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Foreword

The world has an image of Peru, a vague but persistent impression of 

its landscape, its people, its culture. This image has gained a popular 

currency through photography, indeed it was originally conceived in 

photographs, spread through the pages of newspapers and magazines. 

But, like most countries of the so-called Third World, Peru’s popular 

image has been formed according to First World priorities, manufactured 

and endorsed by generations of visiting photographers whose search for 

the picturesque has encompassed poverty and hardship as well as 

colourful costumes and exotic locations. Typically in their photographs, 

and in other representations of Third World societies, there is a void 

between surface texture and numbing despair. Yet it is in this apparently 

empty, lifeless space, unpictured and unseen by outsiders, that people 

live out their day to day existence.

The Social Photography Workshops (Los Talleres de Fotografía Social) 

began as a direct response to these conditions. Initiated in Lima by the 

German photographer, Thomas Muller, the idea of the project was simple 

-  to give ordinary working people in Peru, for the first time, the power



and opportunity to represent themselves, to document their own lives for 

the outside world. In the last few years the size and popularity of the 

project has grown. TAFOS now consists of eight workshops, in small 
diverse communities across Peru, from urban suburbs to the remotest 

highlands, and is increasingly a movement of national significance in a 

country riven by violent social and political unrest.

Over the last ten years there has been an increased awareness of the 
complex issues that define the politics of representation. The power and 

influence of images in shaping social attitudes, political opinion and 

economic policy has been further acknowledged and understood. The 

means to control images, to take charge of the form and function of 
photography has perhaps never been more significant or widely coveted. 

In this context, the work of TAFOS is an important initiative, when seen 

also against the background of years of oppression and 

misrepresentation, it is a vital weapon of resistance in what remains 

a constant struggle for survival. The work is born of the day to day 

existence necessarily absent from the more easy to digest, formulaic 
images of Peru. The photographs introduce us to the substance of 

people’s lives, we learn about their reality, their priorities. As far as 

photographs can give us any kind of truth, the images of TAFOS

construct a view of experience that is honest and credible. It is powerful 
but purposeful work, now not merely an alternative expression but an 

integral part of an unfolding social process.

This exhibition aims to represent the spirit and ideals of TAFOS across 

a broad cultural front. It has been conceived around the idea of 'lo 
popular’ -  a term which spans the views and culture of the working 

classes -  and seeks to convey the atmosphere and manner in which 

TAFOS photographs are used, presented and viewed in Peru. The 

direction of the project, that is the ideas behind the exhibition, the 
selection of images and the contents of this catalogue, have been 

governed by TAFOS members as a ‘collective effort of communication’, 

with each workshop contributing. As the main catalogue text exemplifies, 

the project represents the voice of the ‘cultures of silence', it is also 

intended as a wide-ranging panorama of Peru at a time of crisis, when 
popular organisations such as TAFOS are beginning to redefine their 

position on the country's shifting political map.

David Chandler 
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500 Years Later

One day we decided that we could not stay any longer. Life was 
becoming harder in the countryside. There wasn’t enough land to farm 
and working for others wasn’t much better. We'd heard so much about 
the city -  that there was a lot of work, that we could study, that It would 
be easier to get a house, a TV and many other things. We rolled up our 
few belongings In a blanket and, after a brief farewell, we walked down 
to the road to wait for a truck that would take us to the city.

But when we got there, we didn’t know anyone or how to look for 
a job or a place to live. The little savings that we had brought with us 
soon dwindled. We suffered a spell of confusion and disappointment 
until we found jobs In factories or in houses that needed a servant. But 
everything was very unstable and our dreams of progress began to fade.

The city customs seemed so different. How was this possible if we 
all lived in the same country, If we were all Peruvians? That’s why we 
almost never again spoke our Quechua or wore our provincial clothes 

6 or listened to our Andean music. City behaviour was cold and distant In 
comparison to the klndhearted life of the countryside. It seemed that

we simply had to forget it all.
Through the years, we began to become part of the city. Occupying 

the land that nobody else wanted -  wasteland, hill slopes and the river 
banks -  working at what was available. We had our children, who grew 
and became adults. At the same time, more and more migrants arrived, 
and they continue arriving. Some were relatives, others came from our 
hometown, but most were unknown. We tried to take them all in and 
point them in the right direction.

But each day it became more difficult to obtain what was necessary 
to get ahead. Then, thinking about ways to make a. living, we bought 
some merchandise and prepared some meals to sell in the streets. 
Others set up small workshops in their living-rooms or back-rooms. 
Those who had a trade began to ply the streets looking for customers. 
The long dreamed-of job never came along. But we began to make a 
living with these labours, to slowly build our homes and send our 
children (or grandchildren) to school. Some of us actually went abroad 
to search for better times In the countries to the north.

Some of us managed to improve our businesses. Those of us who 
had become street vendors for example, saved what we could to buy 
a tricycle with a platform attached to the front for hauling our business



with us. It became our main work tool, a kind of portable market stall 

in which we could take our merchandise to the marketplace where it 

could then be used as a display case. We began to adapt the tricycle 
to other uses -  for hauling construction material or helping people move 

their households, using it as a cholotaxi or even decorating it for parades.

Suddenly, it dawned on us that we weren’t foreigners any longer, we 

were the majority of people who lived in the city. Almost without knowing 

it, we had taken over the cities, spreading our music, our colours and 
tastes, our ways of building, celebrating and even dying. We reorganised 

our lifestyle, forgetting the suffering that had gone before. Our 

perseverance and our ingenuity allowed us to bfeat the cities that had 

previously frightened us.
So, little by little, over the past 50 years, this country has become 

another country. Who could say that it is not a process as important as

the Spanish Conquest of Peru so many centuries ago. But, this new 

change is the opposite of the first, almost a return to the old order.

We’re coming back from the high, arid Sierra to the areas from which 

we had been expelled. Now we are retaking the forbidden places of 
wealth and vigour. Couldn’t it be that another pachakuti (the start of a 

new historical cycle) is taking place, just as our Andean ancestors used 

to envisage their history?
Our culture has not died. Neither has it remained intact over the 

centuries, mixing old customs and western novelties with contributions 

from Africans and Asians who were brought to Peru. Moulding and 

modelling this according to our tastes, to our decisions. Now we cannot 

remain isolated nor do we want to, because we are no longer foreigners 

in our country, we are citizens and we progress. The struggle for survival 
continues to be hard, but now we walk firmly on known territory.
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A Policy Which Understands the Country

The results of the 1990 elections surprised those that observed, and 
participated in, the Peruvian political process. Both the traditional 
political parties and the left born in the 1960s were practically forgotten 
by the electorate. Thus, a figure until then unknown, Alberto Fujimori, 
leading a group of independents, became the President of the Republic.

It so happens that most of those who are engaged in politics still 
believe that governing is the art of obtaining great profits or Imposing 
abstract plans, and not a craft which should find ways to meet the 
peoples’ daily needs, one which should retrieve popular forms of 
association, collective norms and the prevailing values of today.

The rules of street vendors, the organisation of the school ‘glass 
of milk’ committees, the best of chicha music, the religiosity that mixes 
procession and festivity, the common law of the peasant circles, the 
preference for some newspapers and radio stations, the unknown 
political candidates -  there is so much that we have yet to know about 
ourselves.

However, little Is done towards this end. The legal left, on one hand,



continues with its out of style, shopworn discourse, that dreams of 

applying an ideal Marxist model. On the other hand, the right -  on the 

upswing due to the international appeal of neo-liberalism -  does not 

forget its traditional pedantry. It cannot hide its conservative zeal and 
its disdain for the peculiar way that the people are constructing their 

present, instead believing that the élites should first 'civilise' us. 

Authoritarianism and imposition are the same at the other extreme -  

militarised groups of the radical left that want to force their model onto 

the people through violence and terror.

It would seem that the model of development itself is in crisis, not 
simply certain economic policies or parity programmes. ‘Before these 

times of crisis’, wrote Peruvian historian Alberto Flores Galindo, ‘Peruvian 

society seemed to be marching towards an irreversible modernisation... 

but years later, when the crisis required looking towards the interior of 
the country, these convictions did not seem so compelling... The crisis 

opened questions about the presence or not of the Andean and forms 

of support that an alternative development project might find in the 

country’s ancient historical tradition.’ So, its about the search for 

alternatives, starting with what we are: of who and how we are the 

Peruvians of today.
9



Our culture is being made

Some people believe that the social process Peru is living through has 

produced a ‘horrible’ culture of clashing colours, half-built houses, 

strange mixtures of food -  one that they hope will not survive. For others 

there is no single culture, only elements of barbarous subcultures (the 

products of a lack of education) -  precarious shacks with colour TVs, the 
butchering of the official Spanish language, streets clogged with people, 

buses and markets, music that sounds like tin cans -  and that this is just 

a necessary stage before reaching a capitalist model on the way to ideal 

development.
However, although some seem horrible, savage, chaotic or primitive, 

we believe, with the novelist José Maria Arguedas, that ‘the vitality of 

pre-Hispanic culture has proved its capacity to change, to assimilate 
foreign elements. Social and economic marginality, religion, the family, 

the techniques of fabricating and building the so-called material 
elements of culture, the arts; everything has changed since the times 

of the Conquest but has remained, through so many important changes, 

different from the West, despite the Conquistadors’ influence on native

Peruvian culture.'
It is visible, real and inevitable that there is no longer a peasant 

culture to which we may look with romantic eyes because the peasants 

are already a part of national life. And, just like anyone else who sees the 

possibility, they seek a better future.
But neither in the cities do the people adopt habits and tastes 

according to preexisting models, rather, the old urban customs Inherited 

from the West are being transformed, mixing with popular traditions that 

are no longer shut away. Unconventionality, the struggle for survival, the 

force of migration are more vital today than ever before. The process of 

Peruvian culture is on the move and we wish we could live 100 years to 

see what it becomes, in its styles, its classical products -  full and 
universal. For that to happen we have to give it an opportunity, provide 

a space to develop for those who have been, and who continue to be 

different, and who are constructing a different culture.



Is it possible to survive and coexist at the same time?

The end of alienation and isolation in which the majority of the population 

lived assumed a growing pressure in economic, social and cultural areas, 

but those that existed were never designed for so many people and such 

diverse groups. Therefore people began to look for their own ways -  to 

construct their own spaces, on top of those that were already there.
In the struggle for survival, thousands of street vendors took to the 

streets; the homeless turned the hillsides and wastelands into living 

quarters; workshops, cottage industries and thousands of astounding 

trades cropped up out of nowhere; the fairgrounds were occupied by 

folklore festivals and new kinds of popular music; the universities became 

packed to overflowing. There are moments when the desire to work

collectively holds sway. Communities build their schools and install 

drinking water and sewage systems. Peasants take over idle land and 
plant their crops. Each member of the family -  child, parent and 

grandparent -  works together and shares their income.

But not everything is marvellous. There are few resources, space 

is narrow and everyone does things his own way. There is also a strong 

individualistic instinct, the tendency to impose one’s rules on others, 
violence and one-upmanship. That is how two organisations can fight 

over a plot of land, grassroots leaders become entrenched in their posts 

as their political careers take off, a father uses his physical strength to 

overpower his family, a son forgets the culture of his ancestors.
The struggle for survival is not always resolved in terms of 

coexistence but in the exacerbation of individualism, machismo, 

selfishness -  the law of the jungle.

However, it seems possible that so many survival experiences , so 

much creativity developed in the fight for life, may lead to the forming 

of a collective culture, one based on shared values and feelings, on forms 

of mutual respect and authority without authoritarianism. In other words, 
a destiny in which the country draws on its own specific reality to develop 

the best of itself. It is a project that has not existed up to now.
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The Social Photography Workshops

Photography is an art born in the Western World and made to the 

measure of buoyant modern industrialised societies. As Susan Sontag 

says, ‘A capitalist society requires a culture based on images... The 
production of images also furnishes a ruling ideology... Social change 

is replaced by changes in images.'

is it possible to think of photography as an adequate instrument for 

non-modern societies? Is it possible for ‘changes in images’ to contribute 

to social change? These are the questions which the Social Photography 
Workshops try to answer in today’s Peru.

Peasants, mine workers and marginalised urban dwellers, chosen 

by diverse popular organisations, make up these workshops in different 

parts of the country. Without leaving behind their daily activities, they 

dedicate themselves to registering images of the world to which they 

belong. This gives them two advantages over other photographers: on one 
hand, the naturalness with which those photographed accept the presence 

of the camera; on the other, the possibility that photography might be 

assimilated into their own cultural patterns. This has permitted popular



culture to shift from being the object of photography to its subject.

Taking those photographs as the starting point, the Workshops and 

other popular organisations arrange a diversity of exhibitions and events, 

means of communication which serve as a basis for discussing their 
problems, for seeking solutions, and for making these known both in 

and outside their own localities.

The work of the Social Photography Workshops expresses the 

concern of Peruvian popular sectors to understand and find a solution 
to the deep chaos in which their society lives. In their hands, the camera 

-w ith  its great power to classify, to give a value and a place to things 

and events, to bring significant form to a world of daily life -  is a tool of 

affirmation, denouncement, and proposal.

Despite the growing expansion of the massive communications 
media in past years, Peru is still a desert of images compared with the 

industrialised North. Due to the lack of an integrated market and the 

incapacity of the centralised state to provide basic services, towns, cities 

and whole regions live in deep isolation. The success of the Social 

Photography Workshops among the popular sectors can be explained 
by the need that the people have to articulate their own image, to find 

answers to the problem of identity. At the same time, the people have

a need to break out of isolation, to be actors in a world which, at best, 
considers them either ‘victims' or ‘beneficiaries’.

Isolation reinforces the profound cultural gap that has always 

existed between the governing, enlightened, white elite minorities and 

the majority of the Indian, black and mestizo nation. But, photographic 
language leaps over the barriers of race, language and culture, barriers 

that in Peru have always been excuses for oppression. Suddenly, the 

'poor', the ‘backward’, the 'uncivilised' challenge us with the richness 

and vitality of cultures constructed on precariousness, but also on 
tradition. Photography achieves this leap because its language strikes 

at the heart, because its appeals are to human feeling rather than to 

reason and the intellect.

TAFOS -  Talleres de Fotografía Social





Photographs
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Serapio Verduzco

Ccapana, Ocongate, 
Cusco

On our precarious 
footpaths, there are 
frequent wooden foot
bridges. Most of our 
transport goes over 
them to reach the few 
highways in the Sierra.
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Willy Cárdenas

Cusco

For many Cusco 

residents tourism 
means aggression. 

What is ‘attractive’ is 

that the man is blind 

and poor; his blindness 

and poverty make him 

sell his image and 
his dignity.
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Daniel Pajuelo

20

El Agustino, Lima

In marginal urban zones 

few people have drinking 

water in their homes.

The installation is 
expensive, and there 

isn’t enough water. Most 

of us have to carry water 

from the public water 
tap or buy it from tank 

trucks.



Daniel Pajuelo

Lima

Some say that we are 

poor because we are 

lazy! You just have to 

see how hard it Is to 

gain your daily bread. 
Men, women, old people 

and children, we all have 

to push ourselves to the 

limit to get just a little.

21
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Raúl Méndez

El Agustino, Lima

Precariousness is a 
characteristic that soaks 
into the very life of a 
poor city resident. We 
work hard to get ahead, 
but not all of us can 
realise our dreams of 
building a brick house.
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Cusco

Each day our work is 

more unconventional. 

So they call us street 
vendors and street 

workers, anyone who 

has a little workshop, 

everyone has to either 

create his own job or 
starve to death. Those 

who are lucky or more 

persevering can get a 

piece of equipment and 
hold on to a piece of 

pavement.
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Máximo Palomino

Morococha, Junin

We begin another day 
with our lanterns lit and 
our bodies bundled up 
against the cold. But the 
poor quality of the air, 
due to the high altitude 
and the contamination 
of the mines, together 
with the scarce safety 
measures, makes our 
health a little worse each 
day. One day less to ask 
ourselves how many of 
us have sick lungs, how 
many have suffered fatal 
accidents.



Rigoberto Rivera

Morococha, Junin

All Saint’s Day, when we 

remember the death of 

loved ones, is celebrated 

in the whole country, but 

especially In the mining 
camps where death Is a 

mine worker's 

companion for life.

27
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Julián Rojas

Morococha, Junin

Although mining 

accounts for half the 

country’s exports, the 

90,000 miners have to 
endure very bad working 

conditions. However, the 

miners have formed 

unions and federations 
and we are very active 

when we have to fight for 

our salaries or protect 

our organisations.
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Jorge Vivanco

El Agustino, Lima

We'd like to give our 
children much more 
than we have. Each 
year in all the 
neighbourhoods of 
the city, we celebrate 
the Spring Festival in 
the best way possible. 
Sometimes, we borrow, 
or spend our last 
savings, but the fiestas 
help to keep us going.

30
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Lucio Quispe

Cusco

When we migrate to 
the cities, we don’t 
forget our Andean 
customs. For example, 
we still do collective 
work. This job, building 
a street, is the only way 
to get something that 
everyone needs.

32



Juan de Dios Choquepuma

Yanaoca, Cusco

Through the Peasant 

Community, we Andean 
people, in our 

thousands, have 

organised ourselves to 

administer and defend 

our resources, especially 

the land. The possibility 
of community 

development depends 

on the ability of our 

leaders -  elected 

democratically -  to 
confront endless 

paperwork.

33



Sebastián Turpo

Ayaviri, Puno

Marriage is an important 
moment in our peasant 

life because it is a 

precondition to assume 

full social responsibilities 

in the community. 
Normally we marry long 

after we have lived 

together, when the 

couple has achieved a 

condition of well-being 

represented by the 
arch which symbolises 

the world.

34
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Melquíades Ramos

Chichina, Ccata, Cusco

Our calendar, closely 
linked with the farming 
cycle that frames our 
life, is punctuated by 
fiestas -  like Carnival, 
here -  many of which 
mix Andean tradition 
and Western ways and 
are important for 
affirming our identity.
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Yolanda Crucinta

Ribera del Rio, El 
Agustino, Lima

For years, we have 
been organising 
people's kitchens in 
the neighbourhoods. 
That way, mothers can 
improve the food of our 
families a little and we 
can find a place to share 
our preoccupations and 
affirm ourselves as 
people.



Dámaso Quispe

Orurillo, Ayaviri, Puno

This is how we bathe 

our alpacas to free 

them of parasites, 

technology is 

modernising slowly, 

which is why we cannot 
reach the necessary 

productivity to supply 

Peru with the food it 

needs.
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Simón Dias Huamani

Federación Nacional 
Minera, Lima

During a march of our 

National Mineworkers 

Federation in Lima, our 
General Secretary, Jorge 

Quezada, was wounded 

in a clash with the police.
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Melchor Lima

Ayaviri, Puno

How much longer will 

we have to keep crying 

because of the violence 

and the terror? It Is only 

one more death In the 
official lists of casualties, 

but each one of them is 

unique In our family, in 

our town. How long will 
we have to withstand 

the pain?

42





Alberto Guzmán

Ocongate, Cusco

The lack of land and 

employment in the 

countryside makes 

many young people 

migrate to the gold fields 
in the jungle. Because 

of the serious risks 

involved, It is a job that 

is well paid. The money 

is used to satisfy desires 
that are never met with 

peasant work.
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Walter Silvera

Lima

Poverty does not 
necessarily mean lack 

of dignity and natural 
pride. Despite its many 

problems and its lack 

of resources, Peru is 

a country full of life, of 
will and hope.
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Severo Salazar

Ayaviri, Puno

In the cities as in the 

countryside, Peru is 
a profoundly Christian 

country. Popular religion 

has incorporated 
Andean concepts and 

the rites, beliefs and the 

symbolism of Christianity.
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