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WHAT WE MEAN WHEN WE SAY “RELIGION”: THE Q'ERO MIGRANTS OF
CUSCO, PERU
AUTUMN J. DELONG1
Abstract
This article is based upon ethnographic research conducted with Q’ero Indigenous migrants
living in Cusco, Peru in the fall of 2018. The Q’ero community originates from the village of
Paucartambo and the surrounding areas, about a three days’ trek northeast of the city. These
stories collected from the migrants emphasize the centrality of their spirituality and worldview
in defining their sense of identity apart from that of greater society. In their rituals, these
migrants draw upon an experience of the sacred which is manifest through performance,
discipline, and practice – often more so than through belief, faith, or intellectualism. Based on
my time with the migrants, I argue that Indigenous identity is much more dynamic and multifaceted than often assumed. Above all, this project centers around the stories we tell in our
lives – not as scholars, but as human beings. It is an attempt to understand the assumptions we
hold as individuals raised in a particular culture and consciousness. It is an opportunity to
interrogate how we respond to difference – to explore how we might hold multiple identities
and commitments at once.
Keywords: Philosophy of Religion, Peru, Cusco, Q'eros, Andean Catholicism, Andean
Spirituality, Migration.
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Introduction
I visited Doña Ofelia on a Monday, accompanied by my research advisor, Mirtha. After four
months of living in Cusco, I had grown accustomed to the steep sidewalks and altitude
sickness. But this day revealed to me an entirely new section of the city, south of my
neighborhood and into the outskirts of the valley. Mirtha and I walked the dirt paths of the
neighborhood, high up the side of the mountain, avoiding the stray dogs which ran after and
the cracks in the dirt path which put our ankles at risk. When we reached the metal door, we
knocked and waited as we heard the sound of barking from inside. When nobody responded,
we rapped on the door once more for good measure. Suddenly, a woman--on the young end of
middle-aged, around forty years old, dressed in her traditional Q’ero attire--pulled open the
door of the house next to Doña Ofelia’s and peered out. Mirtha began to ask if Doña Ofelia
had left for the morning, but as she did so the old woman appeared in the doorway. Well
under five feet tall, I could barely see her. The four of us entered Doña Ofelia’s house, where
we climbed the stairs into the upper level an open-air space with a dirt floor. The younger
woman offered us small stools to sit, while she and Doña Ofelia settled themselves on
blankets. This woman, we would learn, was one of Doña Ofelia’s grandchildren, who had
followed her grandmother to the city for better financial opportunities.
In the Q’ero community, paqos, or spiritual leaders, have the ability to perform
differing levels of rituals, connecting with various sources of spiritual energy. However, as
these traditions become more and more difficult to preserve with the increasing urbanization
and globalization of Peru, very few paqos have advanced their study of spiritual traditions
past the ability to conduct rituals with the Pachamama. 1 This most basic form of paqo is
designated a pampamisayoq, the level which the rest of my interviewees had achieved. Doña
Ofelia, however, was the last altomisayoq – the highest level of paqo – surviving in the entire
Q’ero community, a group of 3,000 individuals. Although she had the ability to connect with
the Pachamama and make traditional offerings like the pampamisayoq, Doña Ofelia’s
spiritual responsibilities involved more advanced work with the Apus.2 When she performed
this work, she would sit with those asking for the ritual in a dark room in the countryside and

“Mother earth,” in Quechua.
Centers of spiritual energy, such as mountains, rivers, lakes, or streams. They are often, but not always,
characterized as male. These work in duality with the Pachamama, which is female, to bring natural energy into
the world.
1
2
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call the Apus, which came in the form of birds. While they flew around the house, Doña
Ofelia walked and spoke with them, asking for their guidance and assistance.
Doña Ofelia had moved to the city for the opportunity to conduct these rituals for
tourists from around the world. Since moving to Cusco, various tourist and spiritual
organizations have paid her to travel to other parts of Latin America, North America, Europe,
and Africa to perform rituals for groups in those regions of the world. The Apus exist around
the world, and they are able to communicate with each other across the distance of many
thousands of miles. Her life had changed significantly since she made the difficult decision to
migrate, since these opportunities had only arisen for her because of her position as one of the
only remaining altomisayoq in all of Peru accessible to cultural outsiders. Even with this
responsibility and financial opportunity, however, Doña Ofelia’s heart remains with the
Q’eros in the mountains, and she returns often to visit and perform rituals for the community.
The rituals have not lost their meaning – they remain integral to her home community and
serve as an essential connection for Doña Ofelia to her Indigenous identity.
As I hiked back down the mountain from Doña Ofelia’s house that day, I found myself
pondering how the Indigenous rituals she practices in the city might differ from her practice
with her fellow Q’eros in Paucartambo. Although the tangible actions the rituals involve have
not changed form, it seemed possible that her newfound financial gain might cause a
fundamental change in her motivation or the rituals’ meaning. However, as I thought about
Doña Ofelia’s absolute commitment to the Q’ero community, I realized the intrinsic meaning
of the rituals had not changed at all. Rather, they were central to her identity in a quickly and
dramatically changing environment. Like Doña Ofelia, her fellow Q’eros hold tightly to their
ancestral beliefs and values, which define them against the backdrop of an increasingly
globalized Peruvian society.
Religious Studies scholars have for some time noted the fraught relationship between
colonialism and the term “religion.” As such, some scholars have advocated for dissociating it
from descriptions of non-Western, non-Christian rituals and beliefs. 3 For instance, Brent
Nongbri asserts that this term has anachronistic and re-descriptive effects when used to
describe the spiritual practices of the ancient Mediterranean. 4 Scholars like Nongbri often
view this term as problematic particularly when it assumes that “religion” exists universally

3

See, for example, the works of E. Valentine Daniel, Daniel Dubuisson, Timothy Fitzgerald, Tomoko
Masuzawa, and Brent Nongbri.
4
Brent Nongbri, Before Religion: A History of a Modern Concept (New Haven: Yale University, 2013), 2-3.
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across all human experience. For these scholars, the specific history of this word, and
especially its relationship with colonialism, delegitimizes its usage to describe non-Western
and ancient spiritualities.5 I propose, however, that the consequences of using this term might
be more nuanced than Nongbri argues, especially when considering Indigenous spirituality. In
elaborating this argument, I draw especially from Talal Asad’s foundational work,
Geneaologies of Religion, which does the important work of making space for marginalized
communities in academic discourses by bringing power relations into the academic
conversation about religion.6 Asad draws a meaningful distinction between the colonizer’s
role in defining, rather than creating, religion for Indigenous societies. Similarly, I find great
meaning in James Laine’s distinction between religions of “mood” and religions of “mind.7
His approach creates space for both faith- or belief-based traditions like Protestantism and
ritual- or practice-based traditions like Andean spirituality to be defined as religions and to be
given all the respect that word carries historically. For Indigenous peoples, whose spiritual
practices and beliefs were delegitimized by the colonial powers, choosing to reclaim the word
‘religion’ in our contemporary context may in fact prove powerful and may challenge us as
scholars to reconsider our own understanding of such a term.
In articulating this argument, I first provide an overview of the spiritual practices and
beliefs of the Q’ero Indigenous community of Cusco, Peru. The Q’eros originate from in or
near Paucartambo, a small mountain village Northeast of Cusco, and have migrated to the city
in recent years to work in the tourism industry. I then define this community’s spirituality as
integrally related to institutions of power. Spanish colonists of the Andes drew hard and fast
lines between the “religion” of Catholicism and the “traditions” of Indigenous communities.
Such colonial theories characterized Indigenous traditions as ancient or static, in contrast to
European religion, which was seen as dynamic and progressive. Today, the Q’ero
population’s experience of Andean spirituality relates to empire in two distinct ways: first,
Andean spiritual practices and values have been revived by the tourism industry in the region;
second, the Indigenous population has latched onto and rearticulated these spiritual practices
as a form of self-identification and community building. The discourse surrounding the use of
this term in the Indigenous context is formed by religious studies theorists like Nongbri 8 and

5

Nongbri, 4.
It is important to note that Asad remains indecisive about the use of the word “religion” to describe indigenous
spiritualities in particular. Rather, his analysis opens up the possibility for further discussion of the colonial
history of this term and its usage worldwide.
7
James W. Laine, “Mind and Mood in the Study of Religion,” Elsevier 40 (2010): 239–240.
8
Particularly Nongbri, Before Religion.
6
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Asad;9 by Indigenous scholars;10 and by the particular socio-economic and political situation
of Indigeneity in Cusco. This community has powerfully reclaimed its spirituality, which has
historically been delegitimized by scholars, colonists, and tourists. In this case, the Q’ero
migrants mobilize their spirituality in an effort to rearticulate their Indigenous identity. By
working in the tourism industry, the Q’eros have begun to deconstruct the common narrative
of Indigeneity as “ancient” or “unchanging” – a narrative which perpetuates the binary set up
by colonialism. It is not that “religion” is a category suffuse with Protestant assumptions and
connotations – it is that this term has no univocal definition.
My argument directly contradicts much of the previous scholarship on the Q’eros in
particular and on Indigeneity in general. Past scholarship has almost univocally identified the
Q’eros as “el último ayllu inca,” or “the last Incan community,”11 a title established originally
by anthropologist Jorge Flores Ochoa in 1984.12 Although his use of this phrase in some ways
opened more opportunities for the Q’eros (especially in the tourist industry, which I discuss a
bit later), the label has also allowed outside groups to tokenize and de-historicize them. This
label has characterized the Q’eros as a relic of the ancient world – a community and culture
preserved, unchanged, over hundreds of years. This perception is endemic to the academic
community, which would prefer to regard Indigenous peoples as “untouched” by history.13
Olinda Celestino explains:
The majority of contemporary scholars use pre-Hispanic data to understand ethnographic
materials, forgetting that the Andean rhythm and ritual evolves and has a history, that the
majority are not expressions of a religious view that can go back to pre-Hispanic times…
Many of them do not thoroughly analyze the ancient liturgical gestures as well as the
adjustments, adaptations, and repercussions that have affected them with the introduction of

9

Talal Asad, Genealogies of Religion: Discipline and Reasons of Power in Christianity and Islam (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993).
10
Indigenous scholar-activists like Aileen Moreton-Robinson, Chris Andersen, Jodi A. Byrd, and Sylvia Marcos
have made huge progress in expanding the academic understanding of Indigeneity. More recently, Quechua
scholars like Jermani Ojeda-Ludena and Roxana Quispe Collantes have made impactful recent contributions to
the literature on the Quechua communities and have demonstrated the power of Peruvian Indigenous voices to
speak for themselves in the academic community.
11
This may also be translated as “The last Incan tribe” or “The last Incan group.”
12
Jorge
Flores Ochoa, “¿Why Q’ero?” en: Q'ero, el último ayllu inka: homenajea Oscar Núñez del Prado y a la
expedición científica de la UNSAAC a la nación Q'ero en 1955, 29.
13
Olinda Celestino, “Transformaciones religiosasen los Andes peruanos,” Gazeta de Antropología13, artículo 6
(1997): 1.

82

DELONG

Journal of Gender, Ethnic, and Cross-Cultural Studies

the Roman liturgical system, without leaving aside the Spanish cultural and political
contribution.14

This sentiment reflects nearly all previous scholarship on the Q’eros. The first recorded article
to mention the Q’ero nation was published in 1922, in which the author referred to the nation
as primitive, monotonous, passive, melancholic, and sad.15 The Q’eros lived without contact
with general Peruvian society for much of the country’s history, and anthropologists did not
mention them again until 1955, in a book written by Oscar Nuñez del Prado. In his book, Del
Prado largely decontextualized the Q’eros with whom he interacted by highlighting their
preservation of tradition through dance and oral tradition.16Like the first author, Del Prado
characterized the Q’eros as stagnant. One of the most well-known books about the Q’ero
nation, Q’ero, el último ayllu inka, 17 includes chapters written by a number of different
scholars on the environment, technology, social organization, religion, and expressive culture
of the Q’ero nation. Although there is a final section dedicated to the Q’eros’ response to
change in Peru, the included chapters do not discuss the community’s spiritual traditions in
relationship to Peru’s urbanization and globalization. By constructing these spiritual traditions
as somehow independent of societal changes – as objects to ogle for their “ancient” and
“traditional” ways – nearly every author I have found prevents the reader from viewing the
Q’eros as contemporary human beings.
My time with the Q’eros challenges the tendency of these academics to
mischaracterize Indigeneity as a relic of the past. The Q’ero community I observed is
dynamic. It experiences change even in the midst of preserving its spiritual traditions,
connection with nature, and sense of identity. While their spiritual practices are integral to
their sense of identity, they are also central to the surrounding society’s more prejudiced
perceptions of the community as backward or primitive. The Q’ero migrants’ commitment to
spiritual practices and beliefs, which persists despite hardship and cultural unfamiliarity,
absolutely defines their identity after their migration to the city of Cusco, even as they adopt
aspects of Cusqueñan culture.

14

Celestino, 8.
Yann Le Borgne, “Évolution de l’indigénisme dans la société péruvienne” Ateliers d’anthropologie 25 (2003),
accessed November 20, 2019. https://doi.org/10.4000/ateliers.8748.
16
Le Borgne, “Évolution de l’indigénisme dans la société péruvienne.”
17
Jorge Flores Ochoa, Juan Núñez del Prado Béjar, y Manuel Castillo Farfán, eds., Q’ero, el último ayllu inka,
editors (Lima: Fondo Editorial e Instituto Nacional de Cultura, 2005).
15
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Methods
I conducted this project’s fieldwork with the Q’ero migrant community in the city of Cusco in
the fall of 2018. At the time, I was studying Indigenous history and rights through an
undergraduate study away program with the School for International Training. I was also
living with a host family in Cusco. During the program, I conducted my own research focused
on the migration of Indigenous peoples to the city. As a student of Religious Studies, my
primary interest area had become the role of religion in the lives of those who migrate. When
I began working with the Q’ero migrants, their physical marginalization and the lack of
accessibility to monetary resources made the election of a specific location difficult. I
ultimately chose to conduct my research from my own home in Cusco, travelling daily to the
various homes of my interviewees in the city. I travelled to the San Sebastian district the first
day of fieldwork to ask my participants’ consent to interview them and to schedule the various
meeting times. From there, I spent various days over two weeks traveling and interviewing
those members of the Q’ero nation in various neighborhoods in the city. During this time, I
had the opportunity to observe and participate in a few religious practices, including a coca
reading, the communal roofing of a Q’ero home, and a calling of Animu through the blessing
of a blanket.
As religious experiences are often uniquely individual, I conducted this investigation
through a qualitative lens. My interviews with the spiritual leaders of the Q’ero migrant
community helped build an understanding of the communities’ origins. 18 For my own
memory, I recorded the conversations and documented my thoughts and reflections on their
content in my field journal. While I conducted some of these interviews in Spanish, the
majority were conducted in Quechua, with the interpretation assistance of my research
advisor, Mirtha Irco. This language barrier, which facilitated the comfort of the Q’eros I
interviewed, does result in a lack of lengthy quotations from my interviewees. Given more
time and resources, I may have chosen to hire a translator to convey all the Q’eros stories in
Spanish, which I then may have translated to English. However, given the limitations of this
study during my time abroad, I asked Mirtha to translate those phrases which epitomize the
experiences I hope to highlight in this article.
I spoke with four pampamisayoq and one altomisayoq (the last of the Q’ero nation)
about their religious practices and the preservation (or lack of preservation) of the traditions in
18

More details about the individual interviewees and the specific questions I asked them can be found in the
annexes of this essay.
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the city, after their migration. In total, I completed five interviews with specialists of the
Andean traditions, in addition to an interview with a practitioner of the rituals. Because time
was a great limitation in this project, I did not have the chance to interview more general
practitioners. However, this was not a large problem since the religious specialists described
their own experience of identity in the migration process while they also served as authority
figures on the religious practices of the community.
As stated above, I notated these interviews and observations and recorded each
interview for my own reference. These notes, ideas, and reflections served as the principal
mode of explaining and analyzing my interviewees’ religious experiences. This data
collection, in tandem with the previous scholarship recounted above, has driven my ability to
analyze the migrants’ religious practices and their role in the migration process. I believe that,
with a qualitative study such as this, each individual’s experience must be examined both on
its own and in relation to the others’. During my analysis, I considered all the migrants’
experiences and opinions separately and then began the process of drawing comparisons more
broadly.
Above all, I am primarily interested in protecting my study subjects’ rights and
wishes, as my investigation focused on a vulnerable population in the city of Cusco. The
names and identifying characteristics of these individuals have been changed throughout this
article for their privacy and safety. Each of these individuals was informed of the details of
this study before beginning with the interviews. I received informed consent to use the
participants’ photos in this report, which are included in the annexes. In each case, this
process occurred verbally, as many of my informants cannot read or write and only speak
only Quechua comfortably. In the case that the interviewee could not speak or feel completely
comfortable communicating in Spanish, my advisor, Mirtha Irco, translated my explanation of
the project and the informed consent process into Quechua to help the participant understand
the study completely. I took note of each one’s verbal consent in my field journal.
The Q’ero Migrants
In the last eighty years, Peru’s population has become increasingly urban, as large numbers of
Indigenous people have migrated from villages in rural Peru to the cities. 19 In 1940, 35

Ronald Skeldon, “The Evolution of Migration Patterns During Urbanization in Peru,” Geographical Review
67, no. 4 (October 1977): 394.
19
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percent of Peruvians lived in urban locations; by 1970, this number had risen to 70 percent. 20
The height of this widespread migration coincided with the political mobilization of
Indigenous people as they sought equality from the Peruvian government and society.21 Peru
is a profoundly divided country geographically, as the Andes cut down the middle of the
country and divide the coast from the rainforest. Now, ten million of the total 31 million
Peruvians live in Lima alone, and 17 million live in coastal cities. 22 In the 1970s and 80s, as
the Indigenous populations revolted against the Peruvian government and its marginalization
of their communities, this large-scale migration led to a cultural clash between Peru’s
Indigenous and urban populations – the effects of which can still be seen today. Over time,
Indigenous migrants began to adopt aspects of urban culture and found ways to participate in
the capitalist and increasingly globalized economy of the country. 23 The country has
experienced great political turmoil in the past months, but remains politically centrist, as it
struggles to balance the interests of the Indigenous populations with those of middle-class
mestizos.
The migration of the Q’ero community in particular is a more recent development,
limited to the last twenty years. Today, the Q’ero nation encompasses five communities,
totaling some 3000 members. Scholars and Peruvians alike have perceived the Q’eros as
unchanging, citing the preservation of parts of the Q’ero culture (for example, Indigenous
clothing and the Quechua language) as evidence. These “‘fixed’ ideas of Indigenous status –
markers of skin color, place of residence, and other cultural indices and practices (e.g.,
language, dress, diet, ritual celebrations)” have allowed the Peruvian society and government
to ignore “the way that Indigenous identity in practice is actually multiple, fluid, and
contextually shaped.”24 While tourists and some Cusqueñans give these migrants profound
respect, believing them to be “authentic Andean wise,” many of them view the migrants as
poor, uneducated, and incompetent.25 Above all, they are not “modern” enough. Only recently
have scholarly investigations begun to discuss the change in Indigenous Andeans’ experience
Ramón Pajuelo Teves, An invisible river: essays about politics, conflict, memory, and the indigenous
movement in Peru and the Andes (Lima: Ríos Profundos Editores, 2016), 373. Translation my own.
21
Pajuelo Teves, An invisible river, 373.
22
Ibid.
23
Those indigenous migrants who have begun to accept “urban” culture are often described within Peru as
“cholos.” Pajuelo Teves describes the process of adopting these character / cultural traits as “cholificación.” The
label “cholos” is used by many mestizos in the city as a derogatory term for indigenous migrants in an effort to
keep those who have moved to the city at an arm’s length, even as they begin to assimilate to urban life.
24
Norget Kristin, “The Virgin of Guadalupe and Spectacles of Catholic Evangelism in Mexico,” in The
Anthropology of Catholicism, ed. Kristin Norget, Valentina Napolitano, and Maya Mayblin (Oakland: University
of California Press, 2017), 197.
25
Le Borgne, “Évolution de l’indigénisme dans la société péruvienne.”
20
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of life, an academic interest propelled by the impending doom of climate change and based
upon Indigenous peoples’ strong connections with the earth.26 My observations from working
with the Q’ero migrants, however, challenge rhetoric which would choose to exoticize them.
While scholars might assume that the effects of global warming would fundamentally change
Indigenous peoples’ relationships with the earth, it seemed to me that the rituals and gratitude
for the Pachamama have only grown – even as the Q’eros have adopted many of Cusco’s
other societal norms.
The migration of Indigenous populations like that of the Q’eros is not only a response
to this pervasive and growing poverty but is also a demonstration of their hope for further
financial well-being in the city. They participate in the tourism industry in an effort to adapt to
the increasingly global, capitalist economy of Peru. For some, this search for financial
opportunity even becomes a transnational one, as they move from their home countries
toward the global North. The logic of this mobility does not rely upon the creation of the
nation-states of Bolivia, Guatemala, or Peru, but stems instead from the concepts of local and
transnational community. 27 Indigenous migrants conceive of themselves as still connected,
through their Indigenous identities, to those who have gone before them and to those they
leave behind.
***
I began my inquiry into the Q’ero migration experience on a sunny afternoon in late October
2018 by meeting the local anthropologist who would advise me in my research. I rode the
Zorro bus into the Plaza de Armas from my home in the Wanchaq district. As the bus
approached the center of the city, I watched through the window as utilitarian-style, concrete
apartment buildings and homes turned into older, more intricate architecture. When I arrived
in the Plaza, I settled myself on one of the many benches which line the Plaza and waited for
3:00 to arrive. I had traveled into the city center that day to meet with Mirtha Irco, a Peruvian
anthropologist who had herself conducted ethnographic research with the Q’eros in the past. I
hoped that Mirtha would serve as my academic advisor for my independent study project.
When she found me near the fountain, we strolled over to the nearest café – a tourist-y one
called “Cappuccino Cusco” – to sit and chat about my project. She ordered a croissant and a
Sébastian Boillat and Fikret Berkes, “Perception and Interpretation of Climate Change among Quechua
Farmers of Bolivia: Indigenous Knowledge as a Resource for Adaptive Capacity,” Ecology and Society 18, no. 4
(2013): 21.
27
Laura Velasco Ortiz and Dolores París Pombo, “Indigenous Migration in Mexico and Central America:
Interethnic Relations and Identity Transformations,” Latin American Perspectives 196, 41 no. 3 (May 2014): 9.
26

87

DELONG

Journal of Gender, Ethnic, and Cross-Cultural Studies

cappuccino, and I ordered a café con leche, quietly but confidently (my abundant time spent
in coffee shops in Cusco had made me quite skilled with my restaurant manners). She smiled
at me, complimenting my Spanish, and I immediately felt at ease, sensing that Mirtha would
be the right person to help me with the project. She was warm and welcoming, and she spoke
carefully, choosing her words with clear intention. Her demeanor immediately put me at ease,
and I felt as though she would understand the importance of the work I hoped to do.
As I poured the tiny pitcher of milk into my coffee, watching it cloud the still, black
liquid, Mirtha and I discussed potential next steps for my research. She explained that the
Q’ero community would likely respond to my inquiries better if I met with them in person.
Although she has worked with members of the community before, she informed me that
finding and securing time for longer interviews would depend upon the community members’
trust in me and my ability to visit with them on their terms. She told me that, although she had
a few people in mind as key figures to interview, we would visit them all at their houses to
ask their permission to talk. We set a date to meet at the main bus stop in San Sebastián, a
neighborhood removed from the city center, even further south than my district. When Mirtha
and I went our separate ways that afternoon, we hugged in the crosswalk of the Plaza as we
said goodbye. I smiled to myself as I walked to the bus stop, ignoring the shouts of the bus
stewards, who yelled at the pedestrians and other cars which filled the street and slowed the
traffic. In the back of my mind, I began to consider questions to ask my potential
interviewees.
The next week, when we began the fieldwork period, I took a bus south of the city to
the San Sebastián neighborhood, where I got out and waited for Mirtha. When she arrived, we
hugged, and she told me to ask the man sitting in the car across the street to take us to Alto
Cusco. The Q’ero community which has migrated to the city largely lives in these
neighborhoods. They require a steep hike out of the valley, away from the main roads of the
city and into poorer residential areas. Until only a few years ago, these taxi services did not
even exist, and the older and less physically able members of the community stayed at home
most of the time as a result. Since then, a few drivers have begun to organize an informal taxi
service, which costs one or two soles (~30-60 cents) per person, to drive members of the
community out of the valley and into Alto Cusco.
When we got in the van, we waited for the rest of the seats to fill before we left and
began the drive up the steep streets. The driver let passengers off at a few stops, and as we got
further up the mountain the roads turned from pavement to dirt. Many of the Q’ero migrants
88
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live in this area, in this poorest of neighborhoods. They save money for years after their
migration to afford to build a house here. When they finally have enough money, the entire
community comes together to construct it, with the understanding that the those giving their
time and energy will, someday, receive this same help from their community members in the
future. I got out of the van near the top of the steep mountain, at which point I realized Mirtha
had made friends with a husband and wife who were also in the van. The husband was
traveling to help a fellow Q’ero family construct the roof of their house, and the wife had
come to help cook and provide lunch for the workers. Mirtha asked them if they knew anyone
in the community who might be helpful for my research. The husband, Don Fernando,
explained that he himself was a paqo – a leader of the Q’ero spiritual rituals. Before we said
our goodbyes, he agreed to meet with me that week to discuss his migration experience and
his traditions with the Pachamama.
When I climbed out of the taxi to Alto Cusco on the day of my first interview, Señora
Andrea’s children greeted me with the widest of grins, immediately asking if I spoke English.
I responded that I did, and the eldest daughter attempted to show off her English skills by
saying the words “star” and “night” and “sun” and “moon.” On the outside, I showed my awe
at her English abilities. But internally, I was shocked. My host cousins were learning English
as well, but it seemed as though these Indigenous children, who were recent migrants to the
city, would be focusing instead in learning Spanish. During our interview, Señora Andrea
informed me that she and her husband had moved to the city specifically for that reason. She
wanted her children to receive a better education than she had, and the government did not
provide those resources in villages like Paucartambo. As we sat there, in the tiny courtyard of
Andrea’s home, I watched her hands work deftly with the weaving before her. She pulled the
strings taut, wove the small wooden guide through the loom, and pulled the strings taut again.
I wondered to myself, marveling at the beauty of the weaving revealing itself before me, how
this community could give up the steady sureness of life in Paucartambo. Cusco brought so
much uncertainty with it – how and why did they move at all? Would their children regret that
decision?
All these tensions began to guide my research as I conducted the rest of my
observations that week and the next. Each and every one of those I interviewed had a unique
migration story – some had moved to Cusco only very recently, while others had been there
for over a decade. Some had moved with families, while others had moved alone. Even their
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basic data reveals some of the breadth and abundance of their experiences with the migration
process:
Interview Date

Age

Years in

Occupation

Cusco

Q’ero
Community

La Señora Andrea

06 NOV 2018

32

10

Weaving director

N/A

Don Fernando

07 NOV 2018

42

1

Pampamisayoq

Marache

Don Rodolfo

07 NOV 2018

57

14

Pampamisayoq

N/A

Don Roberto

09 NOV 2018

66

15

Pampamisayoq

Hatun Q’ero

Don Gerardo

09 NOV 2018

65

3

Pampamisayoq

Hatun Q’ero

Doña Ofelia

12 NOV 2018

91

12

Altomisayoq

Kiko Grande

Although this migration has largely been motivated by the economic benefits involved with
living in urban centers, the migrants’ whole lives – not just their location or their financial
stability – have been affected by the migration process. The majority of the participants in this
investigation moved to Cusco with the hopes of giving their children a better education. Some
also mentioned they had struggled with their shepherding and agricultural practices – even
with crops they’ve grown for decades. In recent years, anthropologists and politicians have
highlighted the need for material resources for Indigenous migrants (choosing not to
acknowledge, in many cases, the systemic, ingrained inequalities among the Peruvian
population which create these material disparities). For example, a survey conducted in 2018,
which involved 522 participants, sought to explore and compare the material resources and
quality of life of both Indigenous migrants and mestizo non-migrants in the Madre de Dios
region.28 The authors discuss food security and access to water, health, and financial capital,

Jensen, et.al, “Small scale migration along the interoceanic highway in Madre de Dios, Peru: an exploration of
community perceptions and dynamics due to migration,” BMC International Health and Human Rights 18, no.
12 (2018): 1–14.
28
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among other factors. As one might expect, the investigation’s results reveal a disparity in
access to these factors between the migrants and the non-migrants. Unfortunately, at the end
of the article the authors fail to interact more deeply with the reasons these inequalities exist.
Instead, they place the blame for these material inequalities with the migrant community
itself, simply suggesting that they should seek better leadership.
In reality, Indigenous communities like the Q’eros have experience in and are
committed to supporting one another through their common identity and values. This
understanding among the community – that each will do their part to help the other prosper,
whether through the construction of a new roof or through the sharing of coca – is absolutely
central to the Q’ero worldview. The Q’eros believe deeply that they are in relationship with
one another and with the earth. And they value this belief above all else. The Indigenous
peoples of the Andes perform rituals now enveloped within the broad label of “Andean
spirituality,” with the Pachamama (Mother Earth) and the Apus (centers of spiritual energy).
These practices have existed in some form for hundreds, if not thousands of years and are
rooted in the fundamental belief that the Earth is a living, spiritual being. For the Q’eros, all
things of this world (people, animals, natural objects, and cultural objects) have a spirit and an
energy, called Animu.29 All objects present in the earth “are engaged as sacred persons; as
‘beings,’ not ‘things,’” and the earth – the Pachamama – is itself a spiritual being.30 These
energies work together to form a necessary duality in every area of life, called Yanantin. 31 As
the Pachamama is feminine, most of the Apus (such as mountains, lakes, or streams) are
masculine. This duality creates a collaborative relationship among all beings, requiring a
reciprocity across difference. This reciprocity, called Ayni, has become the central value of
the Indigenous Andean Iñiy, or worldview.32 The reciprocity of Ayni creates a unity within
the natural duality, so that both sides depend on one another. In this way, Ayni facilitates the
community’s social system and dictates everyone’s obligations to one another within the
community.
Q’ero Indigenous identity is powerfully connected to the community’s history and
ancestral land. The communities organize their land in three spaces, which facilitate their
various daily activities. This organization of these spaces is particular to each Andean
Holly Wissler, “From grief and joy we sing: social and cosmic regenerative processes in the songs of Q’eros,
Peru” (PhD diss., Florida State University, 2009), 42.
30
Jennifer Scheper Hughes, “Mysterium Materiae: Vital Matter and the Object as Evidence in the Study of
Religion,” Bulletin for the Study of Religion 41, no. 4, (November 2012): 16.
31
Hughes, 45.
32
Hughes, 45.
29
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community and ancestral land, but it is recognized as “verticalidad andina,” or “Andean
verticality” in the literature. At 3500 to 4000 meters, the first space contains the families’
homes. The second, slightly higher up the mountain, serves principally for political actions
and religious practices. Finally, the third space contains the fields and houses where farmers
stay during periods of work. Many of my interview subjects described their offerings for the
Pachamama as the tradition of their ancestors. Some members of the community, known as
paqos, have the ability and special responsibility to make offerings to the Pachamama and to
communicate with the deities. Each paqo has a different capacity for communication with the
divine, and these abilities are organized into categories based on their spiritual power. In the
Andean calendar, the month of August marks the beginning of the year and is a time to offer
“pagos” (payments) to the Pachamama “so she will bless the agricultural year which also
begins in this month.”33 In this month and at various times in the year, the paqos prepare
despachos (offerings) for the Pachamama.34 These offerings may include coca leaves, sweets,
sand, pebbles, and other small gifts, which the paqos wrap in a small blanket and bury
underground. The Q’eros explained that, even as they are called to move away from their
homes, the Apus – the spirits of the earth – remain with them. They told me that, if you live in
the Q’ero countryside in or near Paucartambo, you call the Apus there. If you move to Cusco
or travel to the United States, you call upon the Apus in that new location. With the ability to
connect with Apus around the world, the Q’eros have the capacity to maintain their spiritual
connection to the Earth – a central part of their Q’ero identity – even in the midst of moving
in and through new locations. Even as their life experience changes, they continue to make
offerings for the Pachamama as the principal way of resolving problems and helping the
family, and their belief in their reciprocal relationship with the Earth remains. As a result,
when asked if they identify with the urban community, all those I interviewed conveyed a
complete dedication to their identity as “Q’ero,” rather than “Cusqueñan” or “Peruvian.”
***
During the interviews, I intentionally asked the Q’eros what difficulties they have experienced
because of their migration to Cusco. Initially, they insisted that life in Cusco is fine, and that
they had improved the lives of their children and grandchildren by coming to the city. But as
they considered the question more, they all began to identify significant changes in their
lifestyle and the tension they feel as they assimilate to urban life. Don Roberto described
Jorge Flores Ochoa, “Los q’ero. Últimos descendientes de los Incas,” in: Q'ero, el último ayllu inka:
homenajea Oscar Núñez del Prado y a la expedición científica de la UNSAAC a la nación Q'ero en 1955, 423.
34
Ochoa, “Los q’ero,” 423.
33
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living in Cusco as a “sacrifice.” In choosing to pursue a different future for their children and
grandchildren, they also let go of traditions and daily routines which have been meaningful
for them. In Paucartambo, everything relies on nature. They used the sun to know when to
wake up, when to work, when to eat, and when to sleep. They did not rely on a clock or any
other human-made schedule; they only relied on nature. And thus, they connected more easily
with the Pachamama, as their whole lives relied on her. In Cusco, the urban society has the
privilege of shaping the Q’eros’ lives. “There are always difficulties in the city,” Don Rodolfo
lamented. The migrants operate within societal expectations of time, rushing from one place
to the next in the busy city. While they once ate only what they could grow, especially chuño,
moraya, and potatoes – or in Don Rodolfo’s words, “natural food” – they now eat the foods
common to the urban community, such as rice and wheat. This “urban food,” as Don Rodolfo
named it, is cheap and quick. But these foods also make the Q’eros get sick more quickly,
because it is not naturally produced. Don Rodolfo explained that the faster culture of Cusco –
the cars and trash, which make too much noise and clutter the street –clutters the mind. The
racing pace of life blocks its people from truly connecting with the earth at their feet.
As time went by, it became clear that the migrants’ financial insecurities are central to
this difficulty. They commented: “everything is money in the city” (Don Roberto); “if you
don’t do [the offering], there is not work, and there is not money” (Don Gerardo); and “here
in Cusco, what you need is entirely money” (Doña Ofelia).The migrants need money even to
move to Cusco in the first place, and then they need even more to build a home and live there.
After living their entire lives as subsistence farmers, buying land and supplies to build a house
poses many barriers to the migrants. Don Gerardo has lived in Cusco for three years, but he
still does not have his own house and continues to live with his sister and brother-in-law. The
sheer lack of space in the city bars the Q’eros from growing crops or raising animals, and the
migrants have to find other ways to support their families financially. Many of the paqos have
begun to perform offerings for the Pachamama for tourists, in an effort to make money and
support their families. Even as these rituals afford them the opportunity to survive in the midst
of a rapidly expanding economy, this shift also decreases their agency and independence in
the ritual performance. Don Gerardo expressed extreme discomfort with his dependence on
non-Q’eros. As Doña Ofelia described, “in the community there is land, animals; we didn’t
have money, but it wasn’t that necessary either.” With the loss of their crops and livestock,
they are less self-sufficient. The offerings they once did for their own people and the artisanal
weavings they once used to keep warm and to honor the Pachamama have now become
opportunities for capital gain. Although these traditions remain meaningful to the Q’eros
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themselves, they have had to be cautious in the ways they market these experiences to
tourists, for the preservation of their own culture.
Adjusting to the spoken language has also been difficult for the Q’ero migrants. As
their first language in Paucartambo is Quechua, many of them had not learned any Spanish
before moving to Cusco. Don Rodolfo, Don Gerardo, and Doña Ofelia (the three oldest) have
found it especially difficult to learn Spanish and to find ways to communicate in their new
environment. Although they have all attempted to learn Spanish little by little, they feel much
more comfortable speaking Quechua, and learning a new language takes time. In addition,
Cusqueñan society expects the migrants to assimilate to their lifestyle – there is no impetus
for them to learn Quechua.35 Like many other Latin American countries, Peru has begun to
create Intercultural Bilingual Education systems which purportedly aim to address the
educational needs of Indigenous communities. But these systems often privilege the Spanish
language, forcing Indigenous students to learn Spanish while using Quechua and other
Indigenous languages as opportunities for nominal, but not particularly profound, integration
of Indigenous languages and culture. As they become further removed from their ancestral
land, the migrants’ connections become more and more difficult to preserve. The stress of
moving to the city has flipped the migrants’ experience of life, as they try to keep pace with
the culture and economy around them. All these difficulties fragment the Q’eros’ lives.
Especially at the beginning, Doña Ofelia cried for her community. She missed her land, her
people, and her Apus. She felt a deep and profound sense of loneliness and longing for the
past. Even at 91 years old – even as the most skilled of the paqos in her spiritual practice and
belief – her grounding gave way as she adjusted to the newness of life in Cusco.
As the space around the Q’eros shifts, the values presented to them do as well. This
change causes emotional trauma for the migrants, who no longer settle gracefully into the
lifestyle and Iñiy which once defined their livelihoods. Now, their daily lives are defined by
the space between these two worlds – the tension between their values and those of the people
around them.
History
It is essential to note that this experience of change is not unique to the contemporary period.
With the arrival of the Spanish, many Indigenous communities in the region began to practice
35

For more information on the implementation of these systems and their effectiveness, I recommend exploring
the work of María Elena García and Nancy H. Hornberger. Further details on their publications may be found in
the bibliography of this article.
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Catholicism in addition to their Andean spiritual practices. Today, the interaction of these two
traditions is deeply related to the missionary work of the colonial period. Around the world,
the rhetoric and violence of colonialism became irreversibly tied to conversion. 36 In this
project, colonizers and missionaries insidiously manipulated the Indigenous peoples,
mobilizing “some gods as allies of the state, while criminalizing or marginalizing others that
could not be so mobilized.”37 Indigenous gods which could not aid their colonial project were
labeled as “‘culture’ or ‘folklore’ destined for the tourist itinerary or the museum.” 38 The
Spanish spouted rhetoric of having “brought” religion to a region otherwise uncivilized and
unfamiliar with the “true” Christian god – specifically propagating the idea that the
indigenous peoples had no religion. But, in reality, the conversion of the Indigenous peoples
was not this “before” and “after” narrative –many communities did not simply let go of their
beliefs, as the missionaries would want. Instead, they adopted new spiritual beliefs and rituals
in addition to those of the past. These “folk” or “popular” practices of Catholicism, which
integrated aspects of the Indigenous culture into the mass, was marginally accepted as a local
iteration of the universal church. But, in preserving the “universality” of the Catholic church,
the complexity and fluidity of Catholicism in these “marginal” Catholic communities remains
“largely undiscussed.39
To this day, when asked about their “religion” (translated as “Iñiy,” in Quechua, or
“religión,” in Spanish), most Indigenous people in the Andes will refer to their experience of
Catholicism, rather than describing their connection with the Pachamama. It is not that
Andean Iñiy does not carry the weight of a “religion” as traditionally defined by colonial
settlers – a definition still accepted by some scholars today. The advent of Religious Studies
as an academic discipline and the study of “religion” as a subject occurred alongside the
development of Imperial Theory. 40 Many of the assumptions of a distinction between
“civilized” and “uncivilized,” or “sacred” and “savage,” therefore, transferred almost
unnoticeably from the language of imperialism into that of Religious Studies. Imperial
Theorists actually heavily promoted the extension of these ideals into understandings of
religion and “intentionally disregard[ed] the Indigenous realities and colonial conditions” of

Maya Mayblin, Kristin Norget, and Valentina Napolitano, “Introduction,” in The Anthropology of
Catholicism: A Reader, ed. Kristin Norget, Valentina Napolitano, and Maya Mayblin (Oakland: University of
California Press, 2017), 7.
37
Mayblin, Norget, and Napolitano, 4.
38
Ibid, 4.
39
Norget, 197.
40
David Chidester, Empire of Religion: Imperialism and Comparative Religion (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2014), 46.
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their subjects.41 In the modern academy, many scholars still accept these perceived divides,
only with veiled terminology. Discussion of Indigenous communities’ spiritualities often
revolves around the idea that these traditions, practices, and beliefs are more nebulous or
undefined. But this very divide rests on the idea that Catholicism itself – the religion practiced
and promoted by the colonizer – is somehow more well-defined, unified, and univocal around
the world. In reality, of course, Catholicism itself incorporates a multifaceted and diverse
population and set of beliefs and practices. Around the world, Catholicism has been affected
by culture, and culture has been affected by Catholicism.
As my time with the Q’eros came to a close, I asked each of them whether they
identify as part of Cusqueñan society. At this question, each and every one told me that the
connection they feel to their community remains integral to who they are. In the face of
inequality and marginalization, they have created a community organization to represent the
Q’ero migrants to the Cusqueñan government. But in its formation, this organization also
implicitly preserves the Q’eros migrants’ sense of community and identity as different from
the rest of the city. It allows them to periodically enter a distinctly Q’ero space, even away
from the land of their ancestral community, and to take pride in that identity. And the
financial opportunity of the tourism industry has given them a sense of stability in the city,
helping them cope with the emotional trauma of living away from their community. The term
“religion” in Andean contexts still carries colonial, violent associations for many individuals.
In many cases, Q’ero migrants do not identify their beliefs and rituals as “religions” as an act
of resistance.
Where Andean Iñiy – in its practices, values, and community – was once the air the
Q’eros breathed, in their migration they have had to find a new source for commitment. They
must actively seek out and re-commit to their traditions. And, at least for the time being, they
have done so. The performance of these rituals mediates the migrants’ separation from
Paucartambo by reconnecting them with the ritual aspects of that land and that community.
Their Andean Iñiy is the keystone to preserving Q’ero identity and community in the midst of
a new and challenging environment. The offering, in all its complexity, is simple to the
Q’eros. It is a choreography mutually understood by all those in the community – and in its
performance, the migrants re-create the sacred space in which they are Q’ero above all else.

41

Chidester, 52.
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Indigenous Identity Today
In cases like this, it is plain to see the destructive colonial implications of the term “religion”
which Nongbri and others describe. But one can also see that Indigenous groups’ relationship
with this term is more complex than one might initially assume. Today, imperial power has
taken on a new face in the form of a globalized, capitalist economy in Peru. After the
discovery of archaeological sites like Machu Picchu, and with the growth of the tourism
industry thereafter, foreign tourists began to take advantage of the Indigenous peoples for
their own spiritual gratification. Colonization may have changed shape, but it “continues to
operate discursively and materially within cultural formations, institutions, and public
culture.” 42 As mentioned previously, members of the Q’ero community have begun to
perform their offerings to the Pachamama and the Apus for tourists from the United States
and Europe as part of this industry.43 Scholars have recently begun engaging in more detailed
discussions regarding the economic and political factors which led these industries to emerge,
as well as the imperial voyeuristic tendencies which have allowed them to flourish. Swatos
and Tomasi touched on the development of New Age spirituality in 2002, attributing much of
the interest in these “traditional” spiritual practices to the growth of neoliberal individualism
in the United States and in Europe.44
In participating in these rituals, white tourists approach these practices either as a
voyeuristic opportunity for self-aggrandizement, or as an opportunity to manifest their
“spiritual, but not religious,” experience of the world. But the perception that the Q’ero beliefs
and rituals are anything but communal is a dramatic distortion of the truth. These tourists
remove Andean spirituality from its cultural and community-based context and subvert the
authoritative structures which have formed Andean Iñiy throughout its history. The growth of
the mystic tourism industry has similarly purported and perpetuated a misleading
representation of both the Q’ero people and their ritual practices. Tourists who reduce the
Q’ero rituals to facilitate their own individualistic interaction with the earth de-historicize
contemporary Indigenous communities like the Q’eros. 45 These tourist practices, not to
mention the scholarly community’s analysis of them, often conceives of religion and
Aileen Moreton-Robinson, “Critical Indigenous Theory,” Cultural Studies Review 15, no. 2 (September 2009):
12.
43
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María Chávez Quispe, Stewart Muir, and Elizabeth Tapia.
44
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spirituality in a historical, apolitical, and fetishized ways, doing a deep disservice to the
traditions they explore.46 Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars alike have expressed deep
dissatisfaction with both the New Age spiritual movement and the academy in their treatment
of Indigenous religions.47 In promoting interest in “traditional” relationships with the earth,
the tourism industry falls victim to voyeuristic tendencies and chooses to overlook the
insidious colonial and imperial projects which have taken advantage of these communities
throughout history.48
Imperial elites have, at various points in history, constructed and reconstructed subject
peoples’ religion for their own (often political or economic) gain.49 From its outset, the field
of Religious Studies “operated with a distinction, sometimes explicit, often implicit, between
text-based ‘world religions’ and savage religions, a distinction duplicating the bifurcated
system of colonial governance that established different laws for racialized citizens and
ethnic, tribal, or savage subjects.” 50 Historically, scholarship on the Q’ero community has
perpetuated this division, characterizing it as “el último ayllu inca,” or “the last Incan
community,” a title originally established by anthropologists in 1984.51 Since this time, the
Q’eros have been portrayed as a community and culture preserved, unchanged, over hundreds
of years. Scholars and Peruvians alike have ignored the ways in which the experience of
Indigeneity is actually quite complex and fluid – the ways in which peoples’ surroundings
influence who they are.52
Societal and scholarly ignorance to the complexity of Indigeneity has perpetuated the
marginalization and discrimination of the Q’ero migrants from the rest of the urban society.
However, by participating in the tourism industry, the Q’eros have the ability to negotiate the
way others perceive them. They choose to present themselves as either Indigenous or mestizo
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depending on the context and social benefit they might gain from the rest of society.53 Butler
draws attention to the production of the human self as an effect of various surroundings and
contexts, over and against that which is different from oneself.54 This act of identification,
however, does not assume that human beings and communities operate without a central sense
of identity. Rather, it emphasizes the power and passion with which identity is “embodied and
performed.”55 Butler’s theory reinforces the very human nature of identity; “forms and modes
of subjectivization, identity and affiliation are always complex, often surprising, and
politically unpredictable.” 56 Thus, the Q’eros wear their traditional clothing and speak
Quechua when they perform their rituals with the Pachamama, whether with only the Q’ero
community or with tourists. They remain true to the demands of their spiritual values while
also gaining respect from tourists who choose to view them as more “authentic” in this
setting. But when they walk the streets of Cusco, they don “urban” clothing and speak
Spanish, attempting to blend into the rest of society to avoid attention. Holly Wissler explains:
It is frequent that the Q’ero men change their traditional clothing for mestizo clothing,
such as pants and jackets, when they arrive to the city of Cusco. This practice is part of a
negotiation of identity and is employed by many Andeans to participate in an urban society
which has historically discriminated against them.57 Although this marginalization continues,
Q’ero participation in the tourism industry allows them to control, to an extent, the perception
others have of them. The creation and expansion of mystic tourism has become a financial
means to survive and thrive in the midst of an ever-expanding capitalist economy. Such
experiences of urban-rural migration among Indigenous communities exist all over the world,
not just in Cusco. Donna Patrick and Gabriele Budach, for example, have worked among Inuit
migrants in Ottawa. Their study demonstrates how the “simultaneous localizing and
distancing” created in the use of multiple languages “operates to transcend conventional
Western notions of time and space and, by extension, notions of urban and nonurban as
relevant categories in the construction of [Indigeneity].”58 Around the world, the identity the
larger society perceive sis clearly connected to the Indigenous peoples’ presentation of
53
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themselves. The practice of Andean spirituality – in its rituals, its values, and its creation of
community, both within the Q’ero community and outside of it – makes space for these
migrants to actively preserve their Indigenous identity.
Both during the colonial period and more recently, Indigenous peoples have found
“ways to re-center religion within regions peripheral to Europe.” 59 Although the imperial
center chose to differentiate between “world religions” and “savage religions,” Indigenous
people advocated for themselves and their own systems of ritual and belief which did not
necessarily comply with the definitions determined by the imperial powers. 60 As Horsley
explains, subjected people have, throughout history, revived and reformed their spiritual
practices as a method of resistance to imperial rule. The traditions and values embodied
within the Andean Iñiy, for example, have been both re-created by the imperial elite and
reclaimed by the Q’eros themselves as a powerful preservation of identity. Although they
participate in the tourism industry in part because those in power have chosen to place value
in it, the migrants also find personal meaning in these practices as a form of reinforcing and
reclaiming their Indigenous identity. To assume the performance of these rituals for tourists
would discount their power for the Q’ero community. For these migrants, Indigeneity is not a
relic of the past. Rather, it is a dynamic and constantly negotiated experience of the world.61
Andean Iñiy is integral to their sense of identity, and the performance of their rituals holds
meaning for them outside the particular financial motivation of the tourist enterprise.
In the interest of more accurately and respectfully representing the spiritual traditions
and experiences of Indigenous communities, some members of the scholarly community, like
Wissler, have begun to highlight the relational and historical contexts within which these
tourist practices developed. A complete understanding of these tourist phenomena must
incorporate the Indigenous voices which have historically been overlooked. Of course,
Religious Studies as a discipline has yet to reach a consensus regarding these various modes
of studying the tourist enterprise. But Indigenous scholars,62 along with social justice-oriented
scholars like McCutcheon,63 are choosing to prioritize a more comprehensive understanding
of Indigenous communities’ historical, political, and economic contexts when analyzing
59
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Indigenous peoples’ interactions with societies outside their own. The late Native American
activist Vine Deloria, Jr. suggested that the academy now struggles with the tension between
an acceptance of the innate sacredness of life and “the secularization that science and industry
have brought.”64 He argued that secular conceptions of religion define all experiences outside
Christianity as the “other,” perpetuating imperial power relations. 65 Smoak echoes these
sentiments and advocates for a telling of history which recognizes both the creation of
ethnicity and religion and the authenticity of those experiences and identities. Viewing the
contemporary performance of non-Christian rituals as some delusional coping method
“ignores both the survival of the religion…and the far more complex issues of ethnic and
racial identity raised by such movements.” 66 Scholars have the choice to recognize the
fullness of spiritual experience, defining religion broadly, as “a social and cultural system, a
set of sacred symbols that explain a people’s creation, their relationship to the world and to
others, and their destiny.” 67 Defining religion in this way not only gives rise to more
interesting and nuanced academic discussion, but also does the essential work of deconstructing historical and contemporary power structures.
Conclusion
Moments of historical engagement with Indigenous communities – both colonization and
contemporary tourism – depend upon a notion of Indigeneity as static. Contemporary
scholarship within cultural, ethnic, and Native studies challenges such assumptions and
suggests community formation might exist outside the purview of Western colonial notions of
nationhood. Much of this scholarship revolves around the idea that the boundaries placed
around ethnicities persist despite the fluidity we observe in individual life histories.68 Thus,
although Andean spiritual leaders like Don Roberto and Doña Ofelia travel the world over,
encountering new people and ways of life, their continued performance of the Andean rituals
and their ethnic Q’ero identity preserve their connection with their community in
Paucartambo. Contemporary authors have begun to lean into this coexistent individuality and
sense of community, refusing to accept the common narrative which simplifies and dehistoricizes Indigenous experience and identity. Beyond Imagined Communities, a collection
of essays written in response to Benedict Anderson’s influential text, is a great example of
64
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this work. The editors here explain how the “great problem is not how Brazil or Ecuador came
to be called nations, but just what nation meant to Brazilians and Ecuadorians of diverse
social, regional, racial, and cultural descriptions.”69 They emphasize the subjectivity of both
history and politics, and they critique attempts to collapse the inherent diversity of nations
into the pages of a history book. They emphasize Hayden White’s mantra that “the writing of
history has always been, and remains, a political act.”70 These scholars explore how modern
Indigeneity involves “messy entanglements with non-indigenous peoples, places, ideas, and
things.”71 This work departs from the commonly accepted approach to history which would
exceptionalize Indigeneity instead of critically engaging with it.72 Indigeneity is not only an
academic subject to be studied, but also an experience of life which must be recognized and
honored in such study.
When considering the use of the term “religion,” a more expansive definition, at least
for scholarly study, might provide the space both for discussion of the colonial history of Peru
and for recognition of the authenticity of Indigenous spiritual practices outside their
relationship to power. Asad states:
It is by means of geographical and psychological movement that modern power inserts itself
into pre-existing structures. That process is necessary to defining existing identities and
motives as superfluous, and to constructing others in their place. Meanings are thus not only
created, they are also redirected or subverted – as so many novels about Indigenous life in the
colonies have poignantly depicted.73

As Asad criticizes the notion of a universal definition of religion, he makes an implicit
distinction between that particular definition (and the context from which it originates) and
the word itself. He views the Spanish colonizers not as having brought “religion” with them,
but rather as having redefined it for the Indigenous population. “Religion” was a violent,
imperial project – while Iñiy was a value-laden way of life.
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What we as scholars mean when we use the term “religion” shifts by context, and
different people deploy this term to achieve a variety of ends. Spanish colonizing Catholics
were calculated and manipulative in their attempt to erase Indigenous history, knowledge, and
individuals. Their determination of Indigenous beliefs as non-religious explicitly served these
imperial motivations by characterizing Indigenous practices as superstitious or uncivilized. In
the modern day, the tourism industry portrays Indigenous spiritualities as non-religious to
attract “spiritual, but not religious” Americans. White tourism and its appropriation of Andean
Iñiy is a new means of settler colonialism, in which white individuals attempt to replace or
adopt Native identity with their own. As Europeans in the past attempted to settle Native
lands in Latin America and position themselves as the “new Natives,” erasing or eradicating
Indigenous practice, white tourism continues this history under the guise of self-exploration
and discovery. In both cases, Indigenous religions have been exoticized, othered, and treated
as less established or even less valid systems of belief and practice.
Like Nongbri, Asad and Laine advocate for a more active, social justice-oriented
approach to Religious Studies which pays special attention to the discipline’s discriminatory
history. In many ways, they practice the scholarship Horsley endorses when he states, “We
[scholars] could settle for serving mainly as curators of religious texts and rituals as artifacts
left in the wake of imperial power. But we also have something to say to power on behalf of
cultural and religious pluralism on the basis of the heritage of the very religious expressions
and practices we study.” 74 Asad and Laine, however, recognize both the historical and
contemporary complexity of the term “religion,” and choose to go deeper. Rather than simply
write Indigenous spiritualities off as not religion, they posit alternative ways of interacting
and studying such traditions. They understand that simply defining non-Western traditions as
something else entirely would perpetuate the long-standing colonial myth that non-Christian
religions are not religions at all. Although the Q’ero migrants’ spirituality has changed since
colonization and since their migration to the urban center, and although its nature may differ
fundamentally from the “religion” defined by white Protestant Europeans, its power and
centrality in their lives cannot be understated.
Religious Studies scholars opposed to the idea that Indigenous traditions and
worldviews are explicitly not religions, because “religion” holds such specific historical
meaning, must consider their own position of privilege and power in making such a
determination. Westerners are both implicitly and explicitly influenced by the rhetoric of the
74
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colonial project, and the Religious Studies field itself was built upon Imperial ideas of
difference. Religious Studies as a discipline offers methods and tools to study, describe, and
analyze a wide variety of experiences of life. If we as historians and anthropologists are truly
interested in subverting power and understanding the very human nature of our belief and
practice, we must consider the possibility that reclaiming this fraught terminology may be
powerful for Indigenous communities as well. Choosing to let go of the restrictive definition
of such a term may not only reveal more fruitful academic findings, but also reverse the
power dynamics both implicit and explicit in Western scholars’ study of non-Western
religions. While refusing to use this term is an act of resistance in the current political and
societal situation of the Q’eros, reclaiming this fraught terminology in a more equitable
society may be powerful for Indigenous communities in the future. Just as the Q’eros will
continue to change, the meanings of this term will too.
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ANNEXES
I. Participants’ Information

I include here the same table as above for reference to the migrants’ basic data, in addition to
photos and descriptions of each individual interviewee. I received verbal informed consent
from the interviewees to include their information and photos here, as many of them cannot
speak Spanish, much less read or write.

Interview Date

Age

Years in

Occupation

Cusco

Q’ero
Community

La SeñoraAndrea

06 NOV 2018

32

10

Weaving director

N/A

Don Fernando

07 NOV 2018

42

1

Pampamisayoq

Marache

Don Rodolfo

07 NOV 2018

57

14

Pampamisayoq

N/A

Don Roberto

09 NOV 2018

66

15

Pampamisayoq

HatunQ’ero

Don Gerardo

09 NOV 2018

65

3

Pampamisayoq

HatunQ’ero

Doña Ofelia

12 NOV 2018

91

12

Altomisayoq

Kiko Grande
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La Señora Andrea
I interviewed Andrea on November 6, 2018 at
4:00 p.m. in her home in the Salvadores
neighborhood of San Sebastián. She is 32 years
old and has lived in Cusco for 10 years. She
moved to the city with her family to improve her
children’s education.She works as the director of
the Q’ero weavings and artisanal work in the city.
Although she is not a specialist in performing
rituals with the Pachamama, she is a practitioner
of the traditional Q’ero practices and discussed
these rituals with me during our interview.
In photo: Andrea weaving, accompanied by two of her children.

Don Fernando
I interviewed Don Fernando
on November 7, 2018 at 7:30
a.m.

in

his

house.

Don

Fernando and his family live
in alto Cusco, at the end of the
Expreso el Zorro bus route. He
is 42 years old and moved to
Cusco in 2017.He is a member
of the Marache community of
the Q’eros. He also migrated
to find better educational resources for his children. He is now the leader of his
neighborhood’s social organization in Cusco, and he also works as a pampamisayoq.
In photo: Don Fernando and his wife in their house.
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Don Rodolfo
I spoke with Don Rodolfo with interpretation
assistance from my advisor, Mirtha Irco. I
interviewed him on November 7, 2018 at 12:00
p.m. We spoke in the Plaza Kusipata in the Cusco
city center. Don Rodolfo is 57 years old and has
lived in Cusco for 14 years. He decided to move to
the city as a result of the better education system
and the increasing difficulty of working in
agriculture with the effects of climate change. He
now works as a pampamisayoq in the city.

In photo: Don Rodolfo with my advisor and
interpreter Mirtha Irco.

Don Roberto
I interviewed Don Roberto on November 9,
2018 at 10:00 a.m., in his home in the
Salvadores neighborhood of San Sebastián.
He is 66 years old and was one of the first
Q’eros to migrate to Cusco, 15 years ago.
He belongs to the Hatun Q’ero community
and moved to Cusco to better his children’s
education. He also mentioned the difficulty
of working in agriculture as another reason
to move to the city. He now works as a
pampamisayoq and has traveled to a few
countries outside Peru to perform the Q’ero
rituals for other groups.
In photo: Don Roberto (on the right) with
his wife, son, and daughter-in-law.
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Don Gerardo
I

spoke

with

Don

Gerardo

on

November 9, 2018 at 3:00 p.m. in the
Basilica

Café

in

the

Wanchaq

neighborhood of Cusco. Mirtha Irco
assisted with interpreting during this
interview. Don Gerardo is 65 years old
and has lived in Cusco for three years.
He decided to move to the city as a
result of the difficulty to work as a subsistence farmer in the country. He belongs to the Hatun
Q’ero community and now works as a pampamisayoq.
In photo: Don Gerardo with my advisor and interpreter, Mirtha Irco.

Doña Ofelia
I interviewed Doña Ofelia on November 12, 2018 at 9:00 a.m., in her granddaughter’s house
in the Ununchis neighborhood of San Sebastián. Mirtha Irco once again assisted with
interpreting this interview. Doña Ofelia
is 91 years old and has lived in Cusco
for 12 years. She is a member of the
Kiko Grande community and is the last
altomisayoq of the Q’ero nation. She
moved to the city of Cusco to work in
performing

the

Q’ero

spiritual

traditions, and she has since traveled to
various countries in Latin America,
North America, and Europe to perform
the Q’ero rituals. She still performs
these rituals for both the Q’eros and
other groups.
In photo: Doña Ofelia wearing her
traditional clothing to perform the
altomisayoq’s rituals.
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II. Interview Questions
Interview Questions for the paqo interviewees (various pampamisayoq and Doña Ofelia)
Name:
Age:
Time spent in Cusco:
Occupation:
1.

What community do you belong to?

2.

When did you leave Paucartambo to come to Cusco?

3.

Why did you decide to migrate to Cusco?

4.

When did you arrive in San Sebastián?

5.

Can you tell me about your migration experience?

6.

I’m really interested in the religious practices in Cusco – do you still do your

traditional rituals?
7.

What ceremonies and offerings did you do in Paucartambo?

8.

What ceremonies and offerings do you do here in Cusco?

9.

What spiritual beliefs do you hold in Paucartambo?

10.

What spiritual beliefs do you hold in Cusco?

11.

What are the principal values of these practices in Paucartambo?

12.

What are the principal values of these practices in the community here?

13.

Is there a relationship between the clothing you wear and these spiritual rituals?

14.

Have you noticed a difference in your practices after your migration – do you perform

the rituals differently here?
15.

Did you think about the significance of those rituals in Paucartambo?

16.

Do they have a new significance here, away from the original community?
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17.

Do you attend Catholic mass more regularly in Cusco?

18.

How do these rituals relate to Catholicism?

19.

What has changed in your life through your migration? What is different here in

Cusco? (food, clothing, language, etc.)
20.

Do you feel like part of the Cusqueñan community?

21.

Have you encountered difficulties living in Cusco?

22.

Have these difficulties changed throughout your time in Cusco?

23.

How have your spiritual rituals affected your ability to grow accustomed to your new

home?
Interview Questions for participants in the rituals (La Señora Andrea)
Name:
Age:
Time spent in Cusco:
Occupation:
1.

What community do you belong to?

2.

When did you leave Paucartambo to come to Cusco?

3.

Why did you decide to migrate to Cusco?

4.

When did you arrive in San Sebastián?

5.

Can you tell me about your migration experience?

6.

I’m really interested in the religious practices in Cusco – do you still do your

traditional rituals?
7.

What ceremonies and offerings did you do in Paucartambo?

8.

What ceremonies and offerings do you do here in Cusco?

9.

What are the principal values of these practices in Paucartambo?
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10.

What are the principal values of these practices in the community here?

11.

Is there a relationship between the clothing you wear and these spiritual rituals?

12.

Did you think about the significance of those rituals in Paucartambo?

13.

Do they have a new significance here, away from the original community?

14.

Do you attend Catholic mass more regularly in Cusco?

15.

Do you feel like part of the Cusqueñan community?

16.

Have you encountered difficulties living in Cusco?

17.

Have these difficulties changed throughout your time in Cusco?

18.

How have your spiritual rituals affected your ability to grow accustomed to your new

home?

III. Photos of Material Culture
I include here a few images which simply provide more context and understanding of the
Q’eros and those I interviewed. These photos are all personal to my time spent with the
community, and I believe they demonstrate how Ayni permeates this community’s daily
actions.
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Left: A close-up image of the blanket which Don Roberto blessed for me. The diamond-like
shapes represent Inti Sol, or Father Sun, in the Q’ero spiritual conception.
Right: Don Roberto blessing a traditional Q’ero blanket which his partner had woven by
hand. I purchased this blanket from the couple as a gesture of gratitude for their willingness
to speak with me and assist with my research.

Below: Don Roberto conducting a
reading of the coca for a friend of mine.
During a reading of the coca, the
pampamisayoq lays the coca on top of a
blanket much like the one pictured
above. He fingers through the coca,
explaining their meaning to the
petitioner as he does so.
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