year. One by one, associations would take the stage to 
present their work within the program. They would then answer questions from a panel of 
local agricultural officials acting as judges. Afterward, each association was required to 
perform a traditional dance unique to its village. They also had to host a booth that 
showed images, maps, and visual displays of thriving entrepreneurship, and to serve food 
items unique to the district in a gastronomy competition.

Sierra Sur leadership emphasized their own restrained role in activating development: 
like the tourism minister, they saw themselves as simple connectors, mere instruments for 
activating cultural assets and publicizing local brands. José Sialer Pasco, Sierra Sur’s 
executive director, described the entrepreneurs his program works with as ‘very proud 
of their culture. Peru is a mega-diverse country but also a mega-cultural one . . . Each little 
pueblo has a different dish, an emblematic dish.’13 The idea of an ‘emblematic’ or ‘typical’ 
dish that each village could use to brand itself exemplifies the centrality of ‘permitted,’ 
market-oriented indigeneity to Sierra Sur’s multiculturalism. Arequipa regional director 
Leni Delgado described the project’s salutary restraint: ‘They have to present their 
proposal, and we are facilitators, we are promotors of development. So that there really 
can be a sustainable development.’14

If Sierra Sur staff’s public transcript identified their role as mere ‘facilitators’ of local 
development, behind the scenes, their work required staff to micro-manage a visibly 
thriving entrepreneurial identity into being. This meant that villagers had to perform 
exactly according to staff wishes in order to legitimate project success. In advance of their 
competitions, staff members visited villages to coach participants in how to perform. The 
staff’s aggressive coaching, stage management, and evaluation would appear to have 
occasioned an intense staff domination over villager participants, as their intricate direc-
tions seemed to govern every aspect of the public presentation. However, micro- 
management actually afforded villagers leverage. It was villagers who ultimately decided 
whether and how the Sierra Sur project would be able to publicly perform development 
success for its donors and state supervisors.
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Each dimension of the competition, from the strength of the presentation, to gender 
parity among presenters, to the ‘authenticity’ of the dress, dance, and typical dish, were 
graded on a meticulous rubric that enforced infinitesimal distinctions between villages. 
These rubrics ensured that contests were at once intensively micro-orchestrated displays 
of entrepreneurial success and choreographed performances of ethnoracial difference. 
They articulated that Andean indigenous entrepreneurs were not simply performing the 
subjectivity of the generic entrepreneur but putting their entire identity up for judgment. 
The rubric reflects the relativist ‘grid of intelligibility’ (Hale 2005) or ethnonormative slots 
of identity difference that multiculturalism mandates in Peru. Project staff used the rubric 
to categorize Caylloma’s rural communities as coherent, bounded, and distinct sites of 
traditions, languages, and practices that are easy to inventory.

The competition in Characato, a district that is part of the city of Arequipa, was Sierra 
Sur’s final drama for all of its southern Andean participants. Here, each province’s local 
winner competed. Huanca had won second place in the previous month’s Caylloma 
competition, so they were invited to travel to Characato and set up a booth. Unlike the 
first-place winners, they were not required to be there, and were no longer subject to the 
program’s evaluation. Mercado and her teammates’ presence was thus entirely voluntary. 
Still, presenting their entrepreneurial advances was costly in money, time, and energy. 
They had to travel from their distant village, dress in traditional outfits, and decorate their 
booth with images showcasing business success and tourism potential. Many had to incur 
the opportunity cost of a day’s labor.

However, their presence was conspicuously enthusiastic. Like many of the public 
transcripts Scott describes, the Huanca team’s performance ‘exaggerate[d] the perfor-
mance of subordination’ (Greenhouse 2005, 358) to Sierra Sur’s framework of multi-
culturalist entrepreneurship. The team objectified and commodified itself following 
Sierra Sur’s intricate rubric. The traditionally dressed Barbie doll centered this enthusiasm 
and investment; creating the doll required the meticulous labor of sewing and embroi-
dering a miniature skirt, vest, and sombrero. Barbie dolls circulate in many rural Andean 
communities (Babb 2018), where living people and their iconic representations as inan-
imate models are often paired in contexts of deliberate cultural showcasing. In the Colca 
village of Yanque, for instance, mannequins dressed in women’s ‘typical’ apparel stand 
lifelessly behind glass cases in the municipal museum just as, right outside, real women 
dress the same way as they go about their day.

The Huanca Barbie is emblematic of multiculturalism, with a celebrated difference 
performed ‘in accordance with the logic of globalized capitalism’ (Hale 2004, 17). The doll 
categorized the Huanca villager as fitting into a discrete multiculturalist slot by embody-
ing a type of ethnoracial identity within the Andes. She positions dress as an index of 
ethnoracial difference: Barbie in dress identified with Huanca’s Cabana roots represents, in 
this drama, a homogenous ethnic subject that exemplifies its ethnicity through traditional 
clothing. Barbie also indicates an effort to market tradition without altering structures of 
uneven development. As in the Ecuadorian projects Radcliffe describes, here, ‘multi-
culturalism did little to challenge, let alone overturn, entrenched colonial hierarchies, as 
it tended to regulate expressions of difference while retaining forms of privilege and 
stigmatization’ (2015, 22).

Sierra Sur’s competitions indexed a genre of public performances that, like the ritual 
dance dramas Zoila Mendoza analyzes, ‘are crucial in defining and redefining distinctions 
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and identities within Andean society’ (1999, 86). The Huanca dance apparel that Barbie 
wears combined colonial-era Cabana motifs and locally developed styles (Feminias 1991). 
Like rural clothing styles throughout the Andes, the long colonial skirt and European vest 
had been deliberately and knowingly reappropriated by Huanca’s villagers as their own 
signs of localized distinction. More important than serving as a mere marker of indigenous 
difference, this uniform marks an ethnic brand that distinguishes the Huanca village from 
other indigenous-marked villages; no residents from any other village would dress this 
way to dance or celebrate. Barbie was a technology of exposure for Huanca’s ‘coming out’ 
as surprisingly vibrant and entrepreneurial, and, thus, worthy of state investment. 
Displaying the doll enacted Huanca’s success at satisfying Sierra Sur’s vision of 
a thriving, independent, Andean indigeneity.

The micro-practices of dressing the doll in Huanca apparel and braiding her hair 
exemplify the constrained creativity that Greene characterizes in his depiction of ‘cus-
tomizing indigeneity’ (2009). Gender and cultural studies scholars have analyzed the 
Barbie doll as a site of material affordances and constraints (Aguiló Perez 2014; Rand 
1994). Mercado’s particular Barbie is a blonde, white-skinned, female-sexed, 11.5-inch- 
tall stage for performing before the state. If constrained materially, Mercado’s creative 
use of the Barbie was also conspicuous. Mercado, here, appropriated the development 
project’s own normative categories by using a globalized toy to accentuate her ethno-
racial uniqueness in a ploy to entangle Sierra Sur staff in an ongoing reciprocal relation-
ship with Huanca.

I argue that the Huanca group’s enthusiastically creative and entrepreneurial presence 
at the competition, where they were not commanded to appear, was a gift to Sierra Sur. 
Their presence rendered the competition even more abundant with local indigenous 
brands and thriving entrepreneurship. It resembled an effort to obligate the state to 
maintain its presence in a ‘forgotten’ community that rarely felt it. The white Barbie was 
a conspicuously creative expression of Huanca’s brand. Sitting in the booth with the 
Barbie, Mercado embodied a gendered entrepreneurial identity, an image of the ‘third-
worldwoman’ (Radcliffe 2015, 19; see also Weismantel 2001), meant to exceed the 
expectations of the Sierra Sur judges by embodying Huanca as a living advertisement 
for its cultural distinctiveness and market potential. When I asked, Mercedes did not 
explicitly detail why she had dressed the Barbie this way, but explained:

Our intention is to bring in live-in cultural tourism. Right, as I have been saying, Huanca, which 
you saw a little bit when you visited, it’s beautiful, it’s really beautiful (hermossissimo), it has so 
much potential, it has livestock, dairy, everything.15

Mercado was explicit in her hope that the project would continue:

At least, they have given us a start . . . I mean, really Sierra Sur has adopted us in every way, as 
much with the young people as with us. We are thrilled with them, so much that we want 
them to continue, no?, for them not to abandon us, right, that’s the idea.16

Here, showing how far Huanca had come and how ready its villagers were to receive 
investment was Mercado’s move to convince Sierra Sur to stay. Like the ‘forgetting’ Orlove 
describes, ‘abandonment’ for Mercado is an action that takes effort. It means the active 
work of deciding to discard a community in need. It is also something that cannot be 
directly emphasized publicly, for fears of accusations of ‘asistencialismo’ (aid- 
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dependence). Sierra Sur’s capacity building amounted to inventorying resources – ‘hid-
den treasures,’ in the language of Marca Perú – that might be appealing to tourists and 
agricultural exporters. Yet the event signified that the project would close whether or not 
Huanca’s residents knew what to do with those resources. Mercado’s performance 
instantiated the argument that this was inadequate.

Mercado would not hear from Sierra Sur again. Their project funding ended several 
months later. In June 2019, I visited Huanca to learn whether Sierra Sur’s abandonment 
five years before was indeed salutary. ‘The town is basically a ghost town,’ Mercado told 
me. Sierra Sur, she elaborated,

helped us a lot. At least to get to know our touristic sites. Because before we lived by our 
animals, our crops, but we did not know that we had these beautiful touristic sites. To begin 
with Sierra Sur meant getting to know all of those sites, right, and I have seen that we have 
great potential to get ahead. It would be a real help if [similar projects] would come from 
other countries, that would help us.17

Huanca’s need for state presence or ongoing aid has been Mercado’s thesis over our six 
years of interviews and correspondence. Engaging Barbie tactically to enact ongoing 
obligations with the state was a failure. Her intent was to obligate the state to support 
Huanca by showing that they conspicuously spoke the language of neoliberal multi-
culturalism; however, even after their enthusiastic conformity, Huanca was ‘forgotten’ by 
the state once again.

Chivay: neoliberal parade floats

The two scenes above each represent the endpoint in a neoliberal narrative, in which 
a state-based project, having seeded its investment in inclusive cultural revitalization, 
publicly enacts its success. An initiative’s public event in a town plaza serves as a means of 
simultaneously justifying and closing the intervention. On both occasions, villagers 
receiving investments resisted not neoliberalism as such, but neoliberal closure, or the 
ostensibly salutary abandonment meant to mark a thriving, autonomous, entrepreneurial 
multiculturalism. Villagers tactically obligated the state to commit to their wellbeing with 
acts meant to engage trajectories of mutual giving and attention. In this section, villagers 
engage similar tactics but with private institutions that seek to build on prior efforts to 
extend an inclusive capitalism as they publicly declare their own success. I return to the 
2017 parade in Chivay, where Caja Piura and other microfinance banks and development 
organizations exhibited their success as investors in ethnoracial difference. Here, I read 
tactically traditional dress and enthusiastic performance as hidden enactments that 
oblige private and civil society institutions to support communities more comprehen-
sively than their advertised services indicate.

The June 2017 parade marked Chivay’s central plaza as a ‘space of appearance’ (Arendt 
1998) before regional leaders and neoliberal authorities. Community group floats con-
verged upon the plaza. Each slowed as they passed the elevated stage where government 
officials sat, including provincial mayor Rómulo Tinta Cáceres, his councilmembers, other 
local leaders, and the Arequipa regional governor, Yamila Osorio. All were dressed in dark 
business suits. Layered upon them were multicolored sashes that displayed the Colca 
tourism logo.
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Caja Piura’s place in the parade was meant to represent it as a civically engaged private 
business whose financial services and support for local aspirations seeded by prior state 
projects could bring wealth to the community. Meanwhile, villagers leveraged their own 
conspicuous enthusiasm in what I propose was an enactment of mutual obligation that 
went beyond credit and loan repayment. Founded in 1982, Caja Piura’s mission is to ‘drive 
innovative financial inclusion to improve quality of life for our customers,’ with a vision 
focused on being a ‘leader in innovative, accessible, and high-quality financial solutions’ 
(Caja Piura 2019a). The bank is based in the city of Piura on Peru’s north coast and has 
offices throughout the country. Its Chivay office opened in 2013, an expansion that 
marked the growing market for microfinance products among Colca’s villagers. On its 
website, the bank pledges to ‘continue to deepen our financial services with the installa-
tion of small offices in remote areas of our country, putting more emphasis on economic 
activities that generate employment in an intensive manner’ (Caja Piura 2019b). Like 
neoliberal development in Colca more broadly, Caja Piura presented its work of incorpor-
ating Peru’s ‘forgotten’ rural frontiers of capital as vital to national integration.

The elaborately decorated truck and the traditionally dressed marchers surrounding it 
displayed a deliberately indigenized microfinance bank promoting a financialized indi-
genous identity. As such, it exemplified neoliberal multiculturalism: its decorations pro-
jected the value of ethnoracial difference through locally styled fabrics, dress, and dances, 
yet these displays still covered a truck used for financial surveillance and did not alter any 
structures of power.

Demonstrating that credit did not, in fact, completely overcome the aid-based 
patronage relationships that neoliberal multiculturalism is designed to end, bank 
staff had to call in a ‘favor’ from clients they could easily cut off or raise rates on 
at any moment in order to maximize their visibility in the parade. The bank’s 
recruitment of the traditionally dressed adult clients and dancing children was 
a branding device communicating that the bank is an investor in the community. 
But the bank, too, was dependent on community acceptance in order for its brand to 
attract local support. Any local social license it could claim was rooted in its ability to 
cultivate ongoing relationships with villagers. Thus, the clients and their children 
dressed in traditional garb were not mere victims of a cynical appropriation. Nor 
were they simply subjects of microfinance ‘coming out’ in public as aspiring indi-
genous entrepreneurs. Instead, their energetic presence allowed them to tactically 
expose a tableau of staff-villager interdependence.

My reading of Caja Piura at the 2017 parade was as a spectator from a distance. But 
other bank staff members and villagers I interviewed during my fieldwork in Peru 
substantiated my suggestion that villagers frequently worked to appropriate neoliberal 
institutions into their own visions of ongoing support and obligation. One bank staff 
member told me, as their float waited for over an hour to enter the Chivay plaza, that they 
were present in the parade to ‘demonstrate our devotion to and appreciation for the 
province.’ Villagers, meanwhile, sought advantageous entanglements with institutions 
that could potentially benefit them, especially given the fact that the autonomous 
entrepreneurship expected of them was so risky. Interactions between development 
agents and their project participants or credit clients I witnessed revealed a villager 
expectation of ‘moral support’ (as one project participant put it to me) and mutual 
dependence, as institutions required local legitimacy while clients required seed capital. 
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With the power to withhold that legitimacy, villagers would enlist neoliberal institutions in 
obligations ranging from legal help to finding potential customers to mediating property 
disputes. In fact, staff at local development NGOs were frequently enlisted as informal 
social workers.

When those expectations for entanglement were not met, villagers would voice their 
protest. As Yanque resident and tourism entrepreneur Melita Castro said in a community 
meeting with the representative of AUTOCOLCA (Autonomous Authority of Colca and 
Annexes, Colca’s regional government-funded tourism marketing agency), ‘We feel used 
each year that passes . . . you abandon us in the middle of the road. We are tired.’ Avoiding 
abandonment was a constant struggle in Colca. For clients to appear with credit-granting 
institutions in the space of appearance constituted by the Chivay parade was to fulfil their 
obligations to neoliberal institutions with the expectation that they would be 
reciprocated.

Caja Piura and a host of other neoliberal authorities that declared their presence in the 
parade were aligned with the broader regional push to brand Colca culture as marketable 
and appealing to tourists and investors. With the slogans ‘Colca is in fashion,’ ‘Colca: the 
legend exists,’ and its recent update, ‘Colca: magical destination,’ authorities situated 
Colca within Peru’s brand as its own site of ‘hidden treasures.’ These institutions mobilized 
the national brand and its local iterations as a behavioral technology, orienting practices 
of entrepreneurship that would bring distant land and recalcitrant subjects into the 
brand’s ambit by retooling their practices, disciplining their capitalist relations (Li 2014), 
and ultimately, thinning out the state.

While the state and the neoliberal authorities that further its mission have 
a disproportionate role in shaping the ‘field of force’ through which contention 
happens (Roseberry 1994, 366), in Colca, authorities do not simply arrive to 
a village and dominate. They must reconcile their goals with local priorities over 
which they do not have complete control. They must, in other words, be legitimated 
in order for their projects to be successful. Caja Piura’s presence in the parade is an 
expression of this interdependence: they must acquiesce to local forms of ritualized 
recognition, wealth redistribution, and public presence. Staff felt the need to march 
because villagers put them in such a position that it would be financially and socially 
costly not to do so. Villagers exploited a drama of exposure to expand the parsimo-
nious circuits of neoliberal development by forcing its practitioners to affectively 
invest in them by attending an annual community ritual. If neoliberal institutions 
viewed thriving multiculturalism as a dynamic in which entrepreneurial development 
organically occurs, clients and citizens pushed back, arguing that growth is not 
automatically unleashed but a result of ongoing shared labor.

Conclusion: legitimating neoliberal authority for non-neoliberal ends

The choreographed and ritualized public events through which neoliberal multicultural 
projects are legitimated present a porous ‘dramaturgy of power’ (Scott 1990, 50) that 
opens spaces for contestation, creativity, and ‘customization’ (Greene 2009). In the Colca 
Valley, as I have argued, villagers’ counter-choreographies were hidden enactments that 
tactically redeployed neoliberal institutions for the decidedly non-neoliberal agenda of 
reciprocity.
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To what extent were hidden enactments successful in preventing abandonment by the 
state and the powerful institutions engaged in the national multiculturalist mission? The 
bank’s presence at the parade was a clear validation of its ongoing, indefinite, affective 
interdependence with villagers. But the state-based projects analyzed here show 
a contrasting trajectory. Both the Ministry of Tourism project and the Sierra Sur program 
ended at their planned funding expiration dates after the events I described above, 
against villagers’ wishes. Tactics to cultivate mutual obligation were, thus, not immedi-
ately successful in preventing state abandonment.

However, disappointment can be politically generative. Villager tactics built 
longer-term agentive possibilities for future struggles against neoliberal domination. 
In several Caylloma villages, a growing archive of unreciprocated obligations from 
the state is impacting decisions about whether to accept new projects extended to 
them under the guise of development. In 2014, for instance, Sierra Sur closed its 
project in Huanca. In the wake of the locally shared feelings of abandonment 
exemplified by Mercado’s testimony, Huanca villagers handily rejected a mining 
project, despite its promises of revenue, employment, and development. More 
broadly in the region, collective memories of state abandonment after promises of 
growth have helped to power a growing anti-mining politics. 18 This follows cen-
turies during which the urban-centric Peruvian state treated the rural Andes as a site 
of raw materials and ‘hidden treasures’ to be extracted, while brutally discriminating 
against Quechua-speaking Andeans.

The three scenes I have examined demonstrate how marginalized Andean communities 
claim ‘representational sovereignty’ (Graham 2002; West 2016) while playing the state’s game. 
Villagers may perform their ethnoracial identities in ways that fit the state’s project to cultivate 
cultural and resource diversity for Marca Perú. However, their hidden enactments demonstrate 
that they have also found agentive ways to reappropriate Marca Perú’s multicultural mission.

Scholars have widely explored nation branding and ethno-development as contempor-
ary manifestations of globalized markets and transnational flows of capital. I have sought to 
extend those insights by centering the interactional contexts where development projects 
publicly stage their success. A government official visit, a development contest, and 
a parade in the southern Andes suggest that neoliberal legitimacy may be more locally 
precarious than is initially apparent. On these stages, villager tactics contradict neoliberal 
public transcripts that explicitly identify state-based development workers as mere ‘facil-
itators’ of a flowing economic market. Villagers showed that development institutions were 
profoundly dependent on their subaltern participants. Their tactics exposed the fact that the 
market does not flow seamlessly upon the activation of a hidden entrepreneurial ethic. 
Rather, markets are made; they require constant attention and active reinforcement. 
Villagers ultimately argued that composing growth and attending to markets should be 
the state’s role as a guarantor of capitalist wellbeing. In playing their choreographed role as 
indigenous entrepreneurs on public stages, villagers felt that they had earned ongoing state 
safeguards for their development. The state is in their debt.

Notes

1. The parade scene evokes the many displays of ‘permitted’ or ‘authorized’ indigeneity (Hale 
2004) and other signs of cultural diversity on spectacular display that appear across recent 
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scholarship on the theme of neoliberal multiculturalism. Collectively, that research parses the 
many ways cultural identities are slotted into fixed categories, celebrated as long as they are 
not subversive of or repugnant to the dominant neoliberal, settler, or criollo order, centered in 
discourses of entrepreneurial development, and depoliticized (García 2005; Hale 2004, 2005; 
Jackson 2019; Martinez Novo 2005; Postero 2007; Povinelli 1999; Van Cott 2000; Yúdice 2003). 
This slotting emerges multilocally, from state-sanctioned national development projects, 
media entities, corporations, consumer-oriented corporations, and more. I engage several 
exemplars of the scholarship on neoliberal multiculturalism in this article, though I am unable 
to treat the topic exhaustively. For comprehensive overviews of multiculturalism in Latin 
America and its political and philosophical antecedents, see the above scholars as well as 
Aguilar Rivera (2014) and Kaltmeier, Raab, and Thies (2012).

2. Author interview with Patricio Ccasa, agriculturalist and former development project partici-
pant, June 2017, Lari.

3. See next section for a deeper discussion of neoliberal multiculturalism. Hale mobilizes the 
phrase ‘indio permitido’ or ‘authorized Indian’ to describe the restricted slot that neoliberal 
multiculturalist regimes create for recognizing indigenous rights, citizenship, potential con-
tributions to capitalist markets, and, occasionally, membership in governing bodies. It 
describes a system in which indigenous rights are conferred so long as they do not ‘violate 
the integrity of the productive regime’ (2004, 18).

4. Author interview with Richard Chase Smith, Director of the Instituto del Bien Común 
(Common Good Institute) NGO, September 2013, Lima. ‘Coming out,’ here, is of course 
a reference to the economies of visibility involved in the move to reveal oneself as queer. 
See Sedgwick (1990). I thank Joseph Jay Sosa for this insight.

5. Silverman (2015) offers a comprehensive history of PromPerú and Marca Perú from the 1990s 
through 2014. Comaroff and Comaroff (2009) address the emergence of nation and ethnicity 
branding more broadly as an increasingly visible aspect of neoliberal globalization.

6. Author interview with Plinio Trelles Mamani, Chivay Director of the Fondesurco microfinance 
NGO, July 2014, Chivay.

7. Author interview with Zacarías Ocsa Ocsa, local tour guide, entrepreneur, and author, 
January 2015, Chivay.

8. Author interview with Liliana Suni, former Desco NGO employee, February 2014, Yanque.
9. This and additional quotations from the speech are based on my recording and my own 

translation. Part of the speech can also be viewed on Youtube (MINCETUR Perú 2014).
10. See above. Similar projects are described by Alvarez Astacio (2015), DeHart (2010), and 

Jackson (2019).
11. Author interview with Raúl Mamani Picha, Mayor of Sibayo (2007-2014), September 2014, 

Yanque.
12. Ocsa interview, July 2008.
13. Author interview with José Sialer Pasco, Agronomist and Executive Director, Proyecto Sierra 

Sur II, November 2014, Arequipa.
14. Author interview with Leni Delgado, Economist and Arequipa Regional Director, Proyecto 

Sierra Sur II, June 2012, Ichupampa.
15. Author interview with Mercedes Mercado González, November 2014, Characato. She is 

referring to my visit to Huanca the previous month.
16. Ibid.
17. Author interview with Mercedes Mercado González, June 2019, Huanca.
18. Author interview with Eusebia Chavez, Lari Municipal Councilmember and Secondary School 

Techer, July 2019, Lari.
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