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Abstract 
Over forty years ago, women across Lima, Perú’s poorest neighborhoods decided to take 

their community’s need for food into their own hands. Amidst an economic downturn that swept 

across Latin America in the last decades of the 20th century, these volunteers, the socias, formed 

comedores populares (communal kitchens). The socias combined their resources to cook for 

their families, while selling meals at an affordable price to their neighbors, investing all profit in 

the next day’s meal. In the early 1980s, the Peruvian government began opening state-sponsored 

comedores, providing participating kitchens with food aid. As state-sponsored comedores have 

evolved over the past four decades, they have become sites of contested meaning and 

significance amidst a confluence of embedded structural inequalities, conflicting sociopolitical 

subjectivities, and a politics of false generosity. While the state has long used the comedores for 

political ends, a practice which remains entrenched in today’s Peruvian political practices, 

outside observers have blamed comedores for reproducing irresponsibility, underdevelopment, 

malnutrition, political corruption, and the perpetuation of systemic injustices. These overlapping 

complexities have created a context in which comedores are facing increasing pressure to close, 

forcing socias to fight to keep their kitchens open.  

Drawing on ethnographic research with state-sponsored comedores in Huaycán, Lima, 

Perú, colloquially known as ‘The City of Hope,’ this research explores the relationship between 

the inside meaning of comedores for participating socias and the external challenges socias 

confront as they struggle to continue cooking together. While food aid programs such as the 

comedores are unlikely to upend Perú’s underlying structural challenges, for many socias, the 

comedores are a vital resource for ameliorating the hardships of chronic economic precarity, 

while also providing a valuable space of social solidarity and camaraderie. In examining these 

dynamics, this research addresses broader debates around food aid distribution, the violence of 

precarity, and the value of communal spaces within a neoliberal socioeconomic context. 

Additionally, in turning to the experiences of comedor socias in Huaycán, this dissertation 

considers how deep-seated injustices in poor communities have produced predictable and 

preventable suffering and death due to COVID-19.  

 

 

 

  



13 

 

Chapter 1: Introduction: “The People Need to Eat” 
 

Final Day of Fieldwork 
After a sleepless night, I called Margarita, the president of a comedor popular (communal 

kitchen) in the early morning hours of March 16, 2020, to ask if she would be cooking.1 

Sounding anxious, she told me that she was at the market, but the prices had skyrocketed. After 

briefly pausing to talk with a vendor, she firmly said, “Sarita, the people need to eat.” Worried 

that her fellow cooks would stay home, Margarita asked me to meet her at the comedor in twenty 

minutes.  

The evening before, Perú’s then-president, Martín Vizcarra, had announced a state of 

emergency and mandatory nationwide lockdown, in an effort to stymie the rapid spread of 

COVID-19 throughout the country. The international borders would be closed, all domestic 

flights were being grounded, interprovincial bus routes were canceled, and everybody but 

“essential workers” was ordered to stay home. However, for the “socias” (the associates or 

formally associated volunteers) who operated Perú’s almost 14,000 comedores populares, a 

government-subsidized food aid program serving hot lunches prepared by local volunteers, it 

was unclear as to whether the meals they prepared, or their voluntary labor, were deemed 

“essential.”  

At that time, there were no confirmed cases of COVID-19 in Huaycán, the neighborhood 

on the outskirts of Lima where I undertook my dissertation research. Nonetheless, I was nervous 

about leaving the house. I was not sure how strict the mandatory lockdown was and was fearful 

that I might unknowingly spread or become ill with COVID-19. Despite my anxiety, I made my 

way towards Margarita’s comedor for what would become my final day of in-person fieldwork 

for nearly two years. The streets were eerily quiet without the buzzing of mototaxis and the 

morning chitchat of neighbors moving about as they watered plants, walked children to school, 

or headed to the market. En route, I passed the Comedor Sarita Colonia, the first comedor I had 

ever cooked in, whose doors were firmly shut. The socias from Sarita Colonia would not cook 

together for another four months. I then ran into Mirta, a long time socia of the Comedor Juana 

de Dios Manrique. She told me that their comedor was cooking, but that they were uneasy, 

unsure if the lockdown applied to them. The Municipal government of Ate, which manages the 

comedores in Huaycán, had not sent directions.   

I arrived at Margarita’s comedor just as she was hauling the market bags into the kitchen. 

Two women from other comedores were sitting at her table, asking if they should cook. 

Margarita, who had a leadership role in their comedor association, told them that if they did not 

have any víveres (government-provided food aid), they should go home. She explained that the 

food in the market had become too expensive for the comedores. Flustered, Margarita started 

waving a single, flimsy stalk of celery in the air, telling us that she almost had to fight another 

woman for it. She then looked at the tiny piece of squash she had bought for our soup, and 

dejectedly said, “Four soles for that little zapallito” (small squash), adding “we are going to have 

to charge everyone s/3.00 today, even the socias,” who normally paid s/2.50 (a change from 

approximately $0.70 up to a $0.90).   

 
1 Throughout this dissertation the names of all people, with the exception of public figures, and the names of 

comedores populares are pseudonyms. However, with the permission of Margarita’s sons, I am using her real name 

in limited sections of this dissertation to honor her extensive contributions to my research as my key collaborator 

and the many years she dedicated to Huaycán’s comedores populares.    
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The two women left, leaving Margarita and me alone to start cooking the day’s menú, 

chicken soup with lentils and fried fish. It was not an efficient morning. As Margarita repeatedly 

called the Municipality, confused socias were continuously contacting her looking for direction. 

As I tried to cube potatoes for the lentils, personnel from the University of Arizona were sending 

me multiple emails, hoping that I would be able to leave Perú before the international border 

closed at midnight. Meanwhile, I was on and off the phone with the U.S. Embassy. Given that I 

was in a safe location and had no way to get to the airport (taxis and personal vehicles were not 

permitted to operate), the Embassy advised me to stay in Huaycán. Amidst our stress, a local 

teacher, who sometimes bought lunch from the comedor, decided to start yelling at us through 

the kitchen door, telling us to close, as we were going to get everyone sick. With gritted teeth, 

Margarita asked him to please move on.     

Margarita was finally able to get through to the Municipality, who informed her that the 

comedores should close. Although the comedores could have been a critical resource for 

distributing food aid during the lockdown, there were legitimate concerns that social distancing 

would be impossible and that the socias did not have the proper protective equipment. By the end 

of the week, all comedores in Huaycán would shut down (at least officially) until the lockdown 

ended. Refusing to waste the meal we had already started to cook, Margarita said that we would 

still serve that day’s lunch.  

Fortunately, Adela, another socia, joined us for the final hour of food preparation, help 

that was much needed as we were overwhelmed by the number of lunch requests that day. I had 

worked in this comedor almost weekly over eleven months. I knew all of the socias and clients 

by name, as Margarita had made me responsible for record-keeping and taking payments when 

socias and clients purchased lunch. However, on this particular day, neighbors I had never met 

kept dropping by, asking if lunch was available. Margarita could not turn anyone away. As we 

were serving lunch, I counted as many as fifteen people in the comedor at once, crowded into a 

space that was no more than eight feet wide. It was clear that many people were nervously 

turning to the comedores for a discounted lunch, knowing that they were going to be out of work 

for at least two weeks, the length of Perú’s initial emergency declaration. At that moment, few of 

us would have imagined that the lockdown would last until July 1, 2021, financially devastating 

families across Huaycán, who largely work in the informal sector (Renkert 2020).  

After finishing our lunches, Margarita and I headed to her house with our friend Trío, one 

of our most dedicated comedor clients, to chat and decompress after what had been a stressful 

morning. We spent much of the afternoon laughing and listening to tunantadas.2 Although well 

after the holidays, Margarita asked Trío and me to be the padrinos (godparents) for her Bajada 

de Reyes (Three Kings Day), tasking us with taking baby Jesus down from her nativity scene. 

The following year, we would be responsible for putting baby Jesus and the three wise men back 

in the stable.    

Amidst our joviality (aided by a healthy flow of beer), there was a nervous tension in the 

room. I was sad, knowing I would likely leave Perú in the coming days. More importantly, 

Margarita was trying to figure out how she was going to manage the comedor’s remaining 

víveres, given that the Peruvian government prohibited comedores from distributing comida 

cruda (uncooked food). We talked about our fears that COVID-19 would devastate Huaycán. 

 
2 Tunantada is a genre of Peruvian music and dance commonly performed in Yauyos, the Andean region of Perú 

that Margarita was from. The dance is a satirical performance of social hierarchies during the colonial period in the 

Yauyos/Jauja regions of the Central Andes. Margarita, who loved to watch and dance tunantadas, frequently took 

me to tunantada performances.  
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The community’s multigenerational households, overcrowded markets, high levels of diabetes 

and obesity, and woefully inadequate local hospital, seemed to be a recipe for disaster. 

Unfortunately, our fear was completely warranted. Although Margarita and I would talk on the 

phone nearly every week after I was evacuated from Perú, this would be the final afternoon we 

would spend together. On March 5, 2021, Margarita became one of the many people in Huaycán 

whose life would be cut short by COVID-19. She never again set up her nativity scene, as she 

reminded me a few months before her death that the madrina was responsible for putting Jesus 

back. Due to the ongoing ravages of COVID-19, I did not make it back in time.   

 

 
Margarita and Sarah in a comedor  

(Photo Credit: Angel S.) 

 

The Research Context: Structural Inequalities and Food Aid  
I open my dissertation with this anecdote because it is emblematic of the structural 

inequalities which shape the precarity of everyday life for so many in Perú. As this dissertation 

explores, the comedores highlight the ongoing economic struggles of many Peruvians who do 

not have enough savings to manage even two weeks without work. The comedores also bring 

into view the vast disconnect between the everyday needs of Peruvians and government actors, 

with the government failing to create an economy in which the majority of Peruvians can 

flourish. The comedores also embody the deep ideological divisions and contradictions existing 

within a country whose people have been torn apart by centuries of injustices, hindering efforts 

to address structural change. Despite these ruptures, the comedores also represent the efforts of 

so many Peruvians who, despite the odds, fight every day to create a better life for themselves, 

their families, and their communities. 

At the time this dissertation is being written, in the first trimester of 2022, Perú is the 

country with the highest case-mortality rate from COVID-19 in the world, a position it has held 

throughout much of the first two years of the pandemic (Johns Hopkins University & Medicine 

2022). This devastation was entirely predictable and can be attributed to the underlying structural 

inequalities that shape everyday life for many Peruvians (Beaubien 2021; Dinegro Martínez 

2020; Renkert 2020; 2021). While Perú’s precarity is not unique within the global capitalist 

landscape, dominated by uneven development and few opportunities for the majority, too many 

Peruvians are chronically teetering on the edge of a precipice. The slightest setback can land 

them in a devastating chasm that requires both remarkable feats of strength and sometimes a 

little luck to escape. This is a dissertation about the stories of the many Peruvians who walk on 

this precipice, sometimes falling, but always fighting, oftentimes together, to climb back up.  
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In the late 1970s, amid an economic downturn that swept across Perú, mothers in several 

of Lima’s barriadas (newly formed neighborhoods, founded by migrants and poor Limeños, 

which are also known as asentamientos humanos, “human settlements” or pueblos jovenes, 

“young towns”) began forming comedores populares, which roughly translates into English as 

communal kitchens or popular kitchens (Blondet and Montero, 1995; Llinàs and Luna, 2017; 

Lora, 1996; Mansilla, 1992). While these original comedores started as autonomous, grassroots 

survival organizations (M. Mujica 1994; Rousseau 2009), today comedores are one of the 

primary forms of state-supported food aid in Perú (INEI 2019b). The evolution of this 

phenomenon across more than four decades and the differential implications for the agency of 

grassroots social actors vis-à-vis the state is part of the story my research aims to document. 

On its surface, the comedor model is simple. Each day of the week, participating women, 

known as socias, volunteer to cook meals, which are sold to their neighbors at an affordable 

price. Commodity foods used by the comedores are provided largely by the government. Any 

profit earned is reinvested to purchase additional ingredients for meals and cover the cost of 

utilities. It is not uncommon for the comedores to provide free food to the elderly, ill, or families 

in dire economic situations (known as casos sociales). The majority of comedor clients leave 

plastic containers (“tuppers”) or cooking pots in the comedores throughout the morning, and 

these are filled by the socias after the lunch is prepared. A small number of clients will eat lunch 

in the comedores, often chatting with the cooks as they distribute the food. In return for their 

voluntary labor, the cooks share lunch together and take home a free meal for their families.  

As the comedores have evolved over decades, they have become sites of profound 

community contestation amidst a confluence of pervasive economic precarity, conflicting 

sociopolitical subjectivities, and the populist politics which have driven corruption and the 

exploitation of communal organizations. While the state has long used the comedores for 

political ends, a practice which remains entrenched in today’s Peruvian political practices, 

outside observers have blamed comedores for reproducing poverty, irresponsibility, dependency, 

malnutrition, populist politics, and structural inequalities. However, for the socias, the comedores 

not only ameliorate the effects of chronic economic precarity but also provide a space of social 

gathering and camaraderie among women, who often affectionally refer to the comedor as a 

‘second home.’ In areas deemed “too developed” by state actors to have comedores, socias wage 

a constant struggle to creatively work together to keep their kitchens open. This tension between 

the “inside meaning” of comedores for participating socias and the external perception of these 

kitchens as sites of food aid distribution (Mintz 1985; 1996), has centered the comedores as “a 

problem,” rather than being the symptom of (and the creative adaptation to) a vastly inequitable 

socioeconomic context.   

While the comedor model may be simple, comedor politics are anything but. In exploring 

these tensions, this research was premised on three basic questions: 1) What challenges do socias 

confront in keeping their comedores open?, 2) Why do socias continue to participate in 

comedores?, and 3) Why do comedores still exist? Throughout this dissertation, the chapters 

touch on these questions, in turn exploring broader debates around food aid distribution, 

structural inequalities, the violence of economic precarity, and the value of women-centered 

communal spaces within a capitalist and patriarchal political economic context.  

Specifically, this dissertation turns to the study of state-sponsored comedores in what are 

called the “low zones” of Huaycán, a community located in the Andean foothills on the eastern 

outskirts of Lima, Perú. Established in 1984, Huaycán was a planned community, created 

through a partnership between the Municipality of Lima and housing associations, that was 
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designed to promote self-management and community organizing (Arévalo 1997; Lastra 

Domínguez 2019). As Huaycán has grown exponentially over the last several decades, the 

community has undergone many changes. While efforts to maintain Huaycán’s identity as an 

organized community remain strong, like most communities there are ongoing divisions, rifts, 

and conflicts that have emerged as people navigate the complexities of Perú’s political economic 

structures. Today, Huaycán is home to more than 250,000 residents and at the time of my 

primary fieldwork (2019 – 2020), had approximately 140 comedores.   

Huaycán has 24 zones, which are informally divided into what are called the “low zones” 

(zonas bajas, also called areas bajas or partes bajas) and the “high zones” (zonas altas, also 

called areas altas or partes altas). Low zones, located in the valley and at the base of the Andean 

foothills, are home to many of Huaycán’s original residents. These areas have benefited from a 

greater degree of infrastructural and economic development when compared to the so-called high 

zones, located in the higher regions of the foothills. The high zones are generally home to either 

more recently arrived migrants or young families looking to own land. They are characterized by 

a higher degree of extreme poverty, with greater infrastructural vulnerability and less access to 

basic services, such as water, electricity, and sewage, although access is improving.  

Huaycán’s first Comedores Autogestionarios (self-managed comedores) opened in the 

mid-1980s, as the community established itself, with state-sponsored comedores following 

shortly after. Although I completed research in several types of comedores (in both high zones 

and low zones), the analysis presented in this dissertation is largely focused on comedores that 

have been open for several decades, located in Huaycán’s low zones, which receive aid from and 

are regulated by the Peruvian government (specifically, the Municipality of Ate). In particular, I 

look at what are called the Clubes de Madres Comedores, which have been largely established in 

collaboration with the government and continue to receive support not only in the form of 

víveres but also through monthly checks. Many of the women who participate in these 

comedores have been socias since the 1980s, 1990s, or early 2000s. As this dissertation explores, 

long-established comedores in Huaycán’s lowest zones, such as the Clubes de Madres 

Comedores, are facing increasing pressure to close, as they confront resistance from the broader 

community and pressure from government actors. Therefore, in studying these comedores, my 

goal is to understand the context underlying the challenges they are facing, the reasons the socias 

are laboring to keep their comedores open, and why these older comedores continue to exist even 

as the broader forces and trends of neoliberal socioeconomic and political changes in Perú would 

suggest their imminent demise.    

The remainder of this introductory chapter will proceed by first providing a historical 

summary of the history of Lima’s comedores populares, situating them in Perú’s broader 

political economic history in the late 20th century. I then provide an introduction to political 

economy, to consider how history, power, and political economic structures dialectically 

intersect to shape the lived experience of social inequality. I use this as a foundation to describe 

the conditions and imperatives of neoliberal capitalism, before elaborating on the relationship 

between neoliberalism and neopopulism, neoliberalism and precarity, and the production of 

neoliberal subjectivities as a contemporary form of economic common sense. I seek to 

demonstrate how the neoliberal ideological construct—shaped by the interests of international 

elites—trickles down into modalities of everyday exchanges. Inspired by work in critical food 

studies, I then offer an introduction to the food aid controversies that shape several of the 

tensions and contradictions discussed throughout this dissertation. After concluding the 

theoretical overview, I provide an introduction to the general structure of the comedores in Perú 
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today, considering how they are organized, daily operations within the comedores, and the key 

challenges confronting these communal spaces. Finally, this chapter concludes with a brief 

overview of the organization of the dissertation by chapters and key themes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Setting the Table: A Historical Introduction to Lima’s Comedores Populares 

In the late 1960s, the government of Juan Velasco Alvarado (1968 – 1975) sought to lift 

Perú’s poorest out of poverty through land redistribution, investments in public sector programs, 

and the protection of local industries and production through import substitution industrialization 

(Burt 2007; Rousseau 2009). While these reforms were intended to upend hierarchies of 

economic power in Perú, the combination of decreased economic productivity, a global energy 

crisis, and a dramatic fall in the global price of key Peruvian exports such as copper, led to 

extreme hyperinflation and a debt crisis (Seawright 2012; Rosemary Thorp 1987; 1991). The 

economic policies of Velasco’s successors, Francisco Morales Bermúdez (1975 – 1980), 

Fernando Belaúnde Terry (1980 – 1985), and Alan García Perez (1985 – 1990), would each fail 

to alleviate the country’s economic woes, further plunging the country into an increasingly dire 

economic situation (Boesten 2010; A. Moser 2004; Sheahan 1999). The 1980s have been called 

Latin America’s “Lost Decade,” due to the region-wide economic downturn (Fischer 2014). 

Latin American countries struggled to repay foreign debts, which only continued to grow in the 

face of high oil prices and the rise of world interest rates. According to Chasteen, Latin 

America’s external debts rose from $105 billion in 1976 to $387 billion in 1986 (Chasteen 2001, 

309). While Latin America was suffering broadly, Skidmore and Smith described Perú as “the 

most bankrupt country on a bankrupt continent” (1997, 224).   

Amidst this cascading economic crisis in the latter part of the 20th century, Perú’s capital 

city also saw a rapid increase in population, in large part due to the concentration of economic 

activity in Perú’s capital city (Lobo 1982; de Soto 1989). Of course, the contemporary roots of 

rural to urban migration in Perú and across Latin America date back to the ruptures of the 

Spanish and Portuguese colonial invasions, a period characterized by the arrival of deadly 

diseases, land seizures, resource appropriation, forced labor, and unfair rent extraction (Chasteen 

2001; Deere 1977; Karl 2003). During the independence period, caudillo leadership, patronage 

politics, and unequal access to wealth and land, combined with the subjugation and Otherization 

of Indigenous and enslaved African peoples, further drove out-migration from rural regions to 

urban centers, a process that would continue to expand with the rise of global capitalism 

(Chasteen 2001; Eckstein 1990; Fernandes 2014; Oxhorn 2003).  

Urban to rural migration continued to grow in the mid-twentieth century, as the global 

commodity export market plummeted in the wake of World War I and the Great Depression, 

Two socias cutting squash Socia cooking 
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leading many Latin American countries, including Perú, to expand industrialization for internal 

consumption and export (Chasteen 2001). This period of import substitution industrialization, 

combined with the unique internal factors of various nations, helped drive the increased demand 

for labor in urban areas, resulting in mass population expansion (Chasteen 2001; Karl 2003). 

According to the Instituto Nacional de Estadística e Informatica (INEI: National Institute 

for Statistics and Informatics), in 1940, Lima had a population of 661,508 people, comprising 

9.4% of Perú’s population. By 1981, the population had grown to 4,835,793, with 27.2% of 

Peruvians living in Lima (INEI 1996). The 1980s saw another sharp increase in population, due 

to the nationwide economic downturn and deepening violence in the southern Andes, as the war 

between the Communist Party of Perú – Shining Path (PCP-SL, commonly known in English as 

the “Shining Path” or in Spanish as “Sendero Luminoso”) and the Peruvian military wreaked 

havoc on southern Andean communities, displacing more than 600,000 rural residents (Comisión 

de la Verdad y Reconciliación 2003). By 1993, Lima’s population had grown to 6,434,323 

people, or 28.4% of all Peruvians (INEI 1996).  

This rapid increase in population led to a housing shortage that was exacerbated by the 

hostile reception of migrants. The Peruvian economist Hernando de Soto explained that when 

“large groups of migrants reached the cities, they found themselves barred from legally 

established social and economic activities. It was tremendously difficult for them to acquire 

access to housing and education, and above all, enter business or find a job” (de Soto 1989, 11). 

As a means of survival, migrants began occupying lands, establishing Lima’s barriadas. While 

most of these neighborhoods were “informal,” in that the residents did not have a legal right to 

the lands, over time, many migrants and their Lima-born children eventually received land titles 

and their communities have been formally incorporated into Perú’s political structure, with 

several barriadas eventually becoming municipal districts. 

Across Latin America, newly arrived rural to urban migrants confronted not only the 

challenges of accessing land and housing but also the imposition of structural adjustment 

measures amidst the worsening economic situation. In the 1970s and1980s, many Latin 

American countries shifted from import substitution industrialization to a neoliberal economic 

model, often characterized by state austerity, privatization, and the facilitation of the so-called 

“free market,” in an effort to receive funding via structural adjustment programs (SAPs) from 

international financial institutions such as the World Bank and International Monetary Fund 

(IMF). SAPs were loans intended to alleviate the burden of ballooning national debt by reducing 

the state’s role in the national economy by opening it to the global market, selling off state 

industries, cutting back on social services, curbing union power, and ending subsidies on 

agriculture and food (Hays-Mitchell 2002; C. Moser 1989; Ferguson 2010). Between 1978 and 

1992, these international financial institutions implemented 566 stabilization and structural 

adjustment programs in over 70 countries (Robinson 2003, 51), effectively cementing the global 

neoliberal hegemony.  

While SAPs were supposed to drive development through economic growth, in Latin 

America, the SAPs often failed the country’s most vulnerable. The downfall of import 

substitution industrialization combined with the impact of austerity measures and U.S.-backed 

authoritarian rule in many nations, hurt the region’s poor (Hays-Mitchell 2002; Oxhorn 2003). 

Citing data from the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (CEPAL), 

Robinson explains that in Latin America, “the number of people living in poverty went from 118 

million in 1980, or about a third of the region’s population, to 196 million in 1990, representing 

nearly half of the population” (2003, 246, citing CEPAL 1992).  
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In the face of regional economic challenges and strict austerity measures, many of Latin 

America’s urban poor began forming “survival organizations,” primarily managed by poor 

women (Moyano and Tupac 2000; de Waardt and Ypeij 2016). According to Jenkins, these 

survival organizations served as a “pragmatic and practical response to their situation of poverty 

and deprivation” (Jenkins 2009, 17). Today, many of these survival organizations have become 

permanent fixtures in communities that continue to confront the structural injustices reproducing 

poverty in Latin America (Barrig 1994).  

One of the quintessential survival organizations appearing during this period was Perú’s 

comedores populares. In the late 1970s, amidst Perú’s worsening economic conditions, mothers 

in several barriadas across Lima began to form comedores populares to collectively address their 

daily food needs (Andreas 1989; Blondet and Montero 1995; Llinàs and Luna 2017; Lora 1996; 

Mansilla Doria 1992). This was a period that coincided with a growing supply of food aid from 

international organizations such as the United States Agency for International Development’s 

“Food for Peace” program (Public Law 480) (Blondet 2004; Blondet and Montero 1995; A. 

Moser 2004; M. Mujica 1994). Throughout this period, the comedores quickly became a critical 

survival organization (Moyano and Tupac 2000; de Waardt and Ypeij 2016), allowing the “low-

income population to reproduce itself in the midst of dire economic circumstances” (M. Mujica 

1994, 3).  

 

Historical Roots of the Comedores  

Scholars have debated the historical factors that led to the original formation of the 

comedores populares. For example, Kamioka has drawn connections between comedores and the 

Andean “tradition of mutual help called ‘Ayllu.’” The ayllu is a pre-Colombian form of 

community organizing in the Andes that resembles the commons via collective land ownership 

and management (Walshe and Argumedo 2016). All members of the ayllu are mutually obligated 

to manage resource extraction collectively and to ensure collective wellbeing (Kervyn and 

CEDEP Ayllu 1989). According to Kamioka, as people from the Andes migrated to Lima, they 

continued to practice ayllu through the development of  “cooperative mechanism[s] to help each 

other in the new urban environment,” resulting in organizations such as comedores populares 

(2001, 10). 

Meanwhile, Andreas has contended that the comedores emerged from two pre-existing 

forms of popular organizing, the ollas communes (communal pots) and the original Clubes de 

Madres (Mother’s Clubs). Ollas comunes are formed by groups of people (usually women) who 

pool their resources, contributing either food or money, and then collectively prepare a meal 

together for a larger group. Historically organized independently of the state,3 ollas comunes are 

often used during periods of economic hardship, but also for celebrations, communal work 

projects, or organized actions, such as workers’ strikes and protests. In Huaycán, many of the 

original comedores began as ollas comunes but became comedores after formally organizing 

 
3 Throughout Perú’s COVID-19 lockdown, new ollas comunes began operating in mass across Perú. In 2022, the 

Peruvian Congress has approved legislation to formalize the ollas comunes, allowing them to receive temporary 

food assistance from the government (Ley N⁰31458 – Ley que reconoce las ollas comunes y garantiza su 

sostenibilidad, financiamiento y el trabajo productivo de sus beneficiarios, promoviendo su emprendimiento). 

According to the legislation, the olla común would need to convert into a comedor popular after a set period of time 

to continue receiving government assistance. The proposed law can be reviewed here: 

https://wb2server.congreso.gob.pe/spley-portal-service/archivo/ODMwNw==/pdf/PL093920211209 

https://wb2server.congreso.gob.pe/spley-portal-service/archivo/ODMwNw==/pdf/PL093920211209
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(i.e., establishing rules, registering socias, forming a board of directors, etc.), making them 

eligible for additional sources of food aid.  

The establishment of Clubes de Madres in Lima dates back as far as the 1950s and 1960s, 

as Lima’s first barriadas were being formed (Blondet 1986; García 2019; Rousseau 2009). 

According to Alarcon Gutierrez, the Clubes de Madres’ early work largely focused on 

distributing food and clothing donations, handicraft workshops, and relevant educational courses 

provided by local organizations (1992, 24). The original Clubes de Madres were often directly 

supported by the Peruvian state (Blondet and Montero 1995). According to Andreas, the state 

financially assisted the Clubes de Madres to “gain the political support of women, while also 

seeking to “corral” them “with the enticement of individual allotments of basic food supplies 

such as cooking oil and flour, as well as certain sought-after items such as nylon hose, plastic 

kitchenware, and sewing supplies” (Andreas 1989, 1).  

The historian Paul Drinot has studied the emergence of restaurantes populares in Lima 

during the 1930s (Drinot 2005), under the governments of Luis Miguel Sánchez Cerro (1931-

1933) and Óscar Raymundo Benavides Larrea (1933-1939). These government-operated 

restaurants were intended to serve Lima’s working class with discounted meals. According to 

Drinot, these restaurants were modeled after the Alianza Popular Revolucionaria Americana’s 

(APRA: American Popular Revolutionary Alliance, originally a populist, anti-imperialist 

political party) Comedor Aprista No. 1, which also served discounted lunches. In the 1930s, 

APRA contended that the government’s intellectual theft was intended to demonstrate to the 

working classes that they could offer citizens the same services as APRA. While Drinot does not 

make a connection between the restaurantes populares nor APRA’s Comedor Aprista No. 1 to 

today’s comedores, their existence highlights that the provisioning of state-subsidized lunches as 

a form of food aid has a historical precedent in Perú. These restaurants also demonstrate how the 

government and interested political parties have long used food aid for populist political 

purposes.      

While many scholars have considered how historical forms of organizing and political 

interests may have contributed to the formation of comedores, others have looked at the period-

specific historical factors leading to the emergence of the comedores. According to Blondet and 

Montero, prior to the emergence of the comedores in the late 1970s, the distribution of food aid 

in Lima’s barriadas was unevenly allocated to individual households (1995). In the face of these 

disparities, mothers decided to pool their resources to cook together, in collaboration with the 

Catholic Church, religious charities, and development NGOs (Blondet 2004; M. Mujica 1994). 

For example, according to Blondet and Montero, the Comedor Unión (a Comedor 

Autogestionario opened in Comas in 1978), was founded with the support of Sister Maria Van 

der Linde and the Episcopal Commission for Social Action (CEAS) (Blondet 2004; Blondet and 

Montero 1995). In an interview with Sister Maria Van der Linde, who has spoken publicly on 

liberation theology (Van der Linde 2016), she contends that the neighborhood could not go on 

with this “system of individualism, fighting, deception and the unfairness of the distribution of 

food” that characterized the food aid distribution programs at the time (Blondet and Montero 

1995).  

Scholars such as Mujica, challenge the narrative that the Church and other external 

organizations were central to the formation of the comedores. While Mujica acknowledges the 

involvement of parishes and other external NGOs, she places the female volunteers at the center 

of the story, arguing that these kitchens were “usually run and managed by neighborhood 

women,” who through continuous meetings and participatory democracy were able to engage in 
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a revolutionary act. Mujica argues that these women “stubbornly refus[ed] to accept the life-

threatening conditions in which the country’s low-income population is living—such as 

malnutrition, unemployment, Perú’s militarization, and Sendero’s tactics” (1994, 26). Mujica 

adamantly emphasizes that Peruvian mothers in Lima’s disenfranchised neighborhoods are the 

key agents driving both the organization and success of the comedores.   

 

The Historical Evolution of the Comedores 

In the late 1970s, the first comedores populares opened in poor communities such as 

Comas, El Agustino, Villa el Salvador, and San Martin de Porres. They operated either as 

Comedores Parroquiales (also known as “managed community kitchens”), organized under the 

guidance of religious organizations, or as Comedores Autogestionarios, autonomous or self-

managed kitchens (Blondet 2004; Sara-Lafosse 1984). The Comedores Autogestionarios were 

“autonomous,” not because they were necessarily completely self-sufficient, but because they 

resisted outside influence over their operations and governance. As Boesten explains, they 

maintained “alliances with a variety of donors, without committing to a political and/or religious 

group” (2010, 49). The meals prepared by these original comedores often came from NGOs and 

religious organizations such as Cáritas del Perú (Catholic) and OFASA (Seventh-day Adventist) 

and international NGOs (Blondet and Montero 1995).  

Although food aid may not challenge the structural inequalities producing poverty in the 

first place (Jenkins 2009), the comedores played a critical role in filling hungry stomachs, 

reducing malnutrition, and supplementing family income during a period when many of Lima’s 

residents could not afford basic foodstuffs (Immink 2001; Kamioka 2001). Additionally, the 

comedores became an organized, communal space for women, allowing them to collectively 

address their hardships (Blondet 2004; Immink 2001; M. Mujica 1994). For example, comedores 

started organizing workshops and classes focused on topics such as “nutrition, women’s rights, 

leadership, and organizing strategy” (A. Moser 2004, 213). This grassroots organizing eventually 

produced networks of comedores such as the Agrupación Femenina en Defense y Promoción de 

la Mujer (AFEDEPROM: Female Group for the Defense and Promotion of Women) and the 

Comisión Nacional de Comedores (CNC: National Comission of Comedores)(Martínez i Álvarez 

2001; Rousseau 2009). For many socias, comedores served not only as a source of food aid but 

also as a space for community organizing, where according to Mujica, women were able to 

“protest social injustice and violence and to envision a new society” (Mujica 1994, 26). 

By 1982, it was estimated that 200 comedores had been founded across Lima (Blondet 

2004). Their capacity for organizing was seen as a threat by the Peruvian government, which 

sought to divide and co-opt the Comedores Autogestionarios (Boesten 2010; Burt 2007; 

Rousseau 2009). One strategy for doing this was to open competing comedores funded by the 

government. In 1982, President Fernando Belaúnde Terry (1980 – 1985), opened the first state-

sponsored comedores, the Cocinas Familiares (Blondet, 2004; Kamioka, 2001; Mujica, 1994). 

Under the direction of the first lady, Violeta Correa de Belúnde, these first state-sponsored 

comedores were called “Cocinas Familiares” (popularly/paternalistically known as “Cocinas de 

Violeta”). Each Cocina Familiar was provided with a stove, cooking utensils, and food rations 

(Blondet 2004; Kamioka 2001; M. Mujica 1994). Belaúnde’s government also supported the 

organization of Clubes de Madres, which today, generally operate as comedores populares. 

While the Clubes de Madres had received assistance from the state prior to becoming comedores, 

it is in the 1980s, particularly under Belaúnde’s government and his successor Alan García, that 

Clubes de Madres come fully under the purview of the Peruvian state, further entrenching a 
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“patron-client” relationship between state-sponsored comedores and the government (Boesten 

2010). 

When Alan García was elected in 1985 (1985 – 1990), he created the Comedores del 

Pueblo (Blondet and Montero, 1995) and in 1986, started the Programa de Asistencia Directa 

(PAD: Direct Assistance Program), which provided funds to state-sponsored comedores that 

were officially registered with the state as Clubes de Madres (Mother’s Clubs) (Rousseau 2009, 

106). These Clubes de Madres, overseen by the Office of the First Lady, were supposed to offer 

training in three basic services for women in the barriadas: “cottage industries [income 

generating work], Community Kitchens and schools for small children” (Blondet 2004, 120). 

The Clubes de Madres would also go on to form broader associations, such as the Asociación 

Coordinadora Metropolitana de los Clubes de la Madres (Metropolitan Coordinating Association 

of Mother’s Clubs) and the Coordinadora Nacional de Clubes de Madres y Comedores Populares 

(The National Coordinator for Mother’s Clubs and Popular Kitchens) (Angulo 2011). 

Comedores Autogestionarios that sought assistance from PAD were obligated to conform 

to the rules required by the state-sponsored Clubes de Madres. As explained during an interview 

completed by Lora in 1987, if a Comedor Autogestionario wanted to receive PAD funding, “the 

only way forward for the comedores that wanted to participate in PAD was to submit to the legal 

statutes of the Clubes de Madres and renounce their own” (Lora 1996, 112). The Comedores 

Autogestionarios were frustrated by these requirements, as they sought to maintain their political 

and organizational autonomy while advocating for their right to receive food aid from the 

government. In a 1986 memorandum to President Alan García, the CNC wrote,  

 

We demand respect for the autonomy of our organizations and the establishment 

of simple mechanisms for access to the special project ‘Direct Assistance 

Program’, which banishes all kinds of bureaucracy and artificiality. (Comisión 

Nacional de Comedores 1986) 

 

In 1988, amidst Perú’s dire economic crisis, the CNC began organizing marches to pressure 

García’s government to subsidize 58% of participating families’ food needs and to compensate 

the comedor socias for their labor. The García government responded by raising the subsidy for 

Clubes de Madres (Angulo 2011; Lora 1996, 227). 

In 1990, just weeks after Alberto Fujimori succeeded Alan García as president, he 

implemented severe structural adjustment measures, which came to be known as the “Fujishock” 

(A. Moser 2004; Hays-Mitchell 2002; de Waardt and Ypeij 2016). Although Fujimori’s 

economic measures would eventually decrease inflation and raise Perú’s GDP (Stokes 2004; 

Wise 2003),4 the short-term impact of Fujimori’s extreme measures was suffered by the 

country’s most economically vulnerable. In a 1990 article published by the New York Times, 

journalist James Brooke explains that the Fujishock had been “traumatic in a nation where the 

minimum monthly wage is $15. Overnight, prices of bread and milk tripled. The cost of noodles 

and newspapers quadrupled. And the price of cooking gas increased 25-fold.” (Brooke 1990). 

Survival organizations, such as the comedores, became more indispensable than ever.  

To ease the blow of the Fujishock, Fujimori enacted several populist programs aimed at 

easing the suffering of the poorest Peruvians (Roberts 1995; Weyland 1996), including 

increasing government support for comedores. Facing pressure from organizations such as the 

 
4 Despite the celebration of Perú as a so-called “neoliberal success story” (Ross and Peschiera 2015; Rossini and 

Santos 2015), this dissertation will highlight the ongoing economic precarity faced by many Peruvians today.  
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CNC and the Federación de Mujeres Organizadas en Centrales de Comedores Populares 

Autogestionarios y Afines de Lima y Callao (FEMOCCPAALC: Federation of Women 

Organized in Central Autonomous Popular Kitchens and Similar from Lima and Callao) (Angulo 

2011; Lora 1996), in 1991, Fujimori’s government passed law 25307, which committed 

government funding to all comedores that opted to register with the state, including Comedores 

Autogestionarios. Fujimori’s government also created PRONAA or the Programa Nacional de 

Asistencia Alimentaria (National Program for Food Assistance), which oversaw funding for and 

the operation of these registered comedores (Boesten, 2003; Rousseau, 2009; van Isschot, 1997). 

Law 25307 was supposed to subsidize 65 percent of food rations for state-sponsored comedores 

(Blondet and Montero 1995, 68), a percentage the government failed to reach (A. Moser 2004). 

The Fujimori government further entrenched the clientelist relationship between the 

Peruvian state and the comedores. Moser explains that the Fujimori government routinely made 

demands of women in return for food rations. They were required to go to marches and 

demonstrations supporting Fujimori’s government. They also had to participate in government 

activities, showing their “support,” in order to receive food rations for the comedores, while 

facing threats that they would lose their food subsidy if they did not demonstrate their political 

support (Blondet 2004; Comisión de la Verdad y Reconciliación 2003, 432; A. Moser 2004). The 

Fujimori regime also strategically encouraged comedor leaders to become involved in politics 

and government, creating divisions between socias and eroding the autonomy of Comedores 

Autogestionarios (Barrig 1998).  

PRONAA also came to play a diversionary role in the comedor organizations. Moser 

argues that PRONAA dealt a “fierce blow to the comedores when it began distributing food 

rations directly to each individual comedor, rather than through central committees” (A. Moser 

2004, 220). By individualizing comedores, PRONAA’s distribution model aimed to divide and 

conquer. Despite these challenges, the number of comedores continued to grow in Lima 

throughout Fujimori’s presidency. According to a report from the Municipality of Lima, in 1997 

there were an estimated 7,000 comedores populares operating in Lima, including 1,800 

Comedores Autogestionarios and 5,200 state-sponsored comedores (Comisión de la mujer de la 

municipalidad metropolitana de Lima 2000, 93; Rousseau 2009, 103). 

While managing both the demands of everyday comedor operations and government 

obligations, throughout the 1980s and 1990s, many comedor socias faced a third challenge in 

navigating Perú’s broader political context. Beginning in 1980, the country experienced a 

violent, internal war between PCP-SL and the Peruvian military, a conflict that over two decades 

resulted in nearly 70,000 deaths (Comisión de la Verdad y Reconciliación 2003). For the PCP-

SL, the comedores had a “strategic importance for the plans of the state of imperialism” in Perú 

(El Diario Internacional 1992, quote in Barrig 1998b, 118). By serving to “mend existing 

political and social structures” amongst the poor (Moyano and Tupac 2000, 12), the comedores 

normalized dependency on the state, entrenching its power and legitimacy. The comedores also 

helped people manage their poverty, therefore hindering their participation in a “popular war” to 

create a new economic structure. This perspective is explained in a pamphlet published by the 

PCP-SL,  
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Behind the facade of the Vaso de Leche5 and the community kitchens lurks an 

ideological-political traffic, a direct manipulation of the masses. The aim is to keep 

an enormous, extremely impoverished mass away from a critical spirit, without the 

will to fight, unable to think beyond the next daily food ration they get as a “gift.” 

. . . Community kitchens have a strategic importance for the plans of the State and 

of imperialism. (El Diario Internacional 1992, quote in Barrig 1998, 118) 

 

 Like the Izquierda Unida movement, the comedores were at times infiltrated by PCP-SL 

(infiltration was a PCP-SL common tactic) and comedor leaders were targeted for collaboration 

or recruitment (Barrig 1998; Blondet and Montero 1995; Burt 1994). According to Barrig, 

leaders were frequently “invited” to PCP-SL meetings, where they would be asked to transition 

their comedores to “struggle committees” (comités de lucha) (1998, 118). These committees 

would provide the PCP-SL with resources such as food and participate in direct violence against 

police and the military. If the comedor leaders refused, the PCP-SL often attempted to defame 

the leader by distributing anonymous flyers detailing alleged corruption and state collusion 

(Barrig 1998). They would also create death threats, sometimes following through with killings 

(Instituto de Defensa Legal 1993 in Barrig 1998). 

 Perú’s turmoil in many ways calmed as the nation entered the 21st century. The war with 

the PCP-SL ended,6 Fujimori fled the country amidst allegations of corruption and human rights 

violations (he is currently imprisoned in Perú), and despite ongoing economic precarity, Perú 

was no longer in a debilitating economic recession. Facing pressure from comedor associations, 

President Alejandro Toledo (2001 – 2006) passed a supreme decree for implementing Law 

25307 (guaranteed government funding for comedores), while also passing Law 27731, which 

sought to better regulate how comedores would be managed (Angulo 2011). This included an 

assurance that comedores would have a “voice and vote in central and decentralized 

administrative bodies.”7 

PRONAA was closed in 2012, after several failed attempts to restructure its operations 

and root out corruption (Guzmán 2013; MIDIS 2012). Today, the Ministerio de Desarrollo e 

Inclusión Social (MIDIS: Ministry of Development and Social Inclusion), manages the 

comedores through their Programa de Complementación Alimentaria (PCA: Supplemental Food 

 
5 Vaso de Leche is another state-funded food aid program in Perú which aims to increase nutrient intake among 

children by providing them with milk and other nutrient-enriched foods (Boesten 2010). Like the comedores, 

participating mothers prepare breakfast according to a rotating schedule. Throughout this dissertation, speakers will 

often refer to the comedores and Vaso de Leche in combination or even interchangeably. This is due to the 

similarities in how they are organized and their association with state welfare funding. Although I had the 

opportunity to do brief participant observation with the Vaso de Leche program, I did not collect enough data to 

speak on Vaso de Leche in this dissertation.  
6 The PCP-SL increasingly lost ground throughout the 1990s. In 1992, Alberto Fujimori’s “self-coup” granted him 

authoritarian control, which he used to toughen anti-terrorist legislation and countersubversive tactics (in 2009, 

Fujimori was found guilty of human rights violations due to violent acts committed by state actors during his 

presidency, such the massacres committed by the infamous Grupo Colina death squad). During the 1990s, the PCP-

SL increasingly lost popular support through high profile acts of public violence, such as the 1992 murder of María 

Elena Moyano, a prolific community organizer from Villa el Salvador. Also in 1992, the PCP-SL suffered a major 

blow after its leader, Abimael Guzmán (alias Presidente Gonzalo) was arrested. Guzmán subsequently called for 

peace talks, splintering the PCP-SL (Comisión de la Verdad y Reconciliación 2003). Elements of the PCP-SL 

remain active through today; however, their activities have largely been reduced to sporadic acts of violence, drug 

trafficking, and attempts at engagement through traditional politics.  
7 Ley N⁰ 27731 (May 2002): https://cdn.www.gob.pe/uploads/document/file/283094/254867_L27731-

2002.pdf20190110-18386-1vl6v1n.pdf  

https://cdn.www.gob.pe/uploads/document/file/283094/254867_L27731-2002.pdf20190110-18386-1vl6v1n.pdf
https://cdn.www.gob.pe/uploads/document/file/283094/254867_L27731-2002.pdf20190110-18386-1vl6v1n.pdf
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Program (MIDIS 2022). While MIDIS is broadly responsible for the comedor program, the 

administration and oversite have been decentralized. Throughout Perú, funding is distributed to 

195 provincial governments, and in Lima, the distribution of víveres and the supervision of the 

comedores is the responsibility of the 43 municipal governments (MIDIS 2022). While this was 

the reality throughout most of my fieldwork, in April 2021, the Peruvian government approved a 

modification to the distribution of the economic subsidy to comedores (Modification of Supreme 

Decree N⁰ 006-2016-MIDIS). This modification allows the presidents of the comedores to 

receive a direct economic transfer from the government for purchasing comedor goods. In 

Huaycán, the comedores continue to interface with the Municipal government; however, 

discussions are currently underway to consider transitioning to the new system. As of March 

2021, there were 13,723 comedores in Perú receiving support from the Peruvian government, 

serving approximately 705,000 people (Chaman 2021). In September 2020, MIDIS estimated 

that approximately 3,000 of these comedores were located in Lima (MIDIS 2020).8  

 

Theoretical Overview: Political Economy and the Neoliberal Context 
 

Political Economy and the Dialectics of Inequality  

 The core of my research project is grounded in a political economy approach to 

anthropology, which considers, as Wickham-Crowley and Eckstein describe, how “political and 

economic forces (from the global to the local) shape people’s lives in structured ways … 

[affecting] inequities and injustices” (2015, 5). As an ethnographic inquiry, this dissertation 

focuses on the “local,” exploring the lived realities of the women who labor every day in the 

comedores in the particular context of the second decade of the 21st century. However, the social 

relationships, relational hierarchies, and the embeddedness of inequalities explored throughout 

this dissertation should be understood as dialectically emerging from broader economic, 

political, and ideological structures (Wolf 2010, 9), that span a longer historical arc and organize 

the possibilities of social actions within a global web of causes and effects. As. As Roseberry 

argues, “the social field places the local within larger networks, and therefore requires a 

knowledge of those networks. But the networks themselves are uniquely configured, socially and 

historically, in particular places at particular times” (1998, 521). These social fields must be 

historically and structurally situated within a larger “field of force,” where lived experiences are 

shaped by the forces of history and broader structures of uneven power (Binford 1998; Roseberry 

1998, 358).  

The challenges socias confront in keeping their kitchens open and in navigating their 

everyday lives more broadly, are indelibly interconnected to broader political economic forces 

such as neoliberal capitalism, power imbalances, and conflicting sociopolitical subjectivities that 

converge to shape the challenges they confront, while limiting the opportunities available to 

these women. The dynamics of this relationship can be characterized using Wolf’s notion of 

structural power, which he defines as the power that “shapes the social field of action so as to 

render some kinds of behavior possible, while making others less possible or impossible” (Wolf 

2010, 587). Structural power creates the “environing factors” or the “outermost terms” (Mintz 

1996, 20, 30), shaping and restraining the possible courses of action available to socias and 

 
8 Perú’s Instituto Nacional de Estadística e Informática (INEI: National Institute for Statistics and Informatics), 

generally publishes updated statistics on the number of comedores in Perú by region in their annual Indicadores de 

Gestión Municipal (Municipal Management Indicators) report. However, these numbers were not included in the 

2020 report, likely due to the COVID-19 pandemic.   
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residents across Huaycán as they seek to survive within a context of vast political economic 

inequality and Perú’s widespread political corruptions. This structural power is arguably held in 

place through a process of hegemonic consent, where the structures that hold up the privilege of 

dominant classes and institutions are made to feel normal or inevitable (albeit, not without 

contestation) (Gramsci 1999). 

Critical to unpacking how structural power shapes the field of action is an understanding 

of how the dialectics of history shape lived realities. As Karl Marx famously argued in The 

Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, “Men [sic] make their own history, but they do not 

make it as they please; they do not make it under self-selected circumstances, but under 

circumstances existing already, given and transmitted from the past” (1943, 23). Building from 

this “Marxian” tradition, Wolf rightly notes that “theoretically informed history and historically 

informed theory must be joined together” to understand “populations specifiable in time and 

space” (Wolf 2010, 21). Of course, to do true justice to Perú’s historical political economic 

context would take us back to at least the death of the Inca Huaycán Capac from smallpox in the 

mid-1520s, where the ravages of a disease brought by the Spanish outpaced the violence of their 

presence (Seaman 2013). As the famed Peruvian political theorist, José Carlos Mariátegui writes 

in his introduction to Seven Interpretive Essays on Peruvian Reality,  

 

Until the conquest, an economy developed in Peru that sprang spontaneously and 

freely from the Peruvian soil and people. … The Spanish conquistadors destroyed 

this impressive productive machine without being able to replace it. … Once the 

bonds that had united it were broken, the nation dissolved into scattered 

communities. … On the ruins and remnants of a socialist economy, they 

established the bases of a feudal economy. (Mariátegui 1971) 

  

 The violent legacy of colonialism and feudalism laid the groundwork for the structures of 

inequality around class and racial lines that continue to exist today in Perú. Across Latin 

America, colonial conquest was a period characterized by the arrival of destructive diseases, land 

seizures, natural resource appropriation, forced labor, unfair rent extraction, and vicious racism 

(Chasteen 2001; Deere 1977). During the independence period, caudillo leadership, patronage 

politics, and unequal access to wealth and land, combined with the subjugation and Otherization 

of Indigenous and enslaved African peoples, laid the groundwork for the broader injustices 

persisting into the contemporary period (Chasteen 2001; Oxhorn 2003).  

In Perú, it is in this legacy that we find the vast concentration of wealth in the hands of a 

small number of Peruvians, who are for the most part Limeño and of European descent. It is also 

in this legacy that we see the ongoing marginalization of Perú’s rural and Indigenous 

populations, including the many “provincianos” and their Lima born children, many of whom 

continue to live in situations of poverty, oppression, and precarity (de Soto 1989; Weismantel 

2001). These violent historical ruptures, combined with a growing need for income in a capitalist 

economic system, have often driven rural migrants to urban areas in search of work and a means 

of escaping poverty (Fernandes 2014; Eckstein 1990). While this migration may increase access 

to economic resources over time, this dissertation looks closely at the chronic experience of 

economic precarity confronted by these migrants and their descendants in Lima today.  

It is important to note that in centering political economic inequalities and precarity in 

this work, I do not intend to displace other forms of structural injustices such as racism and 

patriarchy, both of which are discussed in this dissertation. Undoubtedly, gendered and racialized 
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bodies are intimately interconnected with capitalism’s hegemonic expansion and the perpetuation 

of injustices within the Peruvian economic context (Boff and Boff 1987; Sacks 1989; 

Weismantel 2001). In many ways, these intersectional forms of injustice amid vast political 

economic inequalities are dialectically intertwined, exacerbating the experience of oppression, 

vulnerability, and precarity for comedor socias and residents across Huaycán (Crenshaw 2016; 

Heyman 2013). 

While the dialectics of history and structural power operate to constrain the degree of 

agency available to individuals and collectives, within political economy there is a long tradition 

of studying resistance (J. C. Scott 1985; G. Smith 1991; Wickham-Crowley and Eckstein 2015). 

In reflecting on the relationship between Gramsci’s approach to hegemony and resistance, 

Roseberry contends that we need to understand “hegemony not as a finished and monolithic 

ideological formation but as a problematic, contested, political process of domination and 

struggle” (1994, 358). However, Gramsci recognized the challenges the subaltern faced in 

contesting hegemonic relations of coercion and consent. In the Prison Notebooks, he writes,  

 

Subaltern groups are always subject to the activity of ruling groups, even when 

they rebel and rise up: only ‘permanent’ victory breaks their subordination, and 

that not immediately. In reality, even when they appear triumphant, the subaltern 

groups are merely anxious to defend themselves. (Gramsci 1999, 207)  

 

The struggle waged by the subaltern can contest structural power and hegemonic norms; 

however, permanent victories are not easily achieved. Freire echoes this sentiment, recognizing 

the challenges the oppressed face in confronting the hegemonic norms that shape their everyday 

lives. In reflecting on the false consciousness of the oppressed, he explains,  

 

The oppressed, at a certain moment of their existential experience, adopt an 

attitude of ‘adhesion’ to the oppressors … This does not necessarily mean that the 

oppressed are unaware that they are downtrodden. But their perception of 

themselves as oppressed is impaired by their submersion in the reality of 

oppression. (Freire 2018, 45) 

 

While recognizing the challenges the oppressed confront, Freire himself strongly 

believed that through conscientization the oppressed can learn to identify the structures which 

have produced and upheld broader inequalities. In this process, they come to see themselves as 

subjects in a greater collective that can reshape reality through collective struggle by dismantling 

the structures which uphold their oppression (Freire 2018). Amidst this process, Freire believes 

strongly in the necessity of hope, arguing that, “Hopelessness and despair are both the 

consequence and the cause of inaction or immobilism” (2019, 3). 

Coming from this perspective, it would be easy to romanticize the comedores, treating 

them as sites fomenting truly liberatory politics. Of course, to dismiss outright that the 

comedores can, at times, be spaces of liberatory potential would also be incorrect. Over the last 

forty-plus years, comedor socias have undertaken great feats as community organizers and 

leaders, advocating for and winning policy battles, often in the face of political threats and literal 

violence from insurgent groups (Lora 1996; Moyano and Tupac 2000; Rousseau 2009). That 

being said, my research took place within a particular historical moment and setting, where more 

than forty years after the first comedores opened, the comedores I worked in were largely spaces 
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supporting survival and care. By providing aid and a space for gathering, they help socias 

withstand the violence of economic precarity while facilitating organized social networks that 

offer camaraderie, solidarity, and at times, material resources. It is because of these social and 

economic benefits that many socias fight every day to keep their comedores open.  

While writing this section, I received an urgent text from a socia asking me to send 

photos of her comedor. If she did not hang photos in the comedor and fix a couple of other 

aesthetic irregularities (e.g., posting their bylaws on the comedor’s walls), they were going to be 

shut down by Municipality for not following the rules. In the words of Kiara,  

 

Sarita, good evening, can you send the photos of us together in the comedor? … 

For the photo mural … I need them urgently, they are going to supervise me, I 

need to decorate. They came today and observed some things … If I don’t fix 

them, they are going to close me down … it’s an ultimatum … they’re coming on 

Monday.”  

 

The writing of this section coincided with my plans to travel to Huaycán from the United States 

the following Tuesday, but Tuesday was too late. Like many socias, Kiara is doing everything 

she can to keep state funding for her comedor, even if it means cobbling together a photo mural 

on short notice (a rule about “decoration” that exists for reasons beyond my comprehension).  

  In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire argues that the “egoistic interests of the 

oppressors” make the “oppressed the objects of its humanitarianism,” which “maintains and 

embodies oppression … an instrument of dehumanization” (2000, 54). In many ways, this 

dissertation builds from this conviction, that aid serves the interests of the oppressors, turning 

subjects into objects to be used, an act of dehumanization. The comedores, like other aid and 

charity programs, can be used as a tool to maintain the status quo, while reproducing hierarchies 

of power.  

Of course, this dissertation does not view socias as dehumanized objects. While 

recognizing that their voluntary labor in many ways reproduces the need for aid through the 

unpaid labor of women within capitalist structures (while also helping uphold the positions of 

power of populist political actors), I found that broadly speaking, the socias are compassionate 

and creative individuals, conscious of the inequalities shaping their lives. Like all people, they 

have flaws. But many socias have opted to dedicate themselves to voluntary labor as a means of 

supporting their families, their communities, and themselves, economically and emotionally. 

While they may reproduce the system, their dedication to each other, desire to maintain a social 

space, and demand for state support, also challenges competitive, free-market logics (Gintis 

2000; Renkert 2019). In saying this, I heed Eric Wolf’s warning to not romanticize humans as 

being “inherently creative and ever ready to reinvent who they are” or as “instinctively 

resist[ing] domination” (2010, xxiii). In this dissertation, I explore the ways that socias fight to 

support their families and keep their kitchens open, while also unpacking how their agency is 

constrained by the Peruvian state, conflicting ideologies, and the broader structural inequalities 

that pervade everyday life in Perú.  

 

The Neoliberal Economic Context  

 In grounding this work in political economy, it is critical to unpack the neoliberal 

economic context in which this research took place. Although neoliberalism as a concept has 

been widely circulated, contested, and often applied too broadly (Ferguson 2010), as a ubiquitous 
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trend within global capitalism, to varying degrees it has materially reshaped the lives of socias 

and other residents across Huaycán with ideological consequences. Of course, structural 

inequalities in Perú by no means started with the introduction of neoliberal capitalism. In fact, 

many will argue that neoliberal capitalism has improved the lives of Peruvians, as more 

Peruvians have moved into the so-called “middle class,” since the widespread imposition of 

neoliberal economic practices by President Alberto Fujimori in the 1990s (Ross and Peschiera 

2015; Rossini and Santos 2015; Werner 2015). In many ways, this is true, as Fujimori’s 

neoliberal measures, combined with the influx of external capital, ended Perú’s economic 

recession, while significantly improving the country’s macroeconomic trends (IMF 2020). 

However, this is a dissertation that seeks to go beyond macroeconomic patterns, by considering 

how capitalism, and neoliberal capitalism more specifically, has continued to reproduce 

situations of poverty and precarity throughout much of Perú. Other sections of this dissertation 

look at the impact of the neoliberal shift in Perú specifically, however, in this section I am going 

to provide a general overview of neoliberal economic practices.  

 Building from traditional liberalism, the ideological underpinnings of neoliberal 

capitalism have roots in the mid-twentieth century when Friedrich von Hayek and Milton 

Friedman began promoting “free-market solutions to social problems” as an alternative to 

Keynesian state interventionism (Marc Edelman and Haugerud 2005, 19; Peck and Tickell 

2002). Although the implementation of neoliberal practices predates the 1980s (e.g., the 

“Chicago Boys” in Chile in the 1970s) (Oxhorn 2003, 217), the elections of Margaret Thatcher 

in the United Kingdom (1979) and Ronald Reagan in the United States (1980) (Harvey 2005, 1), 

established a “veritable Gramscian consensus around the neo-liberal project” in global 

development practices (Robinson 2003, 53). In Latin America, neoliberalism was largely 

introduced in the 1980s through structural adjustment programs (SAPs) (Fischer 2014, 49), 

forcing Latin American governments to impose strict austerity measures in return for loans from 

the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank (C. Moser 1989). In tandem with material 

instruments for managing growth, capital, and employment, among several normative metrics of 

“progress” or “success,” a suite of “remedies” offered by neoliberal economic policy are derived 

from particular intangibles—value propositions, beliefs, assumptions, and norms that shape 

behaviors and influence moral judgments. The interplay between these “hard” and “soft” faces of 

neoliberalism will emerge as a crucial element in my analysis of comedores throughout this 

dissertation. 

Broadly speaking, the economic practices emerging from neoliberal capitalism are 

characterized by privatization, trade liberalization, and neoregulation, a term coined by Pechlaner 

and Otero that highlights the role of nation-state governments in facilitating pro-business 

regulations and creating the so-called “self-regulating” market (2010). Peck and Tickell add that 

neoliberalism focuses on “state downsizing, austerity financing, and public service ‘reform’” 

(2002, 381). Meanwhile, transnational corporate elites have financially benefited from flexible 

production, cheap labor, open economic borders, tax reductions, and accumulation by 

dispossession (George 1997; Harvey 2005; Robinson 2003). It should also be noted that 

neoliberal economic practices are never perfectly applied. As Česnulytė points out, the 

international financial institutions “that promote neoliberal policies do not act according to the 

theory, while states that are considered ‘neoliberal’ (for example, the USA) do not have free 

markets and are reluctant to abolish state regulations and protectionist practices” (2019, 8). 

Rather, neoliberal economic practices should be seen as significant, albeit unevenly applied, 

trends in the broader management of the global economy.   
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 While privatization, state downsizing, and austerity are often associated with neoliberal 

economic policy, governments play a critical role in facilitating the roll-out of neoliberal 

economic practices. According to Escoto and Marroquin, the realignment from the benefactor 

state to the neoliberal state focuses on the state’s capacity to promote private enterprise by 

providing “the necessary services and infrastructure for productive activity” (1992, 38). 

Similarly, Robinson theorizes that the state is critical in creating policy to support neoliberal 

economic practices globally and a broader context of social stability. He argues that there are 

three essential ways that governments support neoliberal economics,  

 

1) They adopt fiscal and monetary policies which assure macroeconomic stability 

within each country; 2) they provide the basic social and physical infrastructure 

necessary for global economic activity (air and sea ports, communications 

networks, educational systems, etc.), and; 3) they provide social order, that is, 

stability, which requires sustaining instruments of direct coercion and ideological 

apparatuses. (Robinson 2003, 219) 

 

 When Robinson references basic social infrastructure, he recognizes that even within a 

neoliberal economic context, the state has an obligation to ensure the reproduction of society. 

While the state may aim to privatize many of these reproductive responsibilities, Robinson notes 

that this has created irrational contradictions. For example, “forcing poor households to pay for 

health services takes money away from other basic needs, such as food, and is likely to have an 

adverse effect on household health” (2003, 252). One way that the Peruvian government has 

sought to counteract this contradiction is through selective investments in social programs, such 

as the comedores populares, that are intended to provide a basic service needed for survival (e.g., 

food), while also maintaining the general popularity of the government, a process that has been 

referred to as neoliberal neopopulism (Roberts 1995; Weyland 1996). These programs are 

intended to address Robinson’s third point, that neoliberal governments must maintain social 

order and stability. Of course, aid programs such as the comedores may require an investment by 

the government, but they do not fundamentally challenge neoliberal economic practices in any 

serious way. As Green argues, these “programs serve the state by providing stopgap measures to 

deep-seated economic, social, and cultural problems, rather than addressing the fundamental 

structural causes of poverty and repression” (1994, 240). 

 

Neoliberal Neopopulism 

Although neoliberalism often includes “tough austerity measures, limits the distribution 

of benefits, and is, therefore, expected to antagonize the mass of poorer people,” Weyland points 

out that there are “unexpected affinities” between neoliberalism and what has been referred to as 

neopopulism (Weyland 1996, 3–4). These affinities have created a context in which state actors 

aim to obscure the worst impacts of neoliberal economic measures on the vulnerable through the 

use of populist tactics, often combined with investments in targeted, low-cost social programs.  

Populism in Latin America largely began in the aftermath of World I and World II, a 

period that saw a wave of populist political movements and the rise of charismatic leaders 

(Chasteen 2001; Rousseau 2009). In Perú, populist politics emerged in the 1920s, with the rising 

popularity of Victor Raúl Haya de la Torre and his political party, APRA (Alianza Popular 

Revolucionaria Americana). The Apristas advocated for the “redemption of ‘Indo-America,’” 

through resistance to imperialism, state control of the economy, and the nationalization of 
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industry, land, and other key sectors (Skidmore and Smith 2005, 201). Populist leaders like Haya 

de la Torre were often charismatic men with paternalistic demeanors, who made direct appeals to 

the poor and working classes (often in urban areas) while employing nationalist, anti-imperialist, 

and anti-elitist discourses. As Rousseau argues, these leaders would often come to symbolically 

embody “el pueblo,” or the people, in the minds of their supporters (2009, 22). During the mid-

20th century, populist political projects across Latin America often focused on implementing 

protectionist measures, price controls, the development of national industries, and redistributive 

policies (Chasteen 2001; Rousseau 2009).  

With the election of Alberto Fujimori in 1990 and the subsequent imposition of the 

“Fujishock,” Perú’s economy took a hard neoliberal turn after the failures of Alan García’s 

economic policies. García, Perú’s first Aprista president, implemented what was called his 

“heterodox experiment,” which focused on reducing interests, freezing prices, devaluing the sol, 

increasing real wages, and cutting payroll taxes, while also defaulting on Perú’s external debt (A. 

Moser 2004, 219, 236). These heterodox measures produced a brief economic boom, before 

causing a near-total collapse of the Peruvian economy, exacerbated by the withdrawal of 

international credit and investments (Skidmore and Smith 2005, 215). In the aftermath, Fujimori 

focused on liberalizing the Peruvian economy, privatizing key sectors, and cutting social 

spending, while courting international loans and investments. Nonetheless, in implementing 

these neoliberal measures, Fujimori continued to support low-cost social programs such as the 

state-sponsored comedores, as a means of mitigating inflation and soaring food prices (Roberts 

1995).  

Fujimori’s decision to support a targeted aid program fits well within the logics of what 

has been called “neoliberal neopopulism” (Roberts 1995; Rousseau 2009; Weyland 1996). 

Neoliberal neopopulism combines particular populist tactics with the imposition of neoliberal 

economic policies (Barr 2003). While traditional populism has historically been attached to a 

nationalist economic agenda, according to Weyland, the practice of neopopulism is not limited to 

specific economic approaches (Weyland 1996). Therefore, neopopulist leaders are not inevitably 

neoliberals; however, this detachment of populism from a nationalist economic agenda has 

allowed neoliberalism and neopopulism to coexist. In liberalizing the economy, neoliberal 

leaders strategically employ populist tactics used by populist actors more broadly, that 

successfully maintain popularity among their followers. According to Roberts, these neopopulist 

tactics include: 1) personalistic leadership, 2) heterogenous multiclass appeal, 3) top-down 

political mobilization with direct links to the masses, 4) amorphous political ideologies that push 

an anti-elitist discourse while exalting the “subaltern sector,” and 5) select clientelistic 

redistribution programs (1995, 88).  

Weyland argues that neoliberalism and neopopulism can coexist due to three overlapping 

affinities. First, both movements benefit from the support of popular classes. However, 

neopopulists are less likely to appeal to traditional populist supporters such as organized labor. 

Rather, neopopulist leaders in Latin America, such as Fujimori, Carlos Menem (Argentina), and 

Fernando Collor de Mello (Brazil) have often sought to win over heterogeneous, informal 

masses, while treating the established political class as the “enemy” (Weyland 1996). Within a 

neoliberal economic context, this is advantageous, as informal workers face greater barriers to 

organizing a coherent opposition. Second, both neoliberal and neopopulist movements benefit 

from top-down leadership, in charge of shaping economic policy unimpeded. Third, neoliberal 

neopopulists generally promise an improved economy for their supporters. In some cases, these 

promises may come through commitments to slash state funding, such as antipoverty programs 
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that are popularly seen as being wasteful (Weyland 1996). In other cases, these promises may 

also be realized by supporting low-cost targeted aid programs (Roberts 1995). As Roberts 

explains, “targeted programs have a more modest fiscal impact than universal measures, but their 

political logic can be functionally equivalent, as both attempt to exchange material rewards for 

political support” (1995, 91). Ultimately, neoliberal neopopulists have to weigh which of these 

two strategies will most benefit their political agenda.    

Like populism more broadly, the goal of employing neopopulist tactics by neoliberal 

leaders is to win the support of the masses, despite imposing economic policies that may 

negatively impact the quality of life of many disenfranchised people. Among those neoliberal 

neopopulists who continue to use clientelist political tactics, their goal is to ease the burden of 

the suffering among popular classes in highly personalistic ways, where the neoliberal 

neopopulist political actor can claim direct credit for reducing economic burdens (Roberts 1995). 

In the case of a comedor, this might mean hosting an elaborate inauguration of a new comedor, 

where the politician in question is present, a tactic Alberto Fujimori often used after imposing the 

Fujishock (A. Moser 2004). In this process, neoliberal neopopulists often blame external parties, 

such as political elites, for the hardships endured by the people. They may also blame organized 

labor, whose demands for workers’ rights are presented as impeding the “free market’s” ability 

to help all people. By blaming the suffering of the masses on the corruption or the greed of these 

external actors, the neoliberal neopopulist leader publicly positions themselves as the “hero” who 

is fighting the economic “villains.”   

As Robinson points out, a key responsibility of neoliberal governments is maintaining 

social order (Robinson 2003, 219). By using select populist tactics to ensure social stability, the 

neoliberal leader can assure that the market will continue to function without disruption by the 

popular masses. The need for this social stability has long been recognized in the neoliberal 

literature. For example, in The Road to Serfdom (originally published in 1944), Friedrich von 

Hayek points out that there must be assurances that “some minimum of food, shelter, and 

clothing, sufficient to preserve health and the capacity to work, can be assured to everybody” 

(2006, 124–25). According to Hayek, if the assurance of these basic needs is “incautiously” 

handled, there may be “serious and perhaps even dangerous political problems” (2006, 124). 

Ultimately, for leaders like Fujimori in Perú, neoliberal neopopulism offered an ideal 

socioeconomic opportunity for implementing neoliberal economic policies, while maintaining 

his popularity among the informal classes through highly personalized leadership, scapegoating, 

and the strategic implementation of social programs.  

 

Neoliberalism and Precarity 

Much scholarship on precarity has focused on how the diffusion of neoliberal economic 

policies and practices has exacerbated the ontological and materially lived experiences of 

precarity (Bourdieu 1997; 1998; Kasmir 2014). This argument holds that the neoliberal economy 

has exacerbated precarity by eroding worker’s rights, protections, and wages, where “informal, 

temporary, and contingent work” (Kasmir 2018, 1) and flexible labor practices have become a 

new normal (Breman and van der Linden 2014; Bourdieu 1998). Bourdieu referred to this 

process as “flexploitation,” which he described as a “mode of domination ... based on the 

creation of a generalized and permanent state of insecurity” (1998, 85). According to Lazzarato, 

the pervasiveness of neoliberal economics has “introduce[d] degrees of insecurity, instability, 

economic and existential precarity into the lives of individuals” (2009, 119). The lived realities 

of neoliberal economics contribute to creating a pervasive sense of vulnerability, 
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unknowingness, and uncertainty, where the “precarious subject” must compete to survive within 

an economy where governments willingly serve the needs of corporations (Molé 2010), rather 

than protecting the laborer (Harvey 2005). 

Guy Standing has argued that amid globalization and neoliberalism, “the precariat” has 

emerged as a distinctive global socioeconomic class, characterized by “unstable labor 

arrangements, lack of identity, and [an] erosion of rights” (Standing 2018, 1). Some scholars 

have urged for imagining the creative possibilities offered by precarity. Standing, for example, 

has argued that as the “precariat” come to see themselves as a class, their “common 

consciousness” will become a “force for change” (Standing 2014). Bourdieu hoped that shared 

global precarity might mobilize people “on an international scale” (1998, 86). 

While precarity may be a “defining feature of contemporary economic and social life” 

(Masquelier 2019, 135), it is important to recognize that precarity is not a new phenomenon, and 

critically, it is not experienced evenly by all people under its grip. In focusing on the history of 

uneven global development, Breman critiques Standing’s unified class concept of the 

“precariat,” arguing that,  

 

[Standing] claims to have identified a new ‘global’ class, in practice he zooms in 

on the historic enclaves of capitalist prosperity and offers no account of the much 

larger section of the world workforce that is trapped in far worse conditions of 

precarity. If they are not involved in downward mobility, it is because they cannot 

sink any further than where they already are.  

 

Breman and his co-author van der Linden recognize that neoliberal economic conditions 

have exacerbated precarity in wealthy nations as well, as these workers adjust to conditions 

“beyond their control”  that are “uncertain, contingent, unstable, [and] insecure” (2014, 924). 

However, for many who live in the so-called “Global South” or “developing countries” (for a 

lack of better terms), precarity was a norm long before neoliberalism (Breman 2013; Breman and 

van der Linden 2014; Kasmir 2018). As Kasmir explains, “capital in the Global South has 

always counted upon insecure, unprotected, and super-exploited workforces” (2018, 8).9  

For many of the world’s poor, the labor protections and stable employment opportunities 

offered by the mid-20th century Fordist-Keynesian period (Harvey 1989), were never a reality. 

This is a situation that has been exacerbated by rapid rural-urban migration throughout the 20th 

century, creating a “reserve army of underemployed and unemployed” (Hart 1973, 68; Souza and 

Tokman 1976), in countries “underdeveloped by colonialism” (Breman 2013, 137). Looking at 

Latin America specifically, Souza and Tokman explain that urban surplus labor throughout the 

region forced migrants into low-paying, low-productivity jobs (1976, 355). The neoliberal 

context has intensified this experience for the global poor as the very vulnerability of these 

exploitative employment options has been treated as a “comparative advantage” (Otero 2011). 

These jobs supply the global neoliberal market with cheap, flexible labor exacerbating the daily 

experience of precarity for many of the world’s most vulnerable. 

  

The Rise of Neoliberal Subjectivities and the Competition to Survive 

The economic practices emerging from neoliberal capitalism have not only restructured 

the economy through privatization, trade liberalization, and neoregulation (Harvey 2005; 

 
9 It should not go unacknowledged that high-income nations built much of their wealth on the backs of precariously 

employed and exploited workers within their own countries (Mullings 1986). 



35 

 

Pechlaner and Otero 2010; Robinson 2003), or the exacerbation of precarity, but have also 

influenced and often reshaped our social fabric and ideological formation, through what 

Guthman has called “neoliberal subject formation” (Guthman 2008, 1171). In considering the 

relationship between neoliberal political-economic practices and their impact on human 

subjectivities, Harvey argues that neoliberalism operates to liberate “individual entrepreneurial 

freedoms and skills,” by prioritizing state-deregulation, rights to private property, free markets, 

and free trade (Harvey 2005, 2). In practice, this process can produce an individualized 

subjectivity, where everyday struggles are shouldered by what has been naturalized as the free, 

responsible, and self-interested individual: the neoliberal subject (Foucault 2008; Türken et al. 

2016). Harvey explains that the neoliberal subject is “held responsible and accountable for his or 

her own actions and well-being,” where “individual success or failure are interpreted in terms of 

entrepreneurial virtues or personal failings” (Harvey 2005, 65). These neoliberal ideological 

practices can create a valorization of personal responsibility, self-improvement, and individual 

development. In this mindset, the world is construed as a meritocracy, where success is attributed 

to one’s tireless efforts (d’Ávila Viana and Pacifico da Silva 2018), while failure is a marker of 

laziness, incompetency, and irresponsibility (Page-Reeves 2014). 

 Similarly, Türken et al. have argued that “neoliberalism works by installing in society a 

concept of human subjects as autonomous, individualized, self-directing decision-making agent 

who becomes an entrepreneur of one self” (2016, 33). The economic conditions of neoliberalism 

have created a social structure that valorizes the autonomous, independent human being, who 

should be willing to constantly push for their own improvement within the socioeconomic 

structure. Rather than having a government that is largely responsible for the good of the people, 

the people take on the individual “responsibility” of working hard enough to ensure their own 

progress.   

In his 1951 essay “Neo-Liberalism and its Prospects,” the famed neoliberal economist 

Milton Friedman predicted this change. In his words, 

 

Neo-liberalism would accept the nineteenth century liberal emphasis on the 

fundamental importance of the individual, but it would substitute for the 

nineteenth century goal of laissez-faire as a means to this end, the goal of the 

competitive order. It would seek to use … competition among consumers to 

protect the enterprises themselves. … The citizens would be protected … against 

one another by the preservation of competition. (Friedman 1951, 3) 

 

According to Friedman, the neoliberalization of the economy would foment a “competitive 

order” between people, creating a vibrant marketplace, while doing away with the perils of what 

Friedman called “collectivism” by protecting an individual’s ability to compete for their right to 

“liberty” and “freedom” (Friedman 1951).   

The implementation of neoliberal economic practices has not been homogenously applied 

and the formation of neoliberal subjects is in a constant state of fluctuation and contestation. In 

reflecting on the creation of anthropological subjects more broadly, Roseberry argues that we 

“will want to see anthropological subjects not only as products of world history but also as actors 

in that history—accommodating themselves to some developments, resisting others, and so on” 

(1989, 140). Within a neoliberal context, there are general trends that have exacerbated this 

competitiveness between people as dominant economic trends have shifted from Keynesian 

interventionism to a neoliberalized free-market model. Reductions in worker protections and 
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trade unions, the privatization of state industries and social services, a decrease or elimination of 

state subsidies and welfare programs, the growth of contract labor and temporary work contracts, 

and the globalization of flexible labor and production, are all neoliberal practices that have 

increased competition between workers (Harvey 2005; Mann 2017; Robinson 2003). In a context 

of poverty and economic precarity, this sense of competition may be amplified when combined 

with individualism, as resources and opportunities are perceived as being scarce. Within this 

mindset, getting ahead requires beating out one’s competitors, ultimately, exacerbating tension 

between those who “succeed” and those who “fail” (Nafstad et al. 2007).  

 Despite the prevalence and valorization of neoliberal ideologies among many, even 

Friedman recognized that the world is not built upon an even playing ground. In the same essay, 

he writes, “Our humanitarian sentiments demand that some provisions should be made for those 

who ‘draw blanks in the lottery of life’” (1951, 4). Friedman argues that the government has a 

responsibility to relieve “misery and distress,” but this process should “involve the minimum of 

interference with the market” (1951, 4). In relieving “misery and distress,” the government is not 

‘leveling the playing field,’ nor are they lifting people out of poverty. Those who receive 

assistance are expected to use the breadcrumbs offered by the government as a means to survive, 

while their hard work, perseverance, and self-help should lift them out of poverty. The 

government is not obligated to challenge the structural inequalities which produce social 

stratification; rather, that is the job of the competitive market.  

 

Theoretical Overview: Critical Food Studies: Food Aid Controversies and 

Contradictions 
Towards the end of 2010, while working for an educational non-profit in Huaycán, Lima, 

Perú, I would often accompany a volunteer English teacher up into the Andean foothills towering 

over the community, as they tutored Laura, a brilliant teen who loved learning English. Laura 

lived in one of the highest parts of Huaycán, in one of the “asociaciones” that were forming on 

the outskirts of Huaycán’s highest zones. As the teacher tutored Laura, I would sit outside of the 

classroom and chat with Laura’s mother, Zoe, and her aunt, Elisabeth, as they cooked lunch in 

giant pots over firewood. While they crushed garlic and peeled potatoes, we would talk about 

their hometown in Huanuco’s high Andean mountains, my family back in Indiana, or our shared 

love of Peruvian food. It took weeks for me to finally ask why they cooked outside, rather than in 

their homes. Laughing, they explained that the food they prepared was not only for their families 

but for several households in the association where they lived on the outskirts of Huaycán. They 

were socias in a comedor popular. 

In 2010, when I first learned what comedores were, I was awestruck by their model of 

organizing. The comedores were formed by groups of women, who in the face of grave 

economic struggles, came together in solidarity to collectively address a challenge confronted by 

their community: affording food. Rather than individually shouldering this financial burden, they 

worked together, each household supporting the comedor, by volunteering as cooks and 

consistently purchasing lunch to provide a financial base for the comedor (Blondet 2004; 

Blondet and Montero 1995; M. Mujica 1994). I would go on to learn that many of the original 

socias tirelessly advocated for their “subsidio,” or subsidized government funding (Lora 1996; 

Moyano and Tupac 2000), a powerful example of women-led grassroots organizing in the face of 

a difficult situation.  

However, in 2017, as I began scoping research in Huaycán on various food-related topics, 

I quickly learned that my initial view of the comedores was not widely shared. In one of my first 
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interviews, Isabel, a long-time resident of Huaycán, who briefly volunteered in a comedor in the 

1990s, explained,  

 

People get accustomed, they get in the bad habit of receiving without working. … 

With this mode [of giving], the government does not help people grow, because 

they just give them food … From my point of view, [the government] should 

create job centers for young people, study centers for young people, so that they 

do not lack education. Rather than just giving them a free plate of food, they need 

to create jobs and educate. 

 

From Isabel’s point of view, the comedores are the wrong type of government support. They 

create dependency, rather than agency. They do not provide a future, but only a temporary means 

to get by.  

 I quickly realized that Isabel is not alone as a critic of the comedores. Like Isabel, many 

residents of Huaycán believe that the government should invest in education, rather than aid. 

Others critique the nutritional quality of comedor food, while some mistrust comedor recipients 

and volunteers, believing that food aid creates dependency or may promote greed among 

recipients and even populist politicians. There are also those that call for a more radical 

restructuring of Perú’s economic system, deriding the need for food aid in the first place.  

 Isabel’s statement also revealed another reality: opinions about government aid, food 

access, and aid beneficiaries carried moral judgments. Food aid is never just about food. Rather it 

brings to the fore tensions around the norms and expectations of social responsibility, the 

integrity of the character of the poor, the rights and obligations of neighbors to one another, the 

windows of opportunity afforded by a free-market economy, and the rewards that accrue to those 

who “do for themselves.” In the social conditions of Peru in the early 21st century, this moral 

discourse emerges as crucial to understanding how idealizations of responsibility and 

meritocracy often force the global poor to shoulder not only the violence of economic inequality, 

but the social anxieties created by a world in which they are blamed for their poverty.  

I should not have been surprised that a food aid program, like the comedores, was not 

universally valued. In general, food aid is a widely contested topic. In the United States, 

politicians, everyday citizens, and scholars frequently debate the merit of national food aid 

programs, with some arguing that they encourage idleness, while others contend that they are a 

necessary, albeit imperfect, entitlement programs (Fisher 2017; Wilkerson, Krey, and English 

2018). In the field of international development, economists have long debated the best ways to 

distribute aid (Easterly 2007; Moyo 2009; Sachs 2006), asking questions such as, what type of 

aid is most beneficial? Or, should food aid be distributed at all? Other scholars have looked at the 

stigmas associated with receiving food aid, arguing that obtaining food aid is often a 

dehumanizing process, denying clients not only adequate nutrition and agency in their food 

selection process but also the right to a dignified life (Miewald and McCann 2014; Poppendieck 

1998; Riches 2018). Scholars have also considered the ways current food aid systems operate to 

protect neoliberal capitalism, by supporting the free market, creating outlets for surplus 

production, and encouraging individualistic approaches to addressing food security (Holt 

Giménez and Shattuck 2011; Jarosz 2011).  

This research contributes to scholarship in critical food studies, in line with scholars who 

have argued that food aid may provide a temporary solution to hunger but does not challenge or 

eradicate systems of inequality that perpetuate chronic food insecurity (Allen 1999; Carney 
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2015; Dickinson 2014; Loopstra and Tarasuk 2012; Mares and Alkon 2011; Parson 2014). By 

treating the symptoms of hunger rather than the causes, the complacency of powerful actors may 

be perpetuated, as there is little pressure to engage in systemic change (Riches 2018; 

Poppendieck 1998). The Brazilian pedagogue Paulo Freire goes a step further, arguing that aid is 

a tool used by oppressors to neutralize the oppressed, reproducing their passivity. In his words, 

“assistencialism is an especially pernicious method of trying to vitiate popular participation in 

the historical process … it contradicts man’s [sic] natural vocation as Subject in that it treats the 

recipient as a passive object” (Freire 2013, 12). 

Despite these pervasive debates around food aid in academic contexts, I was still taken 

aback by the fervor of the critiques I heard about comedores in Huaycán. Huaycán is a 

community that was built on a foundation of self-management and popular organizing (Arévalo 

1997; Calderón Cockburn and Olivera Cárdenas 1989; Figari Gold 1987; Lastra Domínguez 

2019). Although comedores receive government support, the labor that allows comedores to 

continue operating comes from the collective contributions of women living within the 

community. Unpacking these various critiques of the comedores requires a careful analysis of the 

local history and politics, a broader understanding of how Peruvian political dynamics have 

reshaped comedores, and an examination of shifting ideological perspectives within a globalized 

world. It also requires us to zoom out and account for the political economic factors which 

continue to reproduce injustices on a day-to-day basis. In a just society, food aid would not be a 

point of debate because everyone would have access to food.  

Furthermore, it cannot go unstated that these community ruptures have emerged within a 

context of broader socioeconomic and political oppression. As Freire pointedly notes, it “is in the 

interest of the oppressor to weaken the oppressed … to isolate them, to create and deepen rifts 

among them” (Freire 2018, 141). I do not seek to deny the agency of Huaycán’s residents, who 

have a long history of collective organizing to push for their basic rights. Nonetheless, many 

residents in Huaycán continue to live in a situation of economic precarity, which forces them to 

engage in a constant, everyday struggle for a decent life. Within an uneven capitalist landscape, 

where the interests of divisive dominant actors and varying political ideologies have taken root, 

it is not surprising that ruptures have emerged among community members over how to manage 

day-to-day struggles. These ruptures, however, are not simply debates over pragmatism or 

efficiency (do the comedores really help?), but also about attributions of ethical comportment 

(laziness v. industriousness), dignity (hand-outs v. self-realization), and core family, community, 

and national values (autonomy, pride, kinship, and wellness). 

Ideologically unpacking critiques of food aid provides a lens for considering three critical 

factors that are addressed throughout this dissertation. First, it highlights the broader social and 

ideological ruptures and contradictions that currently exist within Huaycán. Although Huaycán 

was founded as a self-managed organized community, economic inequality and political 

differences have long been embedded in the community, creating ongoing frictions and 

divisions. Although these divisions are discussed through the lens of food aid in this dissertation, 

challenges such as the growing pull of individualism, are representative of the broader rifts 

creating ruptures within the community. They also underscore how various residents across 

Huaycán understand community development, economic ontologies, and mechanisms for 

surviving on a day-to-day basis.  

Second, these critiques of food aid make visible both the nuances and the broader 

experience of economic precarity and structural inequalities experienced throughout the 

community. Because food aid is a symptom of broader injustices, it also can serve as a lens for 
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exploring how these injustices are created, reproduced, and challenged. Finally, these food aid 

critiques highlight the struggles individuals face in maintaining communal organizations. The 

pressure created by a neoliberal economy and the growing hegemonic pull of neoliberal 

ideologies can suffocate organizing efforts. For the women who run and activate these food sites, 

these critiques highlight the challenges they confront in keeping their comedores open. The 

socias not only have to navigate the barriers presented by the Peruvian state but must also 

manage the criticisms of their neighbors and even, at times, family members. 

Chapters 4 – 7 of this dissertation discuss the seven critiques of food aid that emerged 

from this research: 1) The Responsiblization Critique of Food Aid, 2) The Unworthy Critique of 

Food Aid, 3) The Development Critique of Food Aid, 4) The False Generosity Critique of Aid, 

5) The Unhealthy Critique of Food Aid, 6) The Malnourishment Critique of Food Aid, and 7) 

The Structural Critique of Food Aid. Table 1 provides a brief description of each critique. In 

some ways, these critiques are unique to Huaycán, emerging from the historical interplay 

between the community’s development, relations with the Peruvian government, and the politics 

of comedores populares. In other ways, readers may recognize similar critiques of other food aid 

distribution programs globally. Ultimately, food is a basic need humans must have to survive. 

Yet, how we access it and make sense of its role in shaping human affairs can be remarkably 

challenging and controversial. While food aid is only one means by which the world’s poorest 

are oftentimes obligated to access food, these critiques provide insight for considering the 

ideological and material underpinnings shaping debates around food aid.    

 

Table 1: The Seven Critiques of Food Aid - An Overview 

Responsibilization 

Critique of Food 

Aid 

The Responsibilization Critique of Food Aid argues that recipients of 

comedor food are lazy and do not want to find “real” work (e.g., paid 

labor). Those who make this argument generally believe that comedor 

beneficiaries prefer to depend on the government for their food.  

Unworthy  

Critique of Food 

Aid 

The Unworthy Critique of Food Aid holds that many comedor 

beneficiaries are not poor enough to participate in comedores. These 

critics will usually consider where a beneficiary lives or the size of the 

beneficiary’s home (e.g., the number of stories), as indicators of their 

worthiness to participate in the comedor. The local municipal 

government will frequently justify the closure of a comedor based on the 

argument that the socias are not poor enough.  

Development 

Critique of Food 

Aid 

The Development Critique of Food Aid argues that comedores are not 

the best use of development funding or support. Because comedores do 

not create jobs or are not institutions of formal education, they do not 

help the community “progress” or “develop,” leading to long-term 

societal changes. Those who hold this perspective argue that government 

funding should be reallocated to support projects that will create more 

long-term benefits for the broader community.  

False Generosity 

Critique of Food 

Aid 

The False Generosity Critique of Food Aid argues that oppressors use 

food aid as a means to manipulate, exploit, and divide the oppressed for 

personal gain. It is also used as a tool to perpetuate dependency, where 

food aid recipients become reliant on the ongoing “generosity” of 

benefactors. Politicians and other political actors will often use false 

generosity to garner votes, political loyalty, and even political favors.   
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Unhealthy 

Critique of Food 

Aid 

The Unhealthy Critique of Food Aid argues that the food prepared in 

comedores is not nutritious and may not be prepared in sanitary 

conditions. It is the belief that the food consumed in the comedor may 

cause bodily harm, by not providing the healthy food needed to thrive. 

Malnourishment 

Critique of Food 

Aid 

The Malnourishment Critique of Food Aid is a critique of the overall 

adequacy of the comedor food. Even if the food is perceived as 

nutritional, that does not mean that it is enjoyed or that it satisfies. It is 

the belief that comedor food represents the food one must eat, as 

opposed to the meals one would like to eat.  

Structural  

Critique of Food 

Aid 

The Structural Critique of Food Aid contends that the comedores fail to 

create long-term socioeconomic change. Proponents of the Structural 

Critique do not believe that investments in jobs or education are a 

sufficient response. Rather, they argue for a fundamental restructuring of 

the economy, one that seeks to end poverty altogether. These critics 

believe that the comedores are detrimental to structural change because 

they allow the government to treat the symptoms of poverty without 

addressing the underlying causes. 

 

Comedores Today  

 In 2010, while working for The Light and Leadership Initiative, an educational non-profit 

based in Huaycán, I often taught English in the local comunal (communal building) in one of 

Huaycán’s highest zones in its Andean foothills. My students were young, the oldest perhaps 

being ten years old, so in those first months, I never thought to ask why the building had a 

kitchen with pots so large that I could have hidden inside them. Thanks to the lingering aroma of 

lunch during our afternoon classes, I knew that families from the area used the kitchen. However, 

at that moment, I never would have imagined the incredible history or the complicated politics 

embedded in the kitchen space that served as my classroom. I would have been even more 

surprised to know, that someday, I would dedicate years to studying these comedores, 

culminating in a dissertation focused on comedor politics.  

 Later that year, I learned about comedores after befriending Zoe and Elisabeth, 

introduced earlier in this chapter, whose children attended our classes in another one of 

Huaycán’s high zones. Over multiple trips to Huaycán between 2010 and 2017, I started to 

notice comedores everywhere, even learning that the long line of people I passed nearly every 

day outside of the Catholic Parish were waiting to eat at the church’s comedor. Slowly, I also 

began to learn about the changes and challenges confronting these comedores.  

While I was completing my research, there were approximately 140 comedores spread 

across the community. Some of these comedores have been open since the 1980s, while many 

others have opened since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. Many comedores in Huaycán, 

are struggling to keep their comedores open. In fact, all three comedores mentioned in this single 

section, have closed. At the same time, as of July 2021, the current mayor of Ate, Edde Cuellar, 

had opened at least 100 comedores across the district since becoming mayor in 2019 

(Municipalidad Distrital de Ate 2021). As a mayoral candidate, Cuellar had campaigned on a 

promise to close comedores in so-called “developed” areas while reopening them in poorer areas. 
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Types of Comedores  

Throughout my research, I identified six 

types of comedores currently or formerly 

operating in Huaycán. My research primarily 

focused on Clubes de Madres Comedores. I also 

completed research in one Comedor 

Autogestionario, one Comedor Independiente, 

and two Comedores Municipales. Huaycán also 

has Comedores Nacionales and Comedores 

Parroquiales. This section provides a brief 

description of each of these comedores. 

Comedores Clubes de Madres: The 

original Club de Madre Comedores began 

opening as early as the 1950s and 1960s and 

have long received aid and assistance from the 

Peruvian government (Blondet 1986; García 

2019; Rousseau 2009). In the 1980s, the 

Belaúnde government provided aid to Clubes de Madres, but it was under President Alan García 

that the Clubes de Madres became formally associated with the state through the Programa de 

Asistencia Directa (PAD: Direct Assistance Program), established in 1986 (Blondet 2004; 

Blondet and Montero 1995; Rousseau 2009). The majority of the original Club de Madre 

Comedores that remain open continue to receive both food subsidies and direct cash payments 

from the Peruvian government. There are tensions between Clubes de Madres Comedores and 

other comedores that do not receive a check for purchasing food. There are both local and 

national associations of Clubes de Madres, representing the interests of the Clubes de Madres as 

they interface with the government.  

Comedores Autogestionarios: The original Comedores Autogestionarios were founded 

independently of the Peruvian government. Many Comedores Autogestionarios actively fought 

to receive government support in the 1980s and 1990s (Rousseau 2009). This support in many 

ways has proven critical as other external sources of food donations such as Caritas, OFASA, 

and a variety of NGOs have largely disappeared. Today, many Comedores Autogestionarios 

receive monthly víveres from the government. Some Comedores Autogestionarios, such as those 

who registered with the government under Alan García, also receive a check to purchase food. 

Like all comedores receiving government funding, Comedores Autogestionarios are subject to 

the state’s comedor regulations (Sosa and Ramos 2021). In Huaycán, there is an association of 

Comedores Autogestionarios. There are also national organizations such as the Confederación 

Nacional de Mujeres Organizadas por la Vida y el Desarrollo Integral (CONAMOVIDI: 

National Confederation of Women Organized for Life and Integral Development), which 

represent the interest of and advocates for Comedores Autogestionarios nationally.  

Comedores Municipales: Comedores Municipales is a term that I have created to 

describe comedores that have been opened by the Municipality of Ate during the mayorship of 

Edde Cuellar. As mayor, Cuellar made two pushes to open new comedores populares in 

economically vulnerable areas across Ate. In 2019, Cuellar’s government opened 42 comedores 

in his first 100 days in office (Municipalidad Distrital de Ate 2019). During both 2020 and 2021, 

Cuellar began formalizing ollas comunes as government-sponsored comedores. As of July 1, 

2021, Cuellar’s government had opened a total of 100 Municipal Comedores across Ate 

Socias preparing lunch in a comedor  
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(Municipalidad Distrital de Ate 2021). According to several socias and public speeches given by 

Municipal authorities, at least a portion of the funding for these new comedores comes from 

moving older comedores into new areas. Therefore, some of these comedores may be called 

Comedores Club de Madres or Autogestionarios, however, they do not participate in the older 

comedor associations.  

Comedores Nacionales: The Comedores Nacionales receive víveres from the Peruvian 

government and have an organized association of comedores in Huaycán. According to the 

former socias from Comedores Nacionales that I interviewed, initially, these comedores were 

state-sponsored comedores that did not belong to a formal association (i.e., they benefitted from 

state support but were not Clubes de Madres or Comedores Autogestionarios). A socia 

eventually decided to organize these comedores, founding their association as the Comedores 

Nacionales. I have not been able to identify any academic or government publications 

referencing Comedores Nacionales.  

Comedores Independientes: Across Perú, several comedores function independently of 

the government or another other comedor association. I refer to these as Comedores 

Independientes. These comedores may receive their funding from non-profits or religious 

organizations or may be completely self-sustaining. I completed participant observation in one 

Comedor Independiente which had formally been a Club de Madre Comedor. When this 

comedor lost its government funding, the socias opted to continue operating, still selling their 

food at a discounted price.   

Comedores Parroquiales: Comedores Parroquiales are comedores that are sponsored by 

the Catholic Church. In Huaycán’s early years, the Catholic Church opened Comedores 

Parroquiales in zones across Huaycán. However, several years ago, they opted to close these 

comedores, including their primary comedor located in Huaycán’s main parish. However, I have 

heard rumor that at least one has been reopened in one of Huaycán’s high zones, however, I have 

not been able to independently confirm this.  

 

Comedor Organization and Operations  

 While this chapter has provided several details on how comedores are internally 

structured, here I explicitly describe how comedores are organized and operate. “Socias,” in 

English, roughly translates to “associate.” These are the individuals who are formally registered 

with the comedores and are expected to purchase lunch daily (Monday – Friday). They will 

generally pay a lower cost for their lunch than non-associated clients. Informally, the comedores 

will divide the socias between “socias activas,” who are the socias that cook, and “socias 

pasivas,” the socias who consistently buy lunch at the discounted price, but do not cook. The 

non-associated clients are often referred to as “calle” (street). The socias generally live near their 

comedor, however, this is not universally true. The amount of support the comedor receives from 

the Peruvian government is based on the number of socias who are registered with the comedor, 

taking into account the size of each socia’s family.  

The socias are expected to maintain a rotating cooking schedule, where each socias is 

responsible for cooking one to two days a week. Most comedores continue to enforce a rotating 

cooking schedule among the socias activas. Oftentimes, this was a core group of six to twelve 

women. Some comedores require socias who cannot cook during her scheduled time to pay a 

replacement. When I saw this happen, the fee was usually s/10, or about $2.50.   

It should also be mentioned that men can be registered as socios. Oftentimes, these are 

single men, including many widowed retirees. However, male socios rarely participate in 
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cooking, and during my research, no man participated in the comedor leadership. Over the more 

than 160 days I cooked in the comedores, I cooked with only five men, the son of a socia (who 

left within the first hour), a young man who was visiting the socias from another district, two 

husbands, and one ex-husband. One of these husbands would routinely join his wife when she 

cooked in the comedor. Other men were frequently in the comedores, sometimes talking to the 

socias while cooking but more often eating lunch. Comparatively, more men than women ate 

lunch in the comedor itself during my research (most comedores give clients the option to either 

pick up their lunch to take home or eat in the comedor).  

In theory, the comedor is only supposed to sell lunch to its socias. However, most 

comedores will sell to non-associated clients (only one comedor in this study exclusively sold to 

socias). The clients will usually pay a slightly higher price than the socias (usually s/.50 to s/1.00 

more, which is less than $1.00). In my research, non-associated clients ate in the comedor far 

more frequently than socias. Non-associated clients do not have an obligation to purchase lunch 

daily and do not need to attend required comedor meetings. However, they also do not have the 

same guarantee for a lunch, when food runs low. The Municipality frequently calls for 

comedores to stop serving non-associated clients. However, they are an important source of 

income for the socias, as they can provide better quality meals if they have a higher daily 

income. Nonetheless, serving too many non-associated clients can be a pretext for the 

Municipality to close comedores.  

The government provides víveres in the form of commodity foods to the comedores on a 

monthly basis, with some comedores also receiving checks.10 The víveres generally included 

non-perishable commodity foods such as dry noodles, rice, oil, canned tuna, sugar, salt, and 

lentils or other bean varieties. While there is variation across months, these staple foods were 

usually included during my fieldwork between 2018 and 2020. However, in 2022, víveres have 

been reduced to oil, rice, lentils, and canned tuna, with the occasional inclusion of another 

product. Previously, a protein was sometimes distributed to the comedores, which can present a 

challenge to comedores that do not have refrigeration (another campaign promise by Edde 

Cuellar was to provide refrigerators to all comedores, which has not been realized). Of the eleven 

comedores where I completed fieldwork, only one had a refrigerator in the comedor. The 

provided protein was often frozen chicken, but some months they received an entire cow liver or 

fish.   

Comedores that receive a monthly check generally used the money for staple food items 

and perishable goods. The comedores must present receipts to the Municipality for all expenses. 

The amount of money each comedor receives depends on the number of registered socias. To 

give some perspective, prior to the pandemic, the Comedor Manuelita Sáenz had 82 registered 

socias (inclusive of family members) and was expected to serve 1,640 meals a month. They 

would receive a check for s/540 (roughly $135). In November 2019, they spent s/320 of their 

check on abarrotes (groceries), including beans, quinoa, wheatberries, noodles, and peanuts, 

among other foods. They spent the other s/220 on chicken.  

The government’s financial contribution to each comedor lunch allows the socias to 

discount the cost of the meal. However, the food provisions and financial assistance provided by 

 
10 During my 2019 –2020 fieldwork, the comedores did not receive víveres or checks in January or July due to the 

holidays (a practice which I confirmed continued for January 2022). However, they would receive double the 

quantity in February and August. While they ultimately received the appropriate quantity of víveres and funding, 

several comedores were forced to close down for several days in July 2019 and January 2020, as they did not have 

sufficient resources to continue operating.  
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the government is not enough to cover the entire cost of the meal. Therefore, the socias invest a 

portion of each day’s income to further offset the price of the meal. This allows them to sell 

lunch (often called “menú” in Perú), which generally includes soup (sopa), a main dish 

(segundo), and a drink (refresco) for between s/2.50 and s/4.00 (roughly $0.50 to $1.00). In 

comparison, a similar menú (sopa, segundo, refresco) in Huaycán will cost between s/7.00 to 

s/12.00 (roughly $1.75 to $3.30). Meanwhile, in a tourist district, such as Miraflores, a cheap 

menú on a backstreet might cost around s/15.00 (roughly $3.75), but the majority of the menú’s 

will be between s/25.00 and s/30 ($6.25 to $7.50), if not significantly more expensive.  

In addition to the cost of lunch, the socias must pay for gas, electricity, and water. For 

those comedores that receive checks, the socias are not allowed to use this money to cover these 

costs. Therefore, the income from lunches must be budgeted, ensuring that a certain percentage 

is set aside to pay for utilities, in addition to periodic expenses for maintaining a kitchen, such as 

paying for a new potato peeler or knife. Additionally, in an area such as Huaycán, where there is 

extensive economic need, there are occasional problems with theft. Although none of the 

comedores where I completed fieldwork were robbed during my fieldwork, I know of at least 

two comedores that lost nearly all of their kitchen equipment. Finally, in budgeting, comedores 

must also account for their “casos sociales” (social causes). These are families, who may or may 

not be registered socias, that face extensive financial hardships, due to causes such as a severe 

illness in the family. Comedores will frequently help two or three families in this situation, by 

providing them with free lunches. 

The socias who cook each day do have the benefit of taking a meal home for their 

families. In theory, there is often a limit, such as four free menús per socias. However, as long as 

the food is not running short, cooks will usually have enough food for their entire family. That 

being said, there are days that cooks will go home empty-handed when there are more clients 

than anticipated. To avoid this situation, some comedores serve the cooks first, however, this is 

not the norm. Others will use the day’s earnings to buy additional food that can be quickly 

prepared after clients are served. Either before or after meal service, the cooks will eat lunch 

together in the comedor. In general, this is a very social time that socias enjoy. As this 

dissertation discusses, this time spent together in the comedor, cooking, enjoying food, and 

socializing, is a critical reason socias continue to participate in the comedores.  

In addition to managing cooking schedules and finances, comedores also each have a 

board of directors. Each comedor will have an elected president, vice-president, treasurer, and 

secretary, among other positions. They also have a reglamento (bylaws) and must keep libros de 

acta (minute books), where they record all comedores expenses, meal sales, and daily signatures 

from every socias, confirming that each socia purchased lunch. The Municipality conducts 

controles (controls), formally known as supervisiones (supervisions), where without warning 

they will stop by comedores to review their operations, libros de acta, and almacences (pantries).  

Led by their board of directors, the socias also meet monthly to make decisions about the 

comedores and address changes or challenges. For those comedores that belong to an 

association, the presidents must also attend monthly association meetings. The associations 

themselves generally have a fund that will be used for association-related events, such as their 

annual anniversary celebration. These association meetings are also opportunities to receive 

updates from the Municipality. The associations have a board of directors that interface directly 

with the Municipality and will frequently attend meetings with the Municipality’s leadership.  

In general, participating in a comedor is a lot of work despite the voluntary nature of the 

position. I often arrived to the comedores between 8:00 and 9:00 am and would usually leave 
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between 2:00 and 4:00 pm. On days that I attended association meetings, I would often not go 

home until after 6:00 or 7:00 pm. The cooking in itself is a laborious task, as the socias are often 

preparing meals for between 60 – 120 people. Meal service can be a stressful period, as those 

who are paying for their lunches are often in a hurry and have little patience on days that a 

comedor might be running late. There are also a variety of events the comedores are “invited” to 

attend by the Municipality that also requires a time commitment.  

 

Challenges Confronting Comedores Today  

Throughout this dissertation, several of the challenges that comedores must navigate are 

discussed through ethnographic vignettes. In this section, I provide a brief synthesis of four key 

challenges confronting many of the comedores where I conducted research. It should be noted 

that this list does not purport to be exhaustive or representative of the experiences of all 

comedores throughout Huaycán or Perú more broadly. Again, the majority of the research for 

this project was conducted in well-established Clubes de Madres Comedores. Further research 

would benefit from conducting research on other types of comedores. 

 Sustaining Socias and Clients: This research found that comedores, both old and new, 

struggle to recruit and maintain socias. In the older comedores, the original socias are retiring for 

a variety of reasons, including health, age, or because their adult children can financially support 

them. COVID-19 presented a particular challenge to older socias who also have underlying 

health conditions. Many socias feared returning to the comedores after the nationwide lockdown 

was ended, as the small spaces and close social contact would put their health at risk.   

Younger and middle-aged socias are often unable to routinely cook because they need 

paid employment to support their families. Similarly, it is difficult to recruit new socias who 

prefer to find paid labor. For many of the original socias, the reason they migrated to Lima was 

to offer their children a more economically stable future. Many socias want their daughters to 

study at institutions and universities, opening up new opportunities for these young women while 

providing a more stable income for their families. This aspiration has become a reality for many 

socias, who do not want to see their daughters working in the comedores. While economic 

precarity remains widespread for many people in Huaycán, the financial situation of many 

households has improved over the last few decades. Therefore, there are fewer families who need 

the comedores to meet their daily food needs.  

 Another challenge to recruiting socias is the stigmas that are associated with participating 

in the comedores. For many people, participating in a comedor is a marker of poverty and 

dependence. Therefore, even mothers who may need the comedor, will not go because they do 

not want to be associated with a comedor. Families will also pressure socias to leave the 

comedor, as they prefer to eat home-cooked meals rather than meals from the comedor. 

Similarly, there are many potential clients who refuse to purchase food from a comedor despite 

the precarity of their economic situation. If a comedor does not have a sufficient number of 

socias and clients, the comedor risks being closed. In some cases, it is the Municipality that will 

revoke funding to comedores that are not supporting a sufficient number of socias. In other 

cases, the socias themselves will choose to shut the comedor when a small number of cooks are 

overburdened or because they financially can no longer keep the comedor open.   

Finances: In addition to purchasing food not provided by the Peruvian government, the 

comedores often must pay for the kitchen’s gas, water, and electricity (if water and electricity are 

available). Although comedores are not supposed to pay rent for their location, I did encounter 

comedores that were forced to do so, after the comedor was removed from the local comunal 
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(communal building). Comedores will often try and engage in cost-saving strategies such as 

cooking over firewood, organizing a fundraiser, or borrowing money. However, these strategies 

create additional labor and stress for the socias and may not be sustainable over the long term. If 

comedores risk debt and financial stress, many will choose to close. 

Government Relationships: The financial support that comes from the Peruvian 

government is critical for comedor operations. It is also the most stable source of support, as 

religious and non-profit organizations may not always make consistent donations. Meanwhile, as 

mandated by laws 25307 and 27731, the Peruvian government is required to continue supporting 

comedores. Nonetheless, this research identified several ongoing tensions between the Municipal 

government and the comedores. Given that the Municipal government has authority over which 

comedores are allowed to operate, there is an inevitable power imbalance between the “givers” 

of aid and the “recipients” of aid. This power imbalance creates stress for the socias as they 

endlessly strive to meet all requirements. Meanwhile, comedores are frequently used for populist 

purposes, as politicians in positions of power can leverage aid distribution for support. 

Critiques: Food aid programs are often controversial and the comedores are no 

exception. As socias labor to keep their comedores open, comedores are critiqued for cooking 

unhealthy and malnourishing food. They are frequently blamed for creating dependency, 

facilitating irresponsibility, and rewarding the corruption of politicians and socias. Comedores 

have also been critiqued for obscuring the structural causes of poverty, by ameliorating the 

symptoms of poverty, while allowing politicians to claim that they are combating hunger. Socias 

are well aware of these critiques as they often come from neighbors and even family members. It 

is not uncommon for family members to pressure a socia to leave the comedor and cook 

exclusively for her family.  

 

Chapter Summaries  

 Throughout each chapter, this dissertation will explore the complexities of food aid 

distribution and the valiant struggle to maintain communities of social support, within a 

precarious and vastly unequal capitalist economic landscape. Chapter 1 has provided an outline 

of this dissertation’s theoretical framework, described how the comedores operate, and reviewed 

the historical context of comedores needed to understand the politics and debates surrounding 

them. Chapter 2 adds to this historical depth by reviewing the history of Huaycán. In this 

chapter, I provide an overview of the communities’ founding and the challenges they have 

confronted over the past four decades. Chapter 3 reviews the methodology and methods used to 

conduct this research. It begins by describing my background and positionality in the field, 

before providing an overview of the research timeline. I then review the ethnographic 

methodology used in this research, before moving into a description of each method that was 

used and how the data analysis was conducted.  

Chapter 4 of this dissertation turns to the economic precarity experienced by far too many 

socias and residents across Huaycán. This chapter explores economic precarity as a form of 

violence, impacting wellbeing, while also considering intersectional forms of precarity, such as 

the ubiquity of racism and patriarchy. This chapter also turns to the COVID-19 pandemic and its 

dire impact on Huaycán and the comedores populares, as it is made visible by the vast injustices 

suffered by too many Peruvians. In describing the structural violence of the pandemic, this 

chapter unpacks what I am calling the “Structural Critique of Food Aid.” This is a critique 

commonly made by critical food studies scholars and some local residents in Huaycán who seek 

to identify and address the underlying causes of hunger. In considering the Structural Critique of 
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Food Aid, this chapter highlights the structural failures of the Peruvian economy in the neoliberal 

era, gravely exacerbating the COVID-19 crisis.   

Chapter 5 is an exploration of critiques commonly made of food aid recipients, such as 

that they are irresponsible, lazy, dependent, or that they are taking advantage of the system and 

do not really need food aid. This chapter considers the ideological underpinnings of these 

critiques in Huaycán, particularly given neoliberal ideologies which valorize individualism, 

competitiveness, and meritocracy. These critiques are compared to the lived experiences of 

socias, which not surprisingly, often challenge oversimplified arguments about their situation as 

aid recipients. This chapter then explores a common alternative proposed by these critics which I 

call the “Development Critique of Food Aid.” This perspective argues that government funding 

for comedores should be redirected to programs that help create jobs or provide education.    

Chapter 6 considers the power dynamics between the Peruvian government and the 

comedores populares. In particular, I draw on Paulo Freire’s notion of false generosity to 

consider five tactics employed by government agents as they take advantage of the comedores 

for political purposes: persuasive, manipulative, exploitative, divisionary, and controlling. 

Ultimately, this chapter unpacks how politicians and political candidates use their positions of 

power to reap benefits and advance their political careers through socias.  

Chapter 7 takes a careful look at the relationship between the comedores and food. It 

considers two critiques of comedor meals, one that focuses on the food being unhealthy or 

unsanitary and a second critique that argues that comedor meals are malnourishing, in that it is 

not food that is enjoyed or satieties. This chapter then looks at the important role food plays in 

the comedor experience for the socias. It considers the joys of cooking and eating meals together. 

It also highlights the important role comedor food plays in meeting household food security 

needs for socias and clients as they navigate poverty or the unpredictability of economic 

precarity.   

Chapter 8 continues the discussion on why socias participate in the comedores by 

focusing on the “unaccounted-for” benefits derived from the comedor for the socias, including 

the value of camaraderie, solidarity, and communal carework. This chapter also considers the 

external beneficiaries of the comedores, by looking at the ways that the comedores have become 

a resource that goes beyond food aid for many community members in Huaycán. In exploring 

these benefits this chapter considers the ongoing necessity for communal spaces within a 

neoliberal economic context which tends to separate individuals from their community fabric.  

Finally, Chapter 9, the concluding chapter, turns to my recent trip to Huaycán at the 

beginning of 2022. Here, I present several ethnographic anecdotes from this field experience to 

provide a concluding analysis of this research. This chapter also includes a set of 

recommendations aimed at creating a fairer relationship between the Peruvian government and 

the comedores populares. 
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Chapter 2: Huaycán: The City of Hope 
 

La Ciudad de la Esperanza 
 When I arrived with two friends at the gate of 

Huaycán’s archaeological zone, the ZAMHP (Zona 

Arqueológica Monumental Huaycán de Pariachi), a 

guard was standing outside barring the entrance gate, 

with no clue as to why we were there. The day was 

supposed to be a celebration of the closure of 

Huaycán’s First Cultural Congress, a series of 

community events that had unfolded over the previous 

two months. We had arrived half an hour late, but 

Huaycán often beats to its own rhythm, with timing 

being its most fluid construct. Fortunately, we decided 

to wait. Within about fifteen minutes, Huaycán’s main 

chicha brewer (a fermented corn beverage) came with 

several buckets of chicha in hand, soon followed by a 

series of community members who were wearing the 

traditional clothing of their ancestors, the people of 

Tahuantinsuyu, better known as the Incas. A beloved 

archaeologist who lived in the community arrived 

shortly thereafter. As he knew the guard well, he 

interceded, and we were finally able to get in. We 

walked along the long dusty path towards El Palacio, 

following in the footsteps of those who were donning 

the regalia of their ancestors while the sounds of 

beating drums filled the air. For a few surreal moments, 

it felt as if we were being transported in time.   

 Once we arrived at the Palacio, an altar was ceremoniously assembled as an ofrenda 

(offering) to the Pachamama, Mother Earth. The now dozens of observers were each given coca 

leaves and chicha that were used to make an offering to the Pachamama, in the four cardinal 

directions. The leader of the ceremony then spoke, first in Quechua and then in Spanish. He 

honored their Incan ancestors, openly critiqued the Peruvian government, and called for a better 

future. As he concluded, those who were wearing the textiles of their ancestors led the group 

away from the site, followed by musicians and young dancers. We closed down one of 

Huaycán’s main streets for the pasacalle, marching under Huaycán’s entrance sign, welcoming 

us to the Comunidad Urbana Autogestionaria de Huaycán – Ate, Bienvenido a la Ciudad de la 

Esperanza (Self-Managed Urban Community of Huaycán – Ate, Welcome to the City of Hope). 

Eventually, we made our way to Huaycán’s main plaza, where a series of speeches and 

performances unfolded amidst a growing crowd. The ofrenda was repeated, with the final 

speaker declaring that the conquest had failed.  

 I offer this introduction to Huaycán, the City of Hope, as one of the countless moments 

that I have been inspired by the people of Huaycán. I have spent twelve years working in 

Huaycán and have never ceased to be amazed by the people I meet and the pride many have for 

their community. Huaycán’s history is inspiring and complex, and like most communities, 

residents face both internal and external challenges and tensions. However, they call themselves 

Closing the Cultural Conference in the ZAMHP 

Entering the City of Hope during the "pasacalle" 
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the City of Hope because of the relentless effort of so many community members who want to 

make a better life for themselves and the generations to come. As one friend explained to me, we 

are “the City of Hope because there is always hope to do more.”  

Perú’s comedores populares are located in low-income, often marginalized, communities 

throughout Perú. While this research in many ways speaks to the challenges confronted by 

comedor socias and Peruvians facing structural inequalities more broadly, the history of 

Huaycán, the community where this research was completed, is critical for understanding the 

comedor politics and controversies discussed throughout this dissertation. This is not intended to 

be an exhaustive or authoritative history of the community, but I do want to highlight important 

historical events and current-day activities that shape the general dynamics and conflicts that 

shape everyday life in Huaycán. 

In this overview, I am going to introduce Huaycán, providing a brief description of the 

community today, before describing how the community was founded and the early successes 

and challenges the founders confronted in establishing Huaycán as a self-managed community. I 

then look at two ongoing challenges Huaycán confronts today relating to insecurity and the 

experience of stigma emerging from the presence of the Shining Path. Finally, I conclude by 

providing an overview of some of the current projects underway in Huaycán, as many residents 

strive to embody their moniker as “The City of Hope.”  

 

The Self-Managed Community 

 Known for being an “organized community,” 

Huaycán’s official name is the Comunidad Urbana 

Autogestionaria de Huaycán (The Self-Managed Urban 

Community of Huaycán). Huaycán is located along the 

Carretera Central, a main throughway to the Andes, 

approximately 10.2 miles (16.5 kilometers) east of the 

Pacific Ocean, in what is known as the Eastern Cone of 

Lima. Today, it has approximately 250,000 residents and it 

has been congressionally approved to become Lima’s next 

municipal district (GESTIÓN 2021a), although political 

barriers have prevented Huaycán from being legally recognized as a district.  

Today, Huaycán is divided into 24 zones, each of which has a board of directors. 

Throughout this dissertation, I avoid the names of zones, to prevent the identification of specific 

comedores. However, I frequently describe Huaycán as having “low zones” and “high zones,” a 

division that is commonly used by local residents to describe two broad regions of Huaycán that 

have some historical, geographical, and developmental distinctions. The low zones are 

Huaycán’s original zones that tend to be more “developed.” They have more paved roads and 

consistent access to electricity, water, sewage, and most recently, gas lines. Additionally, more 

people have been able to build concrete homes, made of “material noble” (cement and brick), 

often with multiple stories. In the higher zones, some areas do not have access to basic services, 

and more families continue to live in precariously built homes made of plywood and other 

affordable materials. This is particularly true for families who are occupying lands higher and 

higher into the steepest regions of the Andean foothills. Over the twelve years that I have worked 

View of Huaycán stretching into the foothills 
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in Huaycán, more roads have been built, basic services have 

become more available, and a growing number of people 

have been able to build concrete homes. A critical challenge 

families in the high zones face is acquiring property titles for 

their land. 

Throughout my research, a common theme expressed 

by many residents in Huaycán, including representatives 

from the Municipality of Ate, is that comedores should be 

closed in the low zones and moved to the high zones. This 

informal division of Huaycán into low zones and high zones 

has value for understanding some of the economic, political, 

and historical differences in Huaycán. Nonetheless, it is 

important to note that within each of Huaycán’s 24 zones, 

there are varying rates of economic stability at the household 

level across zones. The COVID-19 pandemic made clear that 

many families who appeared to live middle-class lifestyles 

were unable to manage the economic crisis presented by the 

enforced quarantine (Renkert 2021).  

 

Huaycán’s and the Andes 
The majority of residents in Huaycán are either from rural provinces across Perú or are 

their Lima-born children and grandchildren. Some of the migrants are from Perú’s northern and 

southern coasts, others are from the Amazonian region, and there has been a rapidly increasing 

number of Venezuelan migrants over the past several years. However, the majority of migrants 

to Huaycán, are from the Peruvian Andes. Across Huaycán, the presence of Andean culture and 

Perú’s pre-colonial Indigenous past is palpable. Huaycán, which is located in the Andean 

foothills, sits not only along the Carretera Central, a main throughway to the Andes, but also 

along the Qhapaq Ñan, the extraordinary road system built by the people of Tahuantinsuyu 

connecting the Incas’ vast empire (Losson 2017). Huaycán’s archaeological site, the Zona 

Arqueológica Monumental Huaycán de Pariachi (ZAMHP), was originally constructed by the 

Ychma, around 900 C.E., who occupied it for approximately 400 years. It was then occupied by 

Tahuantinsuyu between 1450 C.E. and 1532 C.E. (Municipalidad de Lima 2013). Today, the 

ZAMPH is being used as a catalyst for hosting cultural events in Huaycán and creating a sense of 

cultural pride in both being from Huaycán and embracing the community’s Indigenous heritage 

(Loayza Levano 2022; Meza 2022). 

Beyond the physical spaces, the Andes are everywhere in Huaycán. On Sundays, 

Huaycán’s main market, La Arenera, fills with farmers and market vendors from the Andes, 

selling incredible varieties of colorful potatoes and choclo (corn), habas (broad beans), and 

meats, such as sheep and goat. In the evenings, many of Huaycán’s losas (cement soccer fields) 

become centers of performance, as young people practice traditional dances from across Perú. 

Meanwhile, in Huaycán’s plaza, you can find zampoña players (Peruvian flute / Siku in 

Quechua) practicing every week. Although the number of Quechua speakers in Huaycán has 

diminished, there are efforts to revitalize the use of the language. In fact, before the pandemic, 

free Quechua classes were frequently being offered, as residents young and old sought to 

embrace the language of their ancestors.  

Low Zone in Huaycán 

High Zone in Huaycán 
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The widespread presence of Andean culture is also highly visible in Huaycán’s private 

and public festivals. When a new roof is finished on a home, families celebrate with a “techada,” 

where family, friends, and neighbors gather to baptize the completed home, usually celebrating 

into the early morning hours. On Mother’s Day, the air fills with smoke, as families prepare 

pachamanca, a traditional Peruvian dish cooked in the ground. For Huaycán’s anniversary, the 

community celebrates by hosting a Festi-Cuy, or Festival of the Guinea Pig, where Andean and 

Amazonian food is served (including several preparations of guinea pig). On a particularly 

special occasion, neighbors or an association might organize a Yunza, where a tree with gifts tied 

to its branches, is erected in the middle of a plaza. Throughout the night, people dance in a circle 

around the tree, while passing around an ax, as each dancer attempts to cut down the tree.  

Despite the great pride that residents of Huaycán often feel for their heritage, they 

continue to live within a broader sociohistorical context of racism, where European descent or 

“Whiteness” continues to be privileged, while those of Indigenous, African, and Asian descent, 

continue to face racialized stigma and barriers (Drinot 2005; R. Thorp and Paredes 2010). While 

Lima and “urbanity,” more broadly, can be associated with “Whiteness,” the barriadas are in 

many ways an extension of (unwelcomed) Indigeneity into Lima (de Soto 1989). Its residents 

may not be the “Indios” toiling in the fields or hunting in the Amazon, but they are the “cholos,” 

those who are not quite Indios, but will never be the gente decente and culto of Lima (the decent 

and cultured), the White people of Lima (Weismantel 2001, xxx).   

 In the comedores, you can find socias from diverse backgrounds and regions of the 

country. While I met socias who identified as Afro-Peruvian or White, the great majority 

identified as being cholas. Chola/o is a complicated term. While its most concise definition is 

equated to Mestizaje, or “an Indian who approaches—but never achieves—whiteness” 

(Weismantel 2001, 90), it is a term that can be simultaneously demeaning, endearing, or used as 

a marker of identity. In Perú, when used as a racial epithet (to “cholear” someone), it is intended 

to mark someone as inferior, poor, backward, ugly, uncultured, and perhaps violent (especially 

cholos in the cities) (Babb 2022; Weismantel 2001). While the socias may proudly describe 

themselves as cholas, outsiders continue to use the term to describe residents of Lima’s barriadas 

as violent, uneducated, or unmodern (de la Puente 2012; Weismantel 2001). 

 

The Founding of a Self-Managed Community 

 Amidst Lima’s housing shortage in the 1980s, the Municipality of Lima began granting 

more land titles as communities continued to establish barriadas in Lima’s so-called conos 

(cones) (de Soto 1989, 50–51), which are the peri-urban and peripheral areas to the north, south, 

and east of central Lima (Fernández-Maldonado 2006). When Alfonso Barrantes Lingán from 

the Izquierda Unida party (United Left party) became mayor of Lima in 1984, his government 

began working with several housing and professional associations (organized residents of Lima 

who did not own property) to develop a new community in Lima’s Eastern Cone, in an area that 

several of these associations had previously tried to occupy (Arévalo 1997; de Soto 1989; Lastra 

Domínguez 2019). Like Barrantes, many of these associations were also affiliated with the 

Izquierda Unida party, a political party comprised of a coalition of leftist political parties in Perú 

(Arévalo 1997; Lastra Domínguez 2019). The Izquierda Unida party was infamously loathed by 

the PCP-SL for their participation in state politics. The PCP-SL sought to infiltrate their ranks, 

while also threatening and even killing several of its political leaders (Arévalo 1997; Mendo 

1984).  
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On May 3, 1984, the Programa Especial de Habilitación Urbana del Área de Huaycán 

(Special Urban Housing Project of the Huaycán Area) was approved by the Municipality of Lima 

through a mayoral resolution (Resolución de Alcaldía 40 de la Municipalidad de Lima) 

(Calderón Cockburn and Olivera Cárdenas 1989). As planning moved forward for Huaycán’s 

founding, several legal hurdles for adjudicating the land’s ownership threatened to impede the 

establishment of the community, but Barrantes decided to move forward regardless (de Soto 

1989, 52; Lastra Domínguez 2019). On July 13, 1984, Barrantes and the housing associations 

held a meeting to make the final preparations (Lastra Domínguez 2019). During this meeting, it 

was decided where each of the twenty-three housing and professional associations would live. It 

was also agreed that the community’s archaeological zone, the ZAMHP, would be protected.11 

Also participating in the meeting was the architect Eduardo Figari Gold, who would lead 

Huaycán’s “Equipo Técnico” (technical team).12 The Equipo Técnico, which was largely 

comprised of young, progressive architects, was tasked with collaboratively working with the 

community founders to design Huaycán’s communal layout and infrastructure (Calderón 

Cockburn and Olivera Cárdenas 1989; Figari Gold 1987; Lastra Domínguez 2019).  

On July 15, 1984, thousands of families made their way to the rocky, arid land, 

surrounded by towering Andean foothills that would become the Comunidad Urbana 

Autogestionaria de Huaycán. Local historian and community founder, Charles Jaime Lastra 

Domíguez, vividly described the arrival of the “Asociación Asentamiento Humano Municipal 

Andrés Avelino Cáceres to Huaycán” in his book Huaycán: Mito del Cambio Social (2019). In 

his words,  

 

On July 15, 1984, thousands of people took the vacant lands of the valley of 

Huaycán. The settlers ... very well organized, arrived with trucks loaded with 

mats, wooden poles, sacks of potatoes, pots, etc. [They] found thick chains at the 

entrance to the valley. … The settlers broke those chains, a symbol of the denial 

of their right to a home … The chains flew to pieces and the future of Huaycán 

was radiant. (2019, 25) 

 

 As the housing associations arrived, they began building their chozas (small, precarious 

homes) largely using esteras (reed mats) and eucalyptus poles. They needed to work 

collaboratively to destroy or move the giant boulders abundantly spread across the landscape. 

For those associations whose land was located in Huaycán’s cerros (foothills), the founders were 

also tasked with leveling the land. The most organized housing associations divided tasks among 

different logistical groups, split between those who were in charge of leading, construction, 

healthcare, childcare, and even security. Ollas comunes (“communal pots,” where neighbors 

collectively prepare meals together) were organized by women, who ensured that everyone 

would have a meal (Arévalo 1997). According to Lastra, as each new association arrived, the 

 
11 Today, the ZAMHP has become a site of profound contestation between residents of Huaycán and outside 

individuals who have built homes within the protected archaeological site, land that is officially under the 

jurisdiction of Perú’s Ministry of Culture. While leaders within Huaycán, led by groups such as Huaycán Cultural, 

Huaycán Turístico, and the Consejo Executivo Central, work to protect the site as the cultural patrimony of the 

community and nation, those who have invaded the land are seeking formal land titles.  
12 Later in his career, Eduardo Figari Gold would be the architect responsible for building Lima’s famous Larcomar 

Shopping Center, which sits upon a cliff overlooking the Pacific Ocean in the wealthy district of Miraflores. The 

posh mall along Lima’s “Costa Verde” is a popular site frequently visited by tourists.   
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founders would break into applause, in celebration of the community they were building together 

(2019).  

 As the new residents of Huaycán established their community, the associations worked 

closely with the Equipo Técnico to design Huaycán’s layout and infrastructure. The goal was to 

design the community to maximize its potential for community organizing and participation 

(Calderón Cockburn and Olivera Cárdenas 1989; Lastra Domínguez 2019; Zilbert Soto, Wilches-

Chaux, and Orrego Ocampo 2005). Huaycán’s unique urban design was most visible in the 

creation of the Unidades Comunales de Vivienda (UCV: Communal Housing Units), which 

through today, exist solely in Huaycán. Huaycán’s newly formed zones were each subdivided 

into the UCVs. Each original UCV had 60 housing lots that were each 90 square meters. Every 

UCV was designed to have access to a green area, communal meeting space (local comunal or 

casa comunal), and some basic services, such as a communal kitchen and a shared bathroom 

(Figari Gold 1987). The exact layout of the original UCVs were each uniquely designed in 

collaboration with its residents and the Equipo Técnico. UCVs continue to exist in Huaycán 

today, many of which are active and maintain their collective identity. However, others have 

struggled to maintain a board of directors and have even sold their local comunal. Also, in 

Huaycán’s highest zones, asociaciones (associations) have emerged, rather than UCVs, as 

families continue to build into the steepest and most precarious parts of Huaycán’s Andean 

foothills.  

 Huaycán’s founders agreed to create a democratic governance structure, intended to 

promote self-management. Starting at the most grassroots level, each UCV would have a board 

of directors, which would facilitate UCV projects and interface with other UCVs within their 

zone. Each zone would also have an elected board of directors, who were responsible for 

coordinating with the UCVs, organizing meetings to discuss zone-wide decisions, and 

representing the zone during Huaycán’s general assemblies. Finally, Huaycán, as a whole, would 

elect a board of directors to represent the community (Lastra Domínguez 2019). Now called the 

Consejo Ejecutivo Central (CEC: Central Executive Council), they are responsible for organizing 

general assemblies, advancing and advocating for community-wide projects, and interfacing with 

the Municipal Government of Ate. 

 In 1985, Huaycán organized the I Congreso del Pueblo de Huaycán (First Congress of the 

Community of Huaycán) one year after the community was founded (July 19 – July 21, 1985). 

At this conference, they approved the Estatuto de Huaycán, the first version of Huaycán’s 

regulatory statues. The statutes officially united all of the housing associations as the unified 

Asociación de Pobladores del Asentamiento Humano Huaycán (Association of Residents from 

the Human Settlement of Huaycán). Huaycán would not be officially named the Comunidad 

Urban Autogestionaria de Huaycán until 1989 (Arévalo 1997; Lastra Domínguez 2019).  

 Huaycán quickly gained notoriety as an “organized community,” after undertaking 

several mass mobilizations in their fight for access to basic services, such as electricity, sewage, 

running water, paved roads, land titles, schools, and a hospital (Comisión de la Verdad y 

Reconciliación 2003; Lastra Domínguez 2019). Their most renowned march happened on 

February 17, 1988, when thousands of residents overpowered police, to take over the Plaza de 

Armas (also known as the “Plaza Mayor.”).13 Perú’s Presidential Palace overlooks the Plaza de 

Armas and President Alan García had forbidden any protesters from entering the plaza (Lastra 

Domínguez 2019). García refused to give Huaycán’s residents an audience that day, but the 

 
13 Sources, such as Perú’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission have incorrectly identified the year for this march 

as 1987. However, this particular march happened in 1988.  
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marchers moved onto the Congress of the Republic where they were received by the leaders of 

the legislature. The legislatures agreed to release those residents who had been detained and to 

consider Huaycán’s demands (Arévalo 1997).  

The march also made headlines after Rafael Flores Echevarría, a young man from 

Huaycán, was struck and killed by a police vehicle. Although the crime would go unpunished, 

Rafael’s death and the injuries suffered by Clímaco Condori Trejo and Enrique Povis Recuay in 

the same incident were not suffered in vain. The march directly led to further electrification in 

Huaycán (Arévalo 1997). Additionally, a subsequent march, organized a month later, led to 

SEDEPAL (Lima’s Municipal Supply and Sanitation Service) restarting the project to lay pipes 

to bring drinking water to Huaycán (Arévalo 1997). Today, Echevarría is often referred to as 

Huaycán’s first martyr. In the words of Lastra, “Rafael fell in combat, fighting for the rights of 

his community … For this reason, the community of Huaycán carries him in our memory as a 

true hero” (2019, 41).   

Amidst Huaycán’s vast community organizing, the comedores populares also began 

forming in Huaycán’s formative years. The community’s first priest, the beloved Father Tadeo 

Passini Ricardi (1952 – 2020), was pivotal in supporting the establishment of comedores 

throughout Huaycán (Arévalo 1997; Comisión de la Verdad y Reconciliación 2003). His parish 

started a central comedor in the Parroquia San Andres and would go on to open Comedores 

Parroquiales across UCVs in Huaycán (the majority of which have since been closed). Father 

Tadeo also supported the establishment of additional comedores throughout the community. For 

example, Rosa, a founder of Huaycán, explained that in 1984, she and several women from her 

UCV had been operating an olla común in Huaycán for several months. Father Tadeo offered to 

provide them with cooking equipment and consistent food aid if they agreed to formally organize 

as a Comedor Autogestionario. After recruiting socias, creating a board of directors, and 

establishing a cooking schedule, the Comedor Autogestionario Puyucahua officially opened its 

doors.  

State-sponsored comedores also began appearing in Huaycán in its early years. For 

example, the Comedor Sarita Colonia was initially organized by three mothers who started an 

olla común in an empty lot in front of their home. Angélica, the current president of the Comedor 

Sarita Colonia, explained that in the late 1980s, campaigning politicians began approaching the 

olla común in search of political support. One of these politicians, Ricardo Belmont Casinelli, 

was elected Mayor of Lima in 1990. Angélica explains that shortly after, Sarita Colonia was 

formally inaugurated as a Club de Madre state-sponsored comedor, receiving both a monthly 

subsidy and víveres. 

 

Huaycán’s Early Challenges 

 Despite the early successes of Huaycán’s communal organizing structure, the young 

community faced many challenges in establishing itself. From the beginning, Huaycán faced 

resistance from the Poppe family, who were wealthy landowners who operated farmland in the 

area. The Poppes claimed to be the legitimate owners of the land where Huaycán was 

established. This claim was refuted by the Municipality of Lima when they established Huaycán, 

but legal actions lasted for years (Calderón Cockburn and Olivera Cárdenas 1989, 31). Political 

divisions soon emerged within Huaycán’s leadership as well, particularly between militants of 

the Izquierda Unida and the Aprista Party (Alan García’s party, who became president of Perú in 

July 1985). APRA militants would win Huaycán’s first community-wide election in 1985 due in 

part to divisions within the Izquierda Unida movement (Arévalo 1997).  
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Additionally, shortly after Huaycán’s founding, tensions broke out between Huaycán’s 

founders and the “Asociación Horacio Zevallos,” an association that sought to establish itself in 

Huaycán without pursuing the proper legal channels through the Municipality of Lima (Arévalo 

1997; Lastra Domínguez 2019). Notably, the rivalry once again pivoted different political 

factions within the Izquierda Unida movement against one another, highlighting fractions within 

the coalition party. The encounters were increasingly tense, culminating in a battle in October 

1984, where combatants used not only stones and homemade weapons, but firearms, dynamite, 

and Molotov Cocktails (Arévalo 1997; de Soto 1989). On October 27, 1984, the Asociación 

Horacio Zevallos, established its own community, by invading private land in an adjoining 

valley (Lastra Domínguez 2019).  

The challenge for which Huaycán would gain the most notoriety was the presence of 

PCP-SL militants in the community. Several residents in Huaycán moved to Lima to escape the 

violence of Perú’s internal conflict in the Andes. In conversations with community members in 

Huaycán, especially among those who are from Ayacucho and other heavily impacted provinces, 

brief references to the internal conflict were often made. These references were usually vague, 

but from time to time, individuals opened up about the horrors of living through the internal 

conflict.  

For example, in one emotional comedor conversation, the socias began chatting about 

Peruvian politics, which led to a comparison to the Peruvian Left today and the politics of the 

PCP-SL. Marisol contended that the PCP-SL (“Sendero”), although problematic, was less cruel 

than the military. In her words, “Sendero did not kill anybody, they targeted drunks, thieves, 

rapists, and the sort.” Starting to tear up, she then confessed that the Peruvian military had killed 

her father. He had been a leader in his community and previously worked for the government of 

Juan Velasco Alvarado (1968 – 1975) during Perú’s agrarian reform. Yet, when the military 

entered their community in 1984, they accused the entire family of being members of the PCP-

SL. Marisol, who was still a teenager, was sent to live in Lima to escape the escalating violence. 

One day, after her departure, members of the military knocked on the door of Marisol’s 

childhood home, looking to arrest her father. They were going to take him to the infamous El 

Frontón prison in Lima. He managed to escape and ran straight towards a steep ravine, where he 

jumped, falling to his death in the river below. His body was never recovered. Marisol then told 

us that her family was given s/5,000 (around $1,340) for his wrongful death. Now sobbing, she 

added, “for the government, that is all my father was worth, s/5,000. We weren’t interested in 

money, we wanted justice.”  

After catching her breath, Marisol then began telling us about her cousin who had been 

recruited by the PCP-SL. She became an active member, who “killed and everything.” She was 

raped by another member of PCP-SL and became pregnant. She would later die during 

childbirth. Marisol then became silent as she stirred the day’s soup, seemingly lost in thought. 

After a minute of silence, Juana, staring at the ground, quietly told us that her father had also 

been a leader in his community in Cerro de Pasco. She then, simply added, “he was killed by 

Sendero.” I would later learn that shortly after her father’s death, Juana, like so many others 

whose lives were ruptured by the internal conflict, would move with her mother and siblings to 

Lima, eventually ending up in Huaycán.  

By the mid-1980s, the PCP-SL had expanded their popular war into Lima’s barriadas, 

where they sought to recruit Lima’s disenfranchised masses, while co-opting community 

organizing structures for their “popular war” (Comisión de la Verdad y Reconciliación 2003). 

Huaycán was considered by many to be one of the PCP-SL’s primary operating bases in Lima 
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(Ramirez 1991). Due to this association, Huaycán was labeled a “zona roja,” or red zone 

(Arévalo 1997; Indacochea 2019), a stigmatizing label that can still be heard in Lima today 

among those who want to characterize the community as dangerous or subversive. Within 

Huaycán, there are widespread debates on how much the PCP-SL influenced local politics. 

While some have described Huaycán as being a PCP-SL stronghold, others have argued that 

although the militants were undoubtedly present, they failed to have any real influence over local 

politics. 

According to Pedro Arévalo, a community founder who was forced into exile due to 

death threats from the PCP-SL, the PCP-SL’s presence was felt almost immediately after the 

community was founded. Arévalo explains that the PCP-SL militants joined Huaycán in the 

battle against the Asociación Horacio Zevallos; infiltrated the local Izquierda Unida movement; 

demanded collaborations at the I Congreso del Pueblo de Huaycán; attempted to usurp protests 

organized by Huaycán’s leaders (including the February 17, 1988 march); actively recruited 

combatants; and threatened several community leaders (Arévalo 1997). They also undertook 

politicized acts of violence, including bombings and the assassination of community leaders 

(Comisión de la Verdad y Reconciliación 2003).  

In the 1990s, President Alberto Fujimori established a military base in Huaycán, to 

combat the PCP-SL’s presence (while also engaging in unwarranted home raids and arbitrary 

arrests) (Comisión de la Verdad y Reconciliación 2003). The base was established at the 

archaeological site, where you can see the bullet holes on the “Palace” (main building) from the 

soldiers who used the site for target practice. The Palace’s same bullet-ridden wall also bears the 

remnants of graffiti left by PCP-SL militants. While it is difficult to read, it is widely believed to 

say, “Against the Hunger of the People.” Despite the militarization of Huaycán, the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission found that it was not Fujimori’s “counter-subversive politics that 

defeated the PCP-SL [Partido Comunista del Perú – Sendero Luminoso] in Huaycán, but the firm 

will of its residents, even at the cost of many sacrificed lives” (2003, 418).  

In addition to bringing the military into Huaycán, Fujimori invested heavily in public 

works and aid distribution programs (including support for comedores via PRONAA) in 

Huaycán. Additionally, he organized public service campaigns, such as offering free haircuts or 

dental work (Arévalo 1997). Fujimori was often present at these events, eating lunch in 

comedores and laying bricks for new construction projects. Fujimori even invited comedor 

socias for meals in the Presidential Palace, an experience which participating socias continue to 

reflect upon fondly (and often). These visible investments in the community, combined with the 

diminishing violence by the PCP-SL, cemented Fujimori’s popularity as a political hero for 

many, despite the dire impacts of the Fujishock and the widespread evidence of corruption and 

human rights violations that emerged in the coming years.  

The community leaders I interacted with and interviewed in Huaycán, frequently 

characterized the 1990s as a period in which Huaycán’s identity as an organized community 

began to deteriorate. The PCP-SL continued to have a presence in Huaycán throughout the early 

1990s, assassinating community leaders even after the capture and imprisonment of their leader, 

Abimael Guzmán (Arévalo 1997), who called for a peace agreement that was rejected by 

Fujimori (Harding 1993). Amidst this chaos, there was ongoing friction within Huaycán’s 

leadership, as groups with distinct political ideologies and relationships to the central and 

Municipal governments sought control. Additionally, new migrants continued to arrive to 

Huaycán, establishing new zones, higher and higher into the Andean foothills. Although many of 

these arrivals were migrants from the Andes and Amazonian region, where communal 
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cosmologies are common, they did not specifically share Huaycán’s historical identity as an 

organized community.  

 

Ongoing Challenges: Stigma and Insecurity 

This dissertation is going to discuss at length the ongoing challenges residents in 

Huaycán continue to confront today. In particular, I focus on the violence of chronic economic 

precarity and poverty, while also touching on patriarchy and more briefly racism. In this short 

section, I am going to touch on two additional challenges Huaycán residents face: insecurity 

created by crime and the ongoing stigma related to the legacy of the PCP-SL’s former presence 

in Huaycán.  

In talking about insecurity in Huaycán, I seek to avoid uncritically replicating stereotypes 

characterizing poor neighborhoods as being dangerous, a far too common generalization of 

oppressed people in urban settings (M. Mujica 1992, 119). The insecurity that does exist in 

Huaycán emerges from a context of vast injustices and inadequate state support. While the 

existence of theft and violent crime in Huaycán is an undeniable reality, the perception from the 

outside is often highly exaggerated. For example, after I told a high-ranking U.S. Embassy 

official in Perú that I worked in Huaycán, he asked me if I was registered with the U.S. State 

Department’s Smart Traveler Enrollment Program. After informing him that I was, he then 

“jokingly” added, “good, we’ll know where to send the body bag to.” I tried inviting him out to 

Huaycán. He never took me up on the offer.  

While recognizing the realities residents in Huaycán face, I also want to challenge the 

idea that Huaycán as a whole is dangerous, a perspective you will often hear repeated in news 

coverage of Huaycán. There are dangerous actors, but Huaycán has so many more people who 

are working to embody the community’s moniker as “The City of Hope.” Like all 

“communities” Huaycán is imperfect, but after spending years meeting with community leaders 

and organizers, talking with Huaycán’s founders and long-time residents, and heading into the 

high zones to meet newly arrived migrants who continue to come to Lima in hope of improving 

their economic situation, I continued to be inspired each time I visit Huaycán.  

 

The Pishtaco Incident  

On December 1, 2016, Emely Cerrón Damián and Luis Núñez Sánchez were conducting 

a housing survey in a higher zone in Huaycán, when community members began accusing them 

of kidnapping children and stealing organs (La República 2016). The pollsters were soon 

surrounded by residents, who were threatening to burn them alive. Fortunately, the police arrived 

before the two were seriously injured and safely escorted them to Huaycán’s police station. From 

there, an uprising broke out in front of the station. More than 2,000 residents took to the streets 

demanding justice. Some protestors turned violent, flipping over cars, starting fires, and throwing 

rocks (true or not, most people in Huaycán will tell you that the violent individuals came from 

outside the community). Soon, military tanks arrived, helicopters were dumping tear gas from 

the sky, and María Eva Solano, who was chatting with friends outside of her home, far away 

from the violence, was mysteriously killed by a stray bullet as a police helicopter flew over the 

zone (C. Fernández 2016). As I nervously watched this story unfold from the safety of Tucson, 

Arizona, several friends in Huaycán were posting photos and videos online that could have been 

mistaken for a war zone.   

Why did residents think that these surveyors were kidnapping children and stealing 

organs? The catalyst was a series of social media posts that were being circulated recounting 
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stories of children in Huaycán being kidnapped and disemboweled. Its perpetrators were often 

described as “Pishtacos.” Weismantel explains that in Andean lore, the Pishtaco is a “creature of 

the night: a white man with a knife, pale and terrifying […] he waits alone in the shadows along 

isolated country roads, searching for victims to eviscerate” (2001, xxi). Of course, the Pishtaco 

character emerges from the ruptures of colonialism, where “Whites,” or the non-Indigenous, 

comes to represent a figure that “frightens Indians, women, and the poor, for it evokes their own 

vulnerability to the predations of the powerful” (Weismantel 2001, xxi-xxii). 

The underlying causes of the uprising are inseparably tied to the general sense of 

insecurity and vulnerability people in Huaycán experience on a daily basis. Like many poor 

urban communities across Latin America where inequality and exclusion are pervasive (Scheper-

Hughes 1993; C. A. Smith 2016; Vanderschueren 1996), Huaycán struggles with ongoing forms 

of direct violence (Galtung 1969). For most, the risk of theft is a daily reality, which constantly 

shapes how you move about the community and interact with others. Residents of Huaycán will 

tell you that over the past several years, thieves are increasingly using deadly weapons (knives 

and guns) to steal.14 Organized crime and extortion are also becoming increasingly common (El 

Comercio 2019; 2021; El Popular 2021; La República 2021b; Rochabrum 2021; Panamericana 

Televisión 2022; Trome 2022).  

Complicating the matter is widespread impunity and police corruption. Although the 

police will adamantly deny that bribes are accepted, people across Huaycán constantly say that 

the only way to get justice is by paying bribes.15 One way or another, there is no doubt that 

people in Huaycán often feel threatened and that they generally have little or no recourse if 

something happens. They are living lives enmeshed in what Nancy Scheper-Hughes calls 

“everyday violence” or what Michael Taussig refers to as “terror as usual,” where the lived 

experience of violence is routinized, made to be a normal and even unquestioned part of 

everyday life (Scheper-Hughes 1993; Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois 2004; Taussig 1989). 

In 2019, I attended a “Safety Meeting,” after three residents in Huaycán had been 

murdered in a single week. Despite being scheduled at 4:00 pm on Tuesday, when most people 

are still working, the room was full. People were in a panic, in part, for quite xenophobic 

reasons, as they were blaming Venezuelan refugees for the murders (one of the three murders 

was committed by a Venezuelan).16 The police for their part did little to calm the community. 

Rather than listening empathetically to their concerns or accepting any fault for Huaycán’s 

widespread violence, the police blamed people for not reporting crimes and for not joining police 

rondas, where people are asked to voluntarily join the police patrolling the streets. At one point, 

one of the police started yelling about all of the work the police do. Not a single note was taken 

by the police on the panel, while one policeman scrolled through his phone throughout much of 

the event. It was a frustrating and unproductive experience.  

 
14 Data on changes in weapon use in Huaycán either does not exist or is not publicly available. However, having 

worked in Huaycán for twelve years, the fear of theft and the prevalence of armed robbery is a reality people talk 

about constantly and that I have personally experienced.   
15 On the one occasion that I did opt to report a crime, I was told to return the following day to receive a copy of the 

police report (which they would not print out for me the night of). When I returned for the report, the information 

had all been lost and the person who made the report supposedly had taken the day off. Whether accurate or not, 

friends would go on to tell me that this happened because I did not pay a bribe.   
16 The treatment of Venezuelan refugees in Perú is a discussion that is not reviewed closely in this dissertation. 

However, as can be expected, xenophobia and racism have been rampant, while empathy seemed to be wearing 

increasingly thin over the years that I watched Perú’s Venezuelan community grow (2017 – 2020).  
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Given this lack of faith in the police, local people will sometimes take justice into their 

own hands (El Popular 2022), as happened on the day of the Pishtaco incident. Generally 

speaking, when this vigilante justice occurs in Huaycán (as it does from time to time due to 

constant theft and impunity), the person who is caught in the act of a crime is beaten before 

being released.17 Some people in Huaycán will nostalgically reflect on the days before there were 

formal police, when the community had to take care of itself. For example, Isabel explains,  

 

Unfortunately, Huaycán is getting bad. In Huaycán, when I came here, there was 

no crime. None. … Before, the person who was found stealing would be taken by 

the leaders to the area where the big hospital is now. There is a little soccer field 

there. In that field, there was a big post. They took the thieves there, they 

undressed them, and gave them their beating. They hit them hard. Who was going 

to steal?   

 

Similarly, Micaela, who grew up in Huaycán, explained,   

 

As my mom says, the police station should not have come … [Before] they 

organized everything … between neighbors … You didn’t need to put a lock on 

the door to avoid thieves. … My mother's door was four walls made of esteras 

(mats) and the door was just a cloth, a tablecloth or something like that, and they 

lived peacefully. My mom could go anywhere. No one stole from you, or your 

animals, your chickens. What they had, was not stolen because they took care of 

each other. But now, since the police station came—they catch a thief and in the 

police station, they bribe the police who let them go. The thief is walking on the 

street again. So, they don't let the people organize to protect themselves. [But] 

there are people, for example, there are zones … that have organized between 

neighbors … and they said, “well, vecino (neighbor), on this day you are going to 

guard with this vecino.” And in these zones, they guard with whistles … to 

prevent any thieves. Just like in the provinces, for example, they don't need 

police. They themselves catch the thief, strip him naked, and shame him. In 

Huaycán, there are many from the provinces who have this type of custom. And I 

believe that if there were no police station and [instead] the people of Huaycán 

were in charge of all that, I believe that Huaycán would be much better off. 

 

This pervasive lack of trust in police, combined with a chronic sense of insecurity, 

ultimately led to the unfortunate events of December 1, 2016. This frustration was expressed in 

an article published by La 15, a local publication. In their words,    

 

The PNP (Policía Nacional de Perú – National Police of Perú) is aware of the 

rejection it has earned in the community, but little or nothing seems to matter to 

them. … And obviously, with that sentiment and mindset against them, the anger 

and indignation of the people, accumulated by so much abuse, corruption, and 

insecurity that the country is experiencing, exploded against the PNP, a demand 

that exceeded the limits of any prudent and peaceful complaint. (La 15 2017, 7) 

 

 
17 Frequently, these videos are posted on social media.  
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In the aftermath of the event, much of the media coverage focused on the supposed 

“ignorance” of people in Huaycán, with few asking why the people would nearly kill two 

innocent surveyors and attempt to take over the police station. As La 15 described,  

 

This struggle by the people of Huaycán has been overshadowed by the media and the 

demobilization that they promoted attacking them as “ignorant” (for “believing” in 

pishtacos), “vandals” and “attacking the police authority,” condemning them as “violent.” 

It was all the negatives that they put on the front pages of the media hiding the positive 

aspects and above all hiding the causes that triggered that massive disturbance. (La 15 

2017, 7) 

 

Coverage of the event on social media prompted dehumanizing commentary such as, 

“they are worse than animals those subhuman cholos”; “Those highlanders are like animals or 

worse. They don’t reason”; “HORRIBLE CHOLOS MARGINAL IGNORANTS I CAN’T 

EVEN ANYMORE”; and “STUDDDDDDY BRUUUUTESSSSS.” According to these 

commentators, the people from Huaycán, those “highlanders,” (serranos) are more ignorant than 

animals and incapable of reasoning. In a community that is already stigmatized for being poor, 

for being “cholos” and for being dangerous, the negative press frustrated many individuals in 

Huaycán. This came up as a point of conversation when interviewing four friends, who at the 

time, were between the ages of 20 and 28, and grew up in the zonas bajas of Huaycán. In 

reflecting on the aftermath of the uprising, Armando and Vanessa explained, 

 

Armando: It's that in the media, that time that there was that problem, instead of 

an interview about how everyone came together because they heard about a 

problem, they mocked us, they mocked us, they made fun of us. … Well, even on 

social media, on Facebook they mocked us, "what are they thinking those little 

village Indians?" Instead of thinking from the point of view that we all came 

together to fight against a problem, well, they mocked us. Those pretty 

discriminatory comments left a bad image.  

 

Vanessa: And what's worse is that maybe there are people that don't think and 

they say, … "no, you're from Huaycán, you’re also not educated because maybe 

you were in the riot." Then they say "Huaycán? You live in Huaycán? You were 

also in the [riot]." 

 

 Both Armando and Vanessa were born in Lima and grew up in Huaycán. They are 

college graduates, who work as “professionals.” Vanessa is a psychologist, while Armando 

works in tourism, currently in Italy. Armando expresses frustration that both the media and social 

media commentators were explicitly discriminatory in how they presented and interpreted the 

situation. He knows that they were looked down upon because are seen as being “little village 

Indians,” who are ignorant, uneducated, and backward. Armando’s words reflect a broader view 

of how many Limeños (especially White Limeños) see people from the Andes. As described by 

Weismantel, in Perú “the underlying structure of race is a harsh, hierarchical duality, a binary 

opposition between Indian inferior and white superior, Indian subordinate and white 

superordinate” (2001, xii). In Lima, “true” Limeños are “civilized” like the Europeans, while 
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Andean migrants and their descendants continue to represent the Savage Other, incapable of 

thought and rational action. 

Armando is also frustrated that there is no recognition of how residents across Huaycán 

came together “to fight against a problem.” In the El 15 article, they explore four positive aspects 

of the uprising among participating residents in Huaycán: 1) a willingness to fight for the safety 

of their children, 2) the courage to speak up and act in the face of police and military violence, 3) 

an ability to act on directions in decisive moments of a fight, and 4) evidence of ongoing 

solidarity among the people of Huaycán (2017, 7). While the catalyst of the uprising was 

misguided and almost resulted in the deaths of two innocent people, the community’s frustration 

with policing and the general sense of insecurity was real. Armando is looking for a more 

nuanced discussion, one that acknowledges the complexity of what happened, without 

reproducing discriminatory and oversimplified stereotypes.  

At the time of this interview, Vanessa was finishing up her studies. As someone who 

grew up in Huaycán, she is concerned that the discriminatory and racialized stereotypes that 

surfaced publicly in the aftermath of the uprising will impact her. Because she is from Huaycán, 

people will think that she is an uneducated rioter, who not only believed that Pishtacos were 

kidnapping children, but that she was also willing to attack innocent surveyors, the police station, 

and participate in random acts of vandalism. As someone who will soon be looking for jobs, she 

is afraid that she will be subject to prejudice, where opportunities will be closed to her based on 

the stigmas associated with living in Huaycán.   

Vanessa’s fear, that being from Huaycán will create barriers to success, is a sentiment 

shared by many in Huaycán. Although this perception is changing, it has not been uncommon for 

parents to register their children’s official residents with family members in other parts of Lima. 

For example, Micaela, who was critical of the police in Huaycán, has always had her official 

address registered with extended family in La Molina, a middle/upper-middle class district, 

adjacent to the District of Ate. That way, when Micaela shows her DNI (National Identity 

Document) when applying for jobs among other circumstances, it appears as though she lives in 

a wealthier district of Lima. Even if her parents are from the Andes, by living in La Molina, her 

DNI indicates that she is not a chola, but someone of a “respectable” class status. Perhaps not 

White, but not chola either.    

 

Zona Roja 

 In addition to the racial and economic stigma people in Huaycán experience, they also 

continue to confront the legacy of the PCP-SL’s presence in the community throughout the 

1980s and 1990s. Perú’s Truth and Reconciliation Report explains that “Huaycán was considered 

a ‘red zone’ that is a ‘zona senderista’” (PCP-SL controlled zone) (Comisión de la Verdad y 

Reconciliación 2003, 24). While this reputation will likely diminish with time, for those who are 

old enough to remember the 1980s and 1990s, Huaycán was and sometimes still is considered to 

be an area with terrucos, terrorists. I will never forget my surprise when I had the opportunity to 

meet an older Peruvian couple who lives in Tucson, Arizona. That evening, I learned that they 

are originally from a wealthier community near Huaycán. As I was excitedly telling them that I 

would be completing my Ph.D. research in Huaycán, the woman cut me off saying, “pero es una 

zona roja,” “but it is a red zone.” By “red zone,” she means a “communist” zone or a place with 

terrorists. For this woman, there was a genuine belief that support for the PCP-SL was 

widespread throughout the community and that it continues to pose a threat today. She saw this 

as a threat that was so dangerous that I should be concerned about doing my research there.  
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 Huaycán’s reputation as a red zone has had real implications for how people navigate 

their interactions with people outside of Huaycán. For example, María and Valentina are best 

friends who both moved to Huaycán after the PCP-SL had largely stopped most of its activity in 

the area. Neither of them ever came into direct contact with a senderista (militants of the PCP-

SL), nor were recruited for PCP-SL activities or themselves witnessed violence by the PCP-SL. 

Nonetheless, when they arrived in the late 1990s and early-2000s, they felt shame saying that 

they were from Huaycán. In their words,  

 

Valentina: They said that Huaycán was the place of the Shining Path. 

María: Red Zone 

Valentina: Red Zone. Everyone was scared to come to Huaycán. When one came 

back from a trip and got down at the entrance of Huaycán, everyone in the world 

looked at you on the bus, "is she a terrorist?" (laughing) It was embarrassing to 

say, right? So, we said, "Down at HC, Down at HC (laughing) [referencing 

Huaycán], but then later we said, "Down at Santa Clara." We got down in Santa 

Clara to go back to Huaycán. 

Sarah: Walking? 

Valentina: No, we took another bus.  

María: Another bus.  

Valentina: Because it was embarrassing to say, "down at Huaycán."  

María: "Down at Huaycán."  

Valentina: Or if not, in Chosica, we also got down there. And we would take 

another bus to go to Huaycán. Because sometimes there were so many people that 

we knew on the micro, on the bus, it was embarrassing to say, "Huaycán, 

Huaycán." But later, I got strong, I got strong, I said "Why, why am I going to be 

embarrassed? What does it matter? "Down at Huaycán! Down at Huaycán!" I 

yelled. (laughing) So, it has now become a custom. I am not embarrassed to get 

down at Huaycán. 

Sarah: I had noticed that my friends in Lima […], when I first got here, I said "I 

live in Huaycán." "You live in Huaycán?" "Aren't you scared?" "No!" (All 

laughing).18 

 

Throughout this conversation, Valentina and María express the discomfort they felt when 

they asked the bus to leave them at the entrance of Huaycán. They felt that those who were on 

the bus thought that they were “terrorists,” “terrucas,” because they live in Huaycán, as if all 

people in Huaycán had been active in the PCP-SL. For this reason, they changed their bus routes, 

 
18 For context, it is important to note that when traveling to Huaycán on public transportation, you can either take a 

bus that goes by the entrance of Huaycán along the Carretera Central (the road leading into the Andes). If you do 

this, as you arrive at the entrance, you have to yell out to the cobrador (the individual who collects payment) “baja 

Huaycán” (“down at Huaycán”) or “baja entrada” (“down at the entrance”). From there, once you get down, you 

take a separate bus that goes inside Huaycán. Alternatively, you can take a bus that goes directly into Huaycán. 

When Valentina and María talk about switching buses at Santa Clara or Chosica, it generally means that they were 

on a bus that went by the entrance of Huaycán, but not into Huaycán. They would get off in these areas to switch 

buses.  
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instead taking buses that would go inside of Huaycán, full of other people also going to Huaycán. 

Over time, Valentina got “strong” and learned to overcome this embarrassment. As a “strong” 

person, she is ignoring the stigma she experiences when needing to get down at the entrance of 

Huaycán. 

In the aforementioned interview with four young people from Huaycán, in addition to 

feeling that they were stigmatized for Huaycán’s Indigenous background and poverty, they also 

felt the pressure of being from a zona roja.  

 

Vanessa: There are many in the university where I study, like, there are girls that 

come from [Huaycán] too, and like they don't say where they live because they 

are worried about what they might say and because if you say [that you’re from 

Huaycán] to these people who live in La Molina, in Miraflores, or in Barranco, 

and you say "I live in Huaycán," they say "Where is that?" 

Armando: "I don't know it." 

Vanessa: "Where is it?" So, it's like when a person happens to ask you "Where do 

you live?" and they give an impression that they don't know where it is, it doesn't 

leave a good impression. So, [instead] the first thing they say, "Oh, no, I live in, 

in..." 

Armando: "Chosica, Chaclacayo." 

Vanessa: "Chosica or I live in Santa Clara, in Chaclacayo." 

Lorenzo: "I live in Chacla, Chacla." (laughing) 

Vanessa: So, it's like, they don't say Huaycán because, because it’s an area where 

they say, "Where is that?" or even "What type of people are they?" 

Armando: The only thing they know, well the adults, is that 20 years ago it was a 

red zone.  

Vanessa: Red zone. 

Armando: Terrorist. 

Lorenzo: Terrorist. 

Armando: That's the only thing they might know about Huaycán. More than that, 

nothing. 

 […] 

Micaela: All of these small things that sometimes represent Huaycán, sometimes 

when one goes out, to La Molina to work, they say to me, "Where are you from? 

Oh, from Huaycán! Oh, that's a red zone! Oh, there's terrorism! Oh, that's a 

human settlement where they kill." They see everything as bad. They see 

Huaycán as being bad.  
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 Like Viola and María, Vanessa, Armando, Lorenzo, and Micaela have each experienced 

anxiety because of Huaycán’s history with the PCP-SL.19 By being from Huaycán, they are 

associated with the “terrorists.” As they navigate through life, they carry the burden of being 

from a community that is perceived as being dangerous, a burden that follows them into their 

jobs and social interactions. This stigma can have a real material impact on the opportunities they 

have, signifying that they are terrorists, indios, cholos, and poor. Also, as Micaela points out, the 

human settlements (asentamientos humans or barriadas) are seen as places where people kill. 

Perhaps Michaela is also a choro or ratero (thieve), who steals and murders. While it is true that 

insecurity is a pervasive problem throughout Huaycán, this is a systemic problem, created by the 

broader experience of exclusion and chronic poverty experienced by too many people in 

Huaycán. Ultimately, the stigmas associated with being from Huaycán become an embodied 

burden each time they have to show their DNI or are asked by a potential employer where they 

are from. 

 Precarity is an unsettling experience; it leads people to constantly live with the fear that 

everything is on the verge of falling apart. The insecurity and stigmas that saturate everyday life 

in Huaycán exacerbate the violence of precarity for people from Huaycán. Not only must they 

manage the constant threat of economic instability, but they must do so within a setting where 

their safety is under constant threat and where the outside world looks down upon them, seeing 

the “cholos” or the “indios,” of Huaycán as the problem, rather than the broader structures which 

reproduce injustices, precarity, and violence.   

   

 

 

 

 

 

 
19 Given that Huaycán is a large community with over 250,000 people, there are likely elements of the PCP-SL 

which remain active. Nonetheless, active engagement with the PCP-SL has largely been driven underground and 

few people will actively sympathize (at least publicly) with PCP-SL activities. Leftist political actors must often 

explicitly denounce any sympathy with the PCP-SL (or MOVADEF, the Movimiento por Amnistía y Derechos 

Fundamentales, a leftist political party, not recognized by the Peruvian government, that is widely believed to be the 

political branch of PCP-SL activity—a claim that is publicly denied by the party). In Perú, many people equate the 

“Izquierda” (the Left) with terrorism (not surprisingly, conservative politicians and media have attempted to actively 

reduce leftist politics to the PCP-SL and frequently accuse leftist politicians of working with or sympathizing with 

the PCP-SL. This was visible during the presidential election of Perú’s current president, Pedro Castillo, who 

identified as Marxist during his campaign, an ideological identification which has not been reflected in his politics 

thus far). In the 1980s, PCP-SL violently targeted many members of the was the Izquierda Unida (IU: United Left) 

coalition party. The PCP-SL believed that the IU sought to offer the popular masses a political vision that was 

within the traditional socioeconomic system. The PCP-SL’s concern was that in the process, IU was drawing people 

away from the PCP-SL’s more radical, revolutionary vision (Arévalo 1997; Mendo 1984). 

Meeting on the history of Huaycán View of Huaycán at sunset 
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Conclusion: The City of Hope 

Today, Huaycán is known as the “City of Hope,” “La Ciudad de la Esperanza.”20 While 

Huaycán has certainly changed over the past three and half decades, today there remains great 

hope among many of Huaycán’s founders, their Lima-born children, and the migrants who 

continue to arrive in search of a better future. While this dissertation highlights many of the 

ongoing frictions which exist within the community, it is important to emphasize that these 

tensions emerge within a larger political and socioeconomic context. For example, many 

comedor socias are forced to live lives of constant precarity, where they must manage the 

challenges of poverty, the critiques of their neighbors and families, and the ongoing political use 

of the comedores by eager politicians, as the socias work 

together to keep their comedores open.  

Despite these divisions, there are several ongoing 

efforts in Huaycán to unite the community. The last three 

elected CECs (Central Executive Committees), each led by a 

female president, have taken on a leadership role in fighting for 

Huaycán to become its own district, advocating for the 

construction of a new hospital, educating the public on the 

history of Huaycán, celebrating the community’s Indigenous 

identity, organizing cultural conferences and events, pushing 

for the expansion of green spaces, advocating for a new Family 

Park that protects the existing soccer stadium (an ongoing point 

of tension with the Municipal government), and recuperating 

communal land for the community. There has also emerged 

several local, grassroots organizations, that are promoting 

cultural events aimed to work for the good of the community. 

For example, Huaycán Cultural has taken on diverse projects 

such as running weekly educational talks on Saturdays, 

community trash clean-ups, and leading free tours of 

Huaycán’s archaeological site, the Zona Arqueológica 

Monumental Huaycán de Pariachi (ZAMHP). This 

organization, which is run by young adults from Huaycán, 

works to foment a sense of pride in the community, grounded 

not only in the community’s history since the 1980s but also 

stretching back to Perú’s pre-Colombian heritage.  

Huaycán’s capacity for community organizing has also 

been made visible throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. Most notably, amidst Perú’s widespread 

oxygen shortage, leaders from Huaycán’s CEC, medical institutions, the Catholic Church, Youth 

Organizations, and a local non-profit, among other groups, came together to form Respira 

 
20 The origin of Huaycán’s “City of Hope” moniker is widely debated. I have learned four theories, none of which I 

can confirm. The first theory holds that in planning Huaycán as a pilot project, the Municipality of Lima and the 

housing associations affiliated with Izquierda Unida referred to Huaycán as the City of Hope. The second theory 

contends that during Huaycán’s early general assemblies, residents decided to refer to Huaycán as the City of Hope, 

in recognition of their labor to build their community and belief in their right to dignified housing. The third theory 

asserts that the phrase emerged in the 1990s from the Fujimori government, as the central government sought to 

diminish Huaycán’s identity as being a “self-managed” community. This view holds that the moniker was pushed 

onto Huaycán, to shift discourse about identity towards “hope,” rather than “autonomy.” The fourth theory argues 

that a founder of Huaycán chose the moniker for the community while working for the Municipality in the 1990s.  

Plaque commemorating the construction 

of the Oxygen Plant 

Huaycán's Oxygen Plant 
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Huaycán (Breath Huaycán). Over a five-month period, Respira Huaycán worked determinedly to 

raise over $250,000 to build an Oxygen Plant in Huaycán with no help from the Peruvian 

government. This was an effort that required volunteers to go house to house requesting 

donations for several weeks and finding significant contributions from international donors. 

Today, the oxygen plant is up and running, distributing free oxygen to all community members 

in need.  

Understanding the history of Huaycán as an organized community that has faced great 

challenges in maintaining this identity, is critical to understanding the tensions socias face as 

they cook day by day in the comedores. Many of the original socias proudly marched to the 

Plaza de Armas on February 17, 1988, but also joyfully accepted the invitation of Alberto 

Fujimori, to dine in the Presidential Palace. Like so many people in Huaycán, they are also 

caught in the confluence between Huaycán’s identity as an organized, self-managed community, 

which despite the growth of individualism, still has many leaders fighting to maintain its legacy 

as an organized community. Socias also face challenges from the government, who by law must 

provide the comedores with víveres, yet at the same time, the reception of these víveres comes 

with obligations, many of which go beyond the basic requirements necessitated to keep a 

comedor open. While the stress created by the Municipal “controles” or the obligations to attend 

Municipal-sponsored events are made visible during comedor conversations, many socias also 

welcome with open arms the politicians who visit their kitchens or association events. Socias 

frequently express both frustration and gratitude in their reflections on government interactions.   

Like all communities, Huaycán has a complicated history, marked by tensions, 

contradictions, and challenges. Nonetheless, the socias, like so many others in Huaycán, continue 

to work together and support one another, in their own communal way. This process is often 

challenging, but one that is important to understand, as we consider how people continue to 

survive and hold one another up, in this vastly uneven economic landscape, marked by precarity 

and barriers at every point.  
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Chapter 3: The Data: Methodology, Methods, and Analysis 
 

The Research Context 
On March 23, 2020, I arrived in Detroit, Michigan, less than 24 hours after being 

evacuated from a Peruvian air force base. Wearing a pseudo N95 unfitted mask, I greeted my 

father at the airport from a distance and sat in the back seat of his car. I kept the window cracked, 

despite the frigid Michigan air. Fearful that I may have contracted COVID-19 while traveling, I 

quickly left my parents’ home to stay in a family cottage in the middle of the woods. As I began 

several weeks of isolated quarantine, I had perhaps too much time to reflect on the abrupt end of 

my fieldwork in Perú. Nonetheless, I tried to motivate myself to reimagine research from a 

distance. 

Pulled from the field nine months early, it was difficult to conceive how the richness of 

cooking in comedores populares, could be translated into a virtual space. I would no longer feel 

the fatigue of my hand after peeling dozens of potatoes, the smell of crushed garlic cloves 

simmering in oil, or the laughter at the table, as the cooks ate our lunch together at the end of 

meal service. It was hard to imagine how any medium of data collection can replace the 

embodied, sensorial experience of being “in” the field. As an “ethnographer,” undertaking 

“ethnographic” research, my exit from Perú encouraged me to expand my notion of what it 

means to collect ethnographic data and conduct fieldwork.  

I am not the first, nor will I be the last anthropologist whose research was unexpectedly 

interrupted by some unanticipated event. In fact, fieldwork rarely goes exactly as one plans. 

Fortunately, a strength of ethnographic research is that ethnography is ultimately about the 

complexity of the human experience. While I will always enjoy and deeply value engaging in 

embedded sensorial fieldwork, grounded in participant observation, this chapter serves as a 

testimony to the many ways that ethnographic data can be collected to explore these human 

complexities, a learning experience that expanded and improved my skills as an ethnographic 

researcher. In reviewing the mediums of data that shaped this research, I start this chapter by 

providing a brief overview of my history working in Huaycán and my positionality as a 

researcher working in a country other than my own. I then provide a summary of my research 

timeline before reviewing my methodology, research design, and methods of data collection and 

analysis.  

 

Background in Huaycán and Positionality  
 Nearly ten years before I was evacuated from Perú, I boarded a plane to Lima, to begin a 

year-long contract with The Light and Leadership Initiative (LLI), a small, educational non-

profit, based in Huaycán, Lima, Perú. I had lived in Lima before, in 2008, while studying abroad 

at the Pontificia Universidad Católica del Perú. During this initial experience, I lived in a quiet 

and affluent neighborhood in Magdalena del Mar, a district along Lima’s Pacific coast. Two 

years later, as my taxi finally made its way to Huaycán through the slow crawl of Lima’s heavy 

traffic, it quickly became clear to me that Huaycán could not have been more different than 

Magdalena. Having arrived well after midnight on that first night, I was woken early the next 

morning by the song of crowing roosters, the engines of mototaxis racing up and down 

Huaycán’s dusty hills, and a woman endlessly calling out, “¡Tamales! ¡Ricos tamales!”  

 As the House Manager for LLI, my work allowed me to engage with people across the 

community. In addition to managing our volunteer house, I designed and taught English and 
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computer courses in three of Huaycán’s zones, restarted and coordinated our Women’s Program, 

and attended meetings in the community as a representative of LLI. In August 2011, as I said my 

tearful goodbyes to friends across Huaycán, I made a promise that I would be back, a promise 

that I have kept. In 2013 (two months) and then again in 2015-2016 (one month over the New 

Year), I returned to LLI as a short-term volunteer. In 2017, I volunteered as a full-time English 

teacher with LLI but also began scoping research for my Ph.D. dissertation (two months). In 

2018, I transitioned to conducting full-time research for my dissertation (two months), which I 

continued in 2019 and 2020 (nine months) until I was forced to leave Huaycán due to COVID-

19. In March 2022 (one month), I made a brief return to Huaycán, to visit friends and socias, 

while conducting confirmatory research and initiating a new project.   

In addition to ongoing collaborations with LLI, I have volunteered with “Huaycán 

Cultural,” a local organization that promotes cultural, artistic, and educational events in 

Huaycán. I have been an invited speaker at events in the community, including talks on 

Huaycán’s history and identity and four formal talks on my research. In 2022, I was publicly 

interviewed about my research on local radio, social media, and television. I have frequently 

attended meetings and conferences hosted by Huaycán’s Consejo Ejecutivo Central (the 

community’s board of directors, which is elected every three years by residents in Huaycán). 

Since the pandemic initiated in Huaycán, I have raised over $13,000 for various pandemic-

related fundraisers, including $9,300 for Respira Huaycán, a grassroots organization that raised 

funds to build an oxygen plant in Huaycán, $2,250 for a food bank organized by the local 

Catholic parish, and the remainder for LLI’s virtual education program fundraisers. As requested 

by community leaders, I have also translated several of my academic and media publications 

about Huaycán into Spanish to ensure that they are accessible to community members.  

I want to highlight my commitment to Huaycán because I recognize the uneven power 

dynamics of being a foreign volunteer and researcher working in the community. Over twelve 

years, I have had the opportunity to fly back and forth between Huaycán at leisure and have 

received funding from sources such as the U.S. government and a U.S. university to conduct 

research. In reflecting on my role as a researcher, an ethical challenge I confront is the division 

between my desire to collect data to advance knowledge and hopefully do good for the people I 

work with, while also recognizing that much of the information I am gathering will be used to 

advance my own career (Deloria Jr. 2012; King 2012; L. T. Smith 2012).  

Although insufficient, there have been strides within the social sciences to name and 

amend these power imbalances. Today, it is becoming increasingly normal in the social sciences 

to engage in participatory research, activist research, and decolonial research, among several 

other research approaches that actively seek to address the power dynamics between those who 

collect data and those who provide data (Bejarano et al. 2019; Harrison 1997; Lassiter 2005; 

Price and Price 2003; Sanjek 2004; Willis Jr. 1974). At its core, this specific research is an 

ethnographic project, guided by a deep, ethical respect and consideration for the wellbeing of 

every person who contributed to this research. I do not purport to attach any other label to it. 

However, what I do want to emphasize is that my commitment to Huaycán is not superficial or 

short-term. While I recognize that my research will likely do little to benefit the lives of the 

people who supported this work, I will continue to work with my friends and colleagues in 

Huaycán to advance the goals of “The City of Hope,” in whatever capacity I can.  
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Research Timeline 
This research took place in various stages between 2017 and 2022 (see Table 2 at the end 

of this section for an overview of the research timeline). Initial scoping research for this project 

began in June 2017, when I traveled to Huaycán to begin exploring research topics. At that point, 

I knew that I wanted to study a food-related topic related to Huaycán. I developed interview 

questions that explored a variety of topics including Perú’s so-called “Gastronomic Boom” and 

Gastro-tourism, Huaycán’s broader “foodshed,” and food-aid programs such as the comedores 

populares and Vaso de Leche. During this initial scoping phase, I interviewed fifteen individuals, 

while also engaging in dozens of informal conversations on food-related topics. Ultimately, I 

was drawn to the comedores based on two details that I had not anticipated: 1) comedores were 

closing down across Huaycán, and 2) comedores were controversial.  

Over the following school year (Fall 2017 – Spring 2018), I began to read the extensive 

comedor academic literature which had largely been published in the 1980s and 1990s, as the 

number of comedores was growing across Lima. Combining what I learned from this literature 

with my interview data, I began to design my research project and drafted multiple grants to fund 

my dissertation research. In June 2018, I initiated pre-dissertation research, conducting 

participant observation in two comedores: the Comedor Sarita Colonia and the Comedor 

Manuelita Sáenz. In these comedores, I began to cook, while also engaging daily with the socias, 

beginning to learn about their life experiences and motivations for participating in the 

comedores. While completing my pre-dissertation research, I submitted my applications for both 

the Fulbright-Hays Doctoral Dissertation Research Abroad Grant and the National Science 

Foundation Doctoral Dissertation Research Improvement Grant, both of which ultimately funded 

my research.    

After completing my IRB and doctoral comprehensive exams during the 2018-2019 

school year, I began my dissertation fieldwork in June 2019. Once I arrived in Huaycán, I 

contacted Huaycán’s Central Executive Council (CEC), presenting them with a letter introducing 

and describing my research plan. After discussing the project, the CEC voted unanimously to 

support my research. Additionally, the president of the Asociación de Comedores – Club de 

Madres de Huaycán (ACCMH), a network of approximately 30 comedores who have a shared 

board of directors, invited me to introduce my research at a meeting with the presidents from the 

ACCMH. The presidents welcomed me into their meetings, with several inviting me to their 

comedores. For future ACCMH meetings, I was asked to take meeting minutes, as their secretary 

had left the association.  

Individual comedores had distinct approaches for approving my research. In the majority 

of the comedores, my research was approved either by the president or their board of directors. 

In other comedores, the socias who were cooking on each given day simply decided to allow me 

to join them. One comedor asked me to present my research proposal to all of the socias. After 

asking me several questions about the ethics of my research, the socias unanimously voted to 

allow me to complete research in their comedor.  

  In 2019, I conducted participant observation in both comedores and at community 

events. My first six months of research (June 2019 – November 2019) were intended to focus on 

participant observation. My goal was to use this initial data collection to develop interview 

guides and eventually, conduct a food security survey. During these first six months, I also 

worked with a local historian who provided me with several pamphlets and books on the history 

of Huaycán. I also attended several meetings where founders of Huaycán discussed the 

community’s history. 
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In December 2019, I temporarily returned to the United States. During this visit, I met 

with each of my committee members to discuss the progress of and to create a plan for my final 

year of research. Prior to returning to Perú, the World Health Organization reported an outbreak 

of a cluster of “pneumonia of unknown etiology” in Wuhan City, Hubei Province of China 

(World Health Organization 2020). Having previously lived not far from Wuhan, I wrote friends 

ensuring that everyone was safe. While I was concerned about their safety, at that moment, I 

never could have imagined how much our world would change.  

Once I returned to Perú in January 2020, I continued participant observation in both 

comedor and community events. I also began scheduling and conducting several more 

interviews, while beginning to prepare to conduct the food security survey. While my research 

was moving along well, it was unfortunately far outpaced by the rapid spread of COVID-19 

globally. On March 14, 2020, I received word from the University of Arizona that I would be 

required to return to the United States. My return was delayed after Perú closed its international 

borders on March 16, 2020. However, on March 22, 2020, I entered the Peruvian Airforce’s 

Grupo Aéreo N°8 Airport, where I boarded a humanitarian flight bound for Washington D.C.  

Truth be told, it was extremely difficult to even think about my research once I returned 

to the United States. Like most people across the world, the stress of living through a pandemic 

and the abrupt disruption to my life (not to mention the sudden end to the research that I had long 

looked forward to completing), made both data collection and the idea of writing a dissertation 

feel like insurmountable tasks. These feelings were later exacerbated as it became clear that 

Huaycán was going to be disproportionately impacted by COVID-19 (Renkert 2020; 2021). 

Nonetheless, with time, I somewhat regrouped and submitted an amendment to my IRB to 

collect three forms of virtual data: online interviews, online questionnaires, and a social media 

analysis. I carried out these virtual methods with varying levels of success, each of which I will 

discuss in later sections. I undertook data analysis during the Spring 2021 semester. This 

included transcribing interviews, creating codebooks, coding data, and conducting a descriptive 

statistical analysis in SPSS.  

I returned to Perú after nearly two years in February 2022, to conduct brief follow-up 

research, while also presenting my research findings in a variety of settings. This included three 

formal presentations of my research and three interviews about my research with Radio 

Enmanuel (radio), Te Amo Huaycán (social media), and El Ombligo de Adán (television). I also 

briefly introduced my research to Huaycán’s newly elected Central Executive Council. I have 

also presented a version of my dissertation defense virtually in Spanish through Huaycán 

Cultural.  

 

Table 2: Research Timeline 

June – July 2017 

(Huaycán, Lima, Perú) 

• Scoping Research 

• Literature Review 

• Explored research topics focused on 

food in Huaycán, ultimately, deciding to 

study comedores populares  

• 15 individuals interviewed 

• Fieldnotes 

August 2017 – May 2018 

(Tucson, Arizona) 

• Literature Review 

• Grant Writing 

• Literature review  

• Began writing grant applications  

June 2018 – July 2018 

(Huaycán, Lima, Perú) 

• Pre-Dissertation 

Research  

• Completed participant observation in 

two comedores 

• Attended two comedor events  
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• Continued to work on grant writing 

• Fieldnotes 

August 2018 – May 2019 

(Tucson, AZ) 

• Funding 

• Institutional 

Review Board 

(IRB) 

• Received Fulbright-Hays Doctoral 

Dissertation Research Grant 

(#P022A180015-002) and NSF Doctoral 

Dissertation Research Improvement 

Grant (#1850722) 

• IRB approved by the University of 

Arizona (#1811146606) 

June 2019 – November 

2020, January 2020 – 

March 2020 

(Huaycán, Lima, Perú) 

• Field Research • Research approved by Huaycán’s 

Central Executive Council and ACCMH 

• Participant observation in eleven 

comedores 

• Attended 18 comedor events 

• Attended at least 48 comedor and 

community events 

• 15 individuals interviewed 

• Informal Conversations 

• Fieldnotes 

March 2020 – August 2021 

(Forest Lake, Michigan; 

Ypsilanti, Michigan; 

Tucson, Arizona) 

• Virtual Research  • Social Media Analysis – 147 Food 

Security Posts, 177 comedor posts 

• Online Questionnaire on Food Security 

Crises (n = 339) 

• Online Questionnaire on Comedores (n 

= 36) 

• 11 individuals interviewed virtually  

• Informal Conversations 

January 2021 – February 

2022 

(Ypsilanti, Michigan; 

Tucson, Arizona) 

• Data Analysis  

• Dissertation 

Writing 

• Interviews transcribed 

• Codebook created 

• Thematic analysis of fieldnotes, 

interviews, social media content, and 

open-ended questionnaire data using 

NVivo Qualitative Data Analysis 

Software 

• Descriptive statistics analyzed using 

SPSS 

February 2022 – March 

2022 

(Huaycán, Lima, Perú) 

• Field Research 

• Dissertation 

Writing 

• Follow-up research in 8 comedores 

• Participant observation in one 

additional comedor 

• Attended 4 comedor events 

• Attended 4 community events 

• Fieldnotes 

• Completed dissertation conclusion  
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Research Methodology and Methods 
My research methodology drew on Reeves et al.’s, contention that the “central aim of 

ethnography is to provide rich, holistic insights into people’s views and actions, as well as the 

nature (that is, sights, sounds) of the location they inhabit” (2008, 512). While ethnographic 

research may be directed by an intent to learn from people by learning from them, what makes 

ethnographic research unique is the researcher’s goal of immersing themselves in the lived 

experience of the people who they are studying (Ehn, Löfgren, and Wilk 2015; Mannik and 

McGarry 2017). Ethnographic research allows researchers to engage in an embodied, sensorial 

experience, where we can use all of our senses to immerse ourselves in the research setting.   

A variety of qualitative methods were used throughout the research’s data collection 

process. The primary method I drew on was participant observation, where I sought to actively 

participate with the people in the social setting I was studying (Wesch 2018). In participant 

observation, immersive engagement becomes a means of data collection, where the research can 

systematically record both what we observe and experience. In addition to participant 

observation, I conducted semi-structured and informal interviews, undertook a social media 

analysis, and completed two questionnaires. Data were analyzed using a thematic analysis and 

descriptive statistics.   

 

Participant Observation  

Participant observation is often considered ethnography’s most quintessential method 

(Gobo and Marciniak 2016; Hammersley 2018; Mannik and McGarry 2017; Morgan-Trimmer 

and Wood 2016). In participant observation, ethnographers are active participants in the settings 

they are studying. As Michael Wesch explains, “we do not just observe other people in our 

attempts to understand them. We join in. Only then can we move closer to their experience and 

understand them with depth and detail” (2018, 12). Critical to participant observation is the fact 

that the ethnographer is also systematically observing what is happening around them. While the 

context of our participation may change how we record this data (memos, fieldnotes, video, 

audio recordings, photography, etc.), one way or another, the ethnographer ultimately creates 

data by recording their experiences for data analysis, generally as fieldnotes (Emerson 2011).  

In this study, there were two primary contexts in which I completed participant 

observation. The first of these was with the comedores. This participant observation included 

participating in both the comedores and comedor events. The second form of participant 

observation was completed at community events across Huaycán. While completing participant 

observation, I at times recorded observations using a notebook. More frequently, I recorded data 

by keeping memos on my cell phone. Notes and memos would be used to write fieldnotes each 

day. These fieldnotes were used for data analysis.  

 

Participant Observation in Comedores Populares 

Between 2018 and 2022, I spent 162 days completing participant observation in twelve 

comedores. Eight of these comedores were Clubes de Madres Comedores, which were the 

primary focus of my dissertation research. Each of the eight Clubes de Madres Comedores 

received commodity foods and a check to purchase food from the government. I completed 

participant observation in one Comedor Autogestionario. This comedor also received a monthly 

check and food subsidy from the government. I completed participant observation in two 

Comedores Municipales, which received food from the government each month and infrequent 

checks. Finally, I completed participant observation in one Comedor Independiente. This 
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comedor had previously been a Club de Madre comedor but had its funding revoked by the 

Municipality. Nine of the comedores where I completed participant observation opened in the 

1980s and 1990s. Three comedores opened after 2010 (see Table 3 for an overview of my 

participant observation, Table 4 for an overview of the comedores where I completed participant 

observation, and Table 5 for an overview of three additional comedores discussed throughout 

this dissertation that had closed before the initiation of my fieldwork).  
  

Table 3: Participant Observation in Comedores - Overview 

Comedor 

Names 
• The names of the comedores and the comedor association discussed 

in this dissertation are pseudonyms  

• Any comedor in Huaycán with these same names is coincidental 

Type of 

Comedor 

 

 

 

 

Comedores Clubes de Madres 

• Completed participant observation in eight Clubes de Madre 

Comedores 

• Seven of these comedores belonged to the Asociación de Comedores 

– Club de Madres de Huaycán (ACCMH) 

• Participated in ACCMH monthly meetings and social events  

• One comedor belonged to a separate Clubes de Madres Association 

based in Huaycán  

• Seven of these comedores opened in the 1980s and 1990s, while one 

opened after 2010  

• Each of these comedores received monthly checks and food subsidies 

from the Peruvian government 

Comedores Autogestionario 

• Completed participant observation in one Comedor Autogestionario  

• This comedor opened in the early 1990s 

• This comedor received a monthly check and food subsidy from the 

Peruvian government  

Comedores Municipales 

• Completed participant observation in two Comedores Municipales 

• These comedores opened in 2019 

• These comedores received monthly food subsidies from the Peruvian 

government and did not receive consistent subsidy checks 

Comedores Independientes 

• Completed participant observation in one Comedor Independiente  

• This comedor had formally been a Club de Madre Comedor until the 

Municipality of Ate revoked the comedor’s financial support from 

the government 

• This comedor opened in the 1990s 

• This comedor received no financial support from the government or 

any other entity 

Comedores Nacionales  

• No participant observation was completed in any Comedores 

Nacionales – however, two Comedores Nacionales are discussed in 

this research  
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Table 4: Overview of the Comedores (Participant Observation Completed) 

Comedor Names Type of 

Comedor 

Comedor 

Zone 

Operating Status in 

2022 

Comedor Clorinda Matto Municipal High Zone Open 

 

Comedor Cura Ocllo Club de Madre Low Zone Open 

 

Comedor González de 

Fanning 

Club de Madre Low Zone Open 

 

Comedor Heroínas Toledo Autogestionario Low Zone Closed 

(Closed in 2020) 

Comedor Juana de Dios 

Manrique 

Club de Madre Low Zone Open 

 

Comedor La Dama de Cao 

 

Club de Madre Low Zone Open 

Comedor Las Rabonas Municipal High Zone Closed 

(Closed in 2019) 

Comedor Mama Huaco Independiente 

(Formally Club 

de Madre) 

Low Zone Closed 

(Closed in 2020) 

Comedor Manuelita Sáenz Club de Madre Low Zone Open 

 

Comedor Rosa Campuzano Club de Madre Low Zone Open 

 

Comedor Rosa Merino Club de Madre High Zone Open 

 

Comedor Sarita Colonia Club de Madre Low Zone Open 

 

 

• Visited both Comedores Nacionales listed in Table 5 while working 

for The Light and Leadership Initiative  

• According to the two socias from Comedores Nacionales who were 

interviewed, the Comedores Nacionales received food subsidies from 

the government but did not receive checks 

Comedor 

Zone 
• Completed participant observation in eight comedores located in 

Huaycán’s so-called “Low Zones” (more infrastructurally and 

economically developed areas) 

• Completed participant observation in three comedores located in 

Huaycán’s so-called “High Zones” (less infrastructurally and 

economically developed areas)  

Operating 

Status in 2021 

      Of the comedores where I completed fieldwork: 

• One comedor closed during my fieldwork (2019) 

• Two comedores closed permanently during the pandemic (2020) 

• Nine comedores remain operational as of March 2022 
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Table 5: Additional Comedores Discussed in Dissertation  

(No Participant Observation Completed) 

Name Type of 

Comedor 

Comedor 

Zone 

Operating Status in 

2022 

Comedor Consuelo Torres Nacional High Zone Closed 

(Closed in 2018) 

Comedor Pachachaca Nacional High Zone Closed 

(Closed in 2015) 

Comedor Puyucahua Autogestionario Low Zone Closed 

(Closed in 2018) 

 

While completing participant observation in the comedores, I would generally arrive at 

the comedor at the same time as the socias, while helping cook and serve the day’s meal. I would 

also sometimes go to the market with the socias and in three comedores, I was frequently 

responsible for collecting and tracking payments for lunch. In addition to cooking in the 

comedores, I also participated in several comedor events, primarily, although not exclusively, 

with the Asociación de Comedores – Club de Madres de Huaycán (ACCMH). For the ACCMH, 

I attended monthly meetings between the ACCMH’s board of directors and the presidents of the 

association’s comedores. During these meetings, attendees would discuss news and updates from 

the Municipality and MIDIS (Ministry of Development and Social Inclusion), among other 

relevant government branches. They would share updates from the comedores and have the 

opportunity to ask for support, in the case that their comedor or a socias was facing a challenge. 

They would also take votes on the association’s management, budget, and social events. In 

several meetings that I attended, I was asked to take meeting minutes, as the board’s secretary 

had resigned.  

 I participated in several ACCMH events, including community food distribution for the 

anniversaries of Huaycán and Ate, cooking for and celebrating the ACCMH’s anniversary, and 

even a trip to the beach. In addition to ACCMH events, I participated in events specific to 

individual comedores, such as anniversaries, attending mass, a funeral, and a political campaign 

event, among other engagements. Participating in these events with the ACCMH and other 

comedores allowed me to gain a fuller understanding of the social importance of comedores for 

socias.   

 

Participant Observation at Community Events 

 While completing fieldwork during 2019 – 2020, I participated in at least 48 community 

events, with an additional four events in 2022. Several of these events were hosted by Huaycán’s 

Central Executive Council (CEC). For example, I attended the 2019 Cultural Conference, which 

covered topics such as the history of Huaycán and Huaycán’s cultural identity. I also attended 

formal meetings hosted by the CEC, where representatives from each of Huaycán’s zones 

gathered to vote on community issues. Additionally, I attended events hosted by a variety of 

UCVs (Unidad Comunal de Vivíenda). These events included fundraisers, speaker events, and 

organizational tasks, such as going house-to-house to distribute paperwork. I also participated in 

several cultural events hosted by individual and local educational organizations, such as Huaycán 

Cultural and the Light and Leadership Initiative. I was further invited to attend local political 

events organized by members from political parties such as Frente Amplio, Nuevo Perú, Juntos 

por el Perú, Acción Popular, and Fuerza Popular. Additionally, I attended events hosted by the 



76 

 

local police and the Municipality, among other opportunities. Furthermore, I was asked to speak 

at events hosted by the board of directors in one of Huaycán’s zones, two local television 

channels, Huaycán Cultural, the CEC, and grassroots organizations.     

Participating in community events was critical for meeting community leaders and a 

variety of community members, including several of Huaycán’s founders. Through these 

meetings, I learned about how Huaycán is organized, ongoing community organizing initiatives, 

the history of Huaycán, and the complexity of Huaycán’s identity, among many other topics. In 

several of these events, the comedores were also discussed and debated, providing me with an 

important window for understanding how comedores are viewed more broadly. By being 

actively involved in a variety of community events, I was able to better understand how the 

comedores fit in with the history of broader organizing efforts in Huaycán.  

 

Semi-Structured Interviews and Informal Conversations  

 Between 2017 and 2021, I completed interviews with 41 individuals (2017: n= 15; 2019 

– March 2020: n = 15, April 2020 – 2021: n = 11). Participants interviewed included current and 

former comedor socias (n = 10), current and former comedor clients (n = 23), additional 

community members (n = 7), and one member of the technical team that helped establish 

Huaycán. All interviews were semi-structured. An interview guide was used for each interview; 

however, various questions were tailored to the experiences of the individuals being interviewed. 

The one common theme across all interviews was that the interviewees were asked about the 

comedores populares. Other themes covered included the history of Huaycán, community 

organizing in Huaycán, the relationship between Huaycán, comedores, and the Peruvian 

government, food security and other food aid programs in Huaycán, migration to Lima, and 

generational changes in Huaycán, among several other topics.  

 As previously mentioned, my initial plan for interviews was disrupted by COVID-19. I 

had originally intended to primarily focus the first half of my 2019 – 2020 dissertation fieldwork 

on participant observation while completing the majority of my interviews in 2020. I structured 

research in this way to improve the quality of my interview guides. Once I returned to the United 

States, I submitted an IRB amendment, allowing me to continue with virtual interviews. 

Completing virtual interviews was a challenging experience, particularly with socias, who often 

have limited access to high-quality internet. This led to many challenges in conducting virtual 

interviews, as calls were frequently dropped, and the sound was often not clear. Additionally, 

several of the older socias do not have experience using smartphones at all, making 

communication impossible.   

 While I did not complete as many semi-structured interviews as I had initially intended, 

especially with socias, I still gathered much of the information needed to complete this research 

through informal conversation in the comedores. The comedores are known for being a place 

where women talk about their lives, the local gossip, and politics, among any number of other 

topics. As a teacher in Huaycán pointed out in an interview, “the moms, the women, the 

housewives, have found in the comedores populares a place where they can exchange, socialize, 

right? It’s [a place for] interpersonal socialization between them.” As we cooked and ate lunch 

together, I frequently asked about the comedores, their history, why socias participated, the 

struggles they encountered, their relationship with the municipality, and so on. Additionally, I 

spent hours chatting with current and former socias in their homes, while drinking chicha or 

preparing a meal. These conversations, as recorded in my fieldnotes, may have been informal but 

like the informal sector in Huaycán, they formed the backbone of my research.     
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Social Media Analysis  

 I spent one week quarantined in Huaycán during the nationwide lockdown before being 

evacuated. During this time, I continued to live with the local family who had housed me 

throughout the course of my research. Rebecca, the mother, told me that several of our neighbors 

were starting to run out of food. During the lockdown, families in Perú were still allowed to go to 

the markets. However, the majority of people were no longer allowed to work. In Huaycán, 

many families work in the informal sector. While they may be able to survive on a day-to-day 

basis, they do not necessarily have the savings needed to weather a financial crisis. While I was 

still in Perú, it quickly became apparent that a food security crisis would ensue during the 

mandatory lockdown. 

 After returning to the United States, I began to observe multiple Facebook posts on 

public pages, where community members in Huaycán were searching for food assistance help. 

As I began to consider how I could continue collecting data from a distance, I started to notice 

different themes in these Facebook posts. Eventually, I decided to start systematically “saving” 

these posts to conduct a social media analysis.  

 There are many ways to conduct virtual research using social media (Postill and Pink 

2012; Przybylski 2020; Snodgrass 2014). There are those who conduct true “netnography,” 

immersing themselves in the lived experiences of virtual communities (Fenton and Procter 2019; 

Kozinets, Dolbec, and Earley 2013; Kozinets 2019). In my case, I took on the role as a pure 

observer, collecting posts thematically. Ultimately, I decided to look at two broad themes using 

posts on public Facebook pages. First, I continued to study the food security crisis in Huaycán 

during the nationwide lockdown. Second, I collected posts about comedores. For both of these 

themes, I conducted a theme analysis of both the post’s primary content and the public comments 

left by users. In total, I used posts from nine public pages (see Table 6 for details on each of the 

pages). I chose to use Facebook because it is the most popular public social media platform 

among community members in Huaycán.  

 

Table 6: Social Media Analysis Sites 

Name Page Description 

Agencia Municipal de 

Huaycan – ATE 

This is the official Facebook page for the Municipality of Ate’s 

Municipal branch office in Huaycán.    

Edde Cuellar – Oficial  This is the official page for Edde Cuellar Alegría, who was 

elected as the mayor of Ate between 2019 – 2022.  

Huaycán al Día This is a popular Facebook site for news about Huaycán and 

Perú more broadly.   

Huaycán Cec Cuah This is the official Facebook page for Huaycán’s Central 

Executive Council (CEC), which is the elected board of directors 

representing Huaycán at the community level.  

Huaycán TV Huaycán TV is run by a small group of journalists in Huaycán, 

who report on local news stories through their Facebook page.  

Municipalidad Distrital 

de Ate 

This is the official government Facebook page for the Municipal 

District of Ate.  

Radio Enmanuel 

Huaycán 

This is the official page for Radio Enmanuel, a local radio 

station in Huaycán run by the Catholic church, which frequently 

shares news and talk shows.  
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Te Amo Huaycán  This is the most popular Facebook page in Huaycán. Those who 

manage the page share news and cultural events about Huaycán.  

Yo Amo Huaycán  This is a popular Facebook page in Huaycán, where community 

members post observations and opinions about Huaycán.  

 

Theme 1: Food Security Crisis 

 For this first theme, I was interested in collecting posts that directly discussed 1) a lack of 

food or hunger, 2) the need for food aid, 3) efforts to help support individuals in need of food 

aid, and 4) the Municipality’s efforts to supply food aid. Across each of the websites listed in 

Table 6, I used a text search using the following terms: Comida (food), Comer (eat), 

Alimentación/Alimentar (nourishment/nourish), Vivíeres (comestibles), Ayuda (help/aid), 

Asistencia (Assistance/Aid), Mercado (market), Canasta (basket), and Repartir (share 

out/deliver). Before the posts were saved for analysis, they were reviewed for relevance. While 

the initial lockdown in Lima lasted from March 16, 2020 – July 1, 2020, I opted to start 

collecting posts one week prior to the lockdown and continued collecting posts until one week 

after the lockdown. In total, 147 posts were collected for this analysis. My goal was to identify 

how people were using social media to express the food challenges they were facing, to find 

help, and to offer help. I also looked at how the Municipality of Ate showcased the assistance 

they were providing.  

 

Theme 2: Comedores Populares 

 I decided to begin collecting posts on the comedores for analysis, after observing the high 

quality of the data I was gathering about the food security crisis. In studying the comedores, I 

was interested in posts about: 1) the Municipality’s relationship with the comedores, and 2) 

opinions on the comedores. For this analysis, I only searched for the terms “comedor” and 

“comedores.” In total, I collected 176 posts from January 2018 through January 2021. The 

majority of these posts came from the government Facebook pages (Agencia Municipal de 

Huaycan – ATE, Edde Cuellar – Oficial, and the Municipalidad Distrital de Ate). The current 

Municipal government routinely posts videos of comedor events hosted by the Municipality. For 

example, they often live-stream the inauguration of new comedores. At nearly all of these events, 

either Edde Cuellar, the mayor of Ate, or José Arriola, the former Deputy Manager of Food 

Assistance and Social Inclusion for the Municipality of Ate, would give speeches to the crowds 

in attendance. Both public posts and public comments on comedor posts were used to expand my 

data on public perceptions of comedores.   

 

Questionnaires 
 I completed two questionnaires. The first questionnaire focused on the food security 

crises in Huaycán during Perú’s nationwide lockdown (see Appendix A: COVID-19 Food 

Security Questionnaire). This questionnaire largely focused on collecting numerical data looking 

at food security before, during, and after the lockdown. It also looked at access to government 

and non-governmental food aid programs during the lockdown. The majority of the questions 

were designed to facilitate a quantitative analysis using descriptive statistics, although there were 

open-ended questions about government food aid, comedores, and Vaso de Leche (another 

government food aid program). In total, 426 individuals began the survey. However, I am only 

using the responses of 339 individuals, which excludes those who do not live in the area that I 

am broadly considering Huaycán or completed less than 34% of the survey. The 34% progress 
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rate was selected because it included all questions related to food security. The survey was 

administered in August 2020, approximately a month and a half after Perú’s first nationwide 

lockdown ended. The survey was distributed through Facebook.  

 The second questionnaire I distributed asked respondents basic questions about 

involvement in comedores, the relative importance of the comedores, and opinions about how to 

best address food security in Perú (see Appendix B: Comedor Popular Questionnaire). This 

questionnaire was administered during the summer of 2021 via Facebook and was completed by 

36 respondents. The goal of this questionnaire was to elicit additional opinions and feedback on 

the role of the comedores in Huaycán.  

 

Data Analysis 

Qualitative Data Analysis 

 All qualitative data from this research was thematically analyzed using NVivo 

Qualitative Data Analysis Software. The qualitative data analysis included fieldnotes, interview 

transcriptions, social media post content, social media post comments, and open-ended 

questionnaire responses. Themes were inductively developed by randomly selecting a small 

sample of my fieldnotes, interviews, social media content, and open-ended questionnaire 

responses for theme identification. Once the codebook was developed, all qualitative data were 

coded by theme. Eight overarching themes (parent nodes) were developed, with several sub-

themes (64 child nodes and 10 grandchild nodes) (See Appendix C: Abbreviated Codebook). 

Themes were used to both organize the data and complete a thematic data analysis. Analyses 

included identifying and understanding patterns in theme frequencies, while also using memos to 

unpack patterns and anomalies in the thematic content. Throughout the process of analyzing the 

data, thematic saturation became evident, where across the various data sources, no new themes 

emerged.  

 

Questionnaires 

 Both questionnaires used in this research were distributed online using social media sites. 

Therefore, respondents were not randomly selected, and the responses are not statistically 

representative of Huaycán. Nonetheless, these surveys do provide a window into the experiences 

of the respondents. A critical limitation of these questionnaires is that they are only accessible to 

those who have internet access and are comfortable managing online surveying technologies. 

Additionally, for the questionnaire on the food security crises, although this survey was piloted 

with several individuals both inside and outside of Huaycán, there was an error in the question 

about household income that I failed to catch before the survey was distributed. Therefore, the 

data from this question could not be used. However, because data was collected on food security 

before, during, and after the nationwide lockdown, there was still relative information for 

considering how COVID impacted access to food access. Open-ended answers were analyzed 

using NVivo Qualitative Data Analysis Software. Numerical data were analyzed using SPSS 

statistical software. Only descriptive statistics were used for this analysis, given that this data is 

not generalizable to Huaycán.  

 

Conclusion 
 As described throughout this chapter, using a variety of methods to triangulate my data 

was critical for gaining a more complex and complete understanding of the role comedores play 

in addressing many of the theoretical questions discussed throughout this dissertation. As 
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Fetterman explains, triangulation is “the heart of ethnographic validity,” where the ethnographer 

“compares information sources to test the quality of the information (and the person sharing it), 

to understand more completely the part an actor plays in a social drama, and ultimately to put the 

whole situation into perspective” (1998, 93). As an ethnographic study, I sought to answer my 

research questions by immersing myself in the lived experiences of socias and life in Huaycán 

more broadly, undertaking what Renato Rosaldo has referred to as “deep hanging out” (1994). 

Participant observation was critical to learning about the challenges and benefits of 

participating in comedores. My participation in everyday life in Huaycán and community events 

was designed to provide context for understanding the dynamics of the community, the broader 

role of the comedores in Huaycán, and the diverse thoughts community members have about the 

comedores and related aid programs. Interviews conducted in Huaycán and virtually provided 

further in-depth data on the nuances and patterns I witnessed during participant observation, 

allowing me to explore in greater complexity both the value and the critiques of comedores. 

Although virtual research methods were not built into the original research design, they 

ultimately provided rich descriptive and observational data, allowing me to better understand not 

only the comedores but also questions around food security in Huaycán throughout the COVID-

19 global pandemic. In the end, these methods afforded me the opportunity to approach my 

research from the perspectives of hundreds of people, who I have largely never met, through the 

mining of social media posts and the distribution of questionnaires.   

 Ultimately, the comedores serve as a critical case study for asking questions about the 

relationship between aid distribution and critiques, populist politics, and structural approaches to 

addressing inequalities. Each method employed in this research played an important role in 

unpacking the complexity of aid distribution in Huaycán and for gaining a holistic understanding 

of the challenges comedores represent in understanding the underlying structure of inequalities in 

communities such as Huaycán.  
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Chapter 4: The Violence of Precarity 
 

“We are Cooking”  
While on a morning walk along a dirt road in central Michigan, my phone rang. It was 

Leila, the president of a comedor popular in Huaycán. I had been evacuated from Perú two 

weeks earlier and was isolating in a family cabin in the woods. Grateful to hear a familiar voice, 

Leila whispered into the phone, “Sarita, we are cooking.” The comedores had been ordered to 

close three weeks earlier after then-President Martín Vizcarra declared a national state of 

emergency and nationwide lockdown. At risk of being fined, Leila and three other socias had 

decided to secretly meet in the comedor to prepare lunch with the door closed. Although I was 

concerned about their safety, she explained that the “people are hungry, they need food.” Their 

plan was to secretly deliver the food to individual homes.  

This act of defiance by these socias may be seen by some as irresponsible, either because 

they broke the “lockdown rules,” or of more concern, they may have transmitted COVID-19 

between their households. However, their decision to cook was based on a reality that too many 

Peruvians were confronting just three weeks into what would become a three- and a half-month 

lockdown: hunger (Cañari-Casaño et al. 2021; Curi-Quinto et al. 2021). The socias, knowing that 

they had a kitchen at their disposal and government-provided víveres, decided that the risk was 

worth it. They wanted to ensure their non-associated clients, who are also their friends and 

neighbors, had at least one good meal that day. 

During the one week that I spent in Perú during the lockdown (March 16 – 22, 2020), I 

had started to hear rumors that families were facing hunger. Unfortunately, I was not surprised. 

In a country where in 2020 approximately 75.3% of the population works in the informal sector 

(68.4% in urban areas and 96.1% in rural areas) (INEI 2021, 17), and as many as three out of 

four (75%) “formal sector” jobs are comprised of fixed-term contracts (Jaramillo, Almonacid, 

and Flor 2019, 7),21 it was fairly predictable that households throughout the country were going 

to struggle economically during a lockdown that prevented the majority of people from working. 

As this chapter reviews, it did not take long for it to become apparent that many Peruvians were 

suffering due to both their lack of economic resources and the rapid and violent spread of 

COVID-19 throughout the country.   

For the last few decades, Perú has been celebrated for its effective implementation of 

neoliberal policy or what has been called Perú’s “economic renaissance” (Rossini and Santos 

2015, 13). Anthony Werner explains in the International Monetary Fund’s (IMF) publication, 

Peru: Staying the Course of Economic Success, that,  

 

Peru has been one of Latin America’s main success stories for over a decade. 

Strengthened by solid macro policies and favorable external conditions, the 

country has enjoyed high growth and employment and low inflation amid gains in 

financial and social inclusion. (Werner 2015) 

 

If we look at macroeconomic data alone, the statistics seem to highlight a “success” story. In a 

separate report published by the IMF in January 2020, shortly before COVID-19 would upend 

 
21 The data used by Jaramillo et al. comes from Perú’s Encuesta Nacional de Hogares (ENAHO): 

https://www.datosabiertos.gob.pe/dataset/encuesta-nacional-de-hogares-enaho-2019-instituto-nacional-de-

estad%C3%ADstica-e-inform%C3%A1tica-inei 

https://www.datosabiertos.gob.pe/dataset/encuesta-nacional-de-hogares-enaho-2019-instituto-nacional-de-estad%C3%ADstica-e-inform%C3%A1tica-inei
https://www.datosabiertos.gob.pe/dataset/encuesta-nacional-de-hogares-enaho-2019-instituto-nacional-de-estad%C3%ADstica-e-inform%C3%A1tica-inei


82 

 

Perú’s economy, the international agency explains that Perú’s real GDP (gross domestic product) 

had grown by 4% in 2018, for an average of 5.4% over the previous 15 years (although it had 

slowed down in 2019) (IMF 2020, 4). This growth was well above Latin America’s 1.1% 

average. Additionally, inflation was at 2.2%, which was one of the lowest rates in the region 

(2020, 4).  

 For many Peruvians who lived through Perú’s “lost decade and a half (1975 - 1992)” 

(Ross and Peschiera 2015, 37), the pre-COVID economic situation was undoubtedly an 

improvement to the hunger, suffering, and need of the 1980s. Emerging from the economic 

crisis, many of Huaycán’s earliest residents have built their homes and small businesses, sent 

their children to technical schools and universities, and can consistently eat three decent meals a 

day. They are what Klein, Mitchell, and Junge call the “previously poor” (2018), who had risen 

above Perú’s poverty line and were arguably living a semblance of a middle-class lifestyle.   

In Huaycán, the disparities between the “poor” and the “previously poor” are often 

visible. The size of one’s house is often used as a marker of one’s overall wealth. Those who 

have homes made of concrete and brick (material noble), especially if they are two, three, four, 

or in some cases, even five stories tall, have (supposedly) overcome their poverty. It is often 

believed that they have moved into a comfortable, middle-class lifestyle. Meanwhile, those who 

continue to live in chozas (small, precarious homes often made with reed mats), prefabricated 

homes built of plywood, or perhaps have built one story of their home with material noble but 

have not been able to add a concrete roof, are still “poor.” Of course, economic disparities across 

Huaycán are real. Not only are there differences in the infrastructure of homes, but there is also 

differential access to property rights and basic utilities, such as electricity, gas, and running 

water. Meanwhile, those families that have at least one family member who is a “profesional” 

(the equivalent of “white-collar jobs” in Perú), are more likely to have a steady income source.    

Most of my dissertation research was based in Huaycán’s “low zones,” home to 

Huaycán’s so-called “middle-class” (although most high zones have basic utilities today, and 

many families living there have been able to build their homes). Over the three years that I have 

lived in Huaycán, I have worked in both high zones and low zones but have always resided in the 

same low zone. Given my history in Huaycán, I have long been aware that the perception that the 

low zones are relatively middle class is not a reality for many low zone residents. Long before I 

began this research, I knew people in the low zones who struggled to build their homes, were 

indebted to banks and neighbors, who had been unable to afford medical treatment, and at times 

struggled to put a meal on the table. In general, my goal is not to compare the experience of 

suffering in Huaycán’s low zones and high zones. Rather, I am arguing that even in cases where 

poverty may not be extreme or chronic, the experience of chronic precarity creates ongoing 

anxieties and struggles.   

As I began my research in the comedores populares, over lunchtime conversations, I 

repeatedly heard socias talk about their many financial struggles. For some, this was because 

they did not have access to their household income, which was earned by their husbands. For 

many more, their households simply were not consistently economically stable. At times, they 

were fine, able to meet their daily needs. In these moments, the comedor’s key role was as a 

social space, where they gathered with friends to talk and laugh. However, at other times, the 

comedor was a survival strategy, helping them put food on the table when they were financially 

struggling at home. Many socias would take on temporary labor in the informal sector, working 

for weeks or perhaps months in “cachuelos” (temporary jobs), before coming back to the 

comedor once the position ended.  
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In an alternate reality, where COVID-19 never happened, my goal was to gather more 

data on the impact of the financial precarity I was observing. I wanted to talk with more socias 

outside of the comedor, spend time in their homes, meet their families, and learn more about 

their personal history and their motivations for working in the comedores. I wanted to understand 

how the constant and at times painful dance between economic stability and ruin shaped the 

lived realities for socias and the role comedores played in managing this stress. Like most food 

aid programs, comedores cannot offer a solution to poverty or the inequalities that plague 

everyday life (Poppendieck 1998; Pottier 2007). However, the comedores remain both an 

economic and social resource and oftentimes, an important one.       

 While I would have loved to have completed the research as I had planned, COVID-19 

made that impossible, and at the same time, made the precarity I was documenting blatantly 

visible. Around the world, COVID-19 has disproportionately impacted vulnerable communities, 

whether it be the elderly, those with pre-existing conditions, or members of BIPOC communities 

(CDC 2020; Gravlee 2020; Weeks 2021). However, several studies are now suggesting that 

perhaps the strongest indicator of COVID-19 mortality is economic inequality (Ahmed et al. 

2022; Elgar, Stefaniak, and Wohl 2020; Gu 2021; Suleman et al. 2021; Tan et al. 2021). For 

example, a study by Levin et al. found that the COVID-19 death rate for people in low- and 

middle-income countries was twice that of wealthy nations (2021). A recent report by Oxfam, 

titled Inequality Kills, sums up these findings, explaining that the “coronavirus pandemic has 

been actively deadlier, more prolonged, and more damaging to livelihoods because of inequality” 

(Ahmed et al. 2022, 8).  

At the time of this writing in April 2022, according to Johns Hopkins University, Perú 

has the highest reported mortality rate in the world from COVID-19, with 652.72 deaths per 

100,000 people. The next closest is Bulgaria, with 523.66 deaths per 100,000 people. 

Meanwhile, the United States, which has had the most COVID-19 deaths overall, has had 298.75 

deaths per 100,000 people (Johns Hopkins University & Medicine 2022).22 For Huaycán, data 

does not currently exist, and likely never will, identifying the exact mortality rate from COVID-

19 among residents. However, the data I have collected over the last year suggests that the 

numbers are devastatingly high. As one frustrated friend who has lost too many loved ones 

explained to me, “the government fails to support the poor, financially or with healthcare 

because they do not care if poor people die.” 

I personally know nearly twenty people who have died of COVID-19 in Huaycán. 

Among these is included a community leader who tried to teach me how to dance Huayno only 

two days before Perú’s lockdown began. A neighbor, and former socia, who sold sweets at the 

corner of my house every evening from her wheelchair. A husband, the only man I ever saw 

consistently join his wife in the comedor, who loved telling stories about his childhood in Piura 

as we chopped vegetables together. A community founder, known as “El Inca Cahuide,” who 

shared stories with me about Huaycán’s history and worked tirelessly over his lifetime to honor 

Perú’s Indigenous heritage. A vegetable vendor, mi casero, who every time he saw me would 

smile and say, “Señorita, you are here, you have made my day.” Then, of course, there was 

Margarita, who not only welcomed me into her comedor, but who went out of her way to bring 

me to comedor association meetings and events, helped me make connections in comedores 

across Huaycán, and shared countless stories with me about the history of the comedores and her 

passion for serving others. 

 
22 These statics are from April 1, 2022.  



84 

 

In this chapter, I am going to look at the violence of precarity, social inequalities, and the 

inadequacy of short-term solutions for addressing structural injustices. In looking at these 

tensions, this chapter is going to start by considering the economic precarity confronted by 

comedor socias, who have long labored in the comedores. In this section, I consider how the 

comedores act as an economic buffer for participating women, helping sustain the economic 

needs of their families during difficult times. The second section of this chapter reviews 

scholarly literature on precarity, arguing that precarity is a form of structural violence. The third 

section of this chapter returns to the violent impact of COVID-19 in Perú. Much of my research 

in 2019 – 2020 was focused on identifying how economic precarity impacted the lives of socias, 

who on the surface may appear to be living a middle-class lifestyle (e.g., they have a two or 

three-story home). However, the precarity that I was observing was made all too visible as the 

lockdown highlighted the struggle too many Peruvians encountered as they lost their income and 

livelihoods. 

The fourth section of this chapter looks at “intersectional precarity,” by considering how 

precarity in Huaycán is exacerbated by patriarchy and racism. While precarity in some ways may 

be a universal experience, these sections consider the ways that it is intensified when combined 

with overlapping forms of injustices. The final section of this chapter turns to the Structural 

Critique of Food Aid, exploring the inadequacy of aid in addressing food insecurity and 

injustices more broadly. It is important to recognize that this chapter is not a call for an end to 

food aid or the comedores populares. Rather, it is intended to offer a more analytical discussion 

of the challenges Peruvians face every day. Simply ending food aid programs will not create a 

more just world. Justice will only be achieved when aid is no longer needed as a means of 

survival.    

 

Navigating Everyday Economic Precarity 

 As a single mother, Nora was always looking for a way to support her two teenage 

daughters. Having spent her adult life working odd jobs in Perú’s expansive informal sector, she 

was good at finding work. However, like so many informal sector jobs in Lima, these positions 

were often temporary and underpaid (Kruijt and Degregori 2008). Between jobs, she would 

come back to the comedor, to be sure that her girls had at least one solid meal a day. When I met 

Nora, she had recently quit her job cooking at a small restaurant. She was only being paid s/35 a 

day (about $9.00) and felt that she could no longer work with the owner of the restaurant, who 

not only underpaid her but often disrespected her.  

 Nora’s return to the Comedor Popular Manuelita Sáenz was celebrated. She was well 

known for her “sazón” (i.e., she knew how to cook truly delicious food) and was quite the 

conversationalist (on more than one occasion, we would jokingly plot our “women-led 

revolution,” as the men eating lunch around us rolled their eyes). One afternoon, after the 

comedor had cleared out, Nora mentioned to Daria and me that she had been offered a position 

as a live-in nanny with a family in Lima. They were offering s/1,200 for the month 

(approximately $310), which would include her housing. She would be allowed to travel home 

on Saturday nights and return early Sunday mornings. Daria told her not to accept the position, 

that it was exploitative. While the salary was above Perú’s minimum wage of s/930 a month 

(approximately $240), as a live-in nanny working six days a week, she would be working 

significantly more than the 48-hour maximum permitted in the formal sector. 

 A month later, I helped Nora find a prospective nanny position with a family from the 

United States. The job would only be temporary, as the family was planning on leaving Perú 
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within the year. However, they were offering s/1,700 a month (approximately $440), to work 

five days a week, six hours a day (a decent salary for a nanny position in Perú, but still low by 

U.S. standards). On her way to visit the family near Lima’s coast, she became lost while 

searching for their apartment. She was out of phone data but found a kind stranger who let her 

borrow their phone to call me. She was panicked. She knew she could take a taxi to get there 

quickly, but only had s/10 left. If she paid for the taxi, she would not have had enough money to 

pay for the buses to get home (I told her the family would help, but she felt too ashamed to ask). 

Fortunately, she was close to the apartment, and I was able to guide her while looking at a map.  

 The next evening, when Nora and I met up to play volleyball she looked defeated. She 

told me that she liked the family and that the job would be good, but that she was going to turn it 

down. It was not a live-in nanny position, meaning that she was going to have to make the long 

(and expensive) trip back and forth from Huaycán every day. It was simply too much. I felt 

terrible about the entire situation. Nora’s economic precarity had been laid bare over the previous 

24-hours. Not only was she lost in Lima, unable to afford to call for help or pay for adequate 

transportation when in need, but she had to turn down a decent, albeit informal, position because 

it would require her to travel four to six hours a day, a reality that is all too common for many 

living on the outskirts of Lima’s Northern, Eastern, and Southern Cones. Also, as a temporary 

position, Nora would soon be forced to look for work again.  

 Throughout this dissertation, I introduce several comedor socias like Nora, whose 

economic circumstances have left them in a constant state of economic precarity. Like many of 

these socias, Nora lives in one of Huaycán’s “low zones,” an area that is considered “developed” 

and even middle-class. Despite being a migrant from a rural region in the northern Andes and a 

single mother working in the informal sector, Nora has been able to build her home. Her second 

floor does not have a roof quite yet, but she is determined to finish it. Nora is one of the many 

socias who would be critiqued as being irresponsible and undeserving of food aid. In theory, she 

has a nice home, made of material noble (cement and brick), so, allegedly, she cannot be too 

poor. She also willingly walked away from a decent-paying job, with non-exploitative hours. 

Nobody who is economically desperate would turn down a decent job, right? On top of that, 

although she had been mistreated and underpaid in her previous job, she quit, despite knowing 

that she needed to support her daughters. In an economy where a willingness to sacrifice oneself 

for the family is celebrated (especially for mothers) (Boesten 2012; Jenkins 2009), theoretically, 

Nora should embrace the opportunity to dedicate herself to earning an income no matter what, 

even if it means traveling four to six hours a day, a need to find a new job in a few months, 

accepting a low wage, or managing the disrespect of a boss.  

 When Nora is between jobs, the comedor becomes her buffer. It is her means of getting 

by as she searches for her next option. Ultimately, it is the only consistent economic safety net 

that she has had in her life. Additionally, the social networks created by the comedor provide are 

often critical for securing temporary loans and financial assistance from fellow socias. However, 

in the long term, economically speaking, a comedor will likely never be anything more than a 

“survival tool” (de Waardt and Ypeij 2016; Jenkins 2009; Moyano and Tupac 2000). Fernanda, a 

socia who had spent more than thirty years cooking in a comedor, once told me, “Nobody has 

been able to finish their roof working in a comedor.” The comedor may help families save 

money by reducing their household expenses, while also helping prevent food insecurity during 

difficult times. However, the only economic profit one reaps from a comedor is food. Food will 

never be worth enough to purchase cement, nor pay workers to build a roof, but at least it 

sustains life.   
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Nora, like many socias, is living a precarious life. Her livelihood is defined by economic 

insecurity, as she hustles from one job to another. Even the comedor, her one stable source of 

assistance, can come into peril if the Municipality determines that the socias no longer qualify 

for economic assistance. Nora is one of the many residents of Huaycán who faces chronic 

insecurity in her ability to survive economically, taking a toll on her overall wellbeing. All 

people struggle in various forms from time to time. However, the constant threat that one might 

sink because they cannot pay their bills is a form of violence where people are exhausted by the 

perpetual need to swim against the current.  

 

The Structural Violence of Precarity 

The sense of instability and indeterminacy experienced by Nora has been described by 

Anna Tsing as “the condition of our time,” where all humans in the first decades of the 21st 

century must confront a world that is “constantly in flux, including our ability to survive” (2015, 

20). Precarity, therefore, has been understood as an “ontological condition” that holds in place a 

“biopolitics of the self and a structure of feeling and experience … [which] brings into view 

people’s feelings of vulnerability, displacement, and hopelessness” (Kasmir 2018, 2). The 

challenges many people encounter are marked by uncertainty and turbulence, or what Allison 

calls “life amid indeterminacy” (Allison 2016), as we confront seemingly insurmountable trials, 

constantly marred by conflict and distrust of humanity, or the ability to achieve common good 

(Standing 2011; 2018). In today’s world, the volatilities of economic uncertainty, labor 

insecurities, the climate crisis, a deadly pandemic, pervasive misinformation, government 

instability, and widespread distrust in our fellow humans creates a sense that the ground seems to 

constantly shift beneath our feet, leaving us in a constant state of disequilibrium, disorientation, 

and even fear.  

While the experience of neoliberalism may produce what Bourdieu has called a 

“generalized subjective insecurity” (Bourdieu 1998, 83), the violence of precarity is unevenly 

experienced within the neoliberal context. To truly understand precarity, we cannot overlook the 

structural inequalities that exacerbate the experience for people like Nora and the socias. In Perú, 

as rural migrants came into Lima in the early and mid-20th century, they also often had no other 

option but to find diverse forms of informal labor to get by (de Soto 1989). While completing 

research in Perú’s growing barriadas in the 1960s and 1970s, Susan Lobo observed,  

 

While some individuals do earn a steady income working a set number of hours 

daily, most residents make their livings through a much more complex and varied 

manipulation of cachuelas, or odd jobs, of exchanges of labor food goods, or of 

exchanges of labor for labor. Most households recognize the necessity of 

maintaining a varied and flexible repertoire of these techniques. The economic 

pattern is one based on diversity, manipulation of resources and hard work, with 

the goal of amassing capital. Arrangements for providing for income are an 

almost constant point of concern and a frequent topic of conversation. (Lobo 

1982, 46) 

 

While many of Perú’s internal migrants have been able to build a more economically 

stable life and may even have children who now work as “profesionales,” Lobo’s observations 

on precarious labor in Lima, which date back more than half a century, are still the reality for far 

too many families in communities like Huaycán. The emergence of neoliberal economics in Perú 
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may have stabilized the economy; however, it has not necessarily created a stable means for 

earning a living. Not only do more than 75% of Peruvians work in the informal sector (INEI 

2021, 17),23 even among those who find formal work, oftentimes they are contract laborers, 

facing instability in their employment situations (Jaramillo, Almonacid, and Flor 2019, 7). 

Capitalism in Perú, in both its neoliberal and pre-neoliberal forms, has done little to help the 

majority of Peruvians, especially throughout rural and poor urban areas. Neoliberalism’s 

increased economic stability in the country simply has not been enough. The chronic experience 

of precarity combined with poverty is a form of violence, with psychological and oftentimes 

physical consequences (Breman 2013).  

In 1969, the Norwegian sociologist Johan Galtung introduced the term “structural 

violence” to describe the violence that is “built into the structure and shows up as unequal power 

and consequently as unequal life chances” (1969, 171). These structures, or the “embedded… 

political and economic organization of our social world,” limit the potential for “individuals, 

groups, and societies from reaching their full potential” (Farmer et al. 2006, 1686). The violence 

is often embodied, in that the structures that perpetuate inequitable life conditions take a physical 

and psychological toll on the human body. Unlike what Galtung refers to as personal or direct 

violence, where there is a clear, identifiable culprit, in the case of structural violence, the 

violence is built into how societies are shaped, disproportionately benefiting some at the cost of 

others (Galtung 1969).  

At times, structural violence is quite visible, as has been the case of COVID-19 in Perú. 

While this violence can be seen in the nation’s statistics on COVID-19 deaths and excess death 

rates, these same statistics fail to elucidate why Perú has suffered so immensely. They do not 

offer discussion or even a window into the pre-existing inequitable structures which doomed 

Perú as COVID-19 spread across the world.  

At other times, the impact of structural violence is less visible. Throughout my fieldwork, 

I often witnessed this invisible violence come to the surface. On one of these occasions, a friend 

and psychology professor from a local university wanted to visit the comedores in Huaycán. His 

grandfather had been a founder of the community, but he had not visited Huaycán since he was a 

small child. I asked Daria, the president of the Comedor Manuelita Sáenz if he could visit for 

lunch. The moment I mentioned that he was a psychologist, she lit up, telling me, “Yes, please 

bring him!” A few days later, when he was in the comedor, the socias quickly served the lunch, 

pushing the clients out of the comedor. They then gathered around the table and the questions 

started to pour out. A couple of socias focused on their children, but the majority of the concerns 

were about themselves. Although this psychologist had not come to Huaycán with the intention 

to work, fortunately, he was more than willing to listen and offer his advice over several hours. 

As I sat back watching the interaction, I was struck but how much pain these women were 

holding inside and how little I knew about the challenges they were confronting in their everyday 

lives. As Daria once told me, “Sarita, someday I am going to tell you the story of my life, but 

you are going to cry.” 

 

Precarity and the Devastation of COVID-19 

On the evening of March 14, 2020, I had just come home from a talk on the 

domestication of native plants in Perú, when I decided to check my email. The message I had 

feared would come for the last few days was waiting for me: “Urgent – University Directive to 

 
23 According to a report by the IMF, Latin America’s regional average of informal sector employment is 54% (IMF 

2020, 18) 
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Return.” As COVID-19 was rapidly spreading across the globe, the University of Arizona was 

requiring that all domestic students, staff, and faculty abroad return to the United States. 

Devastated, I immediately purchased a ticket home, set to leave the following Tuesday.  

The next day, Sunday, March 15, 2020, as I was running around Huaycán saying my 

goodbyes, I met up with some friends to drink chicha at Qenko, Huaycán’s local chichería. 

Heavily involved in Peruvian politics, my friends had heard rumors that Martín Vizcarra, Perú’s 

then-president, would be closing the borders that night. Low and behold, as I sat in a restaurant 

that evening with Nicolás, a dear friend, Vizcarra appeared on the television. The place fell silent 

as we listened to him declare a state of emergency and nationwide lockdown to prevent the 

spread of COVID-19. The lockdown measures would start the following day and all international 

borders would be closed by midnight on March 16. My flight, scheduled for the day after, would 

not be leaving. Knowing that these would be our final hours before entering the “lockdown,” 

Nicolás and I had a beer before anxiously heading home, quite naïve about what the future was 

about to bring.  

The Peruvian government was serious about implementing the lockdown. In addition to 

the international borders being closed, all domestic flights were canceled, and interprovincial 

transportation throughout the country was prohibited. With the exception of “essential workers” 

(e.g., healthcare workers, food vendors, police), Peruvians were largely not allowed to leave their 

homes. Schools had already been closed and all other social gatherings were forbidden. One 

family member per day could shop for food and other essential goods (there was even a wildly 

failed attempt to designate who could leave the house each day by gender, resulting in violence 

against transgender individuals), with all shopping prohibited on Sundays (ANDINA 2020b; 

Fowks 2020a; AS Perú 2020; Gentile 2020; RPP 2020a).  

Police and the military were responsible for enforcing the strict lockdown measures 

(Aquino 2020a; GESTIÓN 2020b). I only spent one week in quarantine before I was evacuated. 

During this period, I was turned around by the police when attempting to walk to the market with 

a friend. At times, the enforcement of the lockdown was violent (Long 2020; Red Internacional 

2020). In Huaycán, just after a strict curfew had replaced the general lockdown in July 2020, 

more than a dozen men were rounded up by police and military personnel for breaking the 

curfew. Rather than being taken to the police station, the men were brought to an empty soccer 

field, where they were made to undress, before being brutally beaten and forced to eat dirt (24 

Horas 2020; RPP 2020c; Z. Fernández 2020).24  

Perú’s lockdown measures were largely in line with the actions of countries such as 

China, Italy, and Spain who imposed similar lockdowns as COVID-19 surges overwhelmed their 

healthcare systems (BBC 2020; Qin 2020; Resnick 2020). However, Perú was not yet facing a 

surge. The country only had 71 confirmed COVID-19 cases when Vizcarra announced the state 

of emergency (El Comercio 2020; Nugent 2020). In taking early action, the goal was to avoid 

overwhelming Perú’s dismal healthcare system (ANDINA 2020a; S. Gozzer 2020). Healthcare 

in Perú is fragmented, with coverage split between multiple government agencies and private 

health insurers, a frequent lack of coordination between the central and regional governments, 

and regional incongruities in management and quality of care (Gianella et al. 2020; Kanavos et 

al. 2019; Neyra-León et al. 2021; OECD 2017). This fragmentation has led to inefficiencies, 

inequalities in care provisioning, and a “disorderly information infrastructure” (OECD 2017, 15). 

These deficiencies in Perú’s healthcare system had deadly consequences once the pandemic 

 
24 While the military announced that they would be investigating the incident (Comunicado Oficial N⁰ 026/EP), I 

have not been able to find any follow-up on information. 
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started, as a lack of coordination within the healthcare system hindered the ability to share 

equipment and provide adequate care (Costabel 2020).  

According to World Bank data, in 2018, Perú spent only 5.2% of its GDP expenditure on 

healthcare, which was well below the 8% average for Latin America and the Caribbean (The 

World Bank 2022b).25 In January of 2020, Perú’s Ministry of Health (MINSA: Ministerio de 

Salud) published a report that found that 77.8% of primary care centers, 51% of hospitals, 60% 

of specialized institutions, and 95% of laboratories lacked the capacity to provide healthcare 

services, meaning that they had precarious infrastructure and obsolete, inoperative, or 

insufficient equipment (numbers do not include private healthcare facilities) (ComexPerú 2020; 

GESTIÓN 2020d). By 2021, a year into the pandemic, these numbers had risen to 97.1% of 

primary care centers, 95.5% of hospitals, 76.9% of specialized institutions, and 95% of 

laboratories (ComexPerú 2021; GESTIÓN 2020d; 2020a; MINSA 2021). Similarly, a study by 

Gozzer et al. found that Perú had a “low preparation in biosecurity, laboratory systems, 

epidemiological workforce, [and] emergency response operations” (2020, 371). 

Throughout the pandemic, healthcare provisioners have faced severe shortages in 

personal protective equipment (Chafloque-Vásquez et al. 2020; Herrera‐Añazco et al. 2021), 

contributing to the death of too many healthcare workers (Neyra-León et al. 2021). Perhaps most 

shockingly, in March of 2020, Perú had only 100 functioning ventilators available for a 

population of 32 million (GESTIÓN 2020c; RPP 2020b). To make matters worse, a devastating 

number of Peruvians died from COVID-19 simply because healthcare centers lacked medical 

oxygen generators (Fraser 2016; Herrera‐Añazco et al. 2021; M. Muñoz 2021). Across the 

country, communities like Huaycán were forced to raise funds on their own to build oxygen 

plants, with little or no support from the government (Ochoa 2020; Renkert 2021). In the end, 

Huaycán successfully raised over $250,000 to build the plant, an impressive feat of collective 

action, that nonetheless, should not have fallen onto the shoulders of a poor community. Today, 

they distribute free oxygen to community members who are in need.  

Vizcarra knew that COVID-19 was potentially going to devastate the country and he was 

not alone. During my last days of fieldwork in the comedores in 2020, nearly all of our 

discussions turned to COVID-19. Over nervous lunchtime conversations, we talked about why 

COVID-19 would be a disaster for the community. We were concerned about the crowded 

markets and buses, multigenerational households, the high levels of diabetes and obesity, and the 

fact that Huaycán’s hospital was inadequate even during normal times. The socias, many of 

whom are in their 50s, 60s, and even 70s and have underlying health conditions, were 

particularly concerned, as we gradually learned who COVID-19 was impacting the most. In an 

essay I wrote in April 2020, shortly before COVID-19 began overwhelming Huaycán, I wrote 

that,  

 

[I was] genuinely fearful about what would happen to Huaycán if COVID-19 

began to spread across the neighborhood. Huaycán has around 250,000 residents. 

The majority of households in Huaycán work in the informal sector, receiving few 

benefits or protections from the state. Poverty is widespread and many homes lack 

 
25 Available data from the World Bank’s “DataBank,” shows that in 2000 and between 2011 – 2018, Perú 

consistently ranked as spending either the least or the second least percent of their GPD expenditure on healthcare in 

South America. In 2018, the only country which ranked below Perú was Venezuela, at 3.6%, amidst a dire economic 

crisis impacting the country. However, in 2000, the first year that data is available in the World Bank’s “Data 

Bank,” Perú spent 4.6% of its annual GDP expenditure on GDP, while Venezuela spent 7.3%.  
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basic services, including running water and electricity. Healthcare is a non-

existent reality for many and local residents often “joke” that you only go to 

Huaycán’s hospital to die. Huaycán is undoubtedly not prepared for a viral 

outbreak. (Renkert 2020) 

 

Unfortunately, our concerns proved to be devastatingly accurate. Despite the government’s 

lockdown measures, COVID-19 would go on to ravage Perú. 

Perhaps, without the lockdown, Perú’s COVID situation would have been even worse. 

While Perú’s grossly inadequate healthcare system would fail the country once the virus began to 

spread rapidly, it was Perú’s inequitable socioeconomic structure that was at the heart of the 

lockdown’s failures. As Peruvians were forced to stay home, they lost their income and 

livelihoods, and many simply did not have enough savings to weather what became almost four 

months of lockdown. Despite the strict enforcement of the lockdown, many Peruvians took to the 

streets desperate to work however they could (ANDINA 2022; La República 2020; Magaly ATV 

2020). On social media, videos of informal vendors in Huaycán being forcibly removed by the 

police and Municipal authorities became all too common.   

Food insecurity, in particular, increasingly became a problem throughout the lockdown 

(Associated Press 2020; Briceño y Rodrigo 2020; Fowks 2020b; Menéndez 2020). I was only in 

Perú for the first week of the lockdown and I knew neighbors who were beginning to confront 

increasing food insecurity. After returning to the United States, I started to carefully follow 

social media sites from Huaycán, which share local news and announcements. It did not take 

long for desperate pleas for food to start pouring in. At first, these posts were looking for 

individual food donations, usually for older adults and single mothers. Over time, the posts 

began to demonstrate community solidarity. Single mothers were asked to hang a white flag 

from their windows, to indicate where groceries should be dropped off. Neighbors requested 

food donations to form ollas comunes (“communal pots”), so that they could collectively cook 

meals together. Eventually, people started making direct appeals to the government, asking both 

the Municipal Mayor and the president of Perú for help. In one video, a mother, while holding 

her infant, tears up as she pleads, “Mr. President please help support us … we just need your 

help to feed our children.” For thousands of migrants in Lima, the situation became so dire that 

they opted to walk hundreds of miles back to their hometowns in the Andes and Amazon, rather 

than starve to death in the capital city (Chávez Yacila and Turkewitz 2020; Collyns 2020). In 

route, the police attempted to violently stop many of them, even pepper spraying them amidst a 

pandemic caused by a respiratory disease (Collyns 2020).  

During the lockdown, the Peruvian government made available a small amount of emer-

gency funding for some qualifying families (“bonos”) and allowed individuals to access a 

portion of their pension savings (Dinegro Martínez 2020). However, to access these funds, 

individuals had to go to banks, where they had to wait in long lines. It is believed that banks 

became a central setting for spreading the virus (Bojórquez Giraldo 2020; Pighi Bel 2020; Taylor 

2021). The government also distributed a limited supply of commodity foods (“canastas”) to 

select families. However, the quantity of food was often inadequate and created divisions 

between neighbors, as there was not always clarity on why some received, and others did not 

receive a canasta. For example, Hermelinda, a socia from the Comedor Clorinda Matto, located 

in an association above one of Huaycán’s highest zones, told me the Municipality only allocated 

twenty canastas to their entire association on a single occasion. This left more than half of the 

families with no food aid from the government. Within a month, the situation became so 
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desperate, that the comedor’s socias opted to clandestinely begin operating again, to help support 

their families and neighbors.  

Overall, the aid distributed by the Peruvian government was often not enough to get 

many Peruvians through the extended lockdown. As one resident of Gloria Grande, a community 

near Huaycán explained, “they indicated that the s/380 bono was for one month, but the 

lockdown lasted more than 3 and a half months. It has not been enough.” Similarly, a resident of 

Huaycán said during the lockdown,  

 

Thanks to the two bonos I received from the government, I could feed my family. 

Not like we did before [the pandemic], but at least there was something to eat. 

Nonetheless, it’s unfortunate that now, we are not going to receive another bono. 

The savings we have are running out. I have to divide food into small portions to 

ensure that my family eats.  

 

Although the comedores were not operating (officially), the socias continued to receive 

víveres, which was a huge help for them and their families. Nonetheless, these víveres did not 

help the many families that were newly confronting food insecurity due to their loss of income 

during the lockdown. Frustration about the closure of the comedores was shared by many. As 

one long-time resident of Huaycán explained to me,  

 

With this difficult pandemic we’ve all had to live through, I believe that the 

comedores populares should have been reactivated. They would have been a great 

alternative, right? So many families have been left totally vulnerable. The 

comedor popular would have been a grand alternative on the part of the 

government.  

 

 This sentiment was echoed by a resident of Horacio, the community adjacent to Huaycán, 

who was frustrated that the government’s emergency funding (bono) and commodity foods 

(víveres) were not being made available to many Peruvians. Given this lack of equity, they 

believed that the comedores would distribute better. In their words,  

 

The bono doesn’t reach everyone, víveres either, so I prefer the comedores. The 

government should distribute to each comedor and then el pueblo (the community) will 

be in charge of cooking. That way, many families will be able to eat and not die of 

hunger from so much poverty in Perú.  

 

In an interview with Relinda Sosa in July 2021, the president of the Confederación 

Nacional de Mujeres Organizadas por la Vida y el Desarrollo Integral (CONAMOVIDI: National 

Confederation of Women Organized for Life and Integral Development), which represents 

Comedores Autogestionarios at a national level, talked about the challenges Comedores 

Autogestionarios faced during the pandemic. Notably, she explained that their comedores wanted 

to distribute additional food to families who did not usually come to the comedor; however, this 

proved to be difficult. They were limited by the quantity of víveres they received from the 

Municipalities and could not add new socias to the “padrones,” which are the Municipalities’ 
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lists of registered recipients (Sosa and Ramos 2021).26 In theory, comedores that receive state 

funding could not distribute food to recipients who were not “empadronados” (registered).  

One way or another, no amount of aid was going to rectify the underlying structural 

inequalities driving the precarity confronting too many Peruvian households during the 

lockdown. The pandemic made clear just how many Peruvians were simply getting by, day by 

day. They may have had enough income to normally eat well, but when confronted with an 

extended loss of income, this stability fell apart. Jaime Mirando, the director of the Center of 

Excellence in chronic diseases at Cayetano Heredia University (Lima, Perú) summed up this 

reality in an interview with Foreign Policy,  

 

We are told that Peru is growing, that Peru is advancing, and that we have had 

years of stability, but the pandemic has come and has exposed, quickly and 

abruptly, how precarious and vulnerable and how weak the social fabric of the 

country is (Costabel 2020) 

 

Ultimately, the violence of COVID-19 in Perú did not start with the pandemic, but with 

the legacy of structural violence that forced people in Huaycán and across Perú to constantly 

navigate the “historically-engrained large-scale political economic factors that wreak havoc” on 

their bodies and lives (Bourgois 2007, 1). The conditions which have driven Perú’s high 

mortality rate from COVID-19 long preceded the global spread of this deadly virus. However, 

the violence of poverty and precarity that I observed before the pandemic was so seemingly 

ordinary that it can be difficult to identify how our world’s embedded political economic global 

structures were both creating suffering while also laying the groundwork for the disaster that 

would hit Perú in 2020. As Scheper-Hughes and Philippe Bourgois point out, “violence can 

never be understood solely in terms of physicality … Violence also includes assault on the 

personhood, dignity, sense of worth or value of the victim” (2004, 1). 

 

Intersectional Precarity  

While much of my observations and discussion focus on neoliberal economics as a root 

cause of precarity, it is critical to note that this experience of precarity is intersectional (Boesten 

2012; Crenshaw 1989; Cox Hall, Alcalde, and Babb 2022; Misra 2021). As Boesten argues, in 

Perú, the “parameters of hierarchy—race, class, and gender—intersect, especially in the lives of 

poor women” (Boesten 2012, 4). Nearly all participating socias come from a situation of extreme 

poverty and migrated to Lima in search of economic and political stability. The majority are 

migrants from the Andes, the Amazon, and Perú’s northern and coastal regions. They are also 

women in a patriarchal society, where women are disproportionately responsible for domestic 

carework, underpaid in the labor sector, and suffer from ongoing forms of violence, including 

from the Peruvian government, which often fails to adequately protect women from intimate 

partner violence (Boesten 2012; García-Moreno et al. 2005; J. Mujica 2011; A. M. Scott 1990).  

For the socias, these intersecting inequalities exacerbate their experience of precarity and 

the ongoing impact of structural injustices. While the harm of these overlapping injustices may 

not always be visible, it is always present. The structures which shape opportunity, or the lack 

thereof, in Perú both increase the need for the comedores, while also highlighting how the 

comedores are an inadequate solution to challenging the broader structures of power which 

 
26 The full interview can be watched here: 

https://www.facebook.com/reddemujerespoliticas/videos/2941773422730725 

https://www.facebook.com/reddemujerespoliticas/videos/2941773422730725
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reproduce Perú’s inequalities. As Sacks argues, we need to “comprehend class, race, and gender 

oppression as parts of a unitary system, as opposed to analyses that envision capitalism [, racism] 

and patriarchy as separate systems” (1989, 545). While the economic security confronted by the 

socias will remain the primary focus of this dissertation, in this section I am going to briefly 

review how questions of gender and race exacerbate the experience of precarity in Huaycán.  

 

Gender and Precarity 

Moser has proposed that many women living in poverty in Latin America experience a 

“triple bind” (C. Moser 1989). This includes “reproductive work,” (e.g., the childbearing and 

rearing responsibilities), “productive work” (e.g., income or resource earners), and “community 

managing work” (e.g., community organizing and participation) (C. Moser 1989, 1801). The 

comedor is a space in which all of these responsibilities can be simultaneously experienced. 

Socias perform reproductive work by preparing or acquiring food for their families. When socias 

cook, they engage in productive work, by helping the family save money on food. Finally, the 

comedor is at its core, community managing work, as socias provide food aid in service of their 

community, while also participating in a variety of comedor meetings, with their kitchen, the 

broader association, the Municipality, etc.  

 As Jenkins argues, this combination of the triple bind, or what she calls the “triple 

burden,” has resulted in “longer and harder working days for many women in the developing 

world” (2009, 17), as they are expected to care for their families both financially and 

domestically, while also helping maintain and support their communities. Additionally, because 

socias dedicate much of their time to labor that is often not renumerated adequately or at all, they 

often do not have independent access to financial capital. For example, Alicia’s husband worked 

as a profesional, and was responsible for providing for the family economically. Meanwhile, 

Alicia was responsible for caring for their house and children, in addition to cooking in the 

comedor as a way of saving money. However, Alicia’s husband made all of the decisions on how 

his (not their) money was spent (although Peruvian law did obligate him to send child support 

for a son he had out of wedlock), allocating to Alicia what he thought was necessary for 

managing the household expenses and nothing else. Her husband’s support was simply not 

enough. Starting to feel desperate, Alicia began contemplating the possibility of going to Spain 

to work with an aunt, but she was torn. On the one hand, she knew that the money she sent from 

Spain could help pay for her children’s needs and eventually send them to college. However, she 

also knew that if she left, she would be leaving her children under the care of her husband, who 

abused Alicia both emotionally and physically (Alicia had her oldest child when she was 16, 

with her husband who is 20 years her senior). One way or the other, she explained, “the future of 

my children terrorizes me.” 

Overall, gender inequalities in Peruvian homes, workplaces, and communities remain a 

pervasive reality. A World Bank report, published in 2018, found that when compared to men, 

Peruvian women have less access to quality job opportunities, receive lower wages, are 

overrepresented in the informal sector, are underrepresented in politics, and are responsible for 

most unpaid caring labor (2018). This situation is exacerbated by economic disparities between 

men and women, as women have less independent access to financial capital and less political 

representation to help legally change the country’s gender dynamics. Socias like Alicia are 

constantly navigating these stressors, as they try to care for their families and neighbors while 

being in a society that limits the opportunities that are available to them.  
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Meanwhile, the Peruvian government has perpetrated violence against women, while also 

failing to protect women from violence. Perú’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission found that 

the main perpetrator of sexual violence against women (both Andean women and Shining Path 

militants) was the Peruvian military (Boesten 2012; Comisión de la Verdad y Reconciliación 

2003). In the 1990s, Fujimori did take “pro-women” actions, establishing a ministry for women’s 

affairs, improving reproductive healthcare, expanding food aid programs (e.g., the comedores), 

and implementing policies against violence (Boesten 2010; 2012). However, Fujimori’s “family 

planning” program was also responsible for the forced sterilization of more than 270,000 

primarily Indigenous women (Boesten 2010; 2012; Rousseau 2007).  

While there has been progress, Peruvian laws continue to inadequately protect women 

from violence (especially sexual violence), while protection programs, such as shelters, are 

underfunded (Boesten 2012). In one disturbing recent example of the widespread impunity 

within Perú’s legal system, in 2020, a Peruvian judge threw out a rape case against a 22-year-old 

man because the plaintiff, a 20-year-old woman who was raped after she passed out from 

drinking, had been wearing “red lacy underwear” on the night of the party. The judge argued that 

the underwear indicated that “she was not as ‘shy and reserved’ as she claimed to be, but that she 

was ‘prepared or willing’ to have sexual relations” (Merali 2021). While the event sparked 

protests across the country, with marching women wearing red underwear around their legs, real 

change does not appear to be on the horizon.   

 As is common around the world, many households in Perú continue to be dominated by 

patriarchal relationships, or the “systematic subordination of women by men, both structurally as 

well as ideologically” (Boesten 2010, 364; Hunnicutt 2009). Overall, intimate partner violence is 

far too widespread throughout Perú. According to Perú’s Encuesta Demográfica y de Salud 

Familiar (Demographic and Family Health Survey), in 2019, 57.7% of women in Perú reported 

being abused physically, psychologically, or sexually by their husband or intimate partner. This 

is a significant decrease from 2014 when the number was at 72.4% or 2009 at 76.9%, but, 

nonetheless, remains too high. In Lima in 2019, 52.19% of surveyed women indicated that they 

had been psychologically or verbally abused, 27.62% of women had been physically abused, and 

6.74% of women had been sexually abused (INEI 2019a). While the INEI has not yet published 

statistics for 2020 or 2021, it was announced by Silvia Loli, the former head of the Ministerio de 

la Mujer y Poblaciones Vulnerables (Ministry of Women and Vulnerable Populations), that in 

2020, there was a 130% increase in police reports filed related to family and gender violence 

amidst Perú’s extended COVID-19 lockdown (La República 2021a). 

 Women also face pressure to conform to a “self-sacrificing” femininity, where their 

perceived superior sense of morality makes them ideal subjects of sacrifice for the wellbeing of 

their families and neighbors (Boesten 2012; Jenkins 2009, 28). A part of this caretaking role may 

also require women to meet the aesthetic and sexual needs of their partner. The social pressures 

confronting the socias and women across Perú (and the world) were made almost shockingly 

visible to me when I was invited to a celebration for International Women’s Day in March 2020, 

hosted by the Municipality Ate for the comedor socias. The event’s theme was “women’s 

empowerment,” and featured motivational speakers, entertainers, and dinner for socias across 

Huaycán.27  

 
27 The Mayor of Ate was supposed to be present, but like several other comedor events I attended, he bailed out at 

the last minute. On this particular night, one of the comedor socias jokingly (but possibly with a grain of truth) said 

that he was “scared of the women.”  
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I would guess that at least 100 socias gathered in the space behind Huaycán’s Municipal 

building, where a stage had been set up. The first speakers of the night were two life coaches, 

Lourdes who is from Mexico, and Pablo, who is from Huaycán. I was immediately concerned 

when I saw Pablo take the stage. Months earlier, I had heard him speak at an event on 

community organizing in Huaycán and was quite surprised that he had been invited to speak 

specifically in the name of women’s empowerment. At the previous event, he announced to the 

room that feminism was a European issue, not a Peruvian one. According to Pablo, one of Perú’s 

greatest mistakes was displacing women from their important role in the household, as this had 

directly led to greater delinquency among youth. By seeking employment to help financially 

support their families (made necessary by “feminism”), mothers were allowing their children to 

become delinquents.    

Unfortunately, it turns out that Lourdes was arguably worse than Pablo. Lourdes, who 

was slim, fair-skinned, and wearing a pantsuit, started her talk by walking up to Pablo and with a 

smile on her face, announcing to the crowd, “Women make men look good.” She then started her 

“empowerment” speech, by saying that a woman needs to make an effort to look good when 

accompanying her man. She should be “guapa” (attractive). Lourdes informed us that if she 

looks good, a man will want to show her off. However, if she looks bad, he will look for other 

women. She then went on to tell the socias that they should not complain when their husbands 

come home grouchy. Rather, Lourdes explains, she should have “cuchi cuchi” (sex) with him. In 

talking specifically about “empowerment,” she reminded the socias that empowerment is an 

entirely internal process. According to Lourdes, women simply have to make the decision to be 

empowered. Most importantly, they should never blame their husbands, and even less the 

government, for their problems. These are lessons that the socias should convey to her daughters, 

while also ensuring that their daughters know how to cook and clean (no mention of sons).   

On this occasion, Pablo seemed tame compared to Lourdes. In a similar vein, he started 

by talking about how women need to find it within themselves to be empowered. He then 

mentioned that they cannot do empowerment workshops with men. According to Pablo, if a man 

goes to a workshop, he will be distracted and forget everything he learned once he gets home. 

However, if a woman goes to a workshop, she can force her husband to listen to her takeaways 

by threatening to withhold sex. While this last part was meant to be funny, it nonetheless reflects 

a general acceptance of the burdens women often inequitably carry (plus, the idea that a husband 

will only behave when threatened).    

My reflective fieldnotes written as soon as I came home from this event were “colorful” 

to say the least. I probably should not have been as surprised as I was at how explicitly sexist and 

neoliberal this “life coaching” was, but I still could not believe that this was an event hosted by 

the Municipality of Ate for comedor socias to celebrate International Women’s Day. However, 

this is the violent and demeaning rhetoric that women (particularly poor Indigenous women) 

across Perú are explicitly bombarded with on a daily basis, while gender inequalities and roles 

within the household continue to be not only normalized but publicly reinforced.  

In general, women in Perú face varying forms of structural violence, including greater 

economic precarity, multiple overlapping forms of abuse, and a need to constantly navigate a 

patriarchal hegemony, where traditional gender norms and aesthetics are consistently reinforced. 

Of course, women across Perú are not unilaterally complicit in accepting these inequalities. Perú 

has long had a strong feminist movement that has won real changes for Peruvian women (Barrig 

1994; Moyano and Tupac 2000; R. A. Mujica and Meza 2009). Nonetheless, the injustices of 

these structures, especially for poor women in communities like Huaycán, exacerbate the 
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experience of precarity as women seek to maintain their homes and families while living in a 

society that does not equally value their humanity.   

 

Race and Precarity 

Across Latin America, racial categories often exist on an unstable spectrum, where 

phenotype is enmeshed with the body’s cultural and material surroundings (Orlove 1998; 

Weismantel 2001). As Weismantel explains, “Race is indeed socially fabricated—and the 

construction site is the zone of interaction between our skin, flesh, and bones, and the world 

around us” (2001, 188). Similarly, Orlove contends that the racial differences constructed 

between Indigenous peoples and Mestizos are both “profound and enduring,” while 

simultaneously being “fluid and situational” (1998). In reflecting on the Puno region of Andean 

Perú, Orlove explains that racial difference cannot be marked off as “two separate categories, but 

rather establishes a continuum both of whose poles cannot be reached” (1998, 220). 

This instability emerges from the fact that race is not limited to the body or the color of 

one’s skin, but also one’s relationship to material objects, geographic location, and language and 

accent, among other features that signify a racial categorization (Colloredo-Mansfeld 1998; 

Jacobs 2009; Orlove 1998; Weismantel 2001). While racial categories may not be fixed, since 

the colonial era, race as a marker of difference has been and remains a productive tool of 

domination for naturalizing division and hierarchy in Perú (Quijano 2000). Among other racial 

and ethnic groups in Perú, those who are of Andean descent face added barriers as they navigate 

a society that continues to privilege Whiteness and European descent (Babb 2022).  

In the comedores where I worked, I never heard the socias express shame for being from 

“provincia” (Perú beyond Lima) or a barriada. Nonetheless, Perú’s history and ongoing legacy of 

prejudice and racism in many ways exacerbate the precarity of socias, as they encounter a society 

that at times denies them their full humanity. These prejudicial and racial hierarchies are 

recognized and sometimes internalized. Isabel, for example, moved to Huaycán in the 1980s, 

shortly after it was founded. She is originally from the province of Cajamarca, where people 

have a reputation for having whiter skin and lighter eyes. As Isabel describes,  

 

The people in Cajarmaca are mostly White. But in my town, there is a lot of 

mixtures. There are little towns where the people are completely beautiful. There 

is a town … three hours from [mine] … you go and it’s like you’re in Europe. 

Gringas, with green eyes, even though they are campesinas (farmers), they are 

beautiful women. … And I say, I must be a mixture, of some Black slave … my 

grandfather, my grandmothers, my great-great-grandmother, I don’t know, must 

have been an Indian. Because I’m not White, I’m not Black. I am the fusion of 

slavery, with the Peruvian people, the people of my town. Well, I say, it makes 

me happy, it makes me happy.  

 

Here, Isabel expresses explicitly (yet uncritically) how beauty is constructed in Perú. The women 

of Cajamarca are beautiful because they are White, they are gringas, they have green eyes, it’s 

like they are from Europe. They might be campesinas, but the color of their skin gives them 

social capital that elevates them above the “cholas” and “indias.” Her words are emblematic of 

what Pierre Bourdieu called symbolic violence, where the oppressed internalize and accept as 

normal structures of violence, unwittingly upholding the social construction of difference and 

hierarchy (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992). As Seth Holmes describes it, “Symbolic violence is 
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the naturalization, including internalization, of social asymmetries” (2013, 157). Here, symbolic 

violence emerges within a context of structural violence, where Isabel is forced to precariously 

navigate a world that devalues her based on the ways she looks.  

Isabel’s precarity as a non-White person is one that she has internalized as inevitable. Of 

course, she is defiant in her decision to embrace her “fusion” as someone who is likely a 

descendant of African, Indigenous, and European ancestry. This is a reality that makes her 

“happy.” Nonetheless, Isabel does not challenge how Whiteness is upheld as being superior. 

Rather, she recognizes it, accepts it, and in some ways, agrees with it, at least aesthetically. Now, 

I should add that I have known Isabel for more than a decade and know that she is not someone 

who actively sees herself as inherently inferior to anyone else. Holmes contends that “symbolic 

violence acts within the process of perception, hidden from the conscious mind” (2013, 157). 

Like many across Huaycán, Isabel may see Whiteness as beautiful, an idea that she has 

unconsciously internalized. Nonetheless, she does not see White people as necessarily being 

better than her.  

Isabel has also confronted very direct forms of racial violence throughout her lifetime. 

For example, when she decided to marry her husband, his family adamantly opposed the union. 

As she describes it,  

 

My husband’s family, they are gente (upper-class), people of Spanish descent, 

they are very White people. And I was a chola, so they marginalized me. [They 

asked their son], “How are you going to go with that chola? She is poor, she is 

nothing. Be with someone who has [means], who is of your race.” They were very 

racist.  

 

Through these two examples, we see how symbolic violence and structural violence can come 

together to exacerbate Isabel’s experience of precarity. She is navigating a world in which, to 

some degree, she has internalized hierarchies of bodily difference, where Whiteness is more 

beautiful. Meanwhile, the structural violence embedded in a racist society takes a toll on people 

like Isabel, who must suffer the harsh words and treatment of not only her in-laws but a racial 

social structure, which treats her as less than.  

Questions of race and discrimination did not often come up in the comedores. Far more 

common were conversations about socias’ hometowns and traditions or their life stories. Many 

socias would travel home for a festival, where they would change into their traditional clothing 

and dance for two or three days at a time. Nonetheless, the experiences of Isabel (who was a 

long-time participant of Vaso de Leche and briefly a comedor socia in the 1990s) and Nora, the 

socia who was seeking work as a nanny, make visible the racialized social hierarchies that 

continue to exist in Lima. For example, Nora in her search for a position as a nanny was going 

into the homes of White Limeños or foreigners, who were able to afford a nanny. On one 

occasion, she interviewed for a position with a wealthy Limeño family, who already had a nanny 

for the oldest children and a live-in cook. They were looking for a separate nanny for their 

newborn baby. According to Nora, the only caretaking the mother was willing to do for the baby 

was “give her milk.”  

While we were all laughing as Nora described the outrageous wealth of this family to us, 

I kept having flashbacks to the Limeño family with whom I lived in an upper-middle-class 

neighborhood along Lima’s coast while studying abroad in 2008. They had a live-in nanny and a 

live-in cook/domestic servant, who lived in a small home behind the main house. Both the nanny 
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and the cook were originally from the Andes. Although I was an outsider, visiting Perú for the 

first time, it was immediately clear to me that it was Indigenous women who were responsible 

for serving the non-Indigenous “patrona,” the family, and the White foreigner, a pattern that 

emerged during the colonial period and remains common in Lima today (Kuznesof 1989; L. M. 

Pérez 2021). Women of color have been put into positions where they must serve the needs of 

“Whiter” women and “Whiter” families (van Nederveen Meerkerk 2015). Even when these 

domestic workers are supposedly treated as if they are part of “the family,” the power hierarchies 

never dissipate, as one party controls the livelihood of the other (Bunster and Chaney 1988).  

In all the time I spent in the comedores race was only explicitly discussed once. While 

eating lunch in the Comedor Heroínas Toledo one afternoon, Alicia announced to the table that 

she was “racist.” She said that she knew it was bad, but that she could never date a “Trigueño” or 

“Moreno” (Brown or Black man). She just did not like them. The room fell silent. With the sole 

exceptions of Alicia, who described herself as having “piel clara” (clear or white skin) and me, 

every other woman in the kitchen was “Trigueña” or “Morena.” Of the socias present, no one 

immediately challenged her, but the thick silence still spoke volumes. Seemingly noticing her 

mistake, Alicia tried to clarify, saying she would not stop her children from dating someone of 

color, she simply was not attracted to them.  

A couple of months later, while I was interviewing Alicia, she brought up the 

conversation. She started talking about how growing up, her grandmother would always talk 

about how much she despised the “Indios” and the “Negros.” She remembers challenging her 

grandma, telling her, “but grandma, maybe you are White, but you have grandchildren who are 

Trigueño.” In reflecting on her past, she recognized that she had come to hold and reproduce the 

same racist ideas she was once able to challenge when she was young, yet had come to 

internalize as an adult. She said that during our conversation, she had “realized this about myself, 

and you know, the truth sets you free.” Alicia had long ago been exposed to racialized prejudice. 

While at one point, she might have been willing to challenge them, as someone who identifies as 

“Clara,” like Isabel, she had internalized Perú’s racial hierarchies and saw herself as superior 

based on her own skin color.   

While, of course, it is meaningful that Alicia was able to reflect upon her own racist 

attitudes, her words in the comedor were indicative of the violence suffered by Indigenous, Afro-

Peruvian, Asian-Peruvian, and other people of color across Perú. Throughout Huaycán, people, 

like Isabel, at times accept as normal racial distinctions but are nonetheless conscious of the 

reality that they are looked down upon by outsiders. Their poverty and Indigeneity within a racial 

social structure create a context in which they are reduced to being uneducated, uncultured, and 

even dirty (Orlove 1998). These stigmas, which at times are internalized, are a burden that 

people carry in combination with their economic precarity, as they navigate an inequitable world 

and a global capitalist system that reaps benefits from their suffering.  

 

Against Precarity: The Structural Critique of Food Aid 

 According to the World Bank, Perú is an “upper middle income country,” meaning that it 

has a “GNI” (Gross National Income) between $4,046 and $12,535 per capita. In 2020, Perú’s 

GNI was $6,030 per capita (The World Bank 2022a; 2022b). If you were to tell most people in 

Huaycán that their country was classified as an “upper middle income country” they would either 

laugh at the absurdity or roll their eyes in frustration. Oversimplified classifications serve their 

purpose, but they fail to account for the lived reality of everyday struggles. For example, 

according to Perú’s Instituto de Economía y Desarrollo Empresarial (IEDEP: Institute of 
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Economics and Business Development), Perú’s “middle class” is considered individuals that earn 

between $10 (≈s/39) and $50 (≈s/194) U.S. dollars a day. In 2019, the IEDEP estimated that 

43.6% of Peruvians belonged to the middle class (14.2 million people). However, in 2020, 

amidst the COVID-19 pandemic, this number dropped to 24% (GESTIÓN 2021b; La Cámara 

2021).  

To be “middle class” or from an “upper middle income” country suggests comfort and 

stability, yet there were roughly 7.9 million “middle class” Peruvians, who fell back into poverty 

amidst the crisis. The Inter-American Development Bank has used terms such as the “vulnerable 

middle class” to describe those “middle-class” individuals who are at higher risk of slipping into 

poverty. However, if one’s middle-class position can so easily be destabilized, it seems that a 

middle-class designation is hardly appropriate. There is nothing “middle class” or “upper middle 

income” about this form of life. In the case of comedor socias many lead precarious lives, as they 

struggle not only with the precarity of the Peruvian labor force, but also must confront a lack of 

economic independence, racial discrimination, the violence of patriarchy, and pervasive 

insecurity.  

While the Peruvian government has many social programs meant to bring Perú’s poor 

into the economic system, food aid programs have become a normalized approach to addressing 

the nation’s food and nutritional insecurities. According to the United Nations, in Perú, the 

prevalence of severe or moderate food insecurity in the total population rose from 37.2% from 

2014 – 2016 to 47.8% from 2018 – 2020, a more than 10% increase (FAO et al. 2021). 

According to the FAO (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations), “people 

experiencing moderate food insecurity have reduced the quality and/or quantity of their food 

and are uncertain about their ability to obtain food due to lack of money or other resources.” 

Meanwhile, “people experiencing severe food insecurity have run out of food and, at the most 

extreme, have gone days without eating” (FAO 2021). This means that between 2018 and 2020 

nearly half of Perú’s population at a minimum faced barriers in acquiring the quality and 

quantity of food they needed. In this same period, 19.2% of these individuals faced severe food 

insecurity, where at times they did not have food at all.   

Given this reality, Perú has several government food aid programs in place to address the 

nation’s food insecurity. For example, MIDIS (Ministry of Development and Social Inclusion) 

oversees the comedores populares; the Programa Nacional de Alimentación Escolar Qali Warma 

(PNAE - QALI WARMA: National School Feeding Program – Healthy Child), which provides 

nutritious, free food to school-age children in public schools (MIDIS 2022); and the Programa de 

Alimentación y Nutrición para el Paciente con Tuberculosis y Familia (PANTBC: Food and 

Nutrition Program for Patients with Tuberculosis and Family), which provides nutritious foods to 

tuberculosis patients and their families. The Ministerio de Economía y Finanzas (MEF: Ministry 

of the Economy and Finance) is responsible for Vaso de Leche (Glass of Milk), which provides 

supplementary breakfast foods to children ages 0-13, pregnant women, older adults, and 

tuberculosis patients from low-income households (like the comedores, the Provincial and 

Municipal governments are responsible for the management of and distribution to these 

programs) (Ministerio de Economía y Finanzas 2022).  

While each of these food aid programs are critical for addressing both short-term and 

chronic food insecurity and malnutrition, this chapter’s discussion on precarity has highlighted 

the reality that without addressing the underlying causes of poverty, economic vulnerability, and 

other embedded inequalities, there is little hope for long-term change. Food aid programs are 

oftentimes a necessary lifeline for people who are food insecure. However, they are also a 
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marker of a socioeconomic system that allows poverty to exist in the first place (Carney 2015; 

Delgado 1991; Garst and Barry 1990; Maxwell 1995; Poppendieck 1998). As Fisher argues, 

“Individuals do not lack food in isolation from other causes or conditions. Instead, hunger exists 

because individuals do not have the resources to acquire sufficient food” (Fisher 2017, 20). Food 

aid is a survival tool, critical for maintaining life, but which fails to change and may even 

perpetuate the circumstances that produce and sustain inequality.  

When governments and institutions treat food aid as a solution to hunger, rather than a 

form of temporary relief, they are passively allowing existing unjust systems to continue (Riches 

2018). Many food-insecure people will continue to lack the “resources to acquire sufficient food” 

until the system fundamentally changes. While this dissertation is going to introduce multiple 

food aid critiques that emerged throughout the course of my research, this perspective, that food 

aid is a band-aid rather a solution, is representative of what I am calling the Structural Critique of 

Food Aid, a view most commonly held by individuals I met who associate with Perú’s political 

Left. It is also a view that is shared by many critical food studies scholars, who have studied the 

multitude of ways that food aid fails to address the underlying causes of poverty and food 

insecurity (Carney 2015; Fisher 2017; Poppendieck 1998; Riches 2018).  

As I started my fieldwork, nearly all of the comedor critiques I heard focused on the 

socias being lazy, irresponsible, unworthy, and even corrupt. This was until I met Jack. Jack is a 

founder of Huaycán and a long-time community leader, activist, and intellectual, who has also 

long been involved in leftist political movements. I met Jack when I presented my research 

proposal to Huaycán’s Central Executive Council (CEC). He had stopped by to talk with the 

then-President of the CEC and took an interest in my research. When I interviewed him a few 

weeks later, he reflected on the expansion of state-sponsored comedores in the 1990s. In his 

words,  

 

The comedores and Vasos de Leche were never about a politics of food security. 

… They were just an escape valve of pressure to keep the people where they 

were, so that they didn’t explode … [With aid] the people no longer demanded a 

salary increase, or labor security, because they had a comedor, they had Vaso de 

Leche, well, food was guaranteed. … On top of that, [Fujimori] gave them water 

services, built a school, built a doctor’s office, right? There was a “paradise.” So, 

why think about revolution anymore? Why think about a change of system, if this 

works? The [people] say, “the other governments never gave me anything, [but] 

this was one does. El Chinito28 does.” 

 

In referring to the comedores as an escape valve, Jack is acknowledging that the 

comedores and the Vaso de Leche program are intended to treat an acute need, as opposed to 

curing a real problem. The goal of the food aid programs was to keep the people from 

“exploding,” to avoid that they demand “revolution” or a “change of the system.” In talking 

about changing the system, he is representing the core of the Structural Critique of Food Aid. 

The system is the problem and aid programs are an emblematic example of how the system is 

failing the people. As Anderson argues, “food assistance programs cannot be construed as 

 
28 Alberto Fujimori, who is of Japanese descent, is often referred to by Peruvians as “El Chino” o “El Chinito.” For 

some, it is a term of endearment, while for others it is explicitly used as a racial epithet to mark Fujimori as a 

foreigner. Fujimori, the son of Japanese migrants, was born in Lima. In this interview, Jack mentioned that people 

“confuse the Japanese with the Chinese.”  



101 

 

progressive realizations of the rights to food: at most they are stopgaps” (2008, 596). Having 

access to food aid is not the same as having access to an equitable life, where aid is not needed.  

The reference to “revolution” might seem extreme, but it is important to keep in mind 

that in the 1990s, when Fujimori was expanding state support for the comedores and Vaso de 

Leche, the PCP-SL and another revolutionary group, MRTA (Movimiento Revolucionario Túpac 

Amaru), remained active across Perú. While the 1990 Fuji-shock instituted strict austerity 

measures initially, Fujimori knew that he needed to appeal directly to the people to maintain their 

support (Roberts 1995; Weyland 1996). The government was aware that the people’s suffering 

would be an asset for the PCP-SL’s recruitment efforts. Of course, the PCP-SL viewed 

government aid programs as their enemy, as they “softened” the people, hindering the possibility 

that they rise up against the government (Barrig 1998). Jack in many ways sympathized with this 

view, fearful that aid would encourage people to passively (and even gratefully) accept their 

current conditions. As Jack explains, Fujimori was better than previous Peruvian presidents, so 

for many people, it felt like a “paradise.” The people had food, light, schools, a doctor’s office, 

so why complain? Jack, a long-time advocate for worker’s rights, believed that the people can 

and should push for more, but not through the violent path pursued by the PCP-SL, but rather 

through communal organizing. During our interview, he was openly critical of the PCP-SL’s 

violent, non-negotiating tactics. In his words,  

 

Unfortunately, the people from Sendero (PCP-SL) did not understand communal 

work, self-management. Here … they started to pressure, they started to threaten, 

they started to impose, and that did not fit with the people. Using fear they could 

get attention, but the people did not feel that [the PCP-SL’s mission] was their 

own. 

 

 Although it was not one of the more common critiques of food aid I encountered during 

my fieldwork, I would soon learn that Jack was not the only community member in Huaycán 

who structurally critiqued the comedores and food aid programs more broadly. Throughout my 

fieldwork, I developed close friendships with young adults who were “militantes” (engaged 

members) in two of Perú’s more leftist political parties. On more than one occasion, often while 

sharing a pitcher of chicha de jora, we would talk about the pros and cons of the comedores. 

They recognized the importance of the comedores as a space for women to gather, creating a 

needed network of support and social solidarity. However, two critiques of the comedores 

frequently came up. The first being the recognition that politicians frequently used comedores to 

benefit their political careers through the distribution of gifts or the offering of favors (False 

Generosity Critique of Food Aid). The second was grounded in the recognition that aid programs 

like the comedores simply are not the answer to the future they want to build. They might be 

necessary in the short term, but in a more just future, one where poverty and precarity do not 

exist, there would be no aid programs (barring a short-term crisis).  

 Critical food studies scholars have also noted that food aid programs such as the 

comedores, not only fail to address the underlying causes of hunger but do so while depending 

on volunteer labor (Guthman 2008; Poppendieck 1998). From this perspective, the provisioning 

of food aid by the private sector has been critiqued as a form of neoliberalism, where the state 

supports an apolitical charity model which abdicates its responsibilities to individuals (Guthman 

2008; Holt-Giménez and Wang 2011). In the case of comedores, the government not only fails to 

address the structural causes of food insecurity but actively takes advantage of the need and 
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precarity of socias to use their unpaid labor to support community food security (Schroeder 

2006).  

 Ultimately, the Structural Critique of Food Aid in many ways fails to account for many of 

the benefits provided by the comedores. While the comedores may index Perú’s ongoing 

precarity, for the socias, they symbolize some semblance of stability, a steady source of food and 

resource in times of need. Additionally, while this critique identifies a key problem, changing the 

“system,” this is rarely a straightforward or easy process. Equity and justice are the goals but 

getting there is inevitably going to be a political mess, as it means challenging the structures of 

capitalism and other intersectional forms of injustices. The systems of power in place often 

benefit from the precarity of the poor and middle-classes, including the donated labor of socias 

and other volunteers. While the Structural Critique of Food Aid critique succeeds in identifying 

the role aid can play in reproducing the current context of inequality and pervasive precarity, the 

erasure of aid programs does not inevitably lead to change. More likely, structures of inequality 

will continue to be perpetuated, while those who are most vulnerable will lose a valuable 

resource. Nonetheless, unpacking how aid maintains systems of inequality is important for 

thinking about how to create radical change. The question then becomes, how do you make these 

changes without harming those who need aid?  

 

Conclusion 

To fully unpack how inequalities structure the precarity of everyday life in Perú, would 

have required an analysis dating back centuries, to consider how lives were fundamentally 

ruptured by the violence of the colonial encounter and the theft of Indigenous lands and 

resources. This violence started before the Spanish set foot in Tahuantinsuyu, as smallpox 

outpaced the Spanish, ravaging the region (Seaman 2013). Nonetheless, this chapter has sought 

to provide an overview of the structural inequalities and challenges socias and Peruvians more 

broadly confront on a daily basis.  

Ultimately, precarity is about ambiguity, vulnerability, and insecurity. It is the pervasive 

reality that maybe today you can put a meal on the table, but you are just one hardship away 

from hunger. It is trying to survive in a world where at any moment you might be relegated aside 

based on where you live or what you look like. The lived experience of chronic precarity is one 

reason that the comedores are so important to so many socias. When they have no other option, 

the comedor is there, providing both food and social support. Unfortunately, the precarity socias 

confront does not stop at the economic. As this chapter explores, socias confront precarity due to 

intersectional injustices, including patriarchy, racism, and the violence of poverty. These 

intersectional forms of precarity are a lingering presence, which may not always be on the 

forefront of a socia’s mind but threatens to derail them at any moment.  

In Huaycán, many people continue to live in conditions of extreme poverty, where 

everyday life is a constant struggle to survive (much less thrive). However, many more 

individuals, those “previously poor,” are oftentimes left feeling that they are walking on a plank 

across a deep, long chasm. Much of the time they are alright and ready to fight to make it to the 

other side, but it only takes one strong breeze to push them over. Constantly living in this state of 

precarity is a form of structural violence, where one never knows when hardship will strike. 

COVID-19 made this vulnerability clear, as millions of Peruvians were forced from the so-called 

middle class into poverty, while far too many died due to Perú’s inadequate healthcare system 

and the broader system of economic inequalities.   
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Chapter 5: Blaming the Unworthy Victims: Irresponsibility, 

Dependence, and Underdevelopment in the Neoliberal Era 
 

The Individual Struggle  
Benjamin and I made it to the entrance of Huaycán an hour before our overnight bus to 

Huanuco was scheduled to depart. We were on our way to visit his parents, Zoe and Eucebio, 

who had left Huaycán to return to their lives as farmers in the Andean province of Huanuco. It 

was not a simple journey. Despite our bus driver’s terrifyingly rapid driving along the Carretera 

Central, we arrived almost two hours late to Huanuco City, after a bus that left Huaycán half an 

hour before ours turned over en route. We would later learn that three people died, a fate that is 

far too common on Perú’s treacherous Andean highways. After arriving in Huanuco City, we 

found a car with enough space to take us to the small town of Choras, another frightening three-

hour drive, as our vehicle whipped along the edges of seemingly bottomless cliffs. Relieved to be 

on my own two feet in Choras, we picked up Benjamin’s brother Fabían from the local high 

school and started the three-hour, largely uphill trek to Zoe and Eucebio’s chacra (farm) at more 

than 12,000 feet above sea level.  

Zoe and Eucebio moved to Huaycán in 1999 to try and provide a more economically 

stable future for their children. For years, Eucebio worked as a mototaxi driver, a notoriously 

competitive and low-income job. Meanwhile, Zoe initially sold bread and sliced sugar cane on 

the street, but soon became involved in a comedor in one of Huaycán’s low zones. A few years 

later, she would work with her neighbors to open a Comedor Nacional in their housing 

association high in the Andean foothills, where she served as their long-time president. Although 

they were supposed to rotate cooks, Zoe and her cousin Elisabeth were largely responsible for 

cooking every day. This is where I would meet them in 2010, as they cooked over firewood 

outside of the local comunal (communal meeting building), while Zoe’s oldest daughter Laura 

was being tutored by a volunteer English teacher from the Light and Leadership Initiative.29  

In early 2016, during a short trip to Huaycán, I headed up to Zoe’s association to visit 

with her family. As I approached her house, I found Benjamin and his siblings playing outside. 

After a joyful reencounter, Benjamin took me to see his parents who were participating in a 

faena,30 or communal work session, building stairs to reach the highest houses in the association. 

When the association took a break for lunch, Zoe invited me into her home to eat. It was there 

that I learned that the comedor had closed. Per the bylaws required of the comedores, Zoe could 

no longer run for reelection as the president, and nobody wanted to replace her. Since they could 

 
29 In the latter part of 2010, I would travel to Zoe’s association each week, accompanying a volunteer who was 

tutoring Laura in English. Zoe and Elisabeth cooked outside of the local comunal, where Laura was studying. Each 

week, I would chat with the women until Laura had completed her tutoring. At the time, Benjamin was only ten 

years old. As he got to know me, he routinely started asking for his own English classes. Convinced that he was 

serious, I explained that he needed to bring other students to start a class, as the Light and Leadership Initiative was 

moving away from private tutoring. The next week, he showed up with nearly ten young children, who were all 

interested in the English course. After speaking to the director of the Light and Leadership Initiative, we agreed to 

start the children’s class in January 2011, which I taught until leaving Huaycán in August 2011. Classes in this 

association continued until they were disrupted by COVID-19 in March 2020. Benjamin, who was born in Lima, 

eventually opted to return to Huaycán and work, after not adjusting to life on the farm in Huanuco.     
30 “Faena,” which is also known as a minga or mink’a in Quechua, are communal work gatherings, which have pre-

Colombian roots and were common in Tahuantinsuyu (the Incan Empire). I choose to use the word “faena” because 

it was the word used by Zoe in our conversations.   
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not find a new president, much less a full board of directors, they were forced to close the 

comedor.  

 A year and a half later, I returned to Huaycán, officially beginning my dissertation 

scoping research. Once again, I headed to Zoe’s house, but nobody was home. Lilia, one of my 

former students, saw me knocking on the door and yelled from her window that Zoe had left 

Huaycán. Confused, I headed to Elisabeth’s house, who confirmed the news. She told me that 

Zoe and Eucebio had gone back to Huanuco with their youngest children to work on their farm. 

When I asked why, Elisabeth simply replied, “because they did not have food.” Zoe, who had 

established a comedor, left Huaycán because her family was food insecure.    

From the moment Zoe and Eucebio arrived in Lima, they faced great barriers. As 

Indigenous farmers and Native Quechua speakers, who left behind a community of three total 

households to migrate to bustling Huaycán, the odds were certainly stacked against them. They 

wanted to offer their children a better economic future, but the informal economy they entered 

proved to be too competitive. After years of struggling, this situation was exacerbated when Zoe 

was unable to find enough women to participate in the comedor. Bourdieu argues that 

neoliberalism leads to the “methodical destruction of collectives” (1998, 95–96). The burden of 

shouldering everyday struggles and the need to secure the wellbeing of one’s individual family, 

not only foments a competitive environment (Friedman 1951; Harvey 2005), but also one where 

people do not have the time or resources to participate in collective organizing (Figueroa and 

Alkon 2017; Nafstad et al. 2007). Every family in Zoe’s association needs to put food on the 

table, but they also need income to pay bills, cover their children’s school expenses, and try to 

save enough money to build their homes. In a neoliberal economy, the will to work together can 

deteriorate as economic circumstances necessitate an individualized approach to survival 

(Nafstad et al. 2007).  

Despite their good intentions, Eucebio and Zoe “failed” as neoliberal subjects. In Lima’s 

individualistic, competitive neoliberal economy, they were “self-entrepreneurs,” a means of 

survival often celebrated within a neoliberal mindset (Türken et al. 2016), but only if you can 

beat out the competition. The government, which even Milton Friedman argued has the “function 

of relieving misery and distress” (1951, 4), allowed Eucebio and Zoe to sink into further “misery 

and distress” when they revoked aid from Zoe and Elisabeth’s comedor. These families lost aid 

not because they no longer needed it but due to bureaucratic government rules requiring 

participation in an organization and volunteer hours to receive aid.   

Despite Huaycán’s historic involvement in leftist political movements and dedication to 

community organizing (Arévalo 1997; Lastra Domínguez 2019), everyday life within a 

neoliberal capitalist economy has ideologically shaped many residents, who have come to 

embody a neoliberal subjectivity that values individualism, responsibility, self-help, and 

meritocracy (Harvey 2005; Türken et al. 2016; Nafstad et al. 2007). Many would likely blame 

Zoe and Eucebio for lacking creativity, the drive to find better economic opportunities, or for 

having too many children (a sign of irresponsibility). Neighbors might compare them to 

themselves or other acquaintances who “succeed” in overcoming structural barriers, using their 

“success” as the model rather than the anomaly. The material conditions of an uneven economic 

landscape that promotes competition among the masses have the potential to create ruptures 

between the very people who most need to work together to challenge their own inequalities 

(Freire 2018). This is not a problem that started with neoliberalism (Hearn 2021), but it is 

certainly one that neoliberal capitalism risks exacerbating (Nafstad et al. 2007).   
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As this dissertation explores, socias across Huaycán share Zoe’s struggle to keep their 

comedores open. While the reasons they are closing are manifold, one challenge they confront is 

the pervasive presence of neoliberal ideologies shared by community members and neighbors 

alike. Comedor labor is not valorized, in part, because being an aid recipient is never celebrated 

(although, voluntarily distributing aid is often viewed as generous—a reality not experienced by 

many socias). While the poorest may be seen as deserving of temporary help (until they can 

“pick themselves up by their bootstraps”), those who chronically need help are often accused of 

having personal failings such as lacking ambition and the will to get ahead. They are also often 

accused of preferring to be dependent on the government, passively receiving food, rather than 

working to change their economic conditions. Many who make this argument also believe that 

this dependency can lead to corruption, where aid recipients learn to intentionally take advantage 

of government support. 

In exploring these tensions between the barriers presented by a neoliberal economy and 

the pervasiveness of neoliberal subjectivities, this chapter explores two common critiques of the 

comedores, which I am calling “The Responsibilization Critique of Food Aid” and the 

“Unworthy Critique of Food Aid.” These critiques of food aid recipients highlight the challenges 

confronted by socias as they manage their day-to-day needs within a social environment that 

centers them as the problem, by failing to meet the standards of a competitive neoliberal subject.  

This chapter then turns to a third critique, the “Development Critique of Food Aid.” This 

critique contends that money for government food aid should instead be invested in educational 

or work programs that will create long-term change by “developing” community residents. In 

pitting food aid and economic advancement in opposition to one another, food aid is centered as 

a culprit of social ills, rather than corruption and the inequitable distribution of wealth in Perú. I 

include this critique within a broader discussion of neoliberal subjectivities because the goal of 

this “development” is to make poor people more competitive within the neoliberal marketplace. 

While both jobs and education are necessary within a capitalist economy, the Development 

Critique can lead to a further entrenchment of neoliberal ideologies as the pervasive form of 

common sense.  

 

The Responsibilization Critique of Food Aid 
One evening, as I was working on my fieldnotes, my phone rang. It was Lidia, a socia I 

cooked with in the Comedor Manuelita Sáenz. She was helping her son with a writing 

competition, and they were struggling with ideas. He needed to write a short story with a moral 

message. After offering several uninspiring suggestions (e.g., have your dog be a superhero!), I 

suggested that he write about comedor socias. I excitedly explained that he could talk about 

women working together to help their community to ensure that everyone had food. Lidia 

audibly sighed. She explained, “Sarita, people do not see the comedores the way you do. They 

think that we are lazy, that we do not want to work.”  

This idea that the comedor socias are “lazy” and “unwilling to work” is a theme I 

encountered frequently, both in conversation and on social media. Often, this critique is tied to 

criticisms of receiving government aid. The socias are accused of being “dependent on the 

government,” of just wanting “free stuff,” and of being “conformist,” unwilling to work to 

change their economic situation. In the questionnaire I distributed on food security in Huaycán, 

several open-ended responses reflecting on the comedores highlighted this belief. For example,   

 

• “Those from the comedores become lazy and dependent on the government.” 
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• “In a way, [the comedores] make the population conformist. Because they can 

survive on something cheap, they are unwilling to make an effort.” 

• “…Most people are in a [economic] position to prepare their own food and, 

unfortunately, on many occasions, the existence of the comedores makes the 

population get used to receiving cheap food. However, this limits their personal 

development because when they receive cheap food, they choose not to work 

and/or progress.” 

• “The comedores instill in people conformity, they make them believe that they 

should receive everything from the government and do not seek to improve their 

economic situation, their education.” 

 

I am calling this perspective, the “Responsibilization Critique of Food Aid.” 

“Responsibilization” is a term that emerged from the literature on governmentality and neoliberal 

subjectivities “to refer to a process whereby subjects are rendered individually responsible for a 

task which previously would have been the duty of another – usually a state agency – or would 

not have been recognized as a responsibility at all” (Wakefield and Fleming 2009). The 

responsibilization critique is part of a broader understanding of the formation of neoliberal 

subjectivities within the hegemonic landscape of neoliberal capitalism. In specifically looking at 

food security, Guthman has argued that discourses of “responsibilization” serve to “depoliticize 

the struggle over resources and allocations,” by “shifting caring responsibilities from public 

welfare to self-help” (Guthman 2008, 1173). How responsibilization is performed within a 

neoliberal context is also a highly gendered process, with women being unevenly responsible for 

socially reproducing their families and communities (C. Moser 1989; Jenkins 2009). 

Those who make the Responsibilization Critique of Food Aid, believe that socias are 

“lazy,” “dependent,” and “conformist” women, who rather than working hard to put food on 

their tables, prefer to sit around a kitchen, passively receiving benefits from the government. In 

the words of the late Paul Farmer, they are criticized for being the “undeserving poor” (2004b, 

6). Interestingly, from this view, both the clients who purchase discounted lunches in the 

comedores and the socias who donate their labor in exchange for food (in fact, working quite 

hard for no pay), are all irresponsible and unreliable people. These critics might argue that their 

mere participation in the comedor is indicative of either their failure to lift themselves out of 

poverty or, perhaps, it is believed that they prefer a life of poverty, sustained by government 

entitlement programs.  

Beyond Huaycán, the Responsibilization Critique of Food Aid is a critique that is 

commonly made of welfare recipients. In Carney’s research with undocumented women in 

California, she introduces the idea of the biopolitical project of food security, which is a process 

whereby individuals are “charged with the bulk of responsibility” for ensuring their food security 

(2015, 18). In practice, this means that society blames individuals when they or their families do 

not have sufficient access to food, a burden unevenly felt by mothers (Allen and Sachs 2013; 

Cairns and Johnston 2015; Van Esterik 1999). Rather than considering food aid as facilitating 

access to a basic human right, this critique holds that individuals have a responsibility to work 

hard enough to ensure that food is always on their table. From this view, if a parent (most often a 

mother) fails to accomplish this, she individually bears responsibility for the hunger of her 

children. In the hustle to provide adequate food, the comedores are publicly treated as an 

inappropriate source of meals because as a state-sponsored food aid program, they reproduce 

dependency rather than independence.  
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When Moser proposes that poor women in Latin America must navigate a “triple bind” 

(reproductive work, productive work, and community managing work) (C. Moser 1989), it is 

important to recognize that these “binds” exist within a hegemonic context where women must 

adequately perform motherhood or suffer social consequences (Cairns and Johnston 2015). The 

mother who participates in a comedor is not only forced to carry the weight of her family and 

community’s reproductive labor but must do so within a social context that treats the food she 

feeds others as being actively harmful. She is seen as a parasite, who spreads irresponsibility 

through the consumption of her food. This context of hostility exacerbates the weight of her 

“binds,” further entrenching the uneven burdens socias carry as women who must meet the 

everyday demands of gendered responsibilities.  

Research has demonstrated that food aid recipients often experience food aid as a 

stigmatizing, shameful, and paternalistic experience (Dickinson 2014; Page-Reeves 2014). In 

reflecting on the indignity experienced by food aid clients, Poppendieck writes, “Human dignity 

is … the crux of the matter. People who turn to a soup kitchen or food pantry are asking for help 

in meeting one of their most basic needs. In our culture, with its stress on independence, it is 

tantamount to an admission of failure” (1998, 239–40). The Responsibilization Critique of Food 

Aid assumes that people would rather rely on food aid than have a dignified existence in which 

people did not need to ask for help in the first place.  

One of the ways in that indignity is maintained is through the many barriers food aid 

providers require to continue receiving food aid, especially in the case of government aid 

(Poppendieck 1998; Wilkerson, Krey, and English 2018). The theory is that if you make the 

process difficult, you are ensuring that recipients earn their aid, as good neoliberal subjects. Only 

those who truly need help will jump through all of the required loopholes to actually receive the 

food. In the comedor, this is made visible through the many rules the socias have to follow to 

continue receiving government support. For example, every day, they have to document all of 

their market purchases and expenses, in addition to counting or measuring the amount of 

government commodity foods they used. They must also have each socia sign a notebook 

confirming that they have purchased their lunch. They have to keep a list of each lunch that is 

sold, identifying who purchased it. They have to have signs with the comedor’s rules and the 

board of directors hanging from their walls. They have to organize and attend monthly meetings, 

while the presidents have to attend an additional monthly association meeting. They are “invited” 

to march in parades hosted by the Municipality, for celebrations such as the Anniversary of Ate 

and Huaycán. They are also fined by the comedor association if they do not attend.  

Unannounced “controles” or supervisions are routinely made by the Municipality. The 

“promotora" will observe the comedor for a period of time, watching how food is prepared and 

distributed. They will check all of the notebooks, ensuring that the budget is accurate and that all 

signatures are present. They review the food inventory confirming that all commodities foods 

distributed by the Municipality are being properly used. They will assure that the comedores are 

selling the minimum number of lunches they are required to sell (the amount of commodity 

foods they receive is based on the number of lunches they are supposed to sell). They will make 

sure all other rules are being followed, such as, are the correct signs hung on the wall? Are all 

socias following proper hygiene practices? Are only registered people eating lunch (as opposed 

to mototaxi drivers and others who might come in off the street)? Ultimately, keeping a comedor 

open requires quite a bit of responsibility, which is largely shouldered by unpaid women living in 

situations of economic precarity.  
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The other major oversight by those who hold the Responsibilization Critique of Food Aid 

is that by blaming individuals for their poverty, the actual structures which produce the 

inequalities making food aid necessary remain in place. Because the logics of neoliberalism have 

naturalized the notion of individual responsibility, people tend to fault individuals for their 

shortcomings, rather than unpacking the broader circumstances which necessitate the existence 

of comedores (Carney 2015; Guthman 2008; Riches 2018). While not unique to the neoliberal 

period (Freire 2018), neoliberalism’s focus on individualism further entrenches the ruptures and 

divisions created between the poor, where the disenfranchised blame one another for their 

circumstances, rather than directly addressing the real problems, such as the inequalities created 

by capitalism, the corruption of the politicians and the wealthy who seek to uphold the status 

quo, and the structural power which hold inequalities in place (Harvey 2005, 50). Through 

neoliberalism’s “methodical destruction of collectives” (Bourdieu 1998, 95–96), the individual is 

centered as being solely responsible for ensuring their own wellbeing, as well as being solely 

responsible for their failures (Harvey 2005).  

How responsibility and failures are experienced is often different for mothers and fathers 

within the Peruvian neoliberal context, where poor women must live up to an ideal of 

motherhood that can be difficult to achieve amidst patriarchy and poverty (Boesten 2010; Cairns 

and Johnston 2015). If a poor mother in Huaycán focuses on performing her “productive” 

responsibilities, she can ensure that her family has enough money to eat decent meals. However, 

in performing these productive responsibilities, she irresponsibly neglects her “reproductive” 

responsibilities, by not providing her children with home-cooked meals (plus, through her 

absence, she is often criticized for failing to convey the values needed to raise “responsible” 

children). Meanwhile, if she stays home, she may be able to responsibly reproduce her family, 

cooking for her children daily. However, her family is more likely to suffer economically, 

decreasing their access to quality meals.  

In theory, the comedor provides a middle ground, easing the burden of a mother’s 

reproductive responsibilities while to an extent providing for her family’s productive needs. 

However, the comedores are publicly treated as spaces that perpetuate social ills, such as 

irresponsibility. In the realm of public opinion, many mothers in Huaycán simply cannot win. 

Whether a mother chooses to stay home, take paid employment, or volunteer in a comedor, she 

will often fail to achieve the ideals of motherhood within Perú’s economically precarious and 

patriarchal context, where women continue to be unevenly burdened with the responsibilities of 

social reproduction.  

 The socias are well aware that harsh stereotypes about their labor exist. As Lidia 

reminded me, the socias cannot be characterized as heroines in a community where they are 

villainized by many for their labor in producing and distributing food aid. Like Lidia, most 

socias carry the burden of knowing what their neighbors think of their work. Similarly, while 

cooking one morning, Maritza, a socia in the Comedor Sarita Colonia, explained that everyone 

critiques the comedor. The neighbors think that the socias participate for “lucro personal,” 

personal profit, and that they steal the food. She said that it used to bother her, but that she has 

learned to ignore it.  

Alicia, from the Comedor Heroínas Toledo, is quite critical of the Responsibilization of 

Food Aid Critique. She believes that others cannot make judgments about the comedores until 

they have participated. In her words,  
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In society, the comedores are really poorly seen. For one, they call us lazy. Two, 

that we are people with few economic resources. Also, we have not studied. … 

For me, it’s the opposite. Well, not the money issue, because it’s true, none of us 

are millionaires, right? We all have needs, some more than others. … But if you 

see it, if you live the reality, if you get involved, because people just like to talk. 

But they have not lived it, right?  

 

She goes on to talk about her experiences growing up eating in the comedor and her hope that 

her children also someday appreciate that they too ate in a comedor. She does not want them to 

grow up to be people who “habla,” who talk or who judge. She wants to humanize the comedor 

experience for her children. Alicia explains,  

 

My mom also participated in a comedor when we were children. … We were five 

siblings, and my dad abandoned my mom. And I lived in extreme poverty. We did 

not have anything. … We ate from the comedor for years. … I never thought that 

life would give me back this experience, right? Those vague memories I have as a 

child, to live them again, day by day. … The great dream I have in this life is that 

my children become professionals, that they achieve this in the future, but that 

they also have humble hearts. … I would be satisfied if someday, my children 

say, “I ate in a comedor. …. When I look at people, I understand their reality. 

Others are not going to tell me stories, because I lived it, I shared it.” I hope that 

someday, when my children are professionals, that they are proud of who they 

are, but that they are also proud of what they lived, what they have learned. 

 

When Alicia refers to people “habla” (talk) or “tell stories,” she is talking about those people 

who judge the comedores without having lived the reality. Although she does not want her 

children to work in a comedor as adults, she wants them to have compassion for those who rely 

on food aid and to feel pride in knowing the reality of needing to eat from a comedor.  

 Empathy in the neoliberal era is a great challenge. Extreme individualism can destroy the 

social fabric, challenging our ability to understand one another or the circumstances surrounding 

our decision-making. The hegemonic social relationships normalizing ideologies such as 

“responsibilization” are deeply entrenched in these neoliberal logics, which obfuscate more 

compassionate and structural understandings of the world. At the end of the day, the socias, like 

all of us, are human. Mistakes are made, and sometimes, a socia may act selfishly. However, in 

challenging neoliberalism’s tendency to tear collectives apart, the socias also spend much of their 

energy working together to keep their comedores open while supporting one another in their 

everyday lives. The Responsibilization Critique of Food Aid seeks to hold individuals 

responsible for the difficulties they confront putting food on their tables. However, to truly 

change the circumstances which necessitate food aid in the first place, means identifying and 

challenging the real causes producing gross societal injustices.   

 

The Unworthy Critique of Food Aid 
 In the early months of 2019, the Mayor of Ate, Edde Cuellar, and his team headed up into 

one of Huaycán’s higher zones to inaugurate a new comedor. This comedor was one of 42 new 

comedores that the mayor promised to open in his first 100 days in office. As the sun set over 

Huaycán, dozens of community members gathered to participate in the event, which featured 
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speeches, the inauguration of the comedor’s board of directors, and even a live band. One of the 

night’s speakers was José Arriola, now a congressman, who was at that time the Deputy 

Manager of Food Assistance and Social Inclusion for the Municipality of Ate. Speaking to the 

crowd, Arriola proudly declared that the Municipality is purging the registers of comedores in 

the low zones, ensuring that no socia in a “good economic situation” can take advantage of the 

government aid.31 Part-way through his speech, which in many ways felt more like a warning 

than a welcoming, Arriola recounted a news story about a comedor president and Vaso de Leche 

program from another district in Lima. In his words,  

 

Three years ago, there was a report on Channel 4, from Carabayllo. The president 

of a comedor had a four-story house, two cars … On the hill, there was a choza 

(shack), who didn’t have Vaso de Leche. When the reporter asked the president, 

“why do you have Vaso de Leche and not that woman?” [The president replies,] 

“Well, it is my right. It is my right. And there is no budget to give to that choza.” 

[The reporter responds,] “What, no budget?” And then, when [the reporter] calls 

the mayor and asks, “Mayor, why don’t you fix this?” [The mayor explains,] “No, 

they’ll march.” That mayor, timorous, maricon [sic], because that’s the word. A 

coward. He does not have discipline. He does not put order.  

 

In recounting this story (as he remembers it), Arriola taps into the imagined stereotypes 

of those who believe that many socias, as food aid recipients, seek to take advantage of the 

system. In doing so, he characterizes supposedly undeserving food aid recipients as selfish and 

intentionally malicious agents, consciously manipulating the government, while also bearing 

responsibility for the hunger of Perú’s most needy. By contrasting the president’s four-story 

house, with the image of the family living in a choza, we are supposed to understand that there 

are people who genuinely need help, while there are others who simply seek to take advantage of 

the system. According to this logic, rather than working hard to earn their food as the proper 

neoliberal subject should, some socias would rather manipulate the government in search of the 

“easy option.”  

Arriola blames the “unworthy” socia for the poverty of her neighbor, rather than the 

Peruvian government that continues to accept as normal that families throughout Perú live in 

chozas or need food aid. He also blames current socias, especially those who have built their 

homes, for the hunger of Perú’s most needy, when it is the government that determines the size 

of a food aid program’s budget. He concludes his anecdote by using a homophobic epithet to 

demean the mayor of Caraballyo, while then reminding the crowd that the mayor of Ate is not a 

“coward” who fears socias that “march” (protest). If the socias are no longer worthy of receiving 

food aid, the Municipality of Ate will not hesitate in purging their comedor registers. 

Ultimately, Arriola is making the case for what I am calling the Unworthy Critique of 

Food Aid. This critique holds that many of the people who receive food aid do not actually need 

it. According to this position, they are trying to take advantage of the “system,” by receiving free 

food from private donations or government aid, despite supposedly not having financial need. 

Their goal is to game the system by taking advantage of the government’s aid program.  

Those who make the Unworthy Critique of Food Aid do not necessarily reject the need 

for aid in general. Rather, they want to ensure that aid is only distributed to those who are truly 

desperate and have no other way of putting a meal on the table. In the case of government food 

 
31 Arriola’s speech at this inauguration will be discussed at greater length in Chapter 6.  
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aid programs like the comedores, these critics call for the government to carefully regulate and 

control who receives food aid, ensuring that only the poorest people benefit. There are also those, 

like Arriola, who blame unworthy food aid recipients for perpetuating poverty. According to this 

logic, these undeserving recipients who take advantage of the government’s limited resources are 

depriving the “truly needy” of the food they need to survive their poverty.   

Many proponents of the Unworthy Critique of Food Aid have built their criticism from 

selective real-world examples they have observed. Oftentimes, they know a socia who 

participates in a comedor despite not needing economic assistance (or they assume that the socia 

does not need assistance), or perhaps they have been exposed to media coverage pushing these 

narratives. It is true that although comedores were founded on a need for food aid as a 

consequence of poverty, the reasons socias continue to participate in comedores are not always 

exclusively economic. In choosing to share this particular anecdote, Arriola is cleverly alluding 

to a common measure used to superficially evaluate economic worth in Perú, the size of one’s 

house. To a foreign audience, socias who have a three or even four-story house may also seem to 

be economically well off. However, in places like Huaycán, these are usually multi-generational 

homes, where floors may even be leased out to tenants. Most of a family’s wealth is invested in 

their house itself and those families who have built may have almost no savings and significant 

debts owed to banks and neighbors. 

Socias across Huaycán face situations of ongoing economic precarity, which is 

exasperated when they experience unexpected expenses and financial shocks. During lunchtime 

conversations, socias often talked about their everyday challenges and inability to cover 

expenses. For example, Belinda had been hoping to visit her father for a long weekend but could 

not afford the s/15 ($4.00) bus ride to his home along the southern Peruvian coast. When she 

asked her husband for help, he laughed and asked her where she was going to get the money. 

Belinda had to cancel the trip. Denise was forced to keep her son home from school because she 

could not afford the s/30 ($7.00) fee to send him on a field trip with his classmates. Salma had to 

plead with friends and family to lend her money when she was unable to afford her diabetes 

medication. Meanwhile, Pastora invited me to her pollada (fried chicken sale) after her daughter 

was diagnosed with severe scoliosis, requiring an expensive back brace.   

Belinda, Denise, and Salma each lived in a two or three-story home. While Pastora, a 

young mother of three, had been able to build the concrete walls of her one-story home, she still 

had a temporary roof made of aluminum sheets. All four of these socias lived in one of 

Huaycán’s low zones. Despite living in a supposedly economically developed area, each of these 

socias did not have the financial means to support either their loved ones or themselves. Yet, the 

fuller context of an individual socia’s access to financial capital is rarely taken into account by 

either the Municipality or neighbors, who often judge the participation of socias based on where 

their home is located and its size. These critics believe that many socias, particularly in the low 

zones, are taking advantage of state aid by continuing to participate in the comedor. For example, 

in social media posts about the comedores, residents of Ate contended that:  

 

• “There are places that have enough to eat, but there they are, with three-story 

homes, picking up food.” 

• “The vaso de leche and comedores take all of the donations, those people have 

homes that are two or three stories, and they benefit from vaso de leche and the 

comedores. While the poor people really have no donations, neither comedores 

nor vaso de leche, what a shame. In my zone, there is nothing.” 
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• “Mr. Mayor, the comedores populares, in diverse zones have four-story homes, 

their children are professionals with work, those people should no longer be 

considered.” 

• “Those comedores populares are the feeders of parasites, with homes that are 2 

stories or more, and just like the politicians, they live off of the state.” 

 

Among individuals who view the socias as unworthy of aid, not only do they believe that 

many socias are unfairly benefitting from the comedores, but the socias are also blamed for the 

hunger experienced in the higher zones. They argue that if only the socias did not act selfishly, 

accepting food aid that they do not need, the more vulnerable people would have food. For 

example, in the questionnaire I circulated, respondents commented: 

 

• “Not everyone who is in the comedor popular is needy, many are profiting from the 

comedores and take away food from those who really need it.” 

• “They should focus on people who really need it, there are always people who benefit 

and do not require that help.” 

• “There is a large sector that does not suffer from hunger and that takes advantage of the 

aid that should be direct for the poorest. 

• “There are zones where the people do not need comedores, they should be closed and 

moved to places that need them.” 

 

Ultimately, the Unworthy Critique of Food Aid holds that many of the socias who benefit 

are seeking to take advantage of the government welfare system. In that process, they are 

depriving others, who are poorer, of needing economic aid. While the Responsibilization 

Critique of Food Aid argues that food aid recipients would no longer need aid if they simply 

worked harder, the Unworthy Critique of Food Aid argues that many socias, especially in the 

lower zones, do not need food aid at all. They participate as a way of making extra money off the 

government and are frequently accused of corruption. From the perspective of both critiques, the 

socias are seen as women who cannot be trusted. To benefit their own pocketbooks, they are 

willing to intentionally take advantage of government-provided aid (a government who in return, 

“only” requires them to provide unpaid labor each week in exchange for food), rather than 

compete fairly on the market. By centering “unworthy” socias as the perpetrators of corruption 

and community food insecurity, blame is placed on the shoulders of individual women living in 

situations of patriarchy and economic insecurity, rather than an unjust system that perpetuates 

poverty, divisions, and at times, even corruption, within disenfranchised communities.  

Those who make the Unworthy Critique of Food Aid frequently accuse the socias of 

blatant corruption. The argument goes that the socias participate in the comedores specifically to 

take advantage of government aid. They use comedor resources for personal benefit, depriving 

the broader community of food aid or other government programs offering economic assistance. 

Just a few examples from the questionnaire include: 

 

• “I have seen the reality, that the board members of comedores populares distribute 

the food that is for the people amongst themselves.” 

• “Not everyone in the comedor popular is in need, many profit from the 

comedores, taking away food from those who need it.” 
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• “I think that the comedores should be permanently supervised because there are 

unscrupulous people that use the comedor for their personal benefit, rather than 

for the population the [food] should reach.” 

• “…They should provide [food] to those who are most in need because there are a 

lot of children in the high areas of Huaycán that go hours without eating.” 

 

These critics often argue that the socias are frequently redistributing the víveres that they receive 

from the government. Critics contend that rather than cooking all of the food that is available to 

them, socias will distribute this food crudo (uncooked) amongst themselves. At times, 

distributing the food crudo would be welcome by socias (e.g., not enough socias are available to 

cook on a given day; having too much of a particular food item, such as canned tuna). While it 

may happen from time to time, comedor regulations forbid this form of distribution and 

comedores are penalized by the Municipality if they are caught doing it.  

There is also the belief that the socias are financially profiting from the comedores, where the 

socias save their daily profits either to personally pocket the money or more frequently, to eat a 

nice meal before Christmas or even go on a trip. As of recent, social media posts have become a 

common platform for denouncing comedores publicly. If someone believes that a comedor is not 

following the rules, they will post the name of the comedor and often call for the Municipality to 

go inspect. In one example, a woman writes, “The comedor from UCV [***] divided the food 

between 4 people, those people grab from and empty the comedor.” Some who commented on 

the post asked for evidence. Others emphasized the importance of the comedores, explaining that 

you cannot judge all comedores by the actions of one. A few individuals argued that the post was 

a lie, emphasizing that the comedores do not receive enough assistance from Municipality to be 

able to distribute amongst themselves. However, the majority of the commentators were quite 

angry. Just a few examples: 

 

• “Denounce them. Send them to jail.” 

• “Denounce them. Ambitious women. There is no solidarity.” 

• “That is how those people are, just taking advantage. A lot of them do not even 

eat the food cooked in their comedor, they just take it for their pets. Not all of 

them, but the majority.” 

• “Publish their names, so that the public knows the shitty people that they are.” 

 

Those who make the Unworthy Critique of Food Aid often contend that food aid recipients 

are ambitiously trying to take advantage of government aid and other charitable support. They 

would rather spend all of their energy and time finding ways to corrupt the system, rather than 

simply working “hard” in a so-called “normal” job (i.e., acting as “responsible” citizens). As 

Poppendieck points out, those who receive food aid are always seen as suspect (1998, 235). Do 

they really need assistance? Are they seeking more than their fair share? Are they going to 

misuse the aid? This suspicion, particularly from those who do not need to rely on food aid, does 

no justice to the ongoing challenges food aid recipients frequently confront.  

 Beyond the comedores, food aid, and welfare recipients more broadly, have long been 

mistrusted by politicians and everyday individuals alike (Gilens 1999; Hancock 2004; Oorschot 

2000; Petersen et al. 2011). Debates about who deserves assistance have a long history. Federici 

explains that in the 16th century, as public assistance programs began to spread across Europe, a 

new “social science” emerged, where international experts began to study and debate how to best 
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administer public assistance programs. Anticipating contemporary welfare debates, one of the 

key questions they asked was, who are the “deserving poor” (2004, 84–85)? For centuries, the 

privileged have felt that it is their endowed task to draw the line between those who have 

sufficient need and those that are taking advantage of the system. 

Of course, this is a debate that continues today. Government food aid programs often 

develop elaborate eligibility requirements, where potential food aid recipients must provide 

evidence that they meet certain standards of poverty (Wilkerson, Krey, and English 2018). 

Nonprofit food assistance programs and charities also frequently have eligibility requirements 

(Berner and Vazquez 2018), although they may be more lenient than government programs, with 

some even trusting that any client requesting aid most likely needs it (Roesch-McNally et al. 

2018). The drawing of any so-called “poverty line,” distinguishes the eligible from the ineligible, 

the needy from the lazy, and the deserving from the unworthy, an inevitably imprecise process 

(Berner and Vazquez 2018). Many who are left just outside of eligibility requirements are often 

teetering on the edge of economic collapse, where an even minor unexpected economic need is 

often the difference between putting a meal on the table or not (Lein 2007).    

Needing to “prove” one’s poverty is a stigmatizing and, oftentimes, very bureaucratic 

process (Wilkerson, Krey, and English 2018). This stress is exacerbated when one needs 

assistance but learns that they are “unqualified” (e.g., not poor enough). Nonetheless, there 

remains an assumption among many that people seek to game the system, in search of free food 

assistance. Carney points out that antiwelfare advocates often drive “stigma-generating myths” 

about food aid recipients, as individuals who are “‘lazy,’ ‘irresponsible,’ welfare queens,’ and 

freeloaders’” (Carney 2015, 176). These antiwelfare advocates are experts at embedding these 

stereotypes in the minds of the broader public, by capitalizing on isolated incidents of aid 

misuse, using an example of one to generalize to the majority (Mould 2020).  

 Ultimately, the Unworthy Critique of Food Aid is a critique that seeks to blame comedor 

socias for societal injustices, rather than the broader structures which produce inequalities in the 

first place. Whether or not the socias have economic need is an irrelevant question when 

considering how food insecurity is produced and sustained. It is not a socia with a four-story 

home that deprives a family living in a choza of their right to food, but an economic structure 

that perpetuates poverty. For those who benefit from the economic status quo, the supposedly 

“unworthy” socias function as perfect decoys, serving as the villains, while distracting the 

broader public from the root causes of local hunger and poverty.    

   

The Development Critique of Food Aid 
 One evening in Huaycán, at a talk on the domestication of native Peruvian plants, the 

conversation shifted from the ancestral roots of Perú’s domestic crops to modern food aid. One 

man, a local doctor, mentioned that Perú should have a “food recovery” program where unsold 

food from markets and grocery stores could be delivered to needy families. This prompted an 

older man in the crowd, a retired teacher, to recall how the teachers at his school had come to 

rely on a comedor popular for their daily lunch. Earning a teacher’s salary, they could not afford 

to eat anywhere else. Upon hearing “comedor,” Guadalupe, a woman in the audience, interrupted 

the teacher, fervently declaring that rather than comedores, “we need to teach women how to 

work.” She then quoted a well-known proverb, oft-repeated by those who critique food aid 

recipients, “give a man a fish, and you feed him for a day. Teach a man to fish, and you feed him 

for a lifetime." As she continued talking, claiming that “it’s not even poor women who are 

cooking in comedores,” the retired teacher calmly looked back at her and when he could take no 
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more, he cut her off, stating, “without the comedores, you would have had to put flowers on our 

graves.” 

This exchange highlights a key quandary faced by practitioners, policymakers, 

economists, and others, who seek to address “development challenges” hindering full entrance 

into the capitalist economy. When an institution has limited resources to invest in a community, 

is it more important to support the immediate needs that sustain life, such as food aid, or 

programs that are intended to build greater capacity and resilience over time, such as technical 

skills? While food aid addresses an acute need (in theory, but realistically food insecurity is often 

a chronic challenge), investments in educational programs are intended to create long-term 

economic opportunities, eventually rendering food aid unnecessary.  

In this brief conversation, when the teacher states that, “without the comedores, you 

would have had to put flowers on our graves,” he is evocatively emphasizing that if people 

cannot meet their basic needs, there will be no long-term change regardless. Guadalupe, despite 

her rather snide attitude towards the socias, is not wrong when she alludes to the reality that food 

aid does little to change the broader context of inequalities. When she explains that the socias 

need to learn how to “work,” she is contending that the socias need to learn skills that can be 

useful in the neoliberal paid labor market. It should not go without saying that volunteering in a 

comedor requires quite a bit of “skilled work,” including tasks such as cooking, bookkeeping, 

and organizational management (we should also interrogate what we mean when we say 

someone is or is not “educated”). Ultimately, socias do not lack knowledge but may encounter 

structural barriers in enacting their particular skill sets. Putting those reflections aside, 

Guadalupe’s bigger point is that investments in aid should go to programs that help prepare 

individuals for paid work that should, ideally, help them survive within our capitalist economy.  

Of course, this “either-or” situation (e.g., food vs. education), is indicative of broader 

structural injustices which require the need for aid and investment in development programs in 

the first place. However, in a world where wealth is highly concentrated, with governments who 

are unwilling to disrupt the economic status quo, it is not uncommon for institutions to be forced 

to make decisions about what will or will not be funded through poverty alleviation programs. In 

Huaycán, there are many who, like Guadalupe, believe that when funds are finite, resources 

should go towards programs that are more likely to alleviate poverty in the long term. Therefore, 

food aid, which does not directly create “jobs,” is not seen as an ideal allocation of limited 

government resources. These critics that see food aid as an inadequate response for creating real 

change, are making what I am calling the “Development Critique of Food Aid.”  

The Development Critique of Food Aid critics hold that funding devoted to food aid 

should be reinvested in programs that are more likely to contribute to long-term “development” 

or “progress.” As Morgan, a community member from Huaycán explains, the comedores “do not 

help us be independent, it would be better to teach us to develop.” From this perspective, food 

aid is criticized, because while it addresses acute needs (e.g., survival, nutrition), it does not 

directly create enduring change for the community. Of course, it could be argued that because 

food sustains life, ensuring that low-income children have access to the nutritional foods 

necessary for healthy development, the comedores do contribute to the community’s long-term 

ability to thrive. However, those who make the Development Critique of Food Aid are 

specifically thinking about investing resources into programs that will have a broader and 

longstanding impact on the community.  

Development economists and other practitioners have long debated the best methods for 

ensuring the long-term success of development programs (Banerjee and Duflo 2012; Easterly 
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2013; Moyo 2009; Sachs 2006; Wraight 2011). For example, Jeffrey Sachs has called for ending 

“poverty traps” through significant transfers of capital to the world’s poorest countries, in 

combination with the implementation of technocratic solutions to address immediate needs (e.g., 

insecticide-treated bed nets, fertilizer, access to adequate healthcare, etc.) (Sachs 2006). Drawing 

on behavioral economics, Banerjee and Duflo challenge “universal answers” to development, 

instead arguing for the use of randomized trials to study and develop evidenced-based 

“treatments” (interventions) to increase the success rate of localized development interventions 

(2012, 14). William Easterly is critical of technocratic approaches, arguing that “the real cause of 

poverty” is the “unchecked power of the state against poor people without rights” (2013, 12). 

Easterly instead argues for the promotion of “free development” through the advancement of 

individual political and economic rights, as opposed to top-down “authoritarian development” 

(2013). Dambisa Moyo calls for a gradual end to “systematic aid” (aid payments made directly to 

governments), arguing that the aid-dependency model prevents aid-receiving countries from 

developing financial mechanisms that would contribute to long-term, stable economic growth 

(Moyo 2009).   

In Huaycán, many of those who make the Development Critique, often focus on the 

importance of improved educational opportunities for development. Like Isabel argued in 

Chapter 1, the government “should create job centers for young people, study centers for young 

people, so that they do not lack education.” Similarly, Brayan, a young man who believes that 

the comedores are problematic, explains,  

 

[The comedores] are not very important because they make Peruvians or the 

Huaycánero conformist, right? Whether it is Vaso de Leche or the comedor 

popular programs, they make you have a very conformist mind and you do not 

want to get ahead. Because in the end, you are going to have a plate of food, two 

plates of food for s/1.50, s/2.00, whatever it costs, which is very cheap. … So, 

they don’t want to get ahead, right? We know that to survive, we need to have 

food, we need to be able to eat something. So, they’ll conform to just a simple, 

basic income, right? Just a plate of food and nothing else. … I am against the 

existence of the comedores populares, Vaso de Leche. … I think that in Huaycán, 

we should focus more than anything on instruction, education. … In Huaycán, in 

all of Perú, we are missing a lot of education. 

 

Brayan, who draws on several of the critiques of food aid discussed in this chapter, is 

arguing that having access to an affordable meal encourages individuals to accept low wages. 

Because they have just enough resources to survive, they are not willing to change their 

circumstances. Brayan sees education as critical to disrupting what he sees as a cyclical problem, 

or what Sachs has referred to as a  “poverty trap” (2006). According to Brayan, Isabel, and 

Guadalupe, education, learning, and instruction are all key to changing an individual’s life 

circumstances. To be “developed” carries an imaginary of a certain wellness, comfort, happiness, 

implying a better quality of life. In the neoliberal era it also carries notes of self-help in a more 

intrinsic, subject, and almost spiritual way, the moral development of the person. From this 

perspective, one cannot be “developed” without being educated. 

Undoubtedly, investments in the quality and accessibility of education have the potential 

to radically change one’s life. Education can open the door to new employment opportunities, 

which may have higher pay and be more fulfilling or enjoyable. Education can also change one’s 
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perspective of the world, shifting how one observes, interprets, and interacts with broader social 

structures and power dynamics. For example, in reflecting on how education improves the lives 

of women, Kabeer explains, 

 

Women with education face expanded opportunities in the labour market; they 

marry later and have their first birth later. Education gives women greater 

understanding and access to improved contraceptive practices and information on 

nutrition, sanitation and child care. Less tangibly, the ability to read and write is 

an important component in communicating and exchanging ideas and in analysing 

and acting upon one’s own problems; thus education can help to empower women 

within their households and communities. (Kabeer 1994, 219) 

 

Here, Kabeer emphasizes that education not only improves a woman’s employment 

opportunities but also increases her autonomy over her body and her sense of empowerment 

within both her household and community. However, despite the positive role education does 

play in bettering lives, Kabeer also does not treat education as a panacea for all social ills. 

Kabeer drives this point home when she references Benería and Sen, who argue that simply 

offering better education and training is like “treating cancer with a bandaid” (Benería and Sen 

1981, 287; in Kabeer 1994, 31).  

In the case of women, Kabeer notes that the “full potential of education for enhancing 

women’s autonomy cannot be realized without addressing their financial dependence” (Kabeer 

1994, 220). Even if a woman has access to education that offers her additional work 

opportunities, education does not guarantee that class and patriarchal hierarchies will be 

simultaneously dismantled. Despite access and engagement with education, a woman may not 

find employment that provides her with a living wage, ultimately leaving her class position 

unchanged. For example, socias who have worked for decades in the comedores have, in fact, 

frequently participated in a variety of workshops and trainings sponsored by the government, 

NGOs, and other organizations. While many of these workshops are related to nutrition and 

sanitation, others, sometimes called “productive workshops,” have focused on trade and skills 

development for generating income (de Waardt and Ypeij 2016).  

Many studies on comedores have describe the historical presence of productive 

workshops in comedores (Blondet and Montero 1995; Fernandez 1996; Garrett 2001; Kogan 

1998; A. Moser 2004; M. Mujica 1992). However, I have not been able to find a study that 

definitively evaluates whether these workshops created long-term employment opportunities for 

socias. In one possible example, van Isschot explains that in the 1990s, PRONAA (the 

government branch that previously managed and funded comedores), invested in the 

development of small for-profit businesses run through comedores. According to van Isschot, in 

1995, PRONAA was financially supporting 68 of these comedor businesses (van Isschot 1997, 

71). However, Waardt and Ypeij explain that many of these PRONAA-sponsored businesses 

were forced to close due to fierce competition in Lima’s urban economy (2016, 1262).  

Other studies have found that these workshops had a minimal or no long-term impact on 

income generation for socias. Blondet and Montero note that although these workshops were 

popular among socias, they did not lead to successful, lasting small business ventures (1995, 

119). Barrig contends that these productive workshops produced few employment opportunities 

for women (A. Moser 2004). As one example, she explains that if you have thirty women who 

want to learn how to sew, but only three antique sewing machines, how do you equitably decide 
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who will receive the hands-on experience? Barrig explains that this inability to equitably share 

resources in workshops led to “exclusion, jealousy, [and] frustration” among socias (A. Moser 

2004, 222). During my fieldwork, I participated in several pastry (repostería) workshops hosted 

by a local university in a comedor in Huaycán. While cooking, some of the socias would discuss 

the possibility of selling pastries on the street. Although the workshops were fun for all involved, 

it is unlikely that selling street food would generate significant income for socias, especially once 

ingredients are purchased. Eventually, the pastry workshops were abruptly canceled by the 

university and none of the socias followed through with selling pastries. 

For those socias who do benefit from workshops, their new skills can open the door to 

employment opportunities in factories, bakeries, or in the informal labor market. While this will 

generate needed income, these employment opportunities are unlikely to change a socias’ class 

position in any significant way. Although sewing and other common trades taught in productive 

workshops can require great skill, these are not skills that translate into high-income jobs.   

In considering the patriarchal context in which many women labor, a woman, even if she 

is “formally educated” may not have complete autonomy over her ability to work or the income 

she earns. This is a reality confronted by many comedor socias, who face pressure from both 

their spouses and, at times, the broader community, to not accept employment that will keep 

them away from their children (Immink 2001). The comedores offered a way for the socias to 

make a small economic contribution to their household while having the flexibility to still 

perform ideals of “good mothering.” Drawing on Molyneux’s work, Mujica argues that women 

participate in comedores to meet their “practical gender interests,” strategies that despite 

reinforcing assigned gender roles and failing to challenge gender inequalities, are nonetheless 

critical in helping women meet their practical needs (e.g., providing food for their families, being 

present for their children, etc.) (Molyneux 1984; M. Mujica 1994). It is not necessarily true that 

the socias lack sufficient education or skills to find work, but rather that the comedor presents a 

practical avenue for meeting the needs of their households.   

Kabeer, Benería, and Sen are not alone in acknowledging that education is not a cure-all 

for social inequalities. For example, Cristina Groeger challenges Horace Mann’s nineteenth-

century argument that education is “the great equalizer,” by demonstrating that more education 

does not inevitably lead to more equality (Groeger 2021).32 Mann’s argument, embodied today 

by “human capital theory” in economics, holds that more education will reduce inequality by 

appropriately compensating people for increased mastery of skill sets. Rather, Groeger points out 

that returns on “education in the marketplace reflect not only skills but also power” (Groeger 

2021, 6). While skills may open the door for some jobs (for some people), human capital theory 

fails to account for uncompensated skills sets (such as domestic labor or volunteering in a 

comedor) or for biases in accessing jobs, where identity factors (e.g., race, gender, age, 

differential abilities, sexual orientation) and intersections continue to create disparities in hiring 

practices (Crenshaw 1989). Although education may move beyond sustaining a “bare life” 

(Agamben 1998), for the oppressed, education does not inevitably dismantle the structural 

inequalities which continuously reproduce the power and privileges of the few.  

The insights of the famed Brazilian educator Paulo Freire are also critical for considering 

how education and training can fail to create structural change when premised on what Freire 

 
32 Horace Mann was a public education advocate, who between 1837 and 1848 served as the first Secretary for the 

newly created Massachusetts State Board of Education (Cremin 2021). In 1848, he famously declared, “Education 

then, beyond all other devices of human origin, is a great equalizer of the conditions of men -- the balance wheel of 

the social machinery” (Growe and Montgomery 2003, 23). 
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calls the “banking model of education.” The banking model of education promotes mechanical 

learning and memorization. In this model, the instructor “deposits” knowledge into the minds of 

students, the “containers,” who should then store this knowledge until it needs to be “withdrawn” 

(Freire 2018, 72). The banking model serves to uphold systems of oppression, by creating 

learners whose labor reproduces structures of inequality within what the late bell hooks has 

called the “white supremacist capitalist patriarchy” (hooks 1994, 47). Freire explains this 

process,  

 

The more students work at storing the deposits entrusted to them, the less they 

develop the critical consciousness which would result from their intervention in 

the world as transformers of that world. The more completely they accept the 

passive role imposed on them, the more they tend simply to adapt to the world as 

it is and to the fragmented view of reality deposited in them. (Freire 2018, 73) 

 

Freire is arguing that learners who are trained in the banking model tradition, are simply 

focused on learning skill sets that can be useful within the current capitalist framework. At the 

individual level, these skills may provide additional job opportunities and income, even pulling 

individual families out of poverty. However, by failing to promote “conscientization,” or the 

ability to identify and collectively transform the structures which produce and reproduce 

oppression, their education will not change the mechanisms which create and sustain broader 

oppression (Freire 2018, 35–36).  

From a development approach, the banking model of education takes an individualistic 

rather than a collective approach to change, by developing applicable skills that individuals can 

use to improve their lives while ignoring the tools needed to create long-term structural change. 

Rather than serving as the cure to poverty, the banking model of education primarily reinforces 

the status quo. As Freire explains, the “educated individual is the adapted person, because she or 

he is better ‘fit’ for the world … [this] is well suited to the purposes of the oppressors, whose 

tranquility rests on how well people fit the world the oppressors have created, and how little they 

question it” (2000, 76). In critiquing comedor workshops and the comedores more broadly, 

Schroeder makes a similar point, noting that rather than tackling the causes of oppression the 

comedores create perfect capitalist subjects, armed with the “skills that are useful in a capitalist 

economic system” (2006, 667).  

Education, when done right, is critical for both individual and collective transformation. 

However, like food aid, education alone will not dismantle the underlying causes of injustices. In 

the opening paragraphs of this section, the teacher emphasized that educators at his school were 

forced to rely on a comedor as a means to afford their daily lunch. If education in itself lifted 

people out of poverty, why do those who are educators by trade still need to rely on food aid? In 

the lives of these teachers, the need for food aid did not disappear simply because they graduated 

from university or because they worked in the formal sector. Until these teachers are adequately 

compensated for their labor, the need for aid will remain a reality.   

Without a fundamental transformation of the socioeconomic factors that produce poverty, 

it is unlikely that any amount of aid or varying development strategies will reshape the 

underlying causes producing social hierarchies and inequalities. In Huaycán, those who make the 

Development Critique of Food Aid are recognizing a fundamental flaw in the distribution of food 

aid: it does not end poverty. The historical and contextual forces which allow hunger to exist are 

a form of structural violence that has embodied consequences for those who experience food 
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insecurity (Farmer 2004a). Ultimately, food aid only addresses hunger as a symptom of broader 

underlying inequalities. Those who make the Development Critique of Food Aid argue that 

shifting funds to education and training programs will help Huaycán “develop,” alleviating 

poverty by producing subjects who can compete in the neoliberal economy. While Huaycán 

undoubtedly needs greater investments in education, for children, youth, and adults alike, 

moving funds from food aid to education does not guarantee an end to poverty and oppression 

because these programs do not necessarily challenge the underlying causes reproducing poverty 

in Huaycán.  

 

Conclusion 
 Benjamin, Fabían, and I made it to Zoe and Eucebio’s home after dark. There was no 

electricity, but the family had acquired a small solar power light that was used to light the 

kitchen. The evening had become quite cold, and we certainly enjoyed eating the warm mutton 

stew that was waiting for us.  

The next morning, Eucebio had taken off to the puna (high grasslands in the Andes) 

before the sunrise with a group of local men to herd grazing cattle. Just after dawn, I found Zoe 

in the kitchen preparing breakfast. After we had all eaten our máchica (ground flour often made 

from toasted barley) with hardboiled eggs and potatoes, Zoe sent Fabían and her youngest son 

Danilo off to herd the sheep. Benjamin and I helped for the first hour, before joining Zoe and her 

aunt as they peeled potatoes.  

 I asked Zoe how life was going in Huanuco. She explained that it was not always easy. 

The work never ended, and you have to be patient as crops grow. Money can also be a challenge 

as they do not always receive a good price for their product. At the time, they were 

contemplating selling a lot they had purchased for their children years before in Huanuco City, to 

help expand their flock of sheep. She then added,  

 

[But] it’s beautiful [here]. Here, we help each other. When someone works, we 

help them. When they finish, we still keep helping. Here on this chacra (farm), 

we work and we save for the year. We do not worry. It’s not like the city where 

you have to go to the market every day, right? Here no, here we save the food.  

 

The life of a farmer is rarely easy. The work is difficult and laborious, and the financial return is 

often not enough to stay afloat, especially given the increasing instability of weather patterns and 

the fluctuation of market prices. Small-scale farmers, in particular, face a daunting market as 

they compete with industrial agriculture.  

Zoe and her three sons herding sheep and cows  

 

 

Zoe cooking for her family 
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Despite these hardships, there are two primary reasons that Zoe and Eucebio have 

decided to continue living on the chacra with their three youngest children. For one, Zoe 

emphasized that in their small, rural community, everyone helps each other. Andean South 

America is well known for its value of ayni, which Walshe and Argumedo define as “reciprocity 

through mutuality and compensation” (2016, 167). For Zoe and her community, helping one 

another is both culturally meaningful and economically beneficial. The reciprocal exchange of 

labor maintains a sense of interdependence and community while ensuring that each chacra has 

the hands needed to complete the work (M. Mujica 1992). The economic conditions of life on the 

chacra necessitate subjectivities oriented towards caring for the collective wellbeing.  

As more migrants began moving to Lima in the mid-twentieth century, this reciprocity 

and value of ayni, were present. In Susan Lobo’s classic ethnography, A House of My Own: 

Social Organization in the Squatter Settlements of Lima, Peru, she observed that Lima’s newly 

formed barriadas continued to engage ayni as they built their new communities in the 1960s and 

1970s. She explains that in the barriadas where she worked, “reciprocity is fundamental to social 

relationships.” While the nature of reciprocity undoubtedly shifted between the urban and rural 

settings, ayni remained strong as the settlers exchanged “information, training, job assistance, 

money, sharing of facilities, moral and emotional support, food, invitations to festive occasions, 

and the hospitality offered to visiting kin” (Lobo 1977, 76). Similarly, Mujica, who completed 

research in Lima’s comedores populares in the 1980s, explained that the “cooperation that is the 

basis of communal activity is continued by migrants, not necessarily because of tradition but 

because new conditions make it necessary for people to draw from this cultural heritage” (M. 

Mujica 1992, 69). Reciprocity and generosity were also critical to Huaycán’s founding (Lastra 

Domínguez 2019). As Lastra explains,  

 

One of the magic wands used by our urban community is its community organization. 

From the start, at the beginning of the land seizure, the organized settlers made it possible 

to possess and care for the land, as well as prepare the resistance against a possible 

eviction. Then, with the communal organization, the conquest of basic services was 

achieved, an effort that is still underway today in the high areas and expansions of 

Huaycán. (Lastra Domínguez 2019, 35) 

 

 Although these values have not completely disappeared in urban areas, there is no doubt 

that shifting economic conditions and the resulting rise of neoliberal subjectivities have 

increasingly created communal ruptures. Ayni, when compared to individualism, comes to feel 

like it is creating additional work, rather than serving a mutually beneficial purpose. Communal 

work has by no means completely disappeared in Huaycán. Neighbors continue to organize 

faenas (communal work sessions). Polladas, or communal fried chicken sales, are also common 

for supporting a variety of social causes. Most notably, the community’s structure of governance, 

from the UCV to the Consejo Ejecutivo Central, remains largely in place. Although participation 

has diminished, it has not disappeared. Nonetheless, the growth of individualism amidst a 

competitive capitalist environment has had negative consequences for people like Zoe and 

Eucebio. By returning to Huanuco, they may have little opportunity for significant economic 

growth, but they have a community that is ready to support them and when needed, help them 

put food on their table.  

The second key reason Zoe and Eucebio have decided to stay in Huanuco is the 

consistent supply of food. For example, Zoe accompanied Benjamin and me to the vehicle that 
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would take us back to Huanuco City. Near where we would be picked up, Zoe’s extended family 

had a home, where they stored crops throughout the year. She took us inside, where there were 

massive piles of colorful potatoes spread across the floor. Zoe began filling two giant market 

bags with the potatoes, one for each of us. As we lugged our bags that must have weighed at 

least 30 lbs. outside to wait, Zoe approached me with one last gift. Her aunt, who only spoke 

Quechua, had asked me during the trip to take a photo of her with my camera dressed in her 

finest clothes.33 I was, of course, delighted to, and in return she wanted me to take a piece of 

salted mutton to the family I lived with in Lima.   

While in Lima, Zoe and Eucebio’s family’s food security depended on their meager 

incomes and government food aid programs. However, on the chacra, they have a steady supply 

of food throughout the year. While they may not have access to the same diverse food supply, no 

matter how empty their bank accounts are, there is always food growing and animals grazing. 

Food also creates the opportunity for barter, trading eggs for habas, or potatoes for máchica. 

Meanwhile, ayni ensures that Zoe and Eucebio will have the support of family and neighbors in 

difficult times. Life is not easy on the chacra, which is why Zoe and Eucebio left in the first 

place. However, after struggling to survive in Lima’s competitive neoliberal economy, it has 

become the better option, at least for now.  

As this chapter explores, the neoliberalization of the Peruvian economy has not only 

made life nearly impossible for many of Lima’s most disenfranchised, but it has also distracted 

many community members from the root causes of Lima’s economic problems. Rather than 

seeing the economic structures and political practices that uphold the privilege of the few, it is 

the poor who are treated as if they are the problem, as these same economic conditions 

exacerbate the experience of poverty for many. Those who cannot get ahead are lazy, 

unmotivated, and underdeveloped. Those who receive aid might even be corrupt, conning the 

state to avoid working. These critiques are acutely felt by the socias, who continue to shoulder 

reproductive, productive, and community care responsibilities, while the very institution they 

voluntarily labor in is centered as a cause of the community’s failures. Ultimately, the 

Responsibilization, Unworthy, and Development Critiques of Food Aid each focus on the need 

to change people rather than our socioeconomic systems. While the Development Critique of 

Food Aid may call for a more structural change, it still fails to challenge inequalities in any 

serious way. This critique may call for the creation of more jobs, but it does not eliminate the 

competition or individualism which undergird the drive for progress in a neoliberal context.  

By no means are all people in Huaycán one dimensional characters in a neoliberal theater 

– ultra-competitive, highly individualistic “neoliberal subjects.” Like all people, Huaycán’s 

residents are complex, and their ideologies may fluctuate across time, space, and contexts. 

Nonetheless, the presence of neoliberal subjectivities at a community scale is common. The food 

aid critiques discussed here reflect broader trends of how aid and welfare are commonly treated, 

where there is often little empathy for those who are forced to ask for and accept help 

(Poppendieck 1998). A truly just world does not blame individuals for food insecurity, but 

instead blames a system that allows food insecurity to exist amidst vast wealth and prosperity.  

  

 
33 I have the picture printed in the luggage that I left in Perú. I was planning on making a return trip to Huanuco in 

2020, but due to COVID-19, I have not been able to return. I do hope to do so in the future.  



123 

 

Chapter 6: False Generosity: Comedores Populares and the Populist 

State 
 

The Leak 

In early April 2021, a WhatsApp conversation from a comedor popular in the 

Municipality of Ate was leaked on social media. It read:  

 

Comedor President:  

Ladies, good evening, we inform you that tomorrow, Tuesday, 

March 30th, we need to attend a march organized for Mr. José 

Arriola (manager of all the comedores of Ate) since he wants us 

to support his candidacy for congress at 3:00 pm.  

Place: pierola Revisiones Técnicas 

Note: it is mandatory by order of the promotora 

 

“Vecina”:  

You support a corrupt person. No, well, it should depend on each 

person if they decide to go or not.  

 

Comedor President:  

Vecina [female neighbor] good evening, the order does not come 

from me, it comes from the head of the comedores, if we do not 

attend, we will lose our food.  

 

At the time that this message leaked, José Arriola, the then Deputy 

Manager of Food Assistance and Social Inclusion for the Municipality 

of Ate, was running for Congress as the Number 1 candidate for the political party Acción 

Popular. The election was set to be held on April 11, 2021. Within 24 hours of the leak, Arriola 

published a video on Facebook in which the president of the comedor and the husband of a socia, 

who claims to have leaked the messages (the “Vecina”), emphatically proclaimed that they were 

never obligated to participate in the march. They repeatedly asked Mr. Arriola for forgiveness. 

The president explains that she sent the message because she supports Arriola and wanted her 

socias to attend the march. In her words, 

 

I put that statement, not with bad intentions, so that my socias support the 

congressman … he is a good person … who is always looking out for the 

comedores, a person who supports all of the comedores, so I put that. I did not do 

it with bad intentions. I ask forgiveness from señor Arriola and the promotora for 

posting that.  

 

If the president did indeed fabricate the threat, she claims to have done so because of her 

loyalty to Arriola. She was willing to deceive her own socias, obligating them to attend a 

campaign rally because she wanted to ensure a good turnout for Arriola’s campaign gathering. 

She justifies her deception and loyalty by emphasizing that Arriola is “a good man.” Of course, 

as “the manager of all of the comedores in Ate,” Arriola’s job at the time of this event was to 

The leaked WhatsApp 

message 
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oversee the comedores. However, by justifying her decision-making around her belief that 

Arriola is “a good man,” the president highlights that she is more concerned with Arriola’s 

character and treatment of the comedores than she is with the requirements inherent to his job (or 

his political platform, for that matter). For the president, it is not that Arriola is fulfilling the 

responsibilities required of his job, but rather, that he is a “generous benefactor,” who cares 

about the comedores and the socias. 

However, it appears that not all socias in the comedor were willing to defend Arriola. The 

journalist Alba Ñaupas interviewed a member of the WhatsApp group, who confirmed that the 

messages were authentic and claimed that it was not the first time that they had been obligated to 

participate in Municipality events. According to this socia, who asked not to be identified, 

“previously, the Municipality told us to go to the marches. Sometimes they would send extra 

food, a sack of rice, to go support those things.” Ñaupas also interviewed a founding socias of 

the comedor in question who no longer participates. She explained, “… Mr. Arriola is running 

for Congress. That old man is terrible, he likes you to be there, otherwise he doesn’t give you 

anything, ‘I’ll give you this, but you have to do this,’ that’s his motto” (Ñaupas 2021b).  

If instead of the president we believe the two women interviewed by Alba Ñaupas, 

Arriola and the promotora would be guilty of leveraging their power and positions for political 

gain. State-sponsored comedores rely on the government for their víveres (commodity foods) 

and in some cases, a subsidio (check), which helps them afford perishable foods such as chicken 

or fish. While the funding for comedores comes from the federal government, it is the 

Municipality’s responsibility to not only distribute the víveres and subisdios but also to supervise 

each of the comedores, evaluating whether or not a comedor should continue to receive funding. 

This structure gives the Municipality a great deal of discretion in deciding who is and who is not 

worthy of funding. 

 Despite this controversy,34 Arriola was elected to Congress and appears to have evaded 

any serious investigation into the allegations that he was threatening to withhold food from 

comedores that did not publicly support him. Regardless of the underlying motivation driving 

this WhatsApp message, Arriola was able to capitalize on his position as the Deputy Manager of 

Food Assistance and Social Inclusion to gain political support from the comedores. He either 

won over the loyalty of some socias by being “a good person … who is always looking out for 

the comedores” or he used his position of power to coercively obligate socias to attend his 

campaign march. In all likelihood, it was probably some combination of both, as I heard both 

praise and critique of Congressman Arriola from various socias throughout my fieldwork.  

The comedores are by no means used exclusively for political gain. Nonetheless, for 

many state actors, the comedores have long been treated as a populist tool for building political 

capital, while encouraging (and at times requiring) political favors from the socias (A. Moser 

2004). Whether intentional or not, politicians such as Arriola capitalize on the uneven power 

 
34 In fact, this was not the only controversy that Arriola was embroiled in during his congressional candidacy. Prior 

to this WhatsApp screenshot being leaked, Arriola had already been reprimanded by Perú’s Jurado Especial 

Electoral (JEE) (a temporary body from the Jurado Nacional de Elecciones overseeing the 2021 election in Perú) for 

violating Perú’s “Reglamento de Propaganda Electoral, Publicidad Estatal y Neutralidad” (Electoral Propaganda, 

State Advertising, and Neutrality Rule). This law prohibits political candidates from distributing goods purchased or 

donated by the central government to individual or private entities for 90 days before an election (Caretas 2021). 

The JEE found that Arriola had improperly used “the resources, goods, and social programs such as the 

Municipality’s comedores populares and Vaso de Leche [programs] for political activities,” after distributing 

government commodities to the comedores and Vaso de Leche within the 90 day period (Ñaupas 2021a). 
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dynamics which emerge between the provisioners and the recipients of food aid, a dynamic that 

is not lost on many residents in Huaycán. For example, reflecting on the value of the comedores, 

Amancio explained that when he was a university student, his family did not have the money to 

buy food. To survive, they turned to a comedor run by the Catholic church in Huaycán for many 

of their meals. Now working as an industrial food engineer, Amancio says that the comedores 

“serve a function” and that they “need to exist.” However, in reflecting on government-comedor 

relations, he also cautions that they can become a “breeding ground for politicians,” because the 

comedores “can be easily manipulated.” In his words,  

 

For the previous governments, it was not in their interest to disappear the 

comedores because they need these people to be submissive, dependent, with 

need. They want to be able to pay s/50 to mobilize them anywhere, right? … 

They’re taking advantage of the need. Well, they’re taking advantage of the need 

of the people who need the most. … [The politicians] do not want [the 

comedores] to disappear. 

 

Here, Amancio is voicing what I am calling the False Generosity Critique of Food Aid. 

The False Generosity Critique of Food Aid contends that politicians distribute food aid and fund 

food aid programs to advance their own political careers. For these populist state actors, food aid 

can serve as an avenue for accessing social networks, winning short and long-term loyalty, or 

procuring political favors from those who receive food aid. From the perspective of populists, 

food aid is an ideal option for aid distribution because people not only depend on food for their 

very survival but food is saturated in sociocultural value that can never be reduced to mere 

calories (Crowther 2013; Dossa 2014; Garth 2020; Mintz and Du Bois 2002). Food aid addresses 

this critical need for food (to an extent), without having to fundamentally challenge the 

inequalities that create need in the first place (Poppendieck 1998). This persistence of injustices 

offers an ideal context for promoting political careers and agendas.  

 Although research over several decades has focused on studying clientelist politics in 

Latin America (Conniff 2012; Gay 1994; P. Muñoz 2019; Nichter 2018; Stein 1980; Strickon 

and Greenfield 1972), in exploring the uneven power dynamics between the socias the Peruvian 

government, I will turn to the notion of “false generosity,” a concept introduced by Paulo Freire, 

in his seminal text, Pedagogy of the Oppressed. In essence, false generosity is a critical reflection 

on how powerful social actors can use charitable giving, aid, and welfare programs to 

paternalistically maintain uneven power dynamics and socioeconomic structures (Ashton 1997; 

Freire 2018; Esteva, Stuchul, and Prakash 2005; Keramatfar and Bavakhani 2019; Macedo 2005; 

Stone and Wolfteich 2008).35  

I focus on Freire’s for two reasons. First, false generosity is a useful conceptual tool for 

studying the distribution of aid beyond clientelist politics. Although I am analyzing the 

relationship between the Peruvian state and the comedores, governments are not the only actors 

that distribute aid (e.g., multilateral organizations, religious institutions, philanthropies, NGOs, 

individuals, etc.). Therefore, the tactics discussed in this chapter can be more broadly used to 

unpack power dynamics between aid givers and receivers in a variety of contexts. The second 

reason I turn to Freire is that although his liberatory work has been widely analyzed (and 

criticized), particularly in regards to pedagogy, less analysis has focused on Freire’s critiques of 

 
35 This chapter does not differentiate between charity, aid, and welfare. Rather, the analytical focus is on the uneven 

power dynamics between those who give and those who receive these goods and services. 
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development and his focus on assistentialism and charity distribution specifically. In this chapter, 

I aim to use my research to add depth to Freire’s fairly unstructured discussions of false 

generosity in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, by putting Freire’s application of the concept in 

conversation with my ethnographic data. In doing this, I identify five, often overlapping, forms 

of false generosity as they play out in the relationship between state actors (e.g., politicians, 

political candidates, state employees) and the comedor socias.   

 The use of false generosity or what I call the “False Generosity Critique of Food Aid,” is 

by no means limited to politicians. Development specialists, wealthy philanthropists, or socially 

responsible corporate actors, among others, can all be beneficiaries of false generosity when they 

distribute aid to boost their own position of power, whether consciously or not. However, this 

chapter is going to focus on the relationship between comedores populares and state actors in 

exploring how false generosity shapes the operations and politics of comedores. Ultimately, the 

False Generosity Critique of Food Aid contends that while the comedores have great value for 

socias and other comedor clients, the state-sponsored comedor model risks upholding a system 

where state actors career’s benefit from the perpetuation of their existence, as a communal space 

where it is easier to organize support. Through false generosity, the comedores risk becoming 

spaces of manipulation, which may serve to advance the political ambitions of individuals, over 

the food security and social needs of the socias.  

In exploring the relationship between false generosity, state actors, and comedores 

populares, I will first provide an overview of the longtime use of food aid as a populist tactic in 

Perú prior to the comedores. I will then turn to a discussion of false generosity, laying out the 

five tactics of false generosity I have identified using Freire’s text Pedagogy of the Oppressed 

(2018). In unpacking the practice of false generosity in any given interaction, these various 

tactics of false generosity often co-exist and are overlapping. Therefore, in this chapter, I will 

provide three ethnographic vignettes that explore how false generosity operates in practice to 

maintain a division between those who distribute aid to the comedores and the comedor socias, 

who are often reliant on this aid. Finally, I will provide concluding remarks on the challenges 

false generosity presents in creating a more just economy and social structure.  

 

Food Aid and Political Populism in Perú: A Historical Perspective 
Peruvian candidates and politicians have long used tactics of false generosity, including 

the manipulation of food distribution, as a means of securing political votes, support, and loyalty 

(Boesten 2010). In the words of Boesten, “Just as church-based charities had an interest in the 

souls of people, [Peruvian] political parties had an interest in the votes of people” (2003, 115). 

Boesten adds that “government food aid institutions were generally directly tied to the 

presidency in one way or another, whether through president’s wife’s charities (General Manuel 

Odría, 1948-56), presidential decree (Fernando Belaúnde Terry, 1963-68; 1980-85), or party 

politics (Alan García, APRA 1985-90)” (Boesten 2003, citing Collier 1978; Blondet and 

Montero 1995, 53; Lenten 1993). 

According to the historian Paulo Drinot, this relationship can be traced back to a general 

labor strike among factory workers in Lima from December 1918 – January 1919 and Lima’s 

“food riots” in May 1919 (a reaction to rising food prices in the capital city). Drinot quotes 

Augusto Ruiz Zevallos, who argued that these events helped form “the beginnings of the populist 

state and the historical and social roots of the programmatic proposals of the main political 

movements of the twentieth century” (Ruiz Zevallos 2001 in Drinot 2005). In the aftermath of 

the food riot, the government of Augusto B. Leguía implemented a number of food-based 
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reforms, including a requirement that landowners dedicate “15 percent of their land to foodstuff 

production and a price cap on meat sold in markets and in butchers’ stores” (Drinot 2005, 250; 

Ruiz Zevallos 2001).  

In the 1930s, the governments of Luis Miguel Sánchez Cerro (1931 – 1933) and Oscar 

Benavides (1933 – 1939) opened restaurantes populares, which sold government-subsidized 

lunches to workers (Drinot 2005, 256). By the 1940s, under Manuel Prado Ugarteche (1939 – 

1945), the restaurantes populares were also providing meals to schoolchildren. According to 

Drinot, these projects were a populist strategy “aimed at curtailing industrial unrest and labor 

militancy” (2005, 258). They were also meant to compete with leftist political parties such as 

APRA (Alianza Popular Revolucionaria Americana), who had founded their Comedor Aprista 

No. 1 in November 1933 (Drinot 2005, 259). Drinot explains that APRA claimed that the 

government’s restaurantes populares had been modeled off of APRA’s original design (2005, 

259). In the 1950s, the government of Manuel Odría made an explicit effort to build support in 

Lima’s newly forming barriadas through populist programs (Collier 1978). The first lady, María 

Delgado de Odría, played a critical role in these efforts. Among other initiatives, she distributed 

food aid and founded the government’s Centro de Asistencia Social “Maria Delgado de Odría” 

(Center for Social Assistance – Maria Delgado de Odría), a government center for charitable 

activities modeled after a similar program by Eva Perón (Blondet and Montero 1995; Collier 

1978). 

Perú began receiving food aid from foreign nations as far back as the 1940s (Lajo 1986). 

In the 1950s and 1960s, Perú became a key recipient of PL 480, the United States “Food for 

Peace” program (Public Law 480), receiving $39.2 million worth of agricultural commodities 

between 1955 and 1964 (Johnson et al. 1983, 6). According to Maguiña, much of the aid 

received through PL 480 was channeled into school and infant and maternal-infant feeding 

programs, ultimately, supporting women who would go on to participate in the Clubes de Madres 

organizations in the 1960s (Maguiña Villón 1989, 49).  

In the 1960s, there was a growth in Clubes de Madres throughout Lima’s barriadas. 

Violeta Correa de Belaúnde, the wife of president Belaúnde Terry, organized a contest among 

women’s organizations. Citing Blondet, Boesten explains the “women who could show the 

cleanest houses, even the cleanest children, would receive sewing machines, cooking utilities, or 

food” (2003, 115, citing Blondet 1986, 45). Isabel, a woman interviewed by Cecilia Blondet, 

added that “in the clubes [de madres] from the señora Cruchaga [Violeta] they gave kitchens … 

and there were fights. The one with the highest score won good kitchens.” Blondet adds that this 

period “inaugurated a particular clientelism, impregnated with relationships of camaraderie 

[compadrazgo] and reciprocities between the patrona [e.g., Violeta] and the clients” (1986, 6).  

In the late 1970s, food aid to Perú increased significantly as the country began opening its 

economy amidst a growing economic crisis (Blondet and Montero 1995; Johnson et al. 1983, 

480). According to Delgado, “from 1976 to 1986, the volume of cereal, powdered milk, and 

vegetable oil given as Food Aid to Peru increased by 544 percent, 405 percent, and 1144 percent, 

respectively” (Delgado 1991, 58, citing Griffin 1978; FAO 1983; 1987).36 A report published by 

 
36 The United States “Food for Peace Program” (PL 480) was reinitiated in Perú in 1978, after no PL 480 

agreements were signed between the Peruvian and U.S. governments between 1965 and 1978 (Johnson et al. 1983, 

7). According to Johnson et al.’s USAID report, the reasons that PL 480 funding was cut off from Perú is “not 

entirely clear.” While the “official” reason is that Perú “graduated” from the program, there were other ongoing 

tensions, including the deterioration of U.S.-Peruvian government relations during the “Revolutionary Government” 

of Peruvian President General Juan Velasco Alvarado. Velasco’s anti-elitist, populist presidency sought to increase 

Peruvian economic autonomy, ending “dependency” on foreign powers (Skidmore and Smith 2005, 209).    
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the U.S. Agency for International Development explained that aid was distributed either directly 

by the government or through third parties into “maternal and child health programs (education 

and care), feeding programs for young children, school lunch programs, food-for-work projects” 

(Johnson et al. 1983, 36). As discussed in Chapter 1, this influx of food aid combined with 

Perú’s economic crisis would eventually contribute to the emergence of Comedores 

Autogestionarios, Comedores Parroquiales, and state-sponsored comedores.  

 

Tactics of False Generosity 
In the practice of false generosity, the oppressors’ superficially ‘generous’ acts of giving 

to the oppressed are ‘false’ because rather than serving as an act of solidarity, intended to disrupt 

inequalities, this ‘generosity’ serves to perpetuate the oppressor's position of power within the 

social and economic status quo (Freire 2018, 44). As Freire states, an “unjust social order is the 

permanent fount of this ‘generosity,’ which is nourished by death, despair, and poverty” (2018, 

44). Put simply, false generosity allows oppressors to use the distribution of charity to their own 

benefit. On the one hand, they may use this charity for personal reasons, such as building 

political loyalty and social capital. They may also use false generosity, whether intentionally or 

not, to maintain the oppressed in a position of dependency and exploitation, diminishing the 

possibility that the oppressed collectively organize to demand true structural change. Ultimately, 

false generosity is an analytically useful tool for identifying both the uneven power dynamics 

which emerge between charitable givers and receivers and the broader structures which 

perpetuate the need for charity in the first place.  

The rest of this section will review five, overlapping tactics of false generosity, which are 

used to uphold the power of the so-called benevolent givers. Before moving into this discussion 

it should briefly be noted that Freire’s division of the world into the oppressed and the oppressors 

has been critiqued for failing to consider the multiplicity of actors, such as women and people of 

color, that experience intersectional forms of injustice within a settler-colonial context (hooks, 

1994; Weiler, 1991). In Freire’s later work, he explicitly acknowledges much of this oversight 

and employs a more intersectional analysis in his writing (Freire 2019; 2005; 1998; 1997). For 

example, in Pedagogy of Hope, Freire reflects on his exclusive use of the term “men” to describe 

humans in his early work, stating, “Discrimination against women, expressed and committed by 

sexist discourse, and enfleshed in concrete practices, is a colonial way of treating them, and 

therefore incompatible with any progressive position” (2019, 57). However, because this chapter 

draws on Freire’s use of “false generosity” in Pedagogy of the Oppressed (2018), this chapter 

also largely focuses on a class analysis, by considering who can give charity (the oppressors) and 

who are the recipients of charity (the oppressed).  

 

Persuasive Tactics: Loyalty and Social Capital 

Through influence and persuasion, false generosity can be used to exercise soft power 

(Nye 1990), where the oppressors use false generosity to build loyalty among recipients and 

social capital in the eyes of the public. The distributors of charity and aid benefit from coming 

across publicly as benevolent givers, who are willing to share their resources with or advocate 

for the needy. Rather than challenging hierarchical class relations, false generosity reinforces a 

dichotomous power structure between the ‘the benevolent giver’ and the ‘grateful receiver.’ 

Stone and Wolfteich argue that false generosity allows the distributors of charity to “establish 

credit” for themselves “in the wider community” (2008, 11). Through this power dynamic, the 
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givers can build social capital and even long-term loyalty, increasing their social status, while 

reinforcing structures of inequality.   

Freire also argues that false generosity can buy the oppressor peace of mind (2018, 146). 

By giving, some oppressors may experience a sense of relief, feeling that they are doing good in 

the world. In Freire’s words, the oppressor rationalizes their “guilt through paternalistic 

treatment of the oppressed, all the while holding them fast in a position of dependence” (2018, 

49). The oppressor can assuage their “sense of guilt” and “‘buy’ peace for [themselves]” (2018, 

146). Famed food aid critic, Janet Poppendieck has made a similar critique of charitable giving. 

She describes this process as a “moral safety valve,” where givers receive ‘a “visceral feeling of 

doing good and being good, a means to comply with the dictates of one’s conscience,” offering 

rewards of “gratification, [and] moral relief” (1998, 47–48, 298). However, Keramatfar and 

Bavakhani pointedly note that this sense of relief is not universally experienced by the 

oppressors who are often “impervious to feelings of guilt” (2019, 465). 

 

Manipulative Tactics: False Consciousness and Dependency 

Quoting Simone de Beauvoir, Freire points out that “the interests of the oppressors lie in 

‘changing the consciousness of the oppressed, not the situation which oppresses them’” (de 

Beauvoir 1963; Freire 2018, 74). Freire adds, “for the more the oppressed can be led to adapt to 

that situation, the more easily they can be dominated” (2018, 74). This process can lead 

recipients of aid to thank their benevolent givers for their generosity, rather than question why 

some are able to give, while others must beg. Freire writes that the “greatest danger of 

assistencialism is the violence of its anti-dialogue. Charity can create false consciousness among 

the oppressed, imposing silence and passivity on receivers, denying them the conditions likely to 

develop or to ‘open’ their consciousness” (2013, 12). Conscientization, or the process by which 

individuals come to see inequalities as a social construct created and maintained by the 

oppressors to uphold their position of power (Freire 2018, 67), is impossible to achieve if one 

sees their survival not as dependent on the transformation of power structures, but on the 

charitable giving of a generous benefactor.  

Freire describes this relationship when he argues that “the myth that the dominant elites, 

‘recognizing their duties,’ promote the advancement of the people, so that the people, in a 

gesture of gratitude, should accept the words of the elites and be conformed to them” (2018, 

140). False generosity is “false,” because ultimately it serves to uphold the power of the 

oppressor, rather than challenging the conditions which create oppression in the first place. 

Because the oppressed are so often barely managing to get by, living what the philosopher 

Giorgio Agamben has called the ‘bare life,’ where the only goal is to sustain physical life 

(Agamben 1998), the giver of false generosity is perceived as the embodiment of a ‘kind soul,’ 

who cares for the oppressed.  

 

Exploitative Tactics: Misuse and Coercion  

For many, false generosity risks becoming a prop that the oppressed are forced to depend 

on as they try to navigate their everyday survival. In Freire’s words, false generosity “constrains 

the fearful and subdued, the ‘rejects of life,’” forcing them to endlessly “extend their trembling 

hands … in supplication” (2018, 45). This dependency may create a sense of obligation among 

the recipients, where the distribution of charity as a “gift” is leveraged for future favors. The 

recipients of false generosity are indebted to their generous benefactors and due to power 

inequalities, may have little say in how this debt is repaid. As Marcel Mauss has famously 
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argued, gifts are rarely given without strings attached (2002). Rather, the oppressed are expected 

to return the charity of populist leaders through obligations, such as votes, loyalty, and other in-

kind gifts, such as free labor. When the receiver is dependent on the kindness of the giver, it 

complicates the receiver’s ability to push for true change. Those who need charity, are often 

attempting simply to survive, sustaining a “bare life” (Agamben 1998). Therefore, when a token 

of help is offered, a state of oppression forces the oppressed to say, “thank you,” rather than 

being able to challenge a social context in which some are able to give, while others must beg to 

get by. As Keramatfar and Bavakhani argue, the normalization of dependency creates dependent 

subjects who are, “powerless, exploitable, and controllable subject[s]” (2019, 463). 

 

Divisionary Tactics: Separation and Ruptures  

False generosity can create a separation between those who receive charity and those who 

are denied or may reject false generosity. Freire explains that “it is necessary to divide the people 

in order to preserve the status quo and (thereby) the power of the dominators” (2018, 146). These 

divisions may fracture the potential for liberatory, collective action among the oppressed. 

Oppressors may also present themselves as the saviors of those who receive their false 

generosity, protecting them from those devious actors who seek to challenge the perceived 

stability of the status quo. Freire explains, “in order to divide and confuse people, the destroyers 

call themselves builders, and accuse the true builders of being destructive” (2018, 146). The 

oppressors step into the role of saviors, defending the oppressed from the “demonic action of 

‘marginals, rowdies, and enemies of God,’” the very people, who in truth, seek to challenge 

structures of oppression (2018, 146). 

 

Controlling Tactics: Obligation and Regulation  

This power imbalance between the givers of aid and the recipients of aid can lead to 

coercive forms of power and control, where oppressors can withhold or threaten to withhold their 

generosity if the recipients become non-compliant. The mere fear that aid can be withheld 

creates a scenario in which the receivers of aid must be compliant with the demands of those 

who give aid. To be uncompliant creates a context in which aid can be reduced, withheld, or 

withdrawn altogether. Freire argues that “every act of conquest implies a conqueror and someone 

or something which is conquered” (Freire 2018, 138). By upholding obligations in return for aid, 

the “conquerors” are able to control the conquered, who must withhold their voice if they hope to 

continue benefiting from the “generosity” of their conquerors.  

Additionally, controlling tactics of false generosity give the oppressors the ability to 

decide how they will use the distribution of charity and aid to reproduce their position of power 

most effectively. By being able to decide who is worthy and unworthy of their aid, they not only 

create controllable subjects who are required to fall in line, but they are also able to use their 

power to display their support of social norms within a neoliberal context, such as withholding 

aid from those who are irresponsible or undeserving. By having control over aid distribution, 

they can decide whether it is more beneficial to appeal to aid recipients or those who are critical 

of the distribution of aid.       

 

The Candidate’s Visit 
False Generosity and the Intersection of Persuasive and Manipulative Tactics  

Like many Tuesday mornings, I showed up to the Comedor Popular Sarita Colonia at 

8:00 a.m. The socias were already sitting around the table counting money and debating what 
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they would cook for lunch that day. As I sat down, I noticed some new décor in the comedor. 

Orange and black posters featuring a young congressional candidate from Keiko Fujimori’s 

political party, Fuerza Popular, were hung all over the kitchen. There was also a tall stack of 

posters piled in front of me on the table. I asked if the candidate, who was running for Congress, 

had visited. They excitedly told me that she was coming to speak in the comedor on Friday and 

that I should come.  

As I approached the comedor that Friday afternoon, I was startled to see the kitchen’s 

entrance. A giant poster of the politician had been hung outside and an SUV featuring images of 

Fuerza Populares’ “K” logo (for “Keiko”) was parked out front. As I entered the kitchen, a 

woman who frequently bought lunch from several comedores approached me to say hello. She 

smiled and then whispered into my ear, “I am here for the food.” When I sat down, I was quickly 

handed a sandwich and drink and after an hour or so, it was decided that the room was full 

enough for the campaign speech to begin.  

The candidate, a young woman, probably in her mid-30s, made straightforward, simple 

commitments that were well received by the audience. For the socias, she promised to push for 

legislation assuring their access to “SIS,” or Seguro Integral de Salud, a state-run health 

insurance program for the poor. At the end of her speech, she confidently told the audience to 

vote for her because of her ideas, not because of “Fujimorismo.” The audience applauded and 

stayed for a group photo, which I insisted on taking to the dismay of the campaign organizer who 

wanted the foreigner to be in the photo. 

As most of the audience headed home, I stayed in the comedor with the socias. As we 

passed around a two-liter bottle of Inca Kola, they were excitedly talking about the candidate.  

While listening, I kept thinking about the candidate’s final comment, reminding them to vote for 

her ideas and not Fujimorismo. From what I understood, Alberto Fujimori and his daughter 

Keiko are the primary reasons the comedores support Fuerza Popular.  

Mid-conversation, I turned to the socias and asked, “What is Fujimorismo?” Nelda, a 

socia who had cooked in the comedor for decades, 

explained that in the 1990s, Fujimori helped women. He 

made sure that the comedores always had “víveres,” or 

commodity foods for lunch. Then, contradicting the 

candidate’s desire, Nelda added that the socias do not 

vote for Fuerza Popular, they vote for Fujimorismo. As a 

follow-up, I asked what Fujimorismo meant today. Nelda 

hesitated before answering and then offered, “we just 

follow Fujimorismo.”     

Alberto Fujimori was a strategic manipulator of 

false generosity. After running on an anti-austerity 

campaign, just weeks after being elected in 1990, 

Fujimori implemented severe structural adjustment 

measures, which came to be known as the “Fujishock” 

(A. Moser 2004; Hays-Mitchell 2002; de Waardt and 

Ypeij 2016). In the initial aftermath of the Fujishock, 

Peruvians experienced a dramatic increase in the price of 

basic goods, while wages, formal sector employment, 

and labor protections all declined (Chávez O’Brien 1992; 

Sulmont Samain 1994; Roberts 1995). To maintain a 
Socia cooking in a Fujimori apron  
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popular base of support, Fujimori engaged in what has been called a politics of “neoliberal 

neopopulism” (Roberts 1995; Weyland 1996). 

In the aftermath of the Fujishock, Fujimori used his charismatic personality to win over 

the informal, unorganized masses largely by blaming the “corrupt” political establishment for 

their suffering (Roberts 1995; Weyland 1996). Once capital became available to the government 

through the reentry of international funds, including IMF loans and the privatization of state 

companies, Fujimori defied the dominant logics of neoliberal governance by strategically 

supporting targeted social programs, such as the comedores populares, through the redistribution 

of international financing and the privatization of state assets (Roberts 1995; Rousseau 2009; 

Weyland 1996).  

However, rather than advocating for a broad redistributive program or state intervention 

in the economy, Fujimori’s neoliberal neopopulism focused on relatively low-cost “targeted 

programs,” which address the short-term challenges presented by poverty (e.g., hunger) (Roberts 

1995). Like any good populist, Fujimori was often present for the inauguration of these 

programs, including comedores populares, where he could take personal credit for their 

existence. Over the course of his presidency, these measures eased the blows of neoliberal 

restructuring while maintaining a base of popular support among the urban and rural poor, a 

critical tool for cementing loyalty within a context of false generosity (Rousseau 2009; van 

Isschot 1997). Jack, a founder of Huaycán and longtime dirigente (elected leader), explained,  

 

[Fujimori said,] “You know what? God help us … there is no other way out of 

this” and he ordered the shock. So, in that shock situation, if there were no escape 

valves, this pressure cooker was going to burst and that was going to be good 

fertilizer for the insurgent forces … Sendero and the MRTA. So, they couldn't 

fight these, these subversive forces, if at the same time they didn't get the 

economy in order, they didn't legalize foreign investments. But at the same time, 

they needed to defeat [the insurgents]. And the way to defeat them, was to isolate 

them from the people. To isolate them from the people you had to win over the 

people … the poor, without jobs, right? The people that had nothing to eat. So 

[they supported] comedores, Vaso de Leche. Political clientelism. The comedores 

filled up, do you believe it? The padrones (beneficiary lists) blew up in the 

comedores, in Vaso de Leche. … Even I had to go to the comedor … there really 

wasn’t any money to buy food … For that reason, in Fujimori’s time, the 

comedores and the Vaso de Leches were used politically. 

Here, Jack points out that Fujimori’s populist political tactics allowed him to ease the blow of the 

Fujishock, by ensuring that the people had food, preventing the explosion of a “pressure cooker.” 

It was also a way of isolating the poor from the PCP-SL and MRTA (Movimiento 

Revolucionario Túpac Amaru). These “insurgent groups,” as Jack calls them, benefitted from the 

desperation of the people. This desperation was seen as being necessary for mobilizing the poor 

against the Peruvian government (Barrig 1998; Moyano and Tupac 2000), a tactic that Fujimori 

needed to quell to prevent recruitment.  

In Huaycán, socias frequently reflect fondly on their memories of “El Chino” (a term of 

endearment used by loyalists of Fujimori, who is of Japanese descent, that is also xenophobically 

used by some detractors to mark him as “foreign”). As one socia explained, “El Chino sent us 

onion … from the rainforest came plantains. They brought us fish, chicken. For that reason, we 

really miss El Chinito. … On Mother’s Day, he gave several gifts to all of the comedores … We 
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miss El Chino a lot.” In several comedores, I heard socias recount how Fujimori invited them to 

eat dinner in the Presidential Palace and how when Fujimori visited Huaycán, he would humbly 

eat lunch in the comedores. Although not all socias support Fujimorismo today, many feel that 

Fujimori uniquely cared about them and their labor. More than one socia told me that Fujimori 

was the only politician who “respected” them. Today, many of these socias do not vote for 

Fujimorista candidates because of their political ideologies or political actions, but because they 

are loyal to Alberto Fujimori.  

Despite the socias’ loyalty to Fujimori, he did not follow through with many of the 

promises he made to the comedores. For example, according to law 25307, PRONAA was 

required to subsidize 65 percent of food rations for the comedores, a number the government 

failed to provide (A. Moser 2004; Rousseau 2009). Invoking false generosity’s potential for 

control and manipulation, Fujimori also routinely made demands of women. Socias were at times 

required to go to marches and demonstrations, showing their “support” for Fujimori’s 

government, in order to receive food rations for the comedores (A. Moser 2004). Dalia, the 

former president of a comedor in Huaycán, confirmed that Fujimori threatened to take away the 

subsidy for comedores that did not participate in the marches. She explained that we had to 

“march and march … ten socias from each comedor.” Dalia, nonetheless, expressed pride in the 

work they accomplished with Fujimori. Talking about Law 25307, she emphasized, “we had to 

march in support of the law, but we won our law.”  

While Freire would argue that “humanitarianism” is an “instrument of dehumanization,” 

for many socias, Fujimori was the first politician that seemed to recognize their humanity. 

Nonetheless, Fujimori strategically used false generosity to his advantage. While implementing 

structural adjustment measures, Fujimori knew that he should keep the masses distracted and 

content. Freire reflects on this strategy of false generosity, when he notes that in “ancient Rome, 

the dominant elites spoke of the need to give ‘bread and circus’ to the people in order to ‘soften 

them’ and to secure their own tranquility’” (2018, 141). To secure his political future amidst 

economic turmoil, Fujimori had to ensure that the masses would not blame their suffering on him 

(Roberts 1995).  

Through false generosity, he was able to provide the charity that helped them survive 

from one day to the next, while simultaneously coming across as the benevolent giver, concerned 

with their wellbeing. Fujimori also employed his charismatic personality and charity to not only 

gain the support of socias during his presidency but to win support that has lasted into the present 

day as he sits in jail. His false generosity now benefits his daughter Keiko Fujimori,37 and the 

politicians within her conservative political party, who continue to capitalize on loyal Fujimori 

supporters who view them as the ultimate benevolent givers, despite rampant allegations of 

corruption and extensive democratic disruption (Abanto 2021).  

Ultimately, Fujimori’s false generosity has not fundamentally restructured the lives of 

many socias, who for the most part, continue to live in poverty, with few protections from the 

state. As Freire points out, “the populist leader simply manipulates, instead of fighting for 

authentic popular organization” (2018, 150). Rather than creating structural change, Kathleen 

Schroeder has argued that the comedores are the “perfect neo-liberal tool,” allowing the 

government to “abdicate its responsibility to the poor” (2006, 663, 667). Socias carry the burdens 

 
37 Keiko Fujimori has served in Congress and has been the runner-up in Perú’s previous three presidential elections. 

Following in her father’s footsteps, she has also been imprisoned for corruption charges and is facing the possibility 

of a 30-year prison sentence (Abanto, 2021). 
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of their communities on their shoulders (C. Moser 1989), while allowing the state to move 

forward with economic policies that fail to address the underlying causes of their poverty.  

 

 

The Anniversary 
False Generosity and the Intersection of Persuasive and Exploitative Tactics 

Every July, Huaycán celebrates the anniversary of its founding with a multiday 

celebration, which features presentations on the history of the community, a parade, a 

gastronomic festival (the “FestiCuy” or Festival of the Guinea Pig), and live music. In recent 

years, the Municipality of Ate has “invited” Huaycán’s comedores to prepare a lunch, which is 

distributed for free to the community on July 15. Each comedor that receives food aid from the 

Municipality is asked to prepare 100 meals, which will be served on small Styrofoam plates to 

thousands of people waiting in line.  

 On July 15, 2019, I headed to the Comedor Popular Manuelita Sáenz to help prepare and 

distribute the lunch for Huaycán’s anniversary celebration. As I walked into the comedor that 

morning, Elena was already hard at work. She quickly said, “Sarita, help me shred the chicken.” 

As I started pulling apart the cooked chicken meat by hand, Elena explained the day’s plan to 

me. Once we all finished cooking the ají de gallina (a creamy sauce, made with shredded 

chicken and Peruvian yellow pepper), Elena and I would head to the main plaza to serve the food 

for the anniversary. Lidia, who arrived minutes after me, would stay in the comedor to serve the 

normal lunch. Dalia, the comedor’s president, who was at the market buying vegetables, would 

be marching in the parade, along with the presidents from the 

other comedores.  

 We ran late trying to make the extra 100 meals, on top of 

the 80 we normally served. The four of us were exhausted by 

the time lunch was finished but knew that the day was nowhere 

near over. By around 1:30 p.m., Elena and I had loaded our 

pots into a mototaxi and made it down to Huaycán’s main 

plaza. The road to the plaza was blocked and a policeman only 

let us through after we promised to bring him a plate of ají de 

gallina (which we forgot to do). Finally, we joined socias from 

dozens of other comedores in a line, waiting to serve lunch. 

Most comedores had at least two or three large pots. To ensure 

that a variety of dishes were served, comedores were assigned 

different meals, such as arroz con pollo, carapulcra, cau-cau, 

and tallerines verdes, among others. In our case, we had three 

pots, one filled with rice, a second with sliced, boiled potatoes, 

and a third with the ají de gallina. We also had three bowls, 

separately filled with olives, sliced boiled eggs, and iceberg 

lettuce. Dalia had insisted on these extras because she wanted 

the plates to look beautiful.  

At the front of the line, there was an industrial tent, 

with three long tables lined up inside.  Crowded next to one 

another under the tent, around eight comedores could serve 

lunch at a time. The rest of us waited in the line outside, 

sipping chilled chicha morada and jugo de maracuya, 

Socias serving lunch for Huaycán’s 

Anniversary 
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purchased from street vendors on what was an unusually hot winter day. While standing there for 

over an hour, I chatted with the socias waiting around me. Curious about how the comedores 

would cover their costs for this free meal, I learned that the Municipality was going to provide 

participating comedores with additional food to cover expenses. However, seemingly distrustful 

that the comedores would not participate if given food beforehand, each participating comedor 

would be reimbursed for their costs a year later, before the following anniversary. As Freire 

acknowledges, those who engage in false generosity, rarely trust the oppressed. In Freire’s 

words, the oppressors “believe that they must be the executors of the transformation. They talk 

about the people, but they do not trust them” (Freire 2018, 60). The Municipality and MIDIS 

(Ministry of Development and Social Inclusion), which funds the comedor program, must 

control the distribution of food. These state actors act as the “executors of transformation,” 

deciding how food should be distributed, rather than trusting the comedor socias to act in the best 

interest of their families and community.      

Once Elena and I finally made it inside the tent, I squatted on the ground for the next 

twenty minutes, placing the lettuce, sliced potato, olive, and hardboiled egg on plates in rapid 

succession. Elena added the rice and the ají de gallina, before passing the plates to community 

members eagerly waiting for lunch after braving a long line. The food distribution flew by, and 

Elena and I dragged our now empty pots out of the tent. We still had to figure out how to get 

back to the comedor with the pots and clean up after a long day of cooking and serving food.  

 For the next several days, I heard countless conversations about the event from comedor 

socias. Camila, a young Venezuelan migrant who had recently started volunteering in a comedor, 

said that she waited for more than three hours to serve food. Daria complained that as she 

prepared for the parade, she saw half-eaten plates thrown all over the place. She wondered why 

they prepared the lunch if the people did not appreciate it. Judith, whose comedor skipped out on 

the event, was fearful that they would face some kind of financial penalty. She was even more 

concerned about the Anniversary of Ate celebration only two weeks away. Her comedor was 

again required to participate in the parade, which necessitated purchasing a matching uniform. 

Judith asked, “where’s the money supposed to come from to buy an outfit? What about my bus 

fare and lunch?”  

 On the eve of the Anniversary of Ate, Dalia called me and told me to be at her house by 

10:00 am the next morning. We were going to drive together to Vitarte, the part of Ate where the 

Municipality is located, for the parade. Running late per usual, by the time we arrived to Vitarte, 

the area was packed. As student marching bands paraded down one of the main boulevards, we 

made our way to the area where dozens of socias from different comedor associations were 

waiting. We would not be marching for another four hours, but we needed to “guardar sitio” 

(save our place) amidst the growing crowd of state-sponsored Organizaciones Sociales de Base 

(Popular Social Organizations). Each of these social organizations had been “invited” by the 

Municipality to march in the parade.  

After checking in with the Municipal representative, who was ensuring that two socias 

were present from each invited comedor, Dalia whispered to me, “let’s go eat lunch.” As other 

socias graciously held our place, we headed towards a long line of people who were waiting for a 

free meal, prepared by the comedor socias from the District of Ate. While waiting in line, I 

noticed a sign hanging over the tents where the socias were serving food. It read, “Municipal 

District of Ate: Happy 198th Anniversary of the Creation of the Historic District of Ate! Free 

Breakfast and Lunch Provided with Much Care!” This sign, with the socias laboring underneath 

it, handing out lunch, symbolically highlighted the false generosity embedded in the 
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Municipality’s distribution of the free lunch. “They,” 

the Municipality, were providing a free lunch to the 

community, but at the cost of the labor of the comedor 

socias. As I learned from preparing and distributing 

this food during Huaycán’s Anniversary just a couple 

of weeks earlier, the socias were being “invited” to get 

up early, prepare an extra 100 meals, pay for 

transportation to the anniversary event, wait hours in 

line to distribute the food, plate and give out the 

lunches, and return to the comedores to clean-up, all 

without being paid, while needing to wait a year to be 

reimbursed for the food.  

In distributing a “Free Breakfast and Lunch 

Provided with Much Care,” the Municipality is 

presenting itself as a “benevolent giver,” the 

caregivers of both the community and the comedores. 

As the recipients of the government’s food aid, 

comedores have an informal obligation to uphold this 

image in the eyes of the public, repaying the 

Municipality for their generosity through their unpaid 

free labor and public support. In talking about the Kula 

trade on the Trobriand Islands, Mauss explains that the 

act of giving aims to “display generosity, freedom, and 

autonomous action, as well as greatness. Yet, all in all, 

it is mechanisms of obligation” (2002, 29). Like 

Fujimori, who required the socias to support his 

political marches, the socias now have an informal 

obligation to prepare and distribute food to their communities in the name of Municipality, 

ensuring that the public consumes the great generosity of the Municipality, as benevolent givers.  

As quoted in Chapter 1, Freire sums up this relationship well when he explains that the 

“egoistic interests of the oppressors (an egoism cloaked in the false generosity of paternalism) … 

makes of the oppressed the objects of its humanitarianism” (2018, 54). The Municipality can use 

events like the free distribution of food at anniversary celebrations, and the labor of the socias, to 

build its public image. In the end, they are not engaging in an act of “true solidarity,” striving to 

disrupt the situations which create oppression by actually tackling the root causes of hunger (e.g., 

employment instability, low wages, patriarchal social structures, etc.). Rather, they give away 

lunch, using the free labor of women, to uphold their public image as the purveyors of 

community food security. The state comes across as the paternalistic provider, obscuring the 

voluntary labor of the socias, as often happens in the case of women’s unpaid reproductive labor.    

Freire argues that the “generosity of the oppressors is nourished by an unjust order, which 

must be maintained in order to justify that generosity” (2018, 60). While governments should 

have an obligation to ensure that all people have access to adequate food (Garth 2020), a 

Freirean analysis would recognize that the comedor system, as is, upholds an unequal power 

structure, where the socias’ financial dependence on the government, often obligates them to fall 

in line with the state’s rules and requests. Simultaneously, the government uses the free labor 

Lunch prepared by the comedores for the 

Municipality of Ate's Anniversary 

“Municipal District of Ate: Happy 198th 

Anniversary of the Creation of the Historic District 

of Ate! Free Breakfast and Lunch Provided with 

Much Care!” 
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provided by the socias to reassure that they care about food access and nutrition, without needing 

to address the conditions that create hunger in the first place.  

 

The Inauguration  
False Generosity and the Intersection of Manipulative and Exploitative 

As the Deputy Manager of Food Assistance and Social Inclusion for the Municipality of 

Ate, José Arriola often spoke at the inauguration of new comedores. At one of these events in 

2019, the same event in which he blamed the president of a comedor in Carabayllo for the 

poverty of her neighbors (see Chapter 5), Arriola looked out at the crowd of socias and their 

families as he began paraphrasing Edde Cuellar’s campaign rhetoric. He explained that Cuellar 

had promised to “increase the number of comedores starting in 2019, but more than anywhere in 

poor zones because the lower areas don’t interest [him].” Arriola then asked the crowd, “where 

can the Municipality justify opening new comedores? In the low areas or the high areas?” In 

chorus, the crowd enthusiastically responded “High!” Arriola continued,  

 

Well, high. The lower areas are fine. … If you have a house with three stories … 

Why are you in the comedor? … So, for this program inaugurating comedores, do 

you know what we do? We purge the registers. The people do not like it. We do 

not care. They need to understand that if they are in a good economic situation … 

they have to leave the comedores. … They have overcome, they’re not poor. … 

We’ve closed six comedores in Zone [*] of Huaycán. … All of our resources need 

to be directed to people like you. … This is not a gift to you all. You all have a 

right to have a comedor. … The Mayor and his team have an obligation to ensure 

that the comedores get to the people who need them most (Municipalidad Distrital 

de Ate, public Facebook video, 2019). 

 

In this speech, Arriola reinforces a popular, albeit imperfect division of Huaycán into the 

so-called “low areas/low zones” and the “high areas/high zones.” According to Arriola, those in 

the low zones are economically fine, they do not need, and much less deserve assistance from the 

government. Meanwhile, those in high zones are poor. Unlike those in the lower zones, they 

have a “right” to the state’s generosity. There is no denying the broader patterns of inequality 

that are visible across Huaycán’s landscape. The lower zones have more paved roads, greater 

access to basic utilities, and most people have been able to build concrete houses. Meanwhile, in 

the higher zones, there are vast numbers of families who continue to live in homes made of 

plywood and may not have access to electricity or running water.38  

While where one lives and the size of one’s house are often used as informal measures 

indexing an individual’s economic status in Huaycán, these indicators are frequently an 

imperfect marker of one’s overall economic stability or wealth. Although there is no clear line 

that marks where the low and high zones divide, my research took me to comedores in both 

regions, where I met socias who were struggling financially. Among those who had been able to 

build their homes, most of their capital was invested in the house itself, leaving them with little 

savings and often struggling with debt. These financial challenges were sometimes exacerbated 

 
38 As discussed in Chapter 2 of this dissertation, many families in the higher zones have also been able to build their 

homes from material noble (cement and brick). The greatest precarity exists in the newly established associations 

which continue to build higher and higher into the Andean foothills. Nonetheless, there are families who continue to 

live in precariously built homes throughout Huaycán high zones and low zones.  
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by the voluntary nature of working in a comedor, forcing them to depend on their husbands or 

adult children for money.    

One of these socias, Magali, was a founder and former president of the Comedor Popular 

Rosa Campuzano, a comedor established more than thirty years ago. For years, the comedor 

helped Magali’s family get by day-to-day. Her husband’s income as an informal construction 

worker gradually allowed them to build their home, which Magali described as a “caparazón,” a 

shell, that had not been internally completed. Once they were in their fifties, their lives took a 

difficult turn. Magali was “purged” from the registry of her comedor by the Municipality around 

the same time that her husband began struggling to find work due to his age. According to 

Magali, she was “purged” from the padrón (register) because she had a three-story home and a 

husband who supposedly could economically support her. Still struggling to find work in the 

following months, her husband made the difficult decision to move to Argentina in search of 

better employment opportunities. 

Five years after being sent away from the comedor, Magali’s husband was still in 

Argentina, sending small amounts of money when he could. In the meantime, Magali has 

informally returned to the comedor, which was in desperate need of socias. Although not known 

by the Municipality, she cooks several times a week and is able to take home meals, which has 

been a financial help. As we chopped vegetables together in the comedor one morning, Magali 

lamented that the “Municipality had taken away my food for five years.” She then rhetorically 

asked, “without the comedor, how would one get by?” 

The informal, yet popular division of Huaycán into the lower “developed” areas and the 

higher “underdeveloped” areas is a convenient tool for Municipal authorities. The Municipality 

can use the division to maintain competition between the comedores. As Freire says, the 

oppressor “cannot permit itself the luxury of tolerating the unification of the people, which 

undoubtedly signify a serious threat to their own hegemony” (2018, 141). By creating two 

classes of comedores in competition with one another for funding, the oppressed are divided 

between those whose poverty marks them as deserving of the state’s generosity and those whose 

poverty does not meet the standard of being poor enough. As Freire argues, as long as the 

oppressed are “divided they will always be easy prey for manipulation and domination” (2018, 

145).  

The comedores in the “low zones,” are largely Huaycán’s original comedores, including 

both state-sponsored and Comedores Autogestionarios. Many of the socias who cook in these 

comedores have participated for more than thirty years and not surprisingly, the comedor is a 

space whose value goes far beyond the reception of food aid. These socias often describe their 

comedor as a “second home,” where socias not only share meals, but also host birthday parties, 

baby showers, and even funerals. The comedor also provides a social support system for the 

socias, where they can support each other emotionally, and at times financially (A. Moser 2004; 

M. Mujica 1992). Despite facing pressure to close from the Municipality, their neighbors (many 

of whom critique the Municipality for not closing more comedores), and even their families 

(many of whom would rather have them cooking at home), these socias insist on keeping their 

comedores open because the comedor means so much to them.  

This desire to keep the comedor open adds a unique layer of vulnerability for these older 

comedores. Because false generosity always comes with strings attached, the risk of 

manipulation is exacerbated. Even if the socias are aware of how they are being manipulated, I 

observed their chronic stress as they prepared for unannounced Municipal “controles” 

(supervisions), graciously accepted “invitations” to Municipal-run events, and even publicly 
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support political candidates that they did not always approve of. However, unlike the new 

comedores, these older comedores largely still participate in comedor associations, which 

increases their ability to protect and support one another. For example, associated comedores 

will often warn one another when a Municipal representative is dropping by for a “control.” 

Daria, a longtime elected leader of one of these associations  ̧once told me that although the 

work exhausted her, she kept working as a dirigente (a leader), because she wanted to “defend” 

and “fight” for the socias, ensuring that they always received their subsidy.  

In addition to creating this division between the comedores, Arriola’s speech also 

functions as a warning to the socias who are present for the inauguration of their new comedor. 

While they have a right to the comedor now, if their economic situation changes (e.g., if they use 

every last penny they have to build their homes), then this generosity may disappear. While no 

socias would avoid building her house over a comedor, Arriola is reinforcing the control that the 

Municipality has over the socias. They can “purge the registers,” and if the socias “do not like 

it,” the Municipality does “not care.”  

As Magali’s case makes clear, Arriola is not making an empty threat. In another example, 

in February 2020, the Municipality of Ate published an article titled “Combatiendo la Anemia” 

(Combating Anemia) in their monthly bulletin, Ate en acción. The article describes how during a 

ceremony in Ate’s Cultural Center, the mayor of Ate, Edde Cuellar, distributed checks to 151 

comedores to help purchase foods to combat anemia. The article explains that the funding for 

this “exceptional” distribution of checks was the “product of the savings from the purging 

(“depuración”) of socias who were not living in conditions of extreme poverty” (Municipalidad 

Distrital de Ate 2020, 10).  

In emphasizing the “purging of socias,” the Municipality is once again cementing the 

divisions between those socias who are deserving and the undeserving of the Municipality’s 

charity while leaving in place the threat that the socias in the crowd may themselves be “purged” 

in the future. For the “deserving” and especially the “undeserving,” these threats create a 

mechanism of control, where to keep their comedores open, they must continue to appease the 

many “requests” and “invitations” made by the Municipality, while ensuring that they will 

always thank the Municipality for their “generosity.” The socias who received the anemia checks 

appeared to understand these underlying messages well, as the article highlights that the 

presidents of the comedores “thanked the mayor for thinking about the health and wellbeing of 

the most powerless” (Municipalidad Distrital de Ate 2020, 10). 

Freire explains that “the more oppressors control the oppressed, the more they change 

them into apparently inanimate ‘things’” (2018, 59). A goal of false generosity is to create 

submission to the power structures that are in place. Arriola’s speech is reminding the socias that 

it may be the socias who are organizing, but as their “generous” benefactors, it is the 

Municipality who truly has control. Freire argues that the “dispensers of false generosity become 

desperate at the slightest threat to its source” (2018, 44). Arriola’s inauguration of the comedor 

strives to quash threats before they emerge, by creating divisions between the comedores, while 

reinforcing the Municipality’s position as the ultimate source of power.   

 

The Control  
False Generosity and the Intersection of Exploitative and Controlling Tactics 

Raquel and I arrived to the Comedor Manuelita Sáenz around 9:00 a.m., just as Dalia 

arrived from the market. As we hauled the market bags into the comedor, Daria announced that 

we would be cooking tallerines rojos (a Peruvian take on noodles with tomato sauce) and sopa 



140 

 

de pollo (chicken soup). The morning flew by. I peeled peas, carrots, tomatoes, chicken feet, and 

habas; chopped onions, celery, and the rocoto; and ran to Dalia’s house, to bring a kilo of sugar 

for the refresco (drink). Just as we were about to begin meal service, a middle-aged woman, 

wearing a vest donning the Municipality of Ate’s logo, walked in. Dalia, who knew the woman, 

approached her quickly, offering her a seat at one of the comedores two tables. As they chatted, 

Raquel quietly whispered to me, “I think she is here for the control.” Raquel was right. This 

woman, the promotora, was a representative from the Municipality visiting the comedores to 

ensure that they were following the rules required to continue receiving government funding. As 

a part of her “control,” she observes the comedor in action while taking note of any irregularities. 

As we began lunch service, Raquel kept nervously glancing at me, while the promotora 

emphatically scribbled away in her notebook. While Dalia and Raquel served the food, I was in 

charge of receiving payment from the neighbors who came to buy lunch. This was a task that 

always made me uneasy, but felt particularly daunting on this day, knowing that the promotora 

was watching a seemingly misplaced foreigner handle the comedor’s finances. At one point, I 

gave a particularly boisterous neighbor too much money back. She yelled out, “Sarita, how are 

you going to give me s/20 back when I only needed s/10? Sarita, you have to be careful!” As she 

laughed, I turned bright red and had to resist an urge to sink under the table, convinced that I had 

just ruined the entire “control.” 

At the end of the lunch service, Dalia took the promotora to the comedor’s almacen (the 

repository where the comedor stores víveres), while Raquel and I uneasily sat down to eat our 

lunch. Once Dalia finally returned, she gave us the update. The libro de actas (minute books) 

were missing signatures, the comedor’s regulations needed to be displayed on a wall, and we all 

needed to wear aprons. To my relief, Dalia did not mention my near mishap, but she did explain 

that the Municipality would be making another visit, to follow up on the problems they had 

found. After that, there would be a visit from “OSCE,” the Organismo Supervisor de las 

Contrataciones del Estado (Supervisory Agency for State Contracts), a branch of the central 

government. As written in my fieldnotes, “OSCE are the really scary people.”  

The “controles,” more formally known as “supervisions,” are aptly named because they 

are, in fact, intended to control the behavior of the comedor socias. While the socias may receive 

an advanced warning from a nearby comedor that a promotora is visiting the area, in general, the 

promotora arrives without warning. The goal is to observe the comedor on a typical day, 

allowing the promotora to evaluate whether or not the comedores are following the rules. The 

combination of these vast number of requirements and the unannounced visits from the 

promotora create chronic stress for the socias who are constantly fearful that they will make a 

mistake or will be incapable of meeting the many requirements. 

In Foucault’s famed analysis of the panopticon, he contends that the mere threat of 

punitive measures aims to create an environment of fear, where subjects must be disciplined and 

conformist if they hope to avoid consequences (Foucault 2008). It creates a mechanism of 

supervision without people needing to be directly supervised. In many ways, the supervisions are 

intended to fulfill this role, as the socias never know when they will be “controlled.” This gives 

power to Municipal agents, who are able to use the threat of an unannounced supervision to keep 

the socias in line, while also knowing that any infraction can be used as an excuse to reduce the 

padrón (register or beneficiary list) or fully withdraw aid from a comedor altogether. Political 

actors such as José Arriola reap benefits from this power dynamic. If the distribution of aid to a 

comedor is no longer serving his political purposes, he can “purge” the padrón. In purging the 
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padrón, he gains political capital in the eyes of those who view comedores as being irresponsible 

or unworthy of aid.  

Additionally, the excessive number of existing comedor rules creates ample opportunities 

for socias to be uncompliant. By including seemingly pointless rules, such as a “periódico 

mural” (informational mural), there is always a way to punish a comedor if deemed desirable by 

political actors. This creates constant stress for socias who often know that in one way or 

another, their comedor is uncompliant. To combat the constant threat of the withdrawal of aid 

requires socias to be creative, but this creativity cannot flourish in a situation in which the voices 

of the socias are suppressed.   

Losing the comedor means not just losing food aid, but also a space of social gathering 

and support. Unfortunately, this uneven hierarchy, where the fate of the comedor depends on the 

false generosity of the state, creates a situation in which manipulation and exploitation can 

flourish, while perpetuating a relationship of dependency and control. Due to these uneven 

power imbalances, the socias must comply with Municipal requests (such as accepting 

invitations to march in parades) while relying on the leniency of their generous benefactors. 

When political actors are unable to successfully “buy” the support of the socias via aid 

distribution, they can turn to more nefarious tactics aimed at obligating support via threats and 

divisions.  

 

Conclusion: “They Call me a Communist”  
The Brazilian Archbishop, Hélder Câmara famously said, “When I give food to the poor, 

they call me a saint. When I ask why the poor have no food, they call me a communist” (Câmara, 

2009). Like Freire, Câmara is critiquing the institutional practice of false generosity, 

emphasizing the necessity of combating hunger through structural change, rather than through 

charitable donations. As the Structural Critique of Food Aid argues, food aid programs risk 

becoming a band-aid, allowing the powerful to claim that they are addressing food insecurity, 

while never treating the underlying causes of hunger. A critique of the state’s false generosity 

does not absolve the government of its obligation to ensure that all people have access to 

adequate food and all other socioeconomic rights. Rather, the False Generosity Critique of Food 

Aid serves to identify how state actors, whether intentionally or not, leverage their power to 

distribute aid to uphold their privilege. As Freire argues, “welfare programs as instruments of 

manipulation ultimately serve the end of conquest. They act as an anesthetic, distracting the 

oppressed from the concrete solution of these problems” (2018, 152).  

For decades, socias have long fought for their right to cook together and today, the socias 

are not without agency. Within each comedor and the broader comedor associations, the socias 

work together to keep their comedores open and support one another. While talking about how to 

manage pressure from the Municipality, Angélica, the president of the Comedor Popular Sarita 

Colonia, explained, “we have to be intelligent, we have to have a strategy.” Nonetheless, the 

distribution of aid, driven by false generosity, risks encouraging the oppressed to “adopt an 

attitude of ‘adhesion’ to the oppressor,” ultimately hindering their potential as agents of 

liberatory change (Freire 2018, 45). The socias are often supportive of state actors who they feel 

are their advocates and allies within a broader system that does not value their work. While this 

loyalty is in many ways understandable, it nonetheless plays a role in reproducing false 

generosity. A critique of the relationship between false generosity and the comedores should not 

overlook the legacy of the socias’ struggle to operate their comedores and the ongoing value of 

the comedores for socias today. Nonetheless, to ignore how state actors employ false generosity 
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in their interactions with the comedores as a means of benefiting their own political careers 

ultimately perpetuates social inequalities and the economic status quo. While change should 

account for the social complexities and internal value of spaces such as the comedores, 

challenging the dynamics embedded in and emerging from false generosity is necessary for 

creating true structural change. 

  There are many meaningful reasons for the Peruvian government to continue supporting 

comedores, unrelated to false generosity. Part of this process would likely require state actors to 

work in solidarity with the socias and the community more broadly. Solidarity requires a shift 

away from populist politics, centering the needs of the powerful, to explore what true liberation 

would look like, by working with people and trusting in the socias. Freire explains that 

“attempting to liberate the oppressed without their reflective participation in the act of liberation 

is to treat them as objects which must be saved from a burning building; it is to lead them into 

the populist pitfall and transform them into masses which can be manipulated” (Freire 2018, 65). 

The comedor system as is, continues to be treated as a resource for politicians who are looking 

for votes and attention. This is the parasitic relationship that feeds the ‘false generosity’ 

undergirding government support for the comedores.  

Unfortunately, the Peruvian government, like most nation-state governments, is unlikely 

to become an agent of true solidarity in the near future. Transforming the structures which 

uphold false generosity will unevenly fall onto the shoulders of the oppressed, people like the 

comedor socias. Freire understood this. He argues that it “is only the oppressed who, by freeing 

themselves, can free their oppressors” (2000, 56). Jack, a founder and community leader in 

Huaycán, often critiques the comedores for their dependence on the government. However, he 

also believes in their potential as spaces of liberatory transformation. In his words, “look, the 

comedores, despite being manipulated, despite being conditioned, in any case, they have a 

positive aspect, which is the opportunity to organize. So, if one goes in with a different politics, 

they could raise awareness” (interview, Huaycán, 2019). By awareness, Jack is referring to 

Freire’s notion of “conscientization,” where the oppressed become the agents of their own, 

collective transformation. 
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Chapter 7: “Food is Not Feed”: Nutrition, Nourishment, and Edibility 

Debates  
 

Food is Not Feed 
 I arrived to the Comedor Rosa Merino just as Eloísa finished hauling a market bag up the 

long, steep stairs leading to the comedor. As I was running up to greet her, she called out to me, 

letting me know there was still a market bag at the base of the stairs. I quickly made my way 

down and threw the heavy bag over my shoulder and started the now much slower trek up. Once 

inside, I found Eloísa filling the cooking pots with the hose they used to bring water from a 

neighbor’s home, as the comedor has no running water. Fanny, the comedor’s president, was 

sitting despondently on a stool. She and Eloísa were discussing their last Municipal “control” 

(supervision), which had gone poorly. Fanny told me that because she was visiting her family in 

Cerro de Pasco, in Perú’s central sierra, not enough registered socias had purchased lunch on the 

day of the last unannounced control. The comedor was going to have their subsidy cut and Fanny 

was concerned that the Municipality might try and close their comedor.  

While lamenting the future of the comedor, Fanny pulled out a bag of coca leaves that 

she had brought from her trip and joked that she was “drogrando” (drugging herself). The mood 

quickly lightened as she handed Eloísa and me each a handful of coca leaves. Laughing, Fanny 

said that I was going to tell the other comedores that the ladies from Rosa Merino drugged me. 

As we delayed starting the day’s work, both women, who are in their mid-60s, talked about how 

they used to chacchar (chew) coca while working on their chacras (farms).  

It turned out that the coca leaves were not the only Andean delicacy that Fanny had 

brought from Cerro de Pasco. Just as we were beginning to cook, she pulled out a bag full of 

ch’arki, dried meat from the Andes, a gift from her cousin. Traditionally made in the high 

Andean punas, ch’arki is freeze-dried meat, historically made from alpaca and llamas, that 

inspired jerky as we know it today (MacDonald 2019; Miller and Burger 2000). After returning 

from Cerro de Pasco, Fanny opted to share the ch’arki with the comedor to make sopa de trigo 

(wheat berry soup) with ch’arki. As socias and other clients came in to pick up their lunch (sopa 

de trigo with locro de zapallo, a squash dish), everyone was surprised that ch’arki was being 

served. Ch’arki is a rare treat in Lima, unheard of in the comedores, which often cannot afford to 

provide even a full piece of meat for every plate. Word must have gotten out because the 

Comedor Rosa Merino made s/40 (≈$10.00) in profit that day, a huge gain compared to the day 

before, when they came up s/13 short (≈$3.50)  

After the food was sold, we sat down for what became a two-hour long lunch, as Fanny 

continued to pass around the bag of coca leaves. During our conversation, Fanny and Eloísa were 

reflecting on the importance of the comedor for them. Both women are economically reliant on 

their children for their day-to-day expenses. However, the comedor helped them mitigate the cost 

of their daily food needs. In addition to this financial help, they emphasized that the comedor is 

where they come to destress and stay busy. Although the morning had started on a tense note, the 

joys of sharing the coca and ch’arki in good company created a temporary escape from the fears 

about the comedor’s future. For a brief time, the sharing of beloved traditional food items created 

an ambiance of joy and nostalgia.  

Mary Douglas famously said that “food is not feed” (Douglas 1997). Although humans 

depend on food for our survival, it is well known that food’s significance cannot be reduced to 

calories and nutritional content (Appadurai 1981; Fox 2003; Mintz 1996). Our interactions with 
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food are shaped by learned sociocultural patterns, interpretations of meaning, emotions, and 

taste, and the simultaneous strength and fluidity of our social boundaries (Anderson 2014; Ehn, 

Löfgren, and Wilk 2015; Kalčhik 1984). The social and commoditized life of food is also 

entrenched in deep historical processes, ecological settings, and shifting political and economic 

relations of power (Anderson 2014; Mead 1970; Mintz and Du Bois 2002). The cultivation, 

exchange, preparation, and consumption of foods, our foodways, each involve performative and 

materially dense interactions, where actors convey coded meaning, while simultaneously 

incorporating the influence of exterior power (Brown and Mussell 1984; Mintz 1996). Dossa 

reminds us that food has a “liveliness” (Dossa 2014, 19), which requires a careful and perhaps 

shifting analysis as we unpack the complex “web of relations” in which food is entangled 

(Rocheleau 2011).    

This single day of cooking and eating in the Comedor Rosa Merino made visible these 

layers of complexity embedded in our foods and foodways. The coca and the ch’arki were 

symbolic of traditional foodways, the cultural meaning and value of food, the nostalgia emerging 

from certain food experiences, and the ecological context in which the food was produced. 

Ch’arki’s popularity among the cooks and the clients also highlighted the Andean history of 

these comestibles and the ongoing Andean influence in Huaycán, as most of Huaycán’s residents 

either migrated from or are descendants of the region. The collective consumption of the coca 

and the ch’arki highlighted the socialness of food and the beautiful possibilities of commensality, 

as these comestibles were collectively prepared, eaten together, and central to the communal 

wellbeing and joy of the group on this day.  

However, the joy created by the coca and the ch’arki, were also contrasted with the 

dynamics of power that are continuously interwoven into the comedor experience. While the 

comedor has undeniable social value for Fanny and Eloísa, like so many socias, their 

participation is still inseparable from their ongoing economic precarity and risk of food 

insecurity. For example, Eloísa, a native Quechua speaker from Huancayo, explained that her 

husband had worked for years as a mototaxi driver. Now in his 60s, he has health problems that 

have forced him to stay home. While the couple receives economic support from their adult 

children, they would struggle to meet their food needs without the comedor. This need drives the 

socias’ efforts to follow the required rules to receive government funding. Nonetheless, it is the 

Municipal authorities who will decide whether or not they continue to receive funding and food 

subsidies from the government. Ultimately, the coca and the ch’arki were a welcomed, but 

temporary distraction from the comedor’s impending subsidy cuts and risk of being closed. With 

the comedor facing a reduction in their subsidy and possible closure, the day was also marked by 

the reality that food is not always abundant and available. Rather, uneven global structures 

continue to shape the injustices of the global food system. 

The social value of food and the power dynamics that shape the possibilities for enjoying 

this food are only two of the contrasting food challenges that are made visible by the comedores. 

For some, the comedor is treated as a critical center for ensuring community food security, while, 

for others, the comedor perpetuates malnutrition and poor eating habits. For many socias, the 

comedor is a space that nourishes their wellbeing, allowing them to collectively prepare the 

foods they love, while, for others, the comedor represents malnourishment, food insecurity, and 

the absence of a mother’s home cooking.  

In exploring these tensions, this chapter is divided into three sections. First, I am going to 

present the “Unhealthy Critique of Food Aid,” which argues that food prepared in the comedor is 

not nutritious and that comedores are not sanitary. The Unhealthy Critique of Food Aid is at odds 



145 

 

with the Peruvian government’s claims that the comedores are a critical tool in fighting diseases 

such as childhood anemia. I then turn to the “Nourishment Critique of Food Aid,” which 

critiques the “adequacy” of comedor food. Here, I consider the more emotive and personal 

reasons individuals find comedor food to be unsatisfactory. Finally, I turn to the experience of 

the socias to examine why comedor food and collective cooking continue to have an ongoing 

value for these women.   
    

 

The Unhealthy Critique of Food Aid 
On a chilly winter night, I took a mototaxi to Horacio, a small community adjacent to 

Huaycán, to interview Julián and Katy. A young couple in their mid-20s, they lived in a small, 

one-room home across the street from Julián’s family. As we sipped on Ecco, a warm drink 

made from toasted barley, I asked if hunger was a problem in Horacio. Julián responded,  

 

Yes, sometimes yes … But the fact that the comedores populares exist is clearly a 

big help, right? But, it is not the healthy food that the state should be providing. 

For the state, it is only important that, “Here, I am giving you this [food]. There it 

is. I’m giving it to you.” But that’s not right. … People, young people, friends of 

mine have died … I have watched these people my whole life. They have always 

eaten in the comedores. So, if you notice, their whole life they have eaten in the 

comedor and look at the age that a lot of them have died. It has a lot to do with 

that, nutrition, and I think it would be good to start with state support.  

 

I was initially taken aback by Julián’s comment. From his view, the comedor food was so 

unhealthy, so lacking in nutrition, that his young friends had died from consuming comedor 

meals. While quantifying this argument is beyond the scope of this research, Julián’s stark 

perspective makes three critical points on how he views the “quality” of comedores as a source 

of food aid. First, Julián believes that comedores are important for addressing acute hunger, but 

their meals should be more nutritious. Second, Julián criticizes the Peruvian state for the lack of 

quality food in comedores. Because comedores depend on the commodity foods they receive 

from the Municipality, Julián places the burden of providing healthy food squarely on the 

shoulders of the government. Third, although Julián provides too few details to understand the 

fuller context of his friends’ deaths, Julián’s larger point is that chronic malnutrition has serious 

physical consequences for human bodies.  

 Julián’s critique of the comedores is representative of what I am calling the “Unhealthy 

Critique of Food Aid.” This is the argument that food aid is often lacking in nutrients, 

contributing to malnutrition and long-term healthcare challenges, such as diabetes, high blood 

Lunch in the comedores 
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pressure, or high cholesterol. Some individuals may also argue that the food itself, or the way the 

food is prepared, is not hygienic or sanitary, which can lead to illness. For example, Noa, who 

lives in Huaycán, explained, “There are people who really need comedores … but the food is not 

always nutritious. The socias poorly manage the goods provided by the state in the comedores, 

which directly harms the nutrition of the people.” Unlike Julián, Noa blames the socias for 

mishandling the food, rather than critiquing the government for providing poor quality food. 

Nonetheless, their larger argument still points to the belief that eating in a comedor is, in fact, 

“harmful” to one’s health.  

Dani, who also lives in Huaycán, argued, “today, the majority of parents are conscious 

about ensuring good nutrition [for their children] and they notice that the basic food that is 

provided [in comedores] is not healthy enough for the development of a child.” Setting aside 

Dani’s belief that eating in a comedor is always a choice made by comedor recipients, their main 

point is that eating unhealthy food over an extended period of time will have health 

consequences. From this perspective, a “responsible parent” would not expose their growing 

children to the nutritionally inadequate food available in comedores.  

Comedor socias are well aware that community members believe their food is unhealthy. 

As a consequence of the Unhealthy Critique of Food Aid, socias have been accused of being 

“bad mothers,” who feed their children unhealthy comedor food. For example, Ángela, holding 

back tears, explained that her young daughter with down syndrome was diagnosed with 

leukemia. In addition to cooking in the comedor once a week, Ángela holds a steady job, which 

financially supports her family. The comedor is a critical nutritional resource for Ángela’s family 

because she is unavailable to cook lunch at home, the main meal of the day. When her daughter 

was diagnosed with leukemia, neighbors started blaming Ángela for her daughter’s illness, 

arguing that her daughter developed cancer because the comedor food was not nutritious. Ángela 

would challenge them, contending that there was nothing wrong with the comedor food. She 

later felt vindicated when she learned that children with down syndrome have a higher chance of 

developing leukemia (Wechsler et al. 2002; Zipursky, Poon, and Doyle 1992). Fortunately, 

Ángela’s daughter recovered. Nonetheless, Ángela had to endure the critiques and painful 

comments from her neighbors, who accused her of being an irresponsible mother, knowingly 

neglecting the health of her child.  

In general, food aid has been widely critiqued for its lack of nutritional quality, often for 

justified reasons. Although an increasing number of food aid programs aim to include nutritious 

food for distribution (Carney 2015; Fisher 2017), food aid has at times been reduced to nothing 

more than calories for consumption, intended to help people simply survive, rather than thrive 

(Dossa 2014; Dunn 2011; Poppendieck 1998). For example, Dunn, in her research with 

Georgians displaced by the 2008 war between Georgia and Russia, noted that the macaroni 

distributed as food aid to the refugees “was not intended to provide essential nutrients, but to 

ensure that each [internally displaced person] received 2,240 calories per day” (2011, 141). 

Drawing on Giorgio Agamben’s notion of the “bare life” (Agamben 1998), Dunn adds that 

macaroni as food aid was intended to care only for “biological survival,” where “human beings 

[are] taken only as physiological organisms that humanitarians must struggle to keep alive” 

(2011, 148). Dossa, in her research among Afghani women visiting Canadian food banks, makes 

a similar critique to Dunn. She argues that the food distributed in food banks is “understood in a 

restricted sense,” where the food is nothing more than a means to satiate hunger. In reflecting on 

the quality of this food, Dossa argues that the food bank rationalizes the mediocrity of the food’s 

quality by arguing that it is better to “give it to them rather than throwing it in the garbage” 
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(2014, 130). By “them” Dossa of course means, the “needy,” the “desperate,” those who have no 

other option other than turning to a food bank. 

For decades, the comedores have been targeted for nutrition education, with the state, 

non-profit organizations, and researchers offering countless workshops, courses, and other forms 

of dietary interventions (Carrasco Sanez et al. 1998; Fernandez 1996; A. Moser 2004; M. Mujica 

1994). While nutritional workshops are often welcomed by the socias, they are, nonetheless, 

intertwined with the Unhealthy Critique of Food Aid. Comedor outsiders often assume that the 

comedores are not providing an adequate diet for consumers and that their kitchens are 

unsanitary, making them ideal spaces for research and dietary 

interventions (Carrasco Sanez et al. 1998; Creed-Kanashiro 2003; 

Díaz-Garcés et al. 2016; Katona-Apte 1987).  

This was made visible during my fieldwork when late one 

morning, shortly before lunch was going to be served in the Comedor 

Manuelita Sáenz, when a group of students studying nutrition arrived 

from a nearby public university. The three students nervously 

explained to Dalia, the comedor’s president, that they wanted to 

complete a short survey on sanitation and host two workshops 

teaching proper hand and vegetable washing to the socias. Dalia, 

always one to help others, calmy listened to the students and agreed to 

participate. They did the survey on the spot, asking Dalia questions 

like, “do you think it is sanitary to wash your hands?” or “do you 

think it is sanitary to wash vegetables?”39 Nancy, who was sitting in 

front of me, rolled her eyes at the obvious questions, as Dalia 

courteously provide elaborate answers to the grateful students. Before they left, a date was 

scheduled for the first workshop.  

Why did a group of college students studying nutrition want to offer comedores 

sanitation workshops? While the survey and workshops were part of a course requirement, their 

decision to seek out comedores for this project was not accidental. Because the comedores are 

managed by groups of women, largely mothers and grandmothers, whose food reaches a wide 

population, the socias are viewed as agents for ensuring community nutrition (and alternatively, 

villains when nutritional needs go unmet). For example, in recent years, the Peruvian 

government has turned to the comedores in their efforts to lower Perú’s rates of anemia. The 

National Plan to Reduce and Control Maternal and Infant Anemia and Chronic Infant 

Malnutrition: 2017-2021, published by the Ministry of Health, states that the Clubes de Madres 

and comedores populares excel at “mobilizing resources in diverse situations that are critical for 

health and social vigilance.” Given the important role they play, the state will focus on 

“strengthening their participation and capacity to prevent anemia and other activities, so that they 

will become community spokespeople [relaying] information to the general public” (MINSA 

2017, 39). In their efforts to reduce nationwide anemia levels, the federal government sees the 

 
39 We now know that at the same time these questions were being asked in mid-November 2019, COVID-19 was 

already spreading across Wuhan, Hubei, China, and quite probably, internationally (Pekar et al. 2021). When the 

students hosted the workshop a week later, their motto was “La Salud Esta en tus Manos,” “Health is in Your 

Hands.” Each of the participants (including me) had to perform the NINE steps of our washing our hands. In my 

fieldnotes, I wrote, “In the end, it was a cute little workshop and I’m sure we will all, at least temporarily, wash our 

hands better.” As COVID truly became a global pandemic, I often thought back on this workshop and tried to coach 

myself to really follow the nine steps of handwashing.  

Instructions from sanitation 

workshop 
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comedor socias, who live, cook, and raise children in Perú’s poorest communities, as critical 

agents for educating the broader public.    

Representatives from the Municipality of Ate frequently discuss the important role of 

combating anemia when they inaugurate new comedores and distribute resources to comedores 

at public events. In a public Facebook published by the Mayor of Ate, Edde Cuellar, he describes 

the Municipality’s efforts to combat anemia after inaugurating his 53rd comedor. In his words,  

 

When I started my administration, I inherited a district with more than regrettable 

statistics, we ranked first in both childhood anemia and patients with TB. Faced 

with such a sad reality, we had to take ACTION, immediately with my team we 

began to plan a strategy that would help us break those statistics.  

 

What did we do? We identified several comedores located in zones that are not 

classified as extreme poverty, [as] the population in these sectors, with the drive 

and enterprise that characterizes Ateños, have achieved improving their economic 

condition. So, we took those comedores …. to the places where there was really a 

pressing need, today in ATE we inaugurated comedor #53 without generating an 

additional cost … we just relocated it and opened it where it needed to be.  

 

Regarding the statistics, we dropped from first place in both diseases and will 

continue working to improve the nutrition of my beloved Ateño community. 

(Cuellar 2020) 

 

Here, Cuellar is arguing that part of the Municipality’s strategy (their “ACTION”) for reducing 

childhood anemia is ensuring that iron-rich nutritional resources are in the hands of comedor 

socias who live in areas of “extreme poverty.” By moving these resources from the areas where 

people’s “drive and enterprise” lifted them out of poverty, to the regions where there is a “really 

pressing need,” Ate is no longer the district with the highest anemia levels in Lima (“all done 

without a cost,” a point which might be disputed by the socias who lost their comedores). In Ate, 

the socias are tasked with being the foot soldiers in the mayor’s effort to “combat anemia.”    

Despite the effort to center the labor of socias in improving community nutrition, there is 

often little trust by the broader public that the socias have the knowledge to meet the 

community’s nutritional needs. In looking at nutrition education in the United States, Hays-

Conroy and Hays-Conroy point out that nutritional interventions often focus on “target 

populations,” “communities of color – particularly, Black, Latino, and Native American.” It is 

assumed that these “target populations” are not “smart enough to keep themselves healthy” 

(Hayes-Conroy and Hayes-Conroy 2013, 175). Similarly, because the socias are largely migrants 

from Perú’s rural provinces, who are often Indigenous, and rarely have had access to higher 

education, they are perceived as being in need of education, assuring that they provide adequate 

nutrition to the broader public. These beliefs are simultaneously shared by Julián, Noa, and Dani 

who do not trust the comedor socias to provide them with nutritionally adequate or sanitary food.   

Over decades, several studies focused on nutrition and sanitation in the comedores have 

been published. On the positive side, a USAID-funded study in 1985 found that the comedores 

improved nutrient intake by introducing a greater variety of foods into the diets of consumers, 

critical at a time when Perú was confronting a prolonged and worsening economic crisis 

(Katona-Apte 1987, 3). Another study, cited by Immink, found that the comedores studied 
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provided 90% of the recommended dietary allowance for daily energy and approximately 100% 

of the consumer’s protein need (Immink 2001, 703). On the downside, Carrasco Sanez et al. 

found that meals prepared in the comedores they studied provided only 33% of a women’s iron 

requirements (1998, 1). Díaz-Garcés et al. found comedor clients were eating less than 10% of 

the quantity of fruits and vegetables recommended by the World Health Organization (Díaz-

Garcés et al. 2016). In looking at sanitation, a study completed by Leyva Coronado with 

comedores in Huaycán found that the socias understood best practices in how to hygienically 

store, prepare, and serve food. However, due to a lack of space, potable water, refrigeration, and 

electricity, socias were generally unable to meet sanitation ideals (Leyva Coronado 2017). 

Notably, of the 37 comedores Leyva Coronado studied in Huaycán, she found that 45.9% did not 

have potable water, 68.4% did not have a bathroom, 59.4% did not have electricity, and 0% of 

the comedores had refrigeration.   

Leyva Coronado’s study is critical because it highlights the reality that although 

education may be both beneficial and welcomed by the socias, oftentimes, the struggles socias 

confront are due to a lack of adequate resources. Socias who have been in the comedores for an 

extended period of time have frequently participated in nutrition and sanitation capacitaciones 

(workshops). Throughout their comedores, old, faded signs are hung on the walls, showing step-

by-step directions for how to properly store food, clean vegetables, and wash their hands. If 

socias must at times prepare foods outside of hygienic ideals, Leyva Coronado’s study suggests 

that it is more likely due to a lack of infrastructure and resources, rather than a lack of 

knowledge.  

The same can be said of the food they prepare. The studies by Díaz-Garcés et al. and 

Carrasco Sanez et al. point to nutritional deficiencies in the preparation of comedor foods. While 

these studies cannot be generalized to all comedores, socias face real economic challenges in 

acquiring sufficient food to ensure a healthy diet. For example, when I cooked in the Comedor 

Sarita Colonia, between 8:00 and 8:30, we would sit at the table collecting the payment from 

clients who were dropping off their lunch containers (tuppers). While Sarita Colonia received 

both commodity foods from the government and a monthly check, there was often not enough 

money to buy a piece of meat for every lunch. Disappointed, the socias would buy a smaller 

portion of chicken, steak, or pork and cut it into tiny pieces, ensuring that everyone got at least a 

little bit of protein with their meal.  

Across the comedores, I heard endless conversations about “healthy” and “unhealthy” 

foods. Socias would often talk about white rice being less nutritious than quinoa or wheat berries 

(but of course, most meals in Perú are not complete without white rice). On multiple occasions, I 

ate liver, while listening to the socias explain the importance of liver in combating anemia. Other 

foods deemed as healthy by the socias included salad, beets, beans, and fish. Although the 

refresco (drink) always had sugar, socias would acknowledge that the sugar was not healthy for 

them and those with diabetes would often serve their drink before the sugar was added. It was 

clear that the socias have been exposed to nutritional information, whether through comedor 

workshops or other mediums. The food they prepare is not cooked in ignorance or in defiance of 

“being nutritious.” Rather, the socias are trying to get by with limited financial and material 

resources, while simultaneously trying to satisfy the palate of the clients that help keep their 

comedores open.   

The food the socias prepare is not only the food they are going to eat for lunch, but it is 

also the meal they are taking home for their families each day of the workweek. The socias often 

take great pride in the food they cook and also feel shame if something does not turn out right. 



150 

 

While many of the meals cooked in comedores might be critiqued by nutritional experts, the 

socias often work hard to provide the best food they can, while working within economic 

limitations. Nonetheless, the Unhealthy Critique of Food Aid is one that often puts the onus of 

providing adequate nutrition on the shoulders of the socias, rather than acknowledging the 

broader social structures which inevitably limit both the material and economic resources 

comedores can access.   

 

The Malnourishment Critique of Food Aid 
While the Unhealthy Critique of Food Aid focuses on sanitation and the nutritional 

composition of comedor meals, the Malnourishment Critique of Food Aid is a critique of the 

overall adequacy of comedor food. Even if the food is perceived as nutritional, that does not 

always mean that it is enjoyed or that it satisfies. As Hayes-Conroy and Sweet point out, “food 

adequacy” requires an understanding that “what makes food food, is not just its constituent 

nutrient parts but also its relational centrality between specific bodies, specific lands, and 

specific communities that define, create, and use it as such” (2015, 374). Adequate food 

nourishes us by not only providing us with the nutrients we need to stay alive, but by connecting 

us to our sense of identity and belonging while providing us with a sense of satisfaction, 

enjoyment, and even a sense of dignity. 

Nourishing food can never be reduced to the composition of its nutrients or its role in 

sustaining a “bare life” (Agamben 1998). Those who make the Malnourishment Critique of Food 

Aid feel that the comedor food is not adequate. For example, Rosa, who had cooked in a 

comedor for more than thirty years, told me that she decided to leave the comedor because she 

became exhausted by her adult children who always complained about the comedor food. 

Overhearing our conversation, her daughter walked into the room saying she was tired of “beans, 

beans, beans. Every day we ate beans.” Rosa’s daughter did not believe that beans were 

unhealthy, but she wanted to eat her mother’s food, she wanted a greater variety of food, she 

wanted food that she felt nourished her. 

Returning to Mary Douglas’s statement that “food is not feed” (1997, 7), those who make 

the Malnourishment Critique of Food Aid are at their core agreeing with Douglas. They want to 

enjoy the food they eat, have agency over its content, and do not want their diet to be limited by 

their income. Food nourishes us by filling us with joy, pleasure, nostalgia, and sociality. When 

food is inadequate or absent, not only are we “malnourished” or “undernourished” 

physiologically but also in spirit and self. Ashanté Reese captures this well when she talks about 

the importance of “delight” in the preparation and consumption of food for Black U.S. 

Americans. She explains, to “neglect delight reduces Black people’s needs to only being 

biological, stripping away the human emotions, feelings, and experiences that exceed the 

biological” (Reese 2020). 

Those who make the Malnourishment Critique of Food Aid sometimes feel that the food 

from the comedor did not meet their standards for what Garth has called a “decent meal,” which 

she defines as “a cuisine that not only provides adequate nourishment but also implies the ability 

to assemble a meal that is perceived as categorically complete” (Garth 2020, 37). The comedor 

meals, for some, fail to meet the standard of a decent meal because they do not bring forward a 

sense of delight, a feeling of nourishment. For example, when Rosa’s daughter complained about 

“beans, beans, beans,” the beans for her represented an absence or what Dunn has called an 

“anti-artifact” (Dunn 2011). A food that represents an anti-artifact does not symbolize itself (a 

bean) but instead indexes what has been lost (a mother’s home cooking). 



151 

 

Similarly, Judith faced resistance from her children, who complained that the comedor 

food did not taste good. Judith was the president of the Comedor Las Rabonas, which was 

located in a small one-room kitchen built of plywood next to her home in one of Huaycán’s 

higher zones. Las Rabonas was a new comedor that closed within a year of its opening. In 

reflecting on the many challenges the comedor faced, Judith explained that her children did not 

like the way other socias cooked. On the days that Judith did not cook, they would complain, 

often refusing to eat the food. In the end, despite being the president of a comedor located on her 

property, Judith would have to cook a separate meal for her children. Ultimately, the comedor 

was saving her little time and money because to satisfy her children’s desires, she was still 

having to take the time to cook in her home every day. 

This Malnourishment Critique of Food Aid moves beyond nutrition to a more 

fundamental understanding of not only what it means to eat a “decent meal,” but also to live a 

“decent life” (Garth 2020, 4). Consuming food aid has long been stigmatized as a marker of 

poverty (Poppendieck 1998; Riches 2018). This stigma is not only imposed from the view of 

outsiders who equate food aid with poverty but can also be internally experienced, as a sense of 

failure or inadequacy (Carney 2015; Dickinson 2014; Page-Reeves 2014). For many, inseparable 

from living a “decent life” is the ability to choose what one eats, rather than relying on the 

benevolence of others for everyday meals.   

In Mujica’s research on comedores in the early 1990s, she found that husbands would 

employ the Malnourishment Critique of Food Aid as a means of pressuring their wives to leave 

the comedor. Mujica explains, “in a society where gender ideology prescribes that a woman 

should cook for her husband, women take special pride in being good cooks” (1992, 189). 

Knowing this, as a way of pressuring their wives to leave the comedores, husbands would 

complain about the comedor food, “comparing it to the good taste and better nutritional value of 

the meals prepared at home” (1992, 189). As Rosa’s case indicates, pressure from husbands and 

children is an ongoing challenge socias continue to confront. For example, Alicia, a mother of 

four who joined the Comedor Heroínas Toledo after moving to Huaycán just a year earlier, faced 

a lot of resistance from her husband when she began participating. She explains,   

 

The father of my children, at the start he had a lot of problems … We grew up in 

two different worlds … His parents were both professional. He is also a 

professional. His family lived comfortably. He had never seen a comedor in his 

life. On the other hand, I have. I came from extreme poverty. So, when I started in 

the comedor, he had many problems … First off, he would say that the food did 

not nourish. Second, he would accuse me of not wanting to cook, or call me lazy. 

He would say a lot of things and bother me a lot. 

 

 Alicia’s husband, who was facing economic struggles for the first time in his life, 

criticized both the comedor and his wife. When he says that the food, “did not nourish,” “no 

alimentaba,” he is arguing that it was not appropriate food for his family. He and his children 

were being malnourished by the comedor meals. In calling Alicia lazy, he is accusing her of not 

wanting to take the time to nourish their family. From his perspective, if she really cared, she 

would leave the comedor and work harder to ensure that her family had proper nourishment. 

Eventually, Alicia’s husband was able to understand the joys she experienced in the comedor. 

She explains,  
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Over time, he started to come to the comedor, I started to invite him. He started 

living [the experience] and he realized many things. Today, he sits in the 

comedor, he eats lunch, he talks with the [socias], he also listens to them and they 

surprise him. It is like, he has opened up his eyes to a new reality he did not 

understand … Before, he might have heard things about the comedor, but he 

never lived it … So, now he does not give me any problems [laughing].  

 

 Although the process was not easy, Alicia was eventually able to show her husband why 

the comedor had become so important for her. Once he got to know the socias, taking the time to 

listen to them and learn from them, he frequently started visiting the comedor for lunch. 

Eventually, his view that the comedor deprived his family of nourishment changed when he 

recognized the importance of the comedor not only for his wife but even for himself, as he 

enjoyed his lunch while in frequent conversation and banter with the socias.40   

 The Malnourishment Critique of Food Aid is ultimately grounded in a broader ideology 

of what it means to live a good life (Garth 2020). For many, comedor meals are symbolic of their 

need, their misery. The meals are an anti-artifact, reminding them of the food they cannot access 

(Dunn 2011). For this reason, among others, as the economic situation of many families 

improves, they pressure their mothers and grandmothers to leave the comedores, to cook at 

home, creating meals tailored to the family’s ideal of a “decent meal” (Garth 2020). However, 

for the socias and many others who eat in comedores on a daily basis, both the comedor and its 

food create a feeling of joy or delight, where they can relish in their food, made with love despite 

economic limitations, while being able to share the food, either among socias or at home with 

family members.  

 

Nourishing Foods: The Joys of Cooking (and Eating) Together  
 When I walked into the Comedor González de Fanning, Marcelina was alone in the 

kitchen, as Nuria had just left for the market. Marcelina invited me back to her house to drink 

chamomile tea and eat bread while we waited. After chatting for half an hour, we headed back to 

the comedor just as Nuria arrived in a mototaxi with the market bags. We were going to make 

sopa de semola (semolina soup) and pachamanca a la olla (an ancestral Peruvian dish, 

traditionally made with a variety of potatoes and meats). I started peeling the habas, while 

Marcelina and Nuria did the real work. At one point, Nuria returned to her house to use the 

blender. She came back with queso fresco (fresh cheese), which she had brought from a recent 

trip to Huancayo, in the Andes. We all stopped working for a few minutes to share the cheese.  

 As we sat down to eat our soup before meal service, a middle-aged woman walked into 

the comedor. Almost simultaneously, Nuria and Marcelina yelled out “¡Comadre!,” and stood up 

to hug her. They started asking the “Comadre,” Leonara, about her recent trip to her hometown 

in Ayacucho, in the southern Andes. As she recounted her travels, Leonora, who I learned is a 

socia in the comedor, set a bag of pan chapla (traditional bread) from Ayacucho on the table. We 

all shared the bread, dipping it into our sopa de semola, as she told us about how she “danced 

and danced” for her town’s anniversary celebration. After finishing our bread and soup, we had a 

busy lunch service. Gas lines were being installed throughout Huaycán, and the dismally paid 

construction workers were turning to the comedores for their daily meals. Despite the huge 

influx of clients, Nuria was careful to save a dish of pachamanca for each of the cooks.  

 
40 While Alicia’s husband may have become more open to the comedores, a transition I observed. After leaving the 

field, I would later learn that Alicia had to flee Huaycán with her children, escaping her husband’s abuse. 
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 Once we finally had a chance to eat, Nuria piled four potatoes onto my plate, 

accompanied by a large piece of chicken. Pachamanca, which is traditionally cooked over hot 

stones in the ground, has been eaten in Perú for thousands of years (Creamer et al. 2013). Much 

like the coca and ch’arki in the Comedor Rosa Merino, the pachamanca, in combination with the 

queso fresco from Huancayo and the pan chapla from Ayacucho, seemed to put everyone in a 

good mood. Nuria left for a few minutes to buy Inca Kola and we sat around talking and 

laughing for the next few hours as we ate our meal and slowly drank the 2.5-liter bottle of soda. 

In my fieldnotes, I described this visit to the Comedor González de Fanning as “a day of food.” 

While every day in a comedor is centered around food, on this particular day, it felt like I was 

eating 'from the moment I arrived until the moment I left. Like Fanny from the Comedor Rosa 

Merino, Nuria and Leonora made trips to the Andes and opted to share the foods they brought all 

the way back to Lima with their fellow socias. These women wanted to share this culturally 

meaningful food among “comadres,” co-mothers, the closest of friends.  

While some may see the comedores as a source of malnourishment, for many socias, the 

meals cooked and shared in a comedor can be the embodiment of nourishment, providing not 

only “adequate food” (Hayes-Conroy and Sweet 2015), but a sense of fulfillment, joy, and 

“delight” (Reese 2020). While the completeness of meals prepared by the socias are oftentimes 

limited by their economic resources, the socias nonetheless take great care to ensure that they 

will enjoy their meals, as this food nourishes their wellbeing. As Maritza from the Comedor 

Sarita Colonia once commented, “we have cooked with love” and then, after a brief pause added, 

“and a little bit of money.” While Chapter 8 discusses the broader social value of comedores in 

more detail, this section considers the role of food and foodways in the comedor. For the socias, 

there are two key ways that food shapes the comedor experience: 1) meeting economic need 

through comedor meals, and 2) the value of cooking culturally meaningful foods in communion.   

 

The Comedor Meal and Food Insecurity 

 For many socias, the comedores continue to play an important role in mitigating their 

household expenses. Few studies have sought to measure these savings. In the most recent study 

I identified, in 2007, Angulo found that purchasing lunch in a comedor creates a 33.3% - 66.7% 

margin of savings for socias, when compared to the price of a similar menú (lunch) purchased at 

market price (2007, 65–68). While these figures represent the savings for purchasing a cooked 

lunch, rather than the cost of cooking a meal at home, they are important to consider because 

many socias do not have time to cook a full meal for their families on workdays. Lunch is the 

main meal of the day for Peruvian families, meaning that access to a substantial meal, prepared 

inside or outside of the home, is important.  

 In an online questionnaire I distributed through social media to residents in Huaycán, 

participants were asked about the importance of the comedor for providing food assistance in 

Huaycán. Of the twenty-three survey participants who claimed to be a socia or live in a 

household with a socia, 82.6% of respondents said that the comedores are “Very Important,” 

17.4% responded that comedores are “Moderately Important,” and 0% responded that they are 

“Not Important” (See Table 7). There were 306 survey respondents from Huaycán who did not 

identify as socias or do not live in a household with a socia. Not surprisingly, there was more 

variation in responses to the same question, where 52% said that they are “Very Important,” 

41.8% said that they are “Moderately Important,” and 6.2% said that they are “Not Important” 

(See Table 8). While the sample of socias or socias households was not large enough to make 

any significant or representative claims, the high percentage of these households that view the 
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comedores as “Very Important” for providing food assistance still suggests that among these 

survey participants, the comedor continues to make an important contribution to food access.   

 

Table 7: Socias/Socias Households 

En su opinión, ¿qué tan importantes son los comedores 

para brindar asistencia alimentaria en Huaycán? 

(In your opinion, how important are the comedores for 

providing food assistance in Huaycán?) 

 Frequency Percent 

Not important 0 0.0% 

Moderately important 4 17.4% 

Very Important 19 82.6% 

Total 23 100.0% 

 

Table 8: Non-Socias/Non-Socias Households 

 

 Frequency Percent 

Not important 19 6.2% 

Moderately important 128 41.8% 

Very Important 159 52.0% 

Total 306 100.0% 

 

While future research might benefit from a systematic measurement of the economic 

support provided by the comedores (across regions and type of comedor), through participant 

observation, this dissertation identifies numerous examples of socias who are at risk of food 

insecurity, in both Huaycán’s oldest and newest comedores. Take for example Marcelina, from 

the Comedor González de Fanning. Marcelina lives in one of Huaycán’s so-called “low zones.” 

Her UCV (Unidad Comunal de Vivienda) has paved roads and electricity. Each household is 

now connected to a gas line, has drainage pipes, and running water. Marcelina has been able to 

build a one-story home, made of material noble (a combination of brick and cement). When 

compared to the clear economic precarity of Huaycán’s higher zones, where some families 

continue to live in prefabricated plywood homes, Marcelina appears to live a middle-class life. 

However, as an informal worker and single mother, who continues to support her intellectually 

disabled daughter, she continues to struggle financially.  

The morning that Marcelina invited me to her home for chamomile and bread, she shared 

with me a few details about her life story. Born in Ayacucho, her father passed away when she 

was around eleven years old. Her mother was unable to work the family chacra (farm) alone and 

so out of desperation, she sent Marcelina with a cousin to Lima to find work as a housekeeper. 

Although Marcelina only spoke Quechua, she quickly found a job cleaning the home of an 

Italian woman who treated her well but unfortunately moved away from Perú soon after. From 

there, she began cleaning the household of a Chilean family, who Marcelina described as 

abusive. In her words, “me sufri,” I suffered. While living with the family, she was beaten, 

deprived of food, and severely punished once for stealing a hardboiled egg when she was 

En su opinión, ¿qué tan importantes son los comedores 

para brindar asistencia alimentaria en Huaycán? 

(In your opinion, how important are the comedores for 

providing food assistance in Huaycán?) 
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starving. Just as she was building up the courage to run away, a citywide tragedy turned out to be 

her good fortune.  

On October 3, 1974, a 7.8 magnitude earthquake struck Lima, killing 78 people (Langer 

and Spence 1995). In the chaotic moments after the quake, with s/5 in her pocket and her 

cousin’s address, Marcelina ran. Still unable to speak more than a few words of Spanish, she 

miraculously made her way to La Victora by bus, the district where her cousin lived. When she 

disembarked, fortunately, the first woman she approached was a Quechua speaker, who although 

illiterate, was able to find help to guide Marcelina to her cousin’s home. The abuse of domestic 

workers has long been widespread throughout Lima (Bunster and Chaney 1988). With the odds 

against her, Marcelina decided to denounce the Chilean family to the police. To her surprise, 

they were found guilty of abuse and sentenced to time in jail.  

Marcelina stayed in La Victoria, where she eventually met her husband. In the mid-

1980s, Marcelina learned that land was available in the newly founded community of Huaycán. 

Her husband was opposed to moving because he did not like Huaycán’s polvo (dust), but 

Marcelina was determined to own land. She applied for a plot and after being approved, left her 

husband in La Victoria and moved to Huaycán with her five young children. Marcelina slowly 

began building her house by selling homemade cane liquor. After a year, her husband joined the 

family in Huaycán but was soon kicked out after Marcelina discovered that he was having an 

affair. Marcelina was once again left alone to support her children, including a daughter with an 

intellectual disability, who cannot be left on her own. During these hard years, Marcelina began 

participating in the comedor. While still working odd jobs, the comedor ensured that her children 

always had a meal on the table. Today, Marcelina still struggles financially and continues to 

survive through informal work. For Marcelina and her daughter, the comedor remains critical to 

their everyday survival.  

The challenge of finding food has long marked Marcelina’s life. As a child, her father’s 

unexpected death meant that their chacra was no longer producing food to support their large 

family, forcing her to move to Lima to find work. While working as a young housekeeper, she 

was purposefully deprived of food as a means of control and was punished when she took food 

simply to stay alive. Once she was raising her children as a single mother, her economic 

precarity as an ambulante (informal vendor) led her to the comedor, which continues to support 

her family’s food needs today. Now in her sixties, with a daughter who needs constant care, she 

is unable to find stable work. For Marcelina, the comedor is very much a place of camaraderie 

and joy, but it is also a resource for keeping her household afloat. Marcelina must navigate the 

challenges of economic poverty on a daily basis, but the food provided by the comedor allows 

her to confront her economic struggles without having to worry as much about hunger.  

Nuria, the president of the Comedor González de Fanning, has also long depended on the 

comedor to meet her family’s food needs. Nuria lives on the same block as Marcelina, a few 

homes up the hill. Over decades, she has slowly built her home and currently has a second story 

that has a floor, but it is still covered by tarps rather than a roof. Nuria first became a socia when 

the comedor opened more than thirty years ago. After a few years, her husband pressured her to 

quit due to ongoing fighting between the socias. Shortly thereafter, her husband was killed in a 

car accident, leaving her widowed with three young children. Out of a need to feed her family, 

Nuria returned to the comedor.  

Years later, the comedor lost its location in the “local comunal” (UCV’s communal 

building) due to a conflict with the president of the UCV. Rather than letting the comedor shut 

down, Nuria divided her kitchen in half with a tarp and some plywood and brought the comedor 
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into her home. Nuria, who is also in her 60s, makes ends meet through small, informal jobs. She 

irons clothes, sells packs of herbs, and makes refrescos (drinks) to sell while neighbors play 

soccer and volleyball on the losa (sports court) in front of her house. While these chambitas 

(small jobs) help her get by, the comedor continues to be critical for putting food on her table. 

  For Marcelina, Nuria, and so many socias across Huaycán, the comedor is critically 

important in helping them meet their everyday food needs. However, what makes the comedor 

unique is that, although limited in the foods they can access due to financial constraints, the 

socias are able to prepare traditional Peruvian foods that they enjoy. There are many valid 

critiques about the poor quality of food aid that is distributed to the poor. As Dossa notes, food 

aid distribution is often “governed by what is available … what has expired, and what is in 

reality inexpensive” (2014, 130). However, in the comedor, it is not an exterior organization or 

privileged volunteers who decide what the comedor will cook. The government will sometimes 

distribute particular foods to promote their nutritional campaigns. For example, in their efforts to 

“combat anemia,” the comedores are sometimes given an entire cow liver to serve. Nonetheless, 

despite budgetary constraints, it is the socias that ultimately decide what will be cooked.  

I spent many early mornings sitting around kitchen tables as the socias debated the day’s 

menú. The víveres provided by the government often covered their basics. Each month, they 

would generally receive rice, noodles, lentils, oil, salt, sugar, and canned tuna, among other 

varying items. However, most of the ingredients that went into each day’s meal are bought fresh 

at the market. The morning conversations were often negotiations between the socias as they 

balanced the preferences of each cook with the money they had collected, the government food 

they still had in their pantries, and the other meals that had been cooked throughout the week.  

The socias generally tried to avoid cooking similar meals in the same week. For example, 

if on Monday they prepared lentils, on Tuesday they would avoid beans, preparing a potato-

based dish, or perhaps noodles. When a little extra funds were available, they might splurge, 

making Peruvian favorites like papa rellena, pollo broaster, or pachamanca. When money was 

tight, they would still try and find a way to make the food delicious. For example, one morning, 

in the Comedor Las Rabonas, I noticed smoke coming from the comedor as I made my way up 

the steep hill towards the kitchen. Although initially concerned that there was a fire in the 

kitchen, I learned that the comedor was running short on cash and needed to conserve their gas. 

To save money, they decided to cook their beans outside, over leña (firewood), with garlic, 

tomato, onion, and the single piece of pork they could afford from the market. After simmering 

for several hours over firewood, the beans were spectacular. In my fieldnotes I wrote, “I think 

this was literally the best comedor food I’ve had to date.”  

In Garth’s description of a “decent meal,” she explains that the decent meal should be 

“categorically complete”(2020, 37). In Cuba, this means that a “decent meal is one that includes 

a starch, beans, meat, and vegetable components and the opportunity to serve an aesthetically 

plated meal.” She adds that this “ideal” of the decent meal, “contrasts with food that is somehow 

lacking … and would not be deemed appropriate to serve to others” (2020, 37). For those who 

make the Malnourishment Critique of Food Aid, the comedor meals may rarely meet their 

standards of the ideal, decent meal. However, the socias often find themselves in an in-between 

space, creatively cooking the best food they can within the confines of their budgetary limits. 

Comedor meals may not be the perfect decent meal, even for the socias who often wish they 

could afford more meat or a better-quality potato. Nonetheless, the socias still take pride in the 

food they prepare and feel that it is sufficiently dignified to both enjoy and share with others.  
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The comedores exist because poverty in Huaycán and across Perú remains very real. 

Garth explains that the “decent meal” is “tightly bound to [a] sense of a right to a decent life” 

(2020, 4). In many ways, the comedores are a symbolic marker of the ongoing inequalities which 

prevent many from truly enjoying a “decent life.” Women like Marcelina and Nuria have fought 

for decades to create a good life for themselves and their families. Nonetheless, now in their 

sixties, these women must still turn to the comedor to meet their food needs. If the comedor does 

not meet the standard of a “decent meal,” due to what they represent (an ongoing need for food 

aid), how it is perceived by many consumers (those who look to the comedor when making the 

Malnourishment Critique of Food Aid), and the inability of the socias to consistently access 

adequate ingredients, we might instead consider comedor food as “ambivalent meals,” which can 

be simultaneously decent and problematic.    

Ultimately, comedor meals are often needed and enjoyed. However, like every aspect of 

the comedores, they are caught up in a web of conflict and contradictions, where they are 

simultaneously celebrated and denounced, delicious and insipid, culturally meaningful and 

culturally lacking, and nourishing and malnourishing. For some, the meals are “made with love” 

and are a critical resource for accessing food when confronted with hunger. On the other hand, 

they can represent poverty, dependence, malnourishment, and the absence of a decent meal. 

There is no simple solution to these contradictions, as these conflicting views must be evaluated 

within a context of ongoing structural inequalities. Rather, the value of both perspectives is 

helpful for unpacking the shortcomings of aid programs, while also appreciating the ongoing 

importance of collective caretaking within a neoliberal capitalist context.    

   

 

Collective Cooking and Cultural Cuisines: “Here, They Cook with Love”  
In Dunn’s article on Georgian refugees, she argues that if the mission of food aid is 

simply “to keep people from starving,” then “it doesn’t have to taste good or make people feel 

good or help bring people together again. It only has to provide the brute calories needed to keep 

them alive. … In this minimalist view, the cultures, language, cuisines, politics, and social ties” 

of the consumers “do not matter” (Dunn 2011, 148). Food aid that simply supports a “bare life” 

is incapable of nourishment. True nourishment is never “minimalist,” but enriches the wellbeing 

of the whole person. Food should not represent “absence” or an “anti-artifact,” but should instead 

be a material embodiment of a person’s sense of identity, cultural connections, and social ties. 

While for some, the comedor’s meals are the embodiment of malnourishment, representing 

nutritional deficits, chronic food insecurity, or the absence of a “decent meal,” for many socias, 

the comedor is a space where they come together not simply to prepare food for distribution, but 

to collectively cook and eat meaningful food together. As Anderson contends, “One main 

message of food, everywhere is solidarity. Eating together means sharing and participating” 

(2014, 172). 

Lunch in the comedores 
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Crowther argues that the “cooperation involved in acquiring food, cooking, and eating 

were and are instrumental in building a sense of community, culture, and society” (2013, 101). 

For most of human history, these cooperative foodways brought people together around the 

hearth, where prepared meals were communally shared around the warm glow of a fire 

(Crowther 2013; Wrangham 2009). As Fischler explains in reflecting on the history of 

commensality in human interactions, with “the acquisition and control of fire, the hearth literally 

became the center of social life, as a circle formed around it and the cooked food” (2011, 534). 

Although men and women have long been integral to collecting food, historically, it has 

largely been women who are responsible for everyday cooking (Crowther 2013; Wrangham 

2009). Today, this responsibility has moved from the hearth to the kitchen, where women 

continue to be primarily responsible for everyday meals, despite long participating in the wage 

economy (Abarca 2007; Beagan et al. 2008; Cairns and Johnston 2015; DeVault 1991). Unlike 

the hearth, the household kitchen is an individualized space, where food is often prepared in 

isolation of the “sense of community, culture, and society” which pervaded the evolution of 

human cooking (Crowther 2013, 101). As Anderson explains, “we evolved as food sharers and 

feel a natural link between sharing food and being personally close and involved” (2014, 172). 

However, the emergence of the “domestic kitchen,” or the household kitchen, has often made 

women individually responsible for ensuring that their families have adequate food or a decent 

meal (Crowther 2013, 121).  

The sociality and joy embedded in the experience of preparing and sharing food in 

communion are significant reasons socias labor to preserve their comedores. In many ways, 

communal or public kitchens are the modern version of a public hearth, where women come 

together to cook and eat food (R. L. Pérez and Abarca 2007). In the comedor, the isolation of the 

domestic kitchens is replaced by the social experience of cooking together, where the “natural 

link between sharing food and being personally close and involved” can be felt (E. N. Anderson 

2014, 172). As women in the comedor engage with food, they talk, laugh, complain, gossip, sing, 

dance, and at times, even cry. In the comedor, they are always among friends (even if, like 

family, they fight from time to time). The labor of cooking in the comedor is shared and is rarely 

performed in silence. The few times I ever heard silence in a comedor was when we were 

running just a little late getting the meal out. In these brief moments, the normally lively 

conversation was reduced to terse instructions, knives rapidly hitting cutting boards, and the 

occasional hushed cry, as hot boiled potatoes were quickly peeled. However, once a rushed meal 

serviced is concluded, in an act of commensality, the socias always gather together around the 

table to share their lunch. The joys of coming together around food in the comedores can help 

erode the isolation of domestic carework within a neoliberal context, by creating a space where 

the responsibilization of food security is not solely held in the hands of individual women. 

Rather, the socias come together to collectively cook and care for one another. 

 The collective preparation and consumption of food in the comedor is also culturally 

meaningful. In her work with Afghani refugees, Dossa found that it is “through the social 

consumption of food, not the mere act of eating, that we affirm our identities as culture-bearing 

beings” (2014, 20). The food that is shared in the comedor is Peruvian food. While at times the 

socias cannot afford all of the ingredients, there is, nonetheless, a dedication to preparing 

culturally meaningful meals. Whether it is their insistence on buying fresh food from the market 

daily, adding ch’arki to sopa de trigo, or decorating a plate of ají de gallina with lettuce and 

hardboiled egg despite being strapped for money, the socias to the extent that they can, strive to 

honor their culinary traditions and the preferences of their families and clients.  
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 For the socias, taste matters. It is through the comedor that they share their sazón (a 

cook’s unique, sense-driven culinary style), not only with each other but also with their families 

and neighbors. Abarca has defined “sazón” as the “language spoken in the kitchen.” It is a 

“culinary discourse” where socias “conceptualize articulate aspects of their personal and social 

cultural environment” (Abarca 2007, 51). While the food prepared by socias communicates their 

skill in the kitchen (which is also, of course, tied to their skill in performing an idealized form of 

womanhood), their sazón also communicates much about who they are and where they have 

come from.  

The recipes they bring to the comedor are often shaped by the teaching of their mothers 

and grandmothers. In preparing traditional Peruvian meals, they express their sense of cultural 

belonging and their identity as proud Peruvian women. The comedor undeniably reproduces 

traditional gender roles, where the socias “conduct socially sanctioned gendered activities such 

as cooking” (Schroeder 2006, 665). We can and should critique the patriarchal social structures 

that continue to connect the performance of womanhood to the preparation of “good” food 

(McIntosh and Zey 1989; M. Mujica 1994). Nonetheless, the food prepared in the comedor is 

arguably an expression of their pride in being women, carrying forward the traditions of their 

ancestors and culinary practices (Abarca 2007). In sharing their sazón, they publicly curate who 

they are as “cultural-bearing” beings and take great pride when they hear their clients’ comments 

such as “Aquí cocinan con cariño” (“Here they cook with love.”) (Dossa 2014, 20). 

While the ricura (deliciousness) of their sazón may build their social capital, when the 

food does not come out well, there are consequences. Not only must they consume their own 

sense of shame around the kitchen table, but they must also face the consequences of the public, 

many of which are already convinced of the socias’ tendency to prepare unhealthy and 

malnourishing food. For example, once, while cooking in the Comedor Cura Ocllo, we were 

almost done preparing the lunch when Gabriela turned to me and Kali, her teenage daughter, 

asking us, “is something burning?” Pausing to smell the air, Kali and I both confirmed that we 

smelled nothing other than the simmering olluco. Fortunately, Gabriela ignored us, saying “no, 

the rice is burning.”  

Sure enough, after she shut off the gas and started stirring the rice, we could see that the 

rice at the bottom of the pot had burnt. Nodding her head, she looked at us and said, “me da 

vergüenza cuando las cosas salen mal” (“I feel ashamed when things go wrong”). Because 

Gabriela stopped the burning quickly, the entire pot of rice was not ruined. Nonetheless, Gabriela 

was horrified. As each comedor socias and client came in to purchase their lunch, she apologized 

profusely, warning them that might need to make rice at home.  

Preparing food for friends, neighbors, and family is an intimate task. In sharing their food 

and sazón, the cook is vulnerably sharing a bit of herself. The socias are not the chefs of 

restaurants who are hidden away in a kitchen, far from the view of the eater. In many restaurants, 

the consequences of the poor preparation of food are often suffered by the waitstaff, who serve 

as the intermediaries between the chefs and the consumers. In the comedor, not only are the 

chefs visible but they are known members of the same community. When their food is delicious, 

they are thanked, but when the food turns out poorly, they are criticized. For many socias, 

critiques of their food are taken personally. For example, on another occasion in the Comedor 

Mama Ocllo, Rosalinda was excited that her soup came out delicious. Relieved by the 

knowledge that her food would be enjoyed, she added that when her food comes out bad, “she 

wants to hit herself.” Also, given that this labor is unremunerated, socias may struggle to 
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distance themselves from the quality of the food they serve, as their productive labor is combined 

with their acts of community care and reproductive responsibilities.  

The food served in the comedores is the product of the socias’ labor, These meals are not 

only the food socias eat, but they are also the food they bring home to their families and share 

with their neighbors. They take pride in presenting their community with delicious, Peruvian 

food, even if they are restricted in fully meeting the standards of a “decent meal” in a strict sense 

since the meals are not always “categorically complete” (Garth 2020, 37). However, even if they 

cannot afford a large serving of meat for every dish or cook beans one too many times a week 

because they have no other option, the socias always endeavor to make the food delicious. Some 

days in the comedores are perhaps more memorable than others. There are exceptionally joyful 

days thanks to the sharing of traditional foods or the celebration of another special occasion, such 

as surprising a socia with a cake for her birthday or cooking an elaborate meal to celebrate the 

anniversary of a comedor. But, even on the most mundane of days, the socias always eat lunch 

together. It is around food that they talk about their joys and hardships, share advice and gossip, 

and even on occasion, sing and dance, when the right cumbia comes across the radio. 

 

Conclusion: Trying to Cook Together 
 The comedores are an embodiment of how structural inequalities within a neoliberalized 

landscape create ruptures within a community, obscuring the driving causes of hunger, 

malnutrition, and malnourishment. The food served in comedores manages to simultaneously 

signify nourishment and malnourishment, division and communion, satiation and hunger, and joy 

and emptiness. Within an economic context of limited options, the comedores cannot provide a 

perfect solution to a community’s food security needs. The food served within the comedor is 

emblematic of a community’s ongoing deprivation, while simultaneously representing the labor 

and culinary expertise of those women who navigate comedor politics on a daily basis. The 

convergence of structural inequalities, forced dependence, and growing individualization, creates 

a situation in which band-aid solutions, like the comedores, are inevitably messy, contradictory, 

and debated.  

 The understanding of nourishing food can never be reduced to a conversation about 

calories, nutrients, or accessibility. Rather, nourishment is inseparable from the joys of eating  

and having the ability to choose what, when, where, and with whom one eats, as nourishment is 

about “the heart of kinship, social life, and caregiving” (Burnett et al. 2020, 1). It is about having 

the resources to enjoy cooking, eating, and sharing food, whether it is socias being able to come 

together to cook on their own terms, or families deciding how they will assemble a decent meal 

(Garth 2020). While interpretations of “true nourishment” may be a subjective experience, 

contexts of inequality and precarity will inevitably lead to malnourishment, where both our 

bodies and sense of wellbeing are deprived of the foods that should nourish.  

Food from a comedor is not a solution to addressing structural inequalities and the 

incertitude of economic precarity. Nonetheless, for those who love the comedor, who call it their 

“second home,” the comedor provides a nourishing respite, where socias labor together to 

produce the most adequate meals they can. Socias often go out of their way to ensure that their 

food is delicious, adding ingredients like ch’arki or ensuring that every potato they buy from the 

market is as blemish-free as possible. The widespread injustices that predate the neoliberal shift 

of the Peruvian economy have been perpetuated by a failure to invest in the wellbeing of Perú’s 

most vulnerable. The neoliberal context has perpetuated ideologies that sow divisions, where the 

comedores, rather than inequitable economic or political structures, are viewed by some as the 
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cause of community malnutrition and malnourishment. The comedores may perpetuate 

neoliberal economics by shifting the labor of ensuring community food security to the shoulders 

of women, while also failing to address the underlying causes of hunger (Schroeder 2006). They 

are in many ways a symbol of the everyday hustle required to survive neoliberalism and 

capitalism more broadly. In that process, they nonetheless bring true joy to many socias and 

comedor clients, providing both the social and bodily nourishment needed to survive each and 

every day.  
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Chapter 8: Beyond Food: The Comedor as a Second Home 
 

The Case for Camaraderie and Solidarity 

 On the morning of the Asociación de Comedores – 

Clubes de Madres de Huaycán’s  (ACCMH) 30th 

anniversary, I joined socias from six comedores in the 

Comedor Manuelita Sáenz to prepare the evening’s meal. 

In celebration of the anniversary, we would be serving 

dinner to over one hundred socias, before participating in 

yunza, a traditional Peruvian celebration where a tree with 

gifts tied to its branches is collectively cut down, as an ax 

is passed between the dancers circling the tree. Although 

from different comedores, the socias responsible for 

cooking, for the most, part knew each other, as they were 

longtime members of the ACCMH. I spent the morning 

plucking dozens of chickens for the polla a la olla 

(chicken cooked in a pot, made with ají panca, a type of 

pepper), amidst lively conversation.  

 Just as we were finishing up cooking in the mid-

afternoon, Estela, a socia from the Comedor Manuelita 

Sáenz, asked me if I could watch the sound equipment she 

had set up on the losa (a concrete soccer field), where we 

would be celebrating. As I sat under a tent with the sound 

equipment, staring out at the still empty losa, a car pulled 

up, full of employees from the Municipality. One of them, 

wearing a suit and an air of importance, walked straight 

toward me. It turns out that Jorge was a deputy manager from the Municipality. As I was clearly 

not your typical socia, he inquired as to what I was doing at the event. As I described my 

research, I mentioned that the current Mayor, Edde Cuellar, had opened up several new 

comedores. Jorge confirmed that this was happening and then added that by law, the 

Municipality had to close comedores that were serving people who did not have an economic 

need. He explained that the socias who have been in the comedores for twenty or thirty years get 

angry when the Municipality closes their comedores.  

Given that I had not mentioned that the Municipality was closing older comedores 

(although I knew this was happening), I can only guess that he addressed the closures assuming 

that the socias might be critiquing the Municipality in front of me. At the end of my 2020 

fieldwork, the ACCMH had just over 30 registered comedores. Nearly all of these comedores 

had been open for decades and several of the socias had been cooking for just as long. Many of 

these comedores were located in Huaycán’s low zones, the exact area where comedores were 

being targeted for closure. For better or for worse, in response, I mentioned that the comedores 

are an important social space for the socias. He just stared at me silently and nodded his head 

with a sly smirk on his face. The awkward silence was broken when Candeleria, a board member 

from the ACCMH, approached the table to ask for my help tracking the comedores that were 

arriving. Jorge left the losa shortly after, not staying for the event. 

Jorge’s view, or what I call the Unworthy Critique of Food Aid in Chapter 5, contends 

that food aid should be distributed in line with regulations and laws that determine who is 

Preparing for the Yunza 
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eligible to receive food aid. In theory, these rules and regulations exist to ensure that food aid 

ends up in the hands of those people who most need it. Of course, there is logic to this argument 

and at its face value, most people would agree with it. If you are not food insecure, why should 

you benefit from government-provided food aid? That being said, it is quite rare that people of 

real financial means explicitly seek to take advantage of food aid programs. There are often 

stigmas associated with relying on food aid and doubts about the quality of food (Dickinson 

2014; Page-Reeves 2014; Poppendieck 1998; Riches 2018). Individuals such as Jorge, who make 

this neoliberal critique of food aid, are concerned that those people who are living on the margins 

of poverty, in situations of precarity, perhaps are not chronically poor enough to be deserving of 

aid. Therefore, they may be taking advantage of the “system.” 

As I have described throughout this dissertation, those socias who live on this economic 

margin may not always need food aid, yet they are chronically susceptible to losing their footing 

when confronted with an unexpected expense or a sudden change in their economic situation. 

Nonetheless, it is undeniably true that participation in comedores often goes beyond the 

economic need for food aid. In exploring these benefits, I provide a brief overview of the 

“beyond food” benefits identified by the early comedor literature, particularly in the 1980s and 

1990s. I then consider how for many socias, the comedor has become their “second home,” a 

space of camaraderie and solidarity, where they gather to socialize, support one another, and 

learn. These sections are followed by a discussion of how the comedores serve as a critical 

resource for mothers and grandmothers, who are able to communalize and socialize the labor of 

carework, as they cook in communion or rely on the comedor to relieve them of some carework 

burdens. Finally, I review how these social benefits often extend beyond the cooks, serving as 

both a social and economic resource for external beneficiaries throughout the community. 

Ultimately, this is a chapter about these unaccounted-for benefits that are not represented in the 

government’s official rules and regulations yet play a critical role in supporting the wellbeing of 

the socias and Huaycán’s community more broadly.  

 

The Unaccounted-for Benefits: A Historical Summary 

In this chapter, I refer to “unaccounted-for benefits” of comedores as opposed to 

unintended, unforeseen, or unexpected benefits intentionally, as the social benefits of the 

comedores have long been documented (Barrig 1988; Blondet and Montero 1995; M. Mujica 

1994; Villavicencio 1989). Even Law N⁰ 25307, the original law legalizing and funding the 

comedores (see Chapter 1), acknowledges that there are benefits to the comedores which go 

beyond food aid.41 Specifically, Article 7 lists the law’s three fundamental purposes: 1) to 

provide economic support to the comedores through the provisioning of food supplies; 2) to 

promote the experience of generating income; and 3) to encourage participation in educational 

activities and workshops focused on nutrition, health, sanitation, animal husbandry, gardening, 

and protection of the environment. Points two and three of the law, explicitly acknowledge that 

the comedores are not intended solely for food aid. In theory, they should teach the socias 

entrepreneurial skills (e.g., learning how to generate income), while also encouraging capacity as 

the comedor should be a space of learning. Adding to this original law, in 2019, Perú approved 

Law N⁰ 30790, a law which facilitates the ability for comedores to become unidades de 

empredimiento para la producción or entrepreneurial units for production. Essentially, this law 

 
41 The full law can be read here: https://www.gob.pe/institucion/minsa/normas-legales/256927-25307 

https://www.gob.pe/institucion/minsa/normas-legales/256927-25307
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aims to create opportunities for comedor socias to develop business opportunities via the 

comedores.  

These unaccounted-for benefits are made even more visible by the early comedor 

research from the 1980s and 1990s, which identified a multitude of ways that socias benefit from 

the comedores. While the initial efforts of socias were unquestionably driven by a need for food 

aid amidst Perú’s extensive economic crisis, the comedores were never just about food. For 

example, in the 1980s, Villavicencio found that the primary reason women started participating 

in comedores was economic; however, the reasons they continue participating are complex and 

evolving. Among those reasons was that the comedor became like a family, where,  

 

They have learned solidarity with other women, they have learned to value 

themselves and to feel socially useful. In other words, their permanence in the 

comedor responds more to the need to maintain the benefits achieved at the 

family, community and social levels, than to strictly material benefits. 

(Villavicencio 1989, 267) 

 

Barrig found that participation in self-help groups had positive psychological benefits for 

women as they show a “democratic respect for each other’s concerns” and are an important 

space for making and maintaining friendships (Barrig 1994, 167). Like Villavicencio, she 

explains that many women became involved in these groups due to economic need but stay 

involved because of the social solidarity the self-help groups provided. Barrig found that 

comedor socias and Vaso de Leche participants worried less about how they are going to feed 

their children, while learning practical skills, such as how to manage a budget (Barrig 1994). 

Similarly, Immick found that socias demonstrated improved “self-esteem, increased leadership 

and activist capacity, greater awareness of social and political issues, and improved social status 

within the community and their families” (Immink 2001, 705). Through the comedores, women 

also had access to a variety of courses and workshops, focused on topics such as nutrition, infant 

health, female health, management, leadership, handicrafts, domestic violence, gender 

discrimination, birth control, and abortion, among other topics (Blondet 2004, 121). 

On the political end, during the 1970s and 1980s, women from Lima’s barriadas became 

activists, fighting for their rights as women and as Peruvian citizens (Martínez i Álvarez 2001). 

The famed grassroots organizer from Villa El Salvador (Lima’s first self-managed community), 

María Elena Moyano,42 reflected on the political potential of comedores and Vaso de Leche, 

explaining that “once we faced the problem of how to respond to hunger, we also identified new 

goals. How were we going to organize, promote, and empower ourselves?” (Moyano and Tupac 

2000, 47). For Moyano, the comedores and other community-based organizations served as a 

progressive and liberatory educational space that could transform Lima’s barriadas, and 

eventually Perú, by teaching its community members the skills of self-governance, so that 

someday the socias too could lead the country (Moyano and Tupac 2000, 46). Many women did 

become more active in their communities and politics as a result of their participation in the 

comedores (M. Mujica 1994). For example, a former president of an organizing committee for 

comedores explained that when she first started protesting, she was afraid. However, in 

overcoming her fear, she shouted at a general, “We have come to claim our rights, and claim 

what is just” (R. A. Mujica and Meza 2009, 498). 

 
42 María Elena Moyano, who was critical of both the Fujimori government and the PCP-SL, was violently 

assassinated in front of her children by the PCP-SL in 1992 (Barrig 1998; Moyano and Tupac 2000). 
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Moyano was not alone in her belief that the comedores could transform Peruvian society. 

Tupac explains that through grassroots organizing, women were challenging “local and state 

governments to deal with survival issues, [while women] stood up for their rights,” using “their 

solidarity to bring social justice” (Moyano and Tupac 2000, 3). Barrig called the autonomous 

comedores, “learning to speak schools,” where women learned to be outspoken and participatory 

leaders (1988). Meanwhile, Mujica argued that participating in autonomous comedores could be 

a revolutionary act, where mothers were able to envision a new society by “stubbornly refusing 

to accept the life-threatening conditions in which the country’s low-income population is living” 

(1994, 26). In line with Moyano’s call for self-governance, Mujica argues that the comedor 

meetings and participatory democracy create an opportunity for women to learn their rights and 

how to participate in decision-making processes, encouraging involvement in local, municipal, or 

even national politics (M. Mujica 1994, 18).  

Early studies on the comedores often compared the politics of the state-sponsored 

comedores and Comedores Autogestionarios. While state-sponsored comedores were widely 

critiqued for their reliance on the government and submission to populist politics (Blondet 1986; 

Mujica 1994), Comedores Autogestionarios were celebrated for their progressive politics and 

their liberatory potential, as participating socias become increasingly educated, engaged, and 

politicized citizens (Mujica 1992; Lora 1996; van Isschot 1997). For example, Mujica argued 

that while “women in government-sponsored comedores play the role of the poor who receive 

the government’s help, those in Comedores Autogestionarios propose alternatives and demand 

what is their right” (M. Mujica 1994, 26). Unfortunately, during the 1990s and early 2000s, 

Comedores Autogestionarios began to confront several organizational challenges, including the 

pressures of state co-option, threats and violence from the PCP-SL, declining support from 

religious organizations and non-profits, internal conflicts, and a changing economic situation in 

Perú, which decreased the need for comedores for many Peruvian households (Barrig 1998; 

Caretas 1991; A. Moser 2004; Rousseau 2009). That being said, Comedores Autogestionarios 

continue to exist, likely with different degrees of autonomy. My research was, of course, focused 

on state-supported comedores, the majority of which were Clubes de Madres.  

My research takes place at a very different time in the history of comedores. Throughout 

Perú, there continue to be comedor associations and women’s groups that advocate for socias 

and their kitchens (de Waardt and Ypeij 2016). Additionally, as this chapter explores, at the local 

level, local comedor associations such as the ACCMH, advocate for one another and work 

together to keep their kitchens open. Nonetheless, at least during the course of my fieldwork, I 

did not observe broadscale political action in comedores so celebrated by research in the 1980s 

and 1990s (however, as Chapter 9 discusses, this may be changing). Today, comedores face 

ongoing challenges. The original socias are aging. As they retire, they are often not replaced (de 

Waardt and Ypeij 2016). People’s economic situations are improving (which is obviously good), 

rendering the comedores less necessary. Comedores, particularly in areas that are not considered 

extremely poor, also face widespread pressure to close from critical community members, 

family, and at times the Municipality, who have the power to decide which comedores receive 

funding.  

That being said, the “beyond aid” benefits of the comedores were evident each day that I 

cooked. While these benefits may be more subtle than the impressive organizing of decades past, 

that does make them any less important in the everyday lives of the socias. The original 

comedores, as inspirational as their histories are, emerged from a context of miseria (misery) 

amid an economic crisis and vast structural inequalities. In many ways, this miseria continue to 
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pervade the lives of socias as they navigate the violence of precarity, the dangers of patriarchy, 

and the challenges of living in a vastly inequitable and racist society that in many ways fails to 

recognize their full humanity. These benefits, unaccounted-for by the government, are the reason 

socias continue to fight to keep their comedores open. Even if the economic need is not always 

present, they continue to volunteer and serve their community because the comedor is a place 

that matters to them. As I often heard socias say, the comedor is their “second home.”  

 

Camaraderie: The Value of Being Together 

 For months I heard rumors about the Comedor Mama Huaco, “they lost their funding,” 

“they’re closed,” and sometimes, “they’re a restaurant.” A few months into my fieldwork, I 

finally decided to go look for the kitchen. I had only a rough idea of where it was, but quickly 

found a local comunal in one of Huaycán’s lower zones with a faded sign on the outside reading, 

“Comedor Mama Huaco.” I peeked inside, where a single, young woman was cooking over three 

large ollas (pots). As I cautiously entered, Liliana, who I had never met, looked up and greeted 

me like we were old friends. After explaining my project to her, she invited me to stay and cook. 

As the morning progressed, Mariel, one of the comedor’s founders, and Mónica, the comedor’s 

president, stopped by to chat.  

I soon learned that the Municipality had revoked their funding about a year earlier. 

According to Mariel, on the day of their last control (supervision), only 47 of the 50 beneficiaries 

who were supposed to purchase lunch arrived. Mariel tried explaining to the promotora that one 

of the socias could not come because she was ill, and her daughter, who was also a socia, was 

taking care of her. According to Mariel, the promotora did not care. Mariel lamented, “there’s no 

compassion, there’s no humanism.” They lost their funding and that was that. At a later moment, 

Mariel told me that Mónica, as the comedor’s president, had long been unafraid to stand up to 

the populist tactics of the previous Mayor of Ate, which created mutual animosity between the 

Municipality and the comedor, potentially contributing to the loss of assistance. In the wake of 

losing their funding, Luciana told me, “We kick out any politician that walks in here".  

Despite losing their funding, the socias of Flora Tristan decided to keep cooking, while 

continuing to sell their lunch at a discounted price, s/3.00 to calle (non-associated clients) and 

s/2.00 to socias, prices that were lower than many state-supported comedores across Huaycán. 

Why did they continue to cook? First and foremost, the socias are close friends who enjoyed 

cooking and spending time with each other. For Mónica, the comedor was going to become an 

increasingly important resource as she had recently been diagnosed with cancer. It was both a 

place for her to distract herself and she knew that the socias would bring her food as she 

underwent treatment. For Liliana, the comedor remained an important economic resource. She 

would often take short-term jobs in the informal sector (during my fieldwork, she left the 

comedor for two months to sell animal feed), but when she was out of work, she would come 

back to the comedor to ensure that her four daughters and husband had a meal on the table. 

Liliana actually lived in one of Huaycán’s higher zones but became a socia of the Comedor 

Mama Huaco when she was renting a room near the kitchen eleven years earlier. She once told 

me that there was another comedor close to her home, but that they never cooked. So, she opted 

to continue coming to Mama Huaco, at a fairly high transportation cost, as her whole family 

often came to help cook (including her husband when he was not on a construction project).  

Meanwhile, Mariel, who was well into her 60s, had spent most of her adult life cooking 

in a comedor. At the time, her daughter was trying to convince her to retire, but Mariel refused. 

As she explained, the comedor was therapeutic for her and helped her relax. She also loved 
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cooking for people and seeing the joy on their faces when they tried her sazón. On my first day 

cooking in Mama Huaco, an older man wearing a yellow D’Onofrio ice cream uniform came in 

for lunch. It was his first time in a comedor, as he recently moved to Huaycán from Tingo María, 

an area known as the “door of Amazonia.” He spent his entire lunch talking with the socias, 

telling us about his family back home and the difficult transition to life in Lima. After his lunch, 

he took off to continue selling ice cream but returned twenty minutes later. He thanked us for the 

conversation and handed us each an ice cream cone. After his second departure, Mariel 

commented on how grateful people are that they have kept the comedor going, despite losing 

funding. She explained that she is a religious person, and she believe that God was helping them 

keep the comedor open because of their good actions. As they did not have to maintain a padrón 

of affiliated socias, they could serve anybody who was in need, including widows and widowers, 

people with disabilities, Venezuelan migrants, poor mototaxi drivers, and single parents who do 

not have time to cook. 

Despite their efforts, the Comedor Mama Huaco did not survive the pandemic. 

Lamenting the situation, Mariel explained, “we annulled the comedor because, well, since we did 

not have help from the government in Ate, the mothers said, ‘because of the pandemic’ … We 

stopped cooking Sarita. Now, well, we are each in our homes.” No matter how much they loved 

to cook together, the socias were simply burnt out in the face of a deadly pandemic, with no 

support from the government to continue providing food aid. Nonetheless, for nearly two years, 

they continued operating a comedor simply because they loved doing it. They enjoyed working 

together and serving others. Although the comedor provided some economic relief, it was 

certainly not a profit-making enterprise. Rather, the comedor was a space of camaraderie, an 

unaccounted-for benefit the government has little interest in considering.  

Of course, it is not surprising that the government does not want to pay for a social 

welfare program for its promotion of camaraderie or friendship between women. Government 

welfare and other development programs may welcome beneficial “unintended effects” (or 

recognize that they should at least be accounted for) (Leeuw and Vaessen 2009). Nonetheless, 

more often than not, the main focus is on “measurable indicators,” as they relate to the project at 

hand. In the case of the comedores, this would mean, are the comedores providing food and 

nutritional security? Or, are the comedores helping the socias generate income or at least learn 

the skills needed to generate income (allowing them to be “integrated” and “productive” 

members of society)? The Peruvian government and much of the Peruvian populace have no 

interest in having a state that invests in creating social spaces.  

Setting the economic precarity of socias aside that this dissertation has readily explored, 

the value of spaces that facilitate camaraderie should not be undervalued. More than two 

millennia ago, Aristotle wrote that friendship “is most necessary as regards living. For no one 

would choose to live without friends, even if he [sic] had all the other good things” (2014, 136). 

Of course, friendships, like any interpersonal relationship, come with their challenges. Diphoorn 

and van Roekel describe friendships as “paradoxical,” they can be “fragile and potent, liberating 

and restrictive, stable and fickle, hopeful and discouraging, fulfilling and neglectful, enjoyable 

and frustrating” (2019, 7). These contradictions are embedded in and often transformative of our 

relationships of camaraderie. Alicia, who had only been a socia in the Comedor Heroínas Toledo 

for a year, captured these dynamics well with her analysis,  

 

I think it’s like a family. That, in a family, you deal with problems, you deal with 

need, you deal with a lot of things. … I’ve analyzed it a bit. It’s like a family, they 
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fight, they argue, they reconcile, they hug, they love each other, and they criticize 

each other, there’s everything. … They as human beings, each have their own life 

experiences. Their own joys, their own sorrows, and each one is a different world, 

and sometimes they come with a lot of challenges from home. They come with 

negative things and positive things. And the time comes when we all get together 

and all of the feelings come out to blossom and you say, “in the midst of 

everything, that it’s good that I have my compañitas” (companions). They listen 

to us. You get to the comedor and they tell you their things, the things that 

happened, like a family. It’s nice. … They love each other, despite everything.   

 

Here, Alicia, who is positioning herself as an analyst looking in on the comedor, hits on 

several critical points. As a “family” the socias sometimes argue and criticize each other, but 

they also reconcile and share their feelings with one another. At the end of the day, they love 

each other. The Comedor Heroínas also permanently shut down during the COVID-19 pandemic 

(Alicia was also forced to flee Huaycán to escape her husband), after operating for thirty years. 

Many of the socias were in their 70s and had been cooking together since they opened in 1990. 

Over that time, the comedor became not only an extension of their homes, but the socias an 

extension of their families. They have had difficult moments, but they also lean on each other 

during difficult times. As bell hooks explains, “loving friendships provide us with a space to 

experience the joy of community in a relationship where we learn to process all our issues, to 

cope with differences and conflict while staying connected” (1996, 133–34). Friendships are not 

always easy or without frictions, but loving friendships bring joy and help us grow.  

The importance of friendship as a radical act of togetherness and mutuality may take on 

an increasing importance in the neoliberal era. In a period that is fomenting individualism and 

competition (Frossard and Jeursen 2019; Roseneil 2004), friendship has the potential to be a 

“reprieve from conventions of relentless productivity” (Martinussen, Wetherell, and Braun 2020, 

3). Roseneil argues that friendship has the potential to foster an ethics of care, where an ideal 

friendship or true friendship emerges “between equals, based in mutuality and reciprocity, to 

which the partners come of their own free will” (2004, 414). While Roseneil recognizes that the 

caring labor of parenting or caretaking is often highly gendered and at times constraining for 

women, friendship creates an opportunity for considering “how care may be given and received 

by equals” (2004, 414). While friendship may not dismantle neoliberalism or challenge the 

capitalist economy more broadly, it can play an important supportive role in continuing to bring 

people together, to approach challenges together, and to care for one another.  

My fieldnotes are saturated with examples of camaraderie flourishing in the comedores, 

through their daily interactions and when hosting social events, such as anniversaries, birthdays, 

baby showers, and even funerals. While many of these anecdotes are joyful, it was also clear that 

the comedor as a space of camaraderie was a safe space outside of the home for several socias. 

Of course, this is not a new observation on my part. Early comedor literature also spoke of the 

prevalence of intimate partner violence in Perú and the importance of the comedores in providing 

an escape from violent homes and a network of support for socias confronting abuse (Blondet 

2004; M. Mujica 1994; Padilla 2004). My research was never intended to focus on intimate 

partner violence, and I do not want to reproduce oversimplified tropes of the “machista” Latino 

man, as patriarchy is by no means limited to Latin America. Additionally, violence often 

emerges within broader structures of oppression and inequality that deserves a fuller economic 

analysis. Nevertheless, patriarchy remains a reality in Perú, as it does around the world, violently 
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impacting the lives of several socias. While I have not been able to find individual statistics on 

intimate partner violence in Huaycán, at a community-wide safety meeting in 2019, a policeman 

announced that Huaycán was tied for the highest rates of intimate partner violence in Lima. I can 

also say that over the twelve years that I have been traveling to Huaycán, which included 

restarting and helping run a women’s empowerment program, I frequently observed instances of 

intimate partner abuse.  

Throughout my research, I never directly asked socias about abuse at home (whether 

psychological, physical, or sexual), nonetheless, it was impossible to not notice its presence. 

Within a couple of weeks of starting my fieldwork in 2018, a socia walked into a comedor with a 

black eye. She did not want to speak or cook, and nobody pushed her to. As the morning went 

on, the socias checked in on her, whispering into her ear or patting her shoulder. In this same 

comedor, the following year, a socia walked in with stitches above her eye. The same pattern 

played out. Nobody made her describe what happened, everybody knew. The goal was simply to 

offer her comfort. She too sat despondently for most of the morning, with the socias routinely 

checking in on her. In another comedor, the socias were still grappling with the tragic loss of 

socia when I started my fieldwork. Eight months earlier, in the space of 12 hours, there were 

three femicides across Lima. One of these was a socia from Huaycán whose partner stabbed her 

ten times in the chest. Of course, much of the violence socias confront at home is not physically 

visible. Far too often I heard stories of controlling and cheating husbands or the excuses socias 

came up with to avoid unwanted sex.43 There were also many stories of abandonment, where 

husbands left socias alone with their young children.  

In the case of the socia who was murdered, the socias told me that they had long pushed 

her to leave her husband. They knew that he was dangerous. Tragically, she was unable to escape 

the vicious relationship. However, for several other socias, the comedor was not only a place of 

comfort but also became a catalyst for either changing their relationships with their husband or 

leaving them altogether. Magali, for example, explained how workshops in the comedores not 

only helped her become literate, so that she could help her children with their homework, but 

also taught her about her rights as a woman. As she explained, “I give thanks to the comedor, I 

learned from many talks, trainings, that without permission, a man cannot touch your body. It’s a 

violation.” Her husband looked at her in exasperation when she arrived home one day with a sign 

reading, “You Respect the Rights of Women,” which she proudly hung on their front door.   

On another occasion, Alicia, Xiomara, and I began talking about domestic violence over 

lunch. Xiomara, who was a founder of the Comedor Heroínas Toledo and its long-time president, 

had left her abusive husband years earlier, only after receiving ongoing support from her fellow 

comedor socias. As she transitioned into being a single parent, they helped her with childcare 

and other household needs. Xiomara explained that men often blame the comedores when their 

partners start to make empowered decisions. She added that this critique is absolutely true, the 

comedores do help women empower themselves. In the 1980s, Mujica made a similar 

observation, explaining that the comedores help women gain the “self-confidence which allows 

women to stand up for themselves, and prevents them from putting up with behavior or norms 

that are oppressive to them” (M. Mujica 1994, 21). For some socias, the comedor offers both a 

critical social safety net and network of support when socias already facing economic precarity, 

must also make the decision to separate from their partners. 

 
43 I also had several sex-positive conversations, largely with younger socias. However, it was clear that for some 

socias, sex has become an unwanted obligation within their household. 
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In an article titled “Friendship and Solidarity,” the German philosopher Hans-Georg 

Gadamer proposes that in the age of “anonymous responsibility,” arising from the industrial 

revolution, “the question that we must in all earnestness ask ourselves is how those things that 

support human happiness can be developed and preserved” (2009, 4). For many socias, the 

comedor is one of those “things,” a place, that helps support their happiness. The comedores are 

by no means utopian. The socias will at times disagree and even fight, while power hierarchies 

have also been an ongoing problem (M. Mujica 1994). Nonetheless, in returning to Mariel’s 

comment about the closure of the Comedor Mama Huaco, she states, “We stopped cooking 

Sarita. Now, well, we are each in our homes.” One might argue that the socias will simply 

continue to spend time with one another once a comedor closes. While this will on occasion be 

true, more often than not, they will each be in their “home,” among family, but more isolated 

from the joys of commensality, sharing, and the friendship that have shaped their relations in the 

comedores.   

 

Solidarity: Keeping our Kitchens Open 

 Candelaria called an emergency meeting among the presidents of the Asociación de 

Comedores – Clubes de Madres de Huaycán (ACCMH). As thirty or so presidents crowded into 

the Comedor Cura Ocllo, Candeleria announced that the supervisions (controles) are coming and 

that they are going to be “fuertísimo, nadie se escape,” “very strong, nobody escapes.” OSCE, 

the national government’s Organismo Supervisor de las Contrataciones del Estado (Supervisory 

Agency for State Contracts) had been auditing comedores throughout Lima. In the District of 

Ate, they found two comedores that were not following the proper protocols. One in Vitarte had 

only two socias, who were selling lunch like the comedor was a restaurant. Meanwhile, a 

comedor in Horacio was paying rent for their kitchen space, which is not permitted. Based on 

these observations, OSCE had decided that Ate was one of three problematic districts in Lima 

and that they were going to audit every comedor in the district. 

 Candelaria called this meeting to warn the presidents that they needed to get ready. The 

libro de actas (minute books) needed to be in perfect order, with all required signatures. There 

needed to be a careful count and record of all food that comes into the comedor and all the food 

that goes out (i.e., meals sold). The food supplied by the Municipality needs to be measured and 

used according to the exact proportions appropriated by the government (e.g., 140 grams of rice 

per lunch per day), there should be no extra portions or too few portions. If socias are not 

participating, they need to be replaced immediately. If rent is being paid, make sure that OSCE 

does not find out.  

 Candelaria also warned that they may need to get ready to fight. The government was 

looking to remove socias that lived in two- or three-story homes. She acknowledged that 

although socias have been able to build their homes, the comedores remain an important 

economic resource for socias. At this point, several socias chimed in talking about their debt, 

their lack of savings, their multi-generational households, and having renters living on their top 

floors as a source of income. The concern throughout the room was palpable. One exacerbated 

socia proclaimed, “they are trying to strangle us.” Amidst this stress, Candelaria proclaimed, 

“remember how we used to take to the street? We would march all the way to Congress. We 

have to keep our fighting spirit alive.” 

 The COVID-19 pandemic hit before OSCE formally started the comedor audits in 

Huaycán, perhaps the one source of relief offered by the pandemic. Nonetheless, this meeting 

was emblematic of the collective effort socias in the ACCMH are having to confront to keep 
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their comedores open. Their great advantage is that they are not alone in the process. While each 

comedor has its own unique board of directors and often has to take on their own battles, they 

nonetheless, have the benefit of an association that is ready to work together.  

For example, it is common that when a comedor has a control (supervision), which are 

always unannounced, they will send a WhatsApp message to nearby comedores, warning them to 

expect the promotora (Municipal representative). Or, if a comedor encounters a unique problem 

that might create problems with the Municipality, the association’s leadership will often 

advocate on their behalf. As one example, the Comedor González de Fanning sent their stove to 

be fixed. It was supposed to be returned by Monday morning; however, it was not ready to go. 

On precisely that Monday, the promotora came for the control of their comedor. The socias, who 

were not cooking, were stressed that they would lose their funding. The association’s board of 

directors advocated for them, promising that they do routinely cook and could repeat the control 

on any other day. In the end, they did not lose their funding.  

 The ACCMH will also take steps to support individual socias who run into financial 

problems or have other unanticipated needs, often referred to as asistencia social (social 

assistance). As an example, during an ACCMH meeting with the presidents, Angélica, the 

president of the Comedor Sarita Colonia, asked the socias for financial support. A few days 

earlier, she and several members of her family had been injured in a mototaxi accident. To help 

pay the bills, Angélica was organizing a pollada (fried chicken sale) and was hoping that each 

president would buy a plate. Ultimately, rather than purchasing a plate of food, it was decided 

that each comedor would donate s/10 to help support Angélica’s family. This would ultimately 

provide more assistance to Angélica, as she would not have to purchase as much food.  

 Of course, within each individual comedor, I also found countless examples of socias 

supporting one another, not only as friends or as a form of social support, but financially or with 

other needed resources. Socias would often take out loans from one another, support each other’s 

polladas, chuletadas (pork sale), or truchadas (trout sale), and might even participate in a 

“banquito” together, a small savings group that makes small loans to participants.44 Essentially, 

the comedores, both individually and at the level of association (for those comedores that belong 

to an association), create a trusted network of resources available to socias in times of need.   

 Today’s comedores may not be as politically active as they were in the 1980s and 1990s. 

There are exceptions, of course. For example, in 2012, CONAMOVIDI (Confederación 

Nacional de Mujeres Organizadas por la Vida y el Desarrollo Integral), a policy federation 

working closely with the comedores, organized a march in Lima with more than 8,000 women to 

gain a voice in the transition from federal management of the comedores to municipal 

management (de Waardt and Ypeij 2016). The comedores I worked in have largely shifted their 

advocacy from state politics to a more localized struggle to keep their kitchens open. 

Nonetheless, they offer a critical space of solidarity, as socias work together to address their 

collective challenges and to the degree possible, support each other in moments of need.  

Waardt and Ypeij, in their analysis of Comedores Autogestionarios, have argued that the 

comedores are a type of solidarity economy, or an “alternative structuring of economics based on 

reciprocity, collectivity, and mutual support, poor women [trying] to alleviate their poverty by 

providing food” (2016, 1265). Of course, the comedores in many ways function to uphold the 

economic status quo. They do not challenge the neoliberal capitalist economic system or in any 

 
44 Banquitos are widespread throughout Huaycán. They are essentially the same model as Oxfam’s “Saving for 

Change” program (https://www.oxfamamerica.org/explore/issues/economic-well-being/saving-change/) and other 

similar microfinance projects.  

https://www.oxfamamerica.org/explore/issues/economic-well-being/saving-change/
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significant way change the economic precarity socias consistently confront (Schroeder 2006). 

They undoubtedly help socias get by, but they leave in place the system which allows them to 

struggle in the first place. The neoliberal economy also benefits from their unpaid labor, as poor 

women are tasked with the labor of ensuring community food security. Muehlebach describes 

this process within a neoliberal context as the state outsourcing solidarity “onto citizens, every 

one of which is now coresponsible for the public good” (2012, 12). In this spirit, Schroeder 

argues that comedores “are the perfect neo-liberal too. They ostensibly teach indigenous women 

skills that are useful in a capitalist system … and they allow the state to abdicate its 

responsibility to the poor” (Schroeder 2006, 667).  

Carney points out that oftentimes, “neoliberalism and solidarity are ‘entangled,’” 

representing “two sides of the same coin” (Carney 2021, 7), an apt description of comedor 

politics today. While the comedores may reproduce the neoliberalization of our broader economy 

by assuming the responsibilities of the state via volunteer labor, this does not negate that the 

everyday interpersonal operations of the comedores are steeped in relations of solidarity that 

have significant value for socias. If at its core solidarity is about “reciprocity, collectivity, and 

mutual support,” as Waardt and Ypeij contend, then at the very least, the comedores create 

spaces of solidarity, where women come together to support one another, despite the everyday 

challenges of economic precarity, patriarchy, insecurity, racism, and a state that is fundamentally 

not concerned with their wellbeing.  

 For the ACCMH comedores, solidarity is also critical to keeping their comedores open. 

As an association, they work together to prepare for the controles and warn each other as the 

promotora makes her way from comedor to comedor. They use their WhatsApp group to 

communicate quickly and reach out for advice and support when needed. Often, when I cooked 

in the ACCMH board members’ comedores, socias from other comedores would stop by to ask 

for advice when having problems with the Municipality, their organization, or a fellow socia. 

ACCMH cannot prevent the closure of all comedores. Of note, the Comedor Heroínas Toledo 

had been a member of ACCMH and in the end, still lost their funding. However, even during my 

fieldwork, one ACCMH board member was continuing to advocate for them, trying to get their 

funding back after learning from me that they continued to cook and serve a needed population. 

The efforts failed, but the solidarity work was there.  

 Through ACCMH, camaraderie and solidarity often come hand-in-hand as they organize 

social events together. Not only do they celebrate their anniversary with a Yunza, but they will 

also have outings. Just weeks before the pandemic closed the comedores down, I joined dozens 

of socias from the ACCMH for a trip to the beach, where we spent a day swimming, playing 

volleyball, and eating lunch brought in pots from Huaycán. These acts of camaraderie, of love, 

help maintain solidarity, as the socias face ongoing challenges in the face of widespread critiques 

and government pressures.     

 

Communal Carework  

 Back in the 1980s, Sara-Lafosse found that one reason the comedores benefited socias, 

was that the preparation of food ceased to be an individual task, but instead became a communal 

undertaking (1989, 198). While some socias cook in the comedor every day, the majority rotate 

through, cooking one or two days a week (technically, the comedores are always supposed to 

have a rotating schedule of cooks, but as the number of socias continues to decrease in many 

comedores, this has become a challenge). On the days socias do not cook, food is prepared for 
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them at a discounted price. This rotating schedule is a huge benefit for many socias, as it reduces 

the amount of household carework required of them.  

 Carework has been defined by Zimmerman et al. as “the multifaceted labor that produces 

the daily living conditions that make basic human health and well-being possible” (2006, 3–4). 

Carework takes many forms, ranging from material acts such as cooking or laundering to the 

emotional labor of providing counsel and consoling in times of need. Like most of the world, 

carework in Huaycán is gendered, with mothers and grandmothers unevenly shouldering the 

majority of unpaid work (Beagan et al. 2008; Carney 2015; DeVault 1991; Cairns and Johnston 

2015). Mothers and other caregivers living in contexts of precarity strive to balance the 

wellbeing of their children with the limitations produced by the inequalities of their economic 

and social situation (Carney 2015; Maher 2010). This constant struggle to meet basic needs can 

have serious consequences for caregivers and their children as they face the emotional challenges 

of managing economic need, the health conditions produced by poverty, and the stress of being 

poor. 

 Carney explains that the “reproductive labors of low-income women have historically 

been constrained by low-wage labor and other structural disadvantages that create serious 

tensions around maintaining employment, caring for children, balancing household resources, 

seeking social services, and enduring discrimination” (2015, 68–69). While the comedor may not 

disrupt the constraints created by “low-wage labor” and other “structural disadvantages,” they 

are a critical resource for deindividualizing some the burdens of carework, by reducing both the 

time which must be committed to food preparation (for some socias), while also reducing the 

isolation which often accompanies household carework when socias cook.  

Within the comedores, the communalization of carework often goes beyond food 

preparation. In the Comedor Manuelita Sáenz, for example, Cloe would bring her infant daughter 

Sofía to the comedor every day. Before giving birth, Cloe worked as an accountant in San Isidro, 

a major financial district in Lima. It was a good job, but she did not trust anyone to care for Sofía 

once she was born. However, her decision to leave the workplace created financial burdens for 

her small family, as she had been the primary financial provider. Now living solely on the 

income of her husband who worked in a factory, while also needing to provide for a baby, she 

decided that the comedor was a good option to ensure that the family had food.  

 Each day Cloe cooked she would bring Sofía to the comedor in a baby carriage. Although 

socias are not supposed to have children in the comedores as they cook, the socias from the 

Comedor Manuelita Sáenz ignored the rule, as they loved little Sofía. The other socias, who were 

each 20 to 30 years older than Cloe, would offer her advice on how to calm Sofía when she 

cried, help with teething, and the best foods to start feeding her once she was six months old. 

They encouraged Cloe to drink muña and manzanilla (chamomile), as these relaxing herbs would 

provide benefits to Sofía through Cloe’s breastmilk. Daria once explained that Sofía was going 

to grow up in the comedor with all of the socias raising her. The support and advice were 

welcomed, as Cloe’s mother lived hours away in the Amazon. While cooking, Daria would often 

strap Sofía to her back using an aguayo (colorful woven blanket, often used in Perú as a baby 

wrap). While moving about with Sofía, Daria would often reminisce on using the aguayo with all 

four of her now-grown sons while cooking in the comedor as a young mother years before.  

Ample cross-cultural research on new mothers has highlighted the benefits of having a 

strong social support network and social capital for supporting their mental and emotional health 

(Boyce 2003; Kim, Connolly, and Tamim 2014; Leahy-Warren, McCarthy, and Corcoran 2012; 

O’hara and Swain 1996; Xie et al. 2009; Zhou et al. 2018). For Cloe, among other mothers and 
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grandmothers, the comedor is not only providing an economic benefit for her now single-income 

family, but the socias also helped reduce the overall carework and stress associated with early 

motherhood. She is not raising her baby daughter in isolation as her husband works long hours. 

Rather, she has the daily support of a handful of women, who help take care of Sofía, while 

providing Cloe with ongoing support and advice. While the overall burden (and joys) of 

mothering still falls largely on the shoulders of Cloe, she knows that she is never alone. Sofía has 

the opportunity to grow up in a community of loving women who will care for both her and her 

mother. This solidarity work may not directly challenge existing structural inequities; however, 

its profound affective and material dimensions create opportunities that may indirectly challenge 

the hegemonic nature of neoliberalism individualizing tendencies.  

Sofía was not the only child I met who 

accompanied her mother or grandmother as she 

cooked in a comedor. In the Comedor Heroínas 

Toledo, Maite would often bring her son, who studied 

in the afternoon and was too young to be left at home 

alone, while her other children studied in the morning. 

He would often work on his homework but liked to 

distract himself by asking me questions about the 

United States and superheroes (he also retaught me 

how to play Pogs which I had not played in probably 

25 years). When his grandmother was cooking, he 

often tried to help her, peeling potatoes or cleaning up 

food scraps.  

Of course, at times, the presence of children in 

the comedores can create stress for socias, as they are 

not only preparing food for their families but for clients, who expect food at a particular time. 

For example, Liliana, from the Comedor Mama Huaco, would bring her youngest daughter, six-

year-old Rachelle, to the comedor during her summer vacation. Rachelle would usually help me 

with small tasks, like peeling peas or onions. However, one day, Rachelle and I were cleaning 

dishes in preparation for service, when she asked if she could see photos on my cell phone. I said 

that we could look after lunch was over, but she did not like this plan. She started running around 

the kitchen throwing things, refusing to stop until she saw the photos. I felt horrible for 

unintentionally creating this fiasco and Liliana had to spend the next fifteen minutes encouraging 

her to settle down. At a crucial time in the late morning, as lunch was about to be served, Liliana 

had to step away from the ollas (pots) to calm her daughter.  

Despite the distraction from cooking this little event created, Liliana’s ability to bring 

Rachelle to the comedor was critical. Liliana is from the Amazon and has no extended family in 

Lima. Her husband works in construction and her three oldest daughters were each working or 

attending summer school. Therefore, she had no one to leave Rachelle with over the summer 

break, so the comedor provided an ideal outlet. Mariel, another socia in the comedor, would 

often help out with Lilian on the days Mariel did not cook. Mariel went to the market every day 

to purchase food for her adult daughter’s small restaurant. She would often take Rachelle with 

her, as a way to give Liliana time to focus on cooking the lunch.    

 While the comedores play a critical role in reducing and communalizing the overall 

carework required of mothers, participation in the comedores does not necessarily challenge the 

embedded dynamics of carework within homes. As discussed in the previous section, multiple 

Caring for Children in the Comedores 
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socias have told me how the comedores have helped them learn about their rights and in some 

cases, were critical in helping socias leave abusive partners. However, by and large, I rarely 

observed gender norms and roles being challenged through participation in the comedores, as the 

comedores were largely an extension of their household carework. This reality was made almost 

uncomfortably clear to me on one occasion after Nora from the Comedor Manuelita Sáenz 

disappeared from the comedor. I introduced Nora in Chapter 4, looking at how her constant 

hustle to find work in the informal sector exacerbates her economic precarity. At the start of 

2020, when she once again left the comedor and stopped playing volleyball in the evenings, I had 

assumed that she had found a job. One morning, while in the comedor, I asked the socias how 

Nora’s job was going. Daria told me that she was not working, her ex-husband was sick with 

diabetes and had come back to her house, where Nora was caring for him.  

I was quite surprised to learn this update. More than any other socia, Nora and I had had 

many progressive conversations on gender issues. We often talked about women’s rights (as I 

mentioned in Chapter 4, we liked to jokingly plot our women-led revolution in front of men), the 

importance of pleasure in sex for women, and queerness. Nora had previously told me about how 

her husband had mistreated her and left her for another woman. When I learned that she was 

home taking care of him, my immediate reaction was to ask, “why does she need to help him?” 

Bertina, an older woman, who was not a socia, but came to help cook from time to time, 

explained that Nora’s husband was still the father of her daughters. In helping her ex-husband, 

Nora was helping her daughters. I pushed back, noting that he had mistreated her, but Bertina cut 

me off. She told me that I was wrong and needed to be more “humane.” She then said, “this is 

why you have not found a Peruvian man.” For better or for worse, I responded, “we can forgive 

those who have harmed us, but we do not have to be obligated to serve a man who mistreated 

and cheated on us.” Bertina, Daria, and the other socias all stayed silent.  

The entire conversation left me feeling unsettled. I had never been accused of being 

inhumane and it definitely made me reflect on how I thought about caring responsibilities. I was 

also uncomfortable with her comment about “finding a Peruvian man,” as it suggested that being 

with a Peruvian man required domesticity, submissiveness, unreciprocated sacrifice, and a 

willingness to withstand infidelity and mistreatment (of course, I know many Peruvian men who 

would critique Bertina’s position). However, given my background and upbringing, I was still 

frustrated by the belief that Nora was absolutely doing the right thing by leaving work and the 

comedor behind to care for her abusive ex-husband. One way or another, this scenario 

highlighted for me just how strong “good mother ideals” (or “good wife ideals”) can be, as 

women in Huaycán navigate the obligations of their household reproductive obligations and 

social pressures. For the socias of Manuelita Sáenz, Nora’s decision to abandon her ex-husband 

when he was ill would have been an inhumane act and failure to fulfill her role as mother and 

wife.  

Often cited in the early comedor literature was Molyneux’s division between “practical 

gender interests” and “strategic gender interests” (Barrig 1994; Moser 2004; M. Mujica 1992). 

Practical interests are those that are “based on the satisfaction of needs arising from women’s 

placement within the sexual division of labor” (1998, 232). Within a particular sociocultural and 

class context, practical gender interests are how people of different genders meet their practical 

day-to-day needs within the hegemonic divisions of gendered labor (Kabeer 1994, 90), and they 

“do not generally entail a strategic goal such as women’s emancipation or gender equality” 

(Molyneux 1984, 63). Meanwhile, strategic gender interests are those “involving claims to 

transform social relations in order to enhance women’s position and to secure a more lasting re-
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position of women within the gender order and within society at large” (Molyneux 1998, 232). 

These are the deliberate and tactical actions people of different genders take to challenge and 

transform hegemonic gender divisions within structurally inequitable contexts (Kabeer 1994, 

90). 

 As the opening of this chapter explored, strategic gender interests have unquestionably 

been a critical component of comedor politics historically. Comedores empowered women to 

become leaders, organizing and fighting for their collective rights. In describing the history of 

comedores in Villa El Salvador in southern Lima, Moyano explains,  

 

First, we organized ourselves so we could fill a common kettle and feed our 

children. Later, we wanted to achieve solidarity. So as neighbors, we started to 

identify with each other’s problems. For example, there was a mother who could 

not contribute her share to the common kettle, and we helped her. We also had to 

face the problem of getting along in our work. For example, we had to decide how 

to divide up the work on a rotating basis. Once we faced the problem of how to 

respond to hunger, we also identified new goals. How were we going to organize, 

promote, and empower ourselves? Well, we did empower ourselves through the 

kitchens. … If we just fill our children’s stomachs, we will never get out of this 

crisis. We have many roads to travel; we have many rights to claim. (Moyano and 

Tupac 2000, 47–48) 

 

In Moyano’s words, we can see how practical gender interests in the comedores in Villa 

El Salvador evolved into strategic gender interests. The practical interests started with needing to 

“fill our children’s stomachs.” However, as they learned how to organize and engage in greater 

solidarity, they developed new goals. Moyano recognizes that in the end, real change was going 

to require fighting for their rights, an unquestionably strategic gender interest. 

While strategic gender interests may remain a broader goal among some socias, 

especially among those who participate in federations such as CONAMOVIDI (de Waardt and 

Ypeij 2016), in the months I spent in comedores, socias were far more focused on addressing 

practical gender interests. Even their collective efforts to keep their comedores open are largely 

grounded in an aspiration to maintain the status quo, rather than to radically reform gender 

relations or fight for women’s rights. The same could be argued for the fight to pass law 25307, 

the original 1991 comedor law that guaranteed funding for the comedores. Although this law 

emerged from the tireless collective effort of women across Perú and was a massive victory for 

women’s organizations (Blondet and Montero 1995; A. Moser 2004; Moyano and Tupac 2000; 

Rousseau 2009), it did not fundamentally challenge the structures of broader injustices in Perú. 

Rather than usurping the patriarchal structure of the Peruvian state and Peruvian households or 

addressing the reproduction of economic inequalities within the Peruvian economy, it guaranteed 

funding for aid, aid that relied on the unpaid labor of poor women.  

I say all this not to diminish the importance of the efforts of socias, past and present. In 

the age of neoliberal capitalism, any fight to “cultivate notions of community and collectivity 

that resist … the individualizing focus of neoliberalism” has value (Figueroa and Alkon 2017, 

209). That the Peruvian state is funding opportunities for camaraderie and solidarity to flourish 

among women has significant value in the lives of socias, even if these aspects of the comedores 

are widely critiqued by politicians, fellow community members, and even the families of socias. 

As an added benefit, comedores play a significant role in helping socias adequately perform their 
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practical gender interests, the “responsibility for family welfare within the domestic division of 

labour” (Kabeer 1994, 90).  

While there is variation across classes and cultures, mothers in Huaycán, like many 

mothers across the world, confront “good mother ideals,” or “the desirable and idealized traits, 

attitudes, and behaviours that good mothers should have” (Sonnenburg and Miller 2021, 662). In 

many ways, the comedor was a place that helped mothers meet the demands of motherhood or 

“good mothering,” while simultaneously being able to provide economically for their families 

through free or discounted food. In looking at the role of feeding in these “good mother ideals,” 

Van Esterik links the nourishing of one’s family to a women’s identity, arguing that a “women’s 

sense of self is often based on their ability to feed their families” (Van Esterik 1999, 157).  

As an example, in Perú, lunch is the largest and most important meal of the day. Often, 

people will eat sopa and segundo with a refresco (soup and a main dish, with a drink). Although 

I did hear of one comedor that stopped preparing sopa to provide a larger piece of meat with the 

segundo, every comedor I worked in usually provided these three key elements of the meal (that 

being said, in 2022, several comedores had stopped serving the refresco due to the rising cost of 

food and gas). For working mothers, in particular, this lunch can be a lifeline as they do not have 

time to prepare a full meal for their children. Students in Huaycán do not each lunch at school, so 

it was fairly common for the children of these working socias to pick up their meal either before 

or after their classes, depending on whether they go to school in the morning or afternoon.45  

Carney points out that, “working outside of the household is believed to detract from a 

woman’s ability perform foodwork, women who are employed face social scrutiny regarding 

their competence for motherhood” (2015, 95–96). This was a sentiment that I often heard at 

community meetings, as working mothers were blamed for delinquency and laziness in the 

community. The comedores do not completely alleviate these critiques of working mothers. As 

Chapter 7 of this dissertation explores, comedores meals are often considered nutritionally 

deficient and malnourishing. Nonetheless, for working socias, the comedor is a critical resource 

for supporting their ability to be adequate nurturers, providing their children a relatively decent 

meal (Garth 2020, 37), complete with sopa, segundo, and refresco, despite their absence from 

the home kitchen (Carney 2015; Garth 2020; Van Esterik 1999).  

Comedores, in general, may not challenge gender norms or hierarchies within the 

household. Rather, they help women meet their practical gendered interest, within the hegemonic 

structure of gender roles in Huaycán. Nonetheless, the camaraderie and solidarity characteristic 

of the relations between comedor socias is also a critical means of helping alleviate some of the 

carework burdens confronted by mothers and grandmothers. The majority of socias do not need 

to cook every day of the week, alleviating the amount of time they must dedicate to the kitchen 

and facilitating their ability to work in the wage economy. For those socias who do cook nearly 

every day, their carework is not performed in isolation, but rather in the company of friends.  

The comedores also help support mothers and grandmothers with young children, by 

providing a space where children can spend the morning and a social network that will help look 

after children within the comedor setting, aiding mothers and grandmothers in their caretaking 

responsibilities. Psychologically, the comedor also helps mothers perform “good mother ideals,” 

where they can take on productive labor, without disrupting their reproductive labor. By having a 

space that extends their social networks and social capital more broadly, the socias have a 

 
45 In Huaycán, most schools divide the school day into two blocks, with half of the students attending in the morning 

into the early afternoon (turno de mañana) and half of the students attending in the afternoon and early evening 

(turno de tarde). Students will generally have a snack at school but are not provided with a full lunch.  
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broader network of women who they can rely on to help care for their families in times of need 

and who take an active role in socializing and communalizing cooking as one critical form of 

household carework.  

 

Externalities: The Comedor as a Community Social Space and Resource  

 One morning, while chopping vegetables in the Comedor Sarita Colonia, Alba, a woman 

well into her 70s, walked into the kitchen crying. The socias quickly embraced her as she 

whispered through her tears that her husband had died from diabetes. As they comforted her, 

Angélica, one of the socias told her, “Come here anytime, to laugh with the women in the 

comedor.” After burying her husband back in La Merced, their hometown near the Amazon, she 

started coming to the comedor every day. One morning, as we were peeling peas together, she 

told me, “I like coming here because I can distract myself.” She never once stayed to eat lunch, 

but the comedor offered her an escape from the loneliness of her home and sorrow. 

 A year later, again while chopping vegetables in the Comedor Sarita Colonia, Anita, a 

middle-aged woman, walked into the comedor in tears. She looked at Maritza and despondently 

said that her husband was “grave,” gravely ill. The hospital would not keep him anymore. As 

Maritza approached her, she told the woman she needed to be strong for her son, who was only 

eleven years old. The woman completely broke down in tears, repeating how difficult it is 

between sobs. As she caught her breath, she asked Maritza if the comedor could pass out tickets 

for a chuletada (pork meal sale), they were going to have over the weekend to help pay their 

bills.46 Throughout lunch, we were able to distribute over twenty tickets, which are essentially 

promissory notes that an individual will purchase food. Additionally, socias took several tickets, 

as it would be their main lunch for their families that Saturday. When I stopped by the chuletada 

a couple of days later to pick up my lunches, it was a jovial event with music and the entire 

family outside, spending a difficult but joyful day together. They were cooking the pork over 

leña, firewood, a favorite of mine. Anita’s husband would succumb to his illness in the following 

weeks and the socias were there to attend his velorio (wake) as well. In the wake of her 

husband’s death and the COVID-19 pandemic, Anita would become an active socia in the 

Comedor Sarita Colonia, helping provide for her family amidst the loss of their primary income 

earner.  

 As these two brief anecdotes highlight, the comedor not only has value for participating 

socias, but can also be an important social and economic resource for the broader community. In 

the cold calculations of whether or not socias are economically deserving of comedor support, 

the Peruvian government fails to account for the value of organized associations in the 

community, not necessarily to rely on daily, but as an asset when help is needed. To loosely 

borrow a term from economics, externalities refer to the negative or positive unintended 

consequences of an economic interaction on a third party (Callon 1998; Trosper 2019). Phelan et 

al. aptly capture my use of the term when they describe externalities as the “positive or negative 

consequences of an economic activity on social capital and on the quality of life of another,” that 

can “have a direct impact on people’s welfare and community sustainability” (2017, 300). 

Throughout my research, I observed multiple beneficial externalities as the existence of 

comedores reached external beneficiaries, such as the two grieving women, who never purchased 

 
46 Generally, when someone hosts a chuletada, pollada, or truchada, among other sales, they distribute tickets 

beforehand, to know more or less how much food they need to prepare. Accepting a ticket is essentially a promise 

that you will buy a plate, although most people will not pay until they pick up the food (at least in the dozen or so I 

have participated in, as both a cook and purchaser).  
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lunch in the comedores. In failing to account for these benefits, the government fails to grasp the 

wide range of contributions that comedores offer their communities.  

 Alba’s visit to the Comedor Sarita Colonia highlighted the social externalities created by 

the comedor. It was a social place she could go to distract herself from her grief. It is important 

to reemphasize that the comedores are embedded within the communities they serve, oftentimes 

at the local comunal and sometimes even in the house of a socia. While most neighbors do not 

participate in the comedores, the socias know the majority of their neighbors well. Throughout 

my fieldwork, people would frequently stop by the comedores to talk or ask for advice. For 

example, there was once a distressed young man who came by the Comedor Manuelita Sáenz 

before lunch, nearly in tears. He was having problems with his family and girlfriend and had 

been thinking about taking “veneno” (poison). As they heard him say this, the socias dropped 

everything to talk with him. Before the conversation was over, Daria had even invited him to 

stay in her house in a room on her second-floor until he was on his feet again. 

There was also the young man in Comedor Heroínas Toledo who stopped by to visit the 

socias and cook on his day off of work. The socias all called him their “ahijado” or godson. He 

was originally from San Juan de Lurigancho, a large district bordering Ate. He was living on the 

streets from a young age and became involved in “malas juntas” (he was not running with the 

right crowd). He had come to Huaycán in 2010 to live with an uncle and try to start over. At the 

time, he did not have a job, so somebody recommend that he go to the comedor. The socias took 

him in and created a loving space for him. He started cooking in the comedor weekly until he 

was able to find employment (it is almost unheard of for a man to consistently cook in 

comedores, especially one who is not a direct relative of a socia). He is now working in 

construction in Ica, south of Lima, but liked to visit the socias when he came back to the capital 

city.  

The social externalities can also extend beyond neighbors, to individuals such as students 

(yes, like yours truly). In addition to this particular anthropologist who really wanted to learn 

how to properly peel a potato, many thesis projects among Peruvian and foreign students have 

focused on the comedores populares (for example, Garrett 2001; Isquith-Dicker 2016; M. Mujica 

1992; Portilla Salazar 2013; van Isschot 1997), with at least two other projects happening in 

Huaycán (Ayumi Imada 2019; Leyva Coronado 2017). Additionally, Peruvian students often 

benefit from the organized nature of the comedores, as having a group of women who are 

already working together is ideal for class projects. For example, in Chapter 7, I introduced the 

students from a nearby public university who needed to host two workshops on sanitation. 

Although several of the socias were not particularly enthused to attend the workshop, they came, 

and in the end, we had fun. Meanwhile, before the workshop started, Daria, the president who 

had agreed to attend the workshop, was running from house to house trying to get neighbors to 

come. She wanted the workshop to be a success, not because she was desperately wanting 

everyone to learn how to better wash her hands (of course, in 2022, this would now be quite a 

logical rationale), but because she wanted to help support the students. There were also the 

students from a nearby private university who coordinated a series of ongoing workshops with 

the Comedor Heroínas Toledo. Over several months, students specializing in psychology, the 

culinary arts, and crafts hosted weekly workshops for the socias. I attended respostería 

workshops (confectionary workshops), where socias and several neighbors gathered to make new 

deserts and other snacks.  

Beyond these social externalities, the comedor can also create economic externalities for 

community members, in that they provide material resources to neighbors and friends. In the 
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case of Anita, whose husband was dying from cancer, the comedor helped her distribute tickets 

for her chuletada (relieving her of that burden in a difficult moment) and the socias purchased 

several lunches (providing direct economic support). These economic externalities can take on 

many different material forms. For example, in the Comedor Manuelita Sáenz, the socias would 

save all of their daily food scraps in a bucket for a neighbor who was raising pigs. Having these 

food scraps saved the neighbor both money and time, as he did not have to spend as much money 

on feed or waste time asking multiple neighbors for donations.  

Several comedores would also lend their cooking space and commercial cookware to 

neighbors on the weekends when they hosted polladas and other food-related fundraisers. On 

one occasion, the president of a UCV who had used the Comedor Heroínas Toledo’s kitchen for 

a pollada brought the socias a full leftover propane tank as a thank you. This event had multiple 

beneficiaries, as the family hosting the pollada had access to a commercial cooking stove and 

large pots, while the socias were able to save around s/20 on gas for part of a week. 

These economic externalities can also have concrete financial benefits for community 

members as well. For example, during my fieldwork, nearly all of Huaycán had natural gas lines 

installed by Cálidda, a natural gas company (the comedores were also a huge help to the low-

paid Cálidda workers, hundreds of whom exclusively ate at the comedores throughout the 

installation process). Previously, families in Huaycán used propane tanks for cooking that were 

usually purchased from a series of small business owners throughout Huaycán. Within a series of 

a few months, these small businesses lost nearly all of their customers. However, because most 

of the comedores are not in residential homes, nearly all of them continued to purchase the tanks, 

providing a small amount of business to these companies. On a much larger scale, comedores 

purchase food Monday – Friday from Huaycán’s markets. Each comedor will often spend 

anywhere from s/60 ($16.00) to s/120 ($30.00) every day. There are well over one hundred 

comedores in Huaycán, meaning that thousands of soles worth of food are being purchased from 

small vegetable, meat, sauce, and abarrotes (dry products) vendors each week.  

    Overall, it is not surprising that the Peruvian government is unlikely to account for 

external beneficiaries in calculating whether or not a comedor should remain open. However, in 

closing comedores, not only do the socias lose a valued space, but the community loses a valued 

asset. Oftentimes, closed comedores are reopened in higher zones, with the possibility of 

building these same unaccounted-for benefits within a new area. However, this does not change 

the loss experienced by those who are beneficiaries of the comedor as a community resource 

(clients, socias, vendors, and other neighbors). The positive externalities created by the 

comedores highlight that the comedor is not only about food security. While its existence centers 

on food aid, its contributions go far beyond hungry stomachs. 

 

Conclusion   

 While starting my fieldnotes on the comedores in 2018, it did not take me long to realize 

that unaccounted-for benefits were critical to explaining why the socias continued participating 

in the comedores. In my participant observation fieldnotes, of more than 160 days cooking in 

comedores and attending comedor events, 85 of my fieldnotes with 145 references, fell under the 

coding categories of “social space,” “safe space,” “mothering,” “workshops,” and 

“convenience,” the unaccounted-for benefits of the comedores discussed throughout this chapter. 

Thirty-six files with 46 references also spoke to the comedores external beneficiaries. The 

comedores unquestionably play an important role in ensuring community food security. Both 

those who struggle chronically from food insecurity and those who face acute moments of food 
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need benefit from having a food aid resource available when needed. However, the comedor’s 

benefits do not end there.  

 As a space that brings women together, the comedor allows for friendships to flourish, for 

acts of solidarity to take place, and for an ongoing organized community resource to be 

available. External evaluations of the comedores will generally fail to account for or take 

seriously these unaccounted-for benefits, as they do not strictly fit the legal mission of the 

comedores. However, understanding the depth of a comedor’s importance to socias makes it 

clear why the socias fight to keep their comedores open. In the introduction to this chapter, 

Jorge, the deputy manager from the Municipality, said that the socias get angry when the 

Municipality closes their comedores. Well, of course they do. If and when the socias choose to 

close their own comedor, as agents they have made that decision. Many socias have chosen to 

close comedores when the timing is right. Many socias choose to leave comedores because they 

need paid employment or have children who can financially support them. For older socias, 

laboring in the comedores may become too difficult over time, or they may choose to retire, after 

years of cooking. However, when a comedor’s funding is cut off by the Municipality, the loss 

can be heartbreaking.  

On the surface, the case of the Comedor Mama Huaco, the comedor that lost its funding, 

would make it seem like the comedores could simply continue cooking with no funding. 

However, their closure amidst the pandemic highlights how difficult it is to continue running a 

food aid program with no external support. It might also be assumed that socias can find ways to 

spend time together once the comedor has closed down. While this will likely be true from time 

to time, the structure of having a space, a purpose, and being organized, facilitates bringing 

people together in ways that are not easily replicable. As Mariel explained to me in her reaction 

to the closure of the Comedor Mama Huaco, “now, well, we are each in our homes.” In returning 

home, the socias are still responsible for the carework they have long undertaken. However, in 

their homes, they do it on their own, without a good excuse to spend entire days with friends and 

those who help them meet the foodwork demands of their household.  

 In many ways, the comedores uphold Perú’s structural inequalities embedded in everyday 

Peruvian life, including economic precarity and uneven gendered norms. However, in evaluating 

economic interactions, Gibson-Graham encourage us to read for “difference rather than 

dominance” (2006, xxxi–xxxii). Using this approach, we recognize the ways that the comedores 

reproduce neoliberalism and structures of inequality, while also holding in our minds the positive 

economic and social benefits. That being said, this approach should not be an excuse for ignoring 

the broader structural injustices and an isolating economic system that perpetuates the need for 

comedores. Nonetheless, there is value in considering how reading for difference, rather than 

dominance, can add layers of complexity in how we evaluate institutions such as the comedores 

populares. Critiques of the comedores will always exist, but understanding their value requires a 

holistic analysis that understands just how important they are to the socias who dedicate their 

lives to cooking for their communities.  
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Chapter 9: Conclusion: “Let it be a Fight”  
 

Returning to the Field  
In February 2022, nearly two years after being evacuated from Perú due to the COVID-

19 pandemic, I made a brief return trip to Huaycán. In many ways, this trip was profoundly 

personal. As I witnessed how COVID-19 impacted Perú from a distance, I experienced an 

overwhelming sense of futility as I lost friends and had to remotely observe the physical and 

economic suffering that has disproportionately plagued Perú throughout the pandemic. Of 

course, the emotional difficulties I confronted were nothing compared to the embodied 

experience of Peruvians living these challenges. Nonetheless, being able to return and see my 

friends face to face was deeply meaningful for me and, I believe, for many of the people who I 

have worked with in Huaycán over the past twelve years. Around the world, COVID-19 has been 

an isolating experience and although we continue to confront its ravages every day, we at least 

have some tools that now allow us to cautiously gather as we come to truly understand and value 

the importance of human contact for our personal and collective wellbeing.     

This trip also presented an important opportunity to follow up on several of the 

arguments I have made throughout this dissertation. I cooked in all nine of the comedores in 

which I conducted research that remain open (three have closed since starting my research). I 

also had the opportunity to cook in one additional Club de Madre comedor. I attended two 

comedor events that socias were obligated to attend hosted by the Municipality, visited the 

Municipality’s Supplemental Food Program office with socias, and attended one ACCMH 

(Asociación de Comedores – Clubes de Madres de Huaycán) meeting. I also had the opportunity 

to formally present my research at three events, while separately being interviewed about my 

research for radio, television, and social media. It was a busy three weeks, to say the least, but 

one in which I was able to conduct confirmatory research, while also having many public and 

private conversations about my research findings.  

This research has been broadly framed through a political economy framework, where I 

have sought to unpack how structural inequalities and pervasive precarity have converged to 

shape the lived experiences of comedor socias, as they seek to support their families, 

communities, and one another through their participation in the comedores. Socias do this while 

navigating a socioeconomic landscape where their labor is shaped and reshaped by the shifting 

dynamics of need, ongoing political tensions, and at times, outright hostilities. In many ways, the 

socias must constantly navigate the dialectics of what Mintz has called “inside meaning” and 

“outside meaning” (1985, 167; 1996, 20). The inside meaning is how the socias understand the 

significance of their work and the role of the comedores in their lives. Meanwhile, the outside 

meaning is the external forces that both necessitate the comedores and limit their capacity to 

continue to operate.  

How outside meaning shapes comedores can be divided between what Eric Wolf has 

called “organizational power” and “structural power” (Mintz 1996, 22; Wolf 1990, 586–87).47 

Organizational power according to Wolf is “the control that one actor or ‘operating unit’ … 

exercises over energy flows that constitute part of the environment of another actor” (Wolf 1990, 

586). Throughout this dissertation, I have described organizational power in action, as politicians 

 
47 In his book Tasting Food, Tasting Freedom: Excursions into Eating, Culture, and the Past, Mintz equates his use 

of “outside meaning” to Wolf’s “structural power” alone (Mintz 1996, 22). However, here I consider how outside 

meaning can encompass both organizational power and structural power.   
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have used the comedores and aid distribution to perpetuate their own political careers and 

ambitions (false generosity). Politicians can also put comedores into competition with one 

another (e.g., low zones vs. high zones), as a means of winning favor amongst those constituents 

who believe that comedor socias are taking advantage of “the system.” I have also described 

organizational power through the various critiques community members have levied against the 

comedores. While these critiques may not directly control whether or not a comedor remains 

open, they create a social context in which socias must perform their labor amidst the animosity 

of others (sometimes, from their own family members). This pressure can accumulate to the 

point that socias ultimately decide to leave the comedor, rather than face constant disparaging 

from neighbors and family members.    

Meanwhile, structural power can be understood as the external forces that shape our 

lives, influencing and changing how an individual or group can navigate the world while 

facilitating or limiting their ability to take action and make decisions (Wolf 1990, 587). These 

are the forces that shape why and how organizational power is enacted. In this research, 

structural power has been made visible in the hegemonic norms emerging from the 

predominance of neoliberal subjectivities that valorize the individual over the collective; 

personal responsibility over social rights; ambition over care; and competition over solidarity. 

Among politicians, these hegemonic norms also create a context in which it is normalized to 

leverage power for personal gain, creating an environment in which comedores are used as 

pawns, perpetuating the hierarchical power structures that are in place. Finally, structural power 

operates throughout Huaycán by allowing injustices such as economic inequalities, patriarchy, 

and racism to flourish. These disparities hold in place relations of the oppressed and the 

oppressors, where the suffering of the former, upholds the privilege of the latter.  

As the inside meaning of comedores drives socias to keep their kitchens open, the outside 

meaning simultaneously pressures the ability of comedores to continue operating, while 

perpetuating a socioeconomic context in which the comedores remain necessary. The 

complexities of these dialectical encounters and overlapping forms of power create a scenario 

that evades simple answers, as any analysis of the comedores requires both a consideration of 

how food aid can perpetuate structural inequalities and logics of neoliberalism, while at the same 

time serving as a needed (and by no means easily replaceable) social and economic resource for 

socias. Amidst these tensions between the inside meaning and outside meaning of comedores, in 

this conclusion, I want to reflect upon several experiences from my recent trip, as they each 

contextualize and reemphasize the broader arguments made throughout this dissertation. I 

conclude by offering my thoughts on practical changes the Peruvian government could make to 

reduce the difficulties confronted by comedor socias as they labor to support their families, 

communities, and one another through their collective cooking.     

 

The Exacerbation of Economic Precarity and Structural Inequalities  
March 14, 2022 

 While conducting pre-pandemic fieldwork in the Comedor Manuelita Sáenz, I was 

responsible for collecting payment and keeping track of who purchased lunch and how many 

lunches each individual purchased. On my final day of cooking in the comedor in March 2022, I 

was asked to take up the task again, as the socia who is typically responsible had left for a 

meeting. As I reviewed the minute book, I asked Elena, who was the head cook that day, how 

much they were charging calle (clients who are not officially affiliated) for lunch. She 

responded, “s/3.50.” I then asked how much they are charging socias. Again, she responded, 
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“s/3.50,” a s/0.50 increase from their pre-pandemic price of s/3.00. As we were talking about the 

prices, one of the socias mentioned that a nearby comedor was selling lunch at s/3.00. Elena 

looked at her exacerbated, asking how that was possible? She then looked back at me and said 

that they just could not sell at s/3.00 anymore. Food had simply become too expensive. The 

comedor had also stopped serving the refresco (drink). Similarly, the Comedor Sarita Colonia 

had also stopped serving the refresco, as it required too much gas (all water must be boiled in 

Huaycán). Angélica, the comedor’s president, explained that gas prices had increased by more 

than s/20 (≈$5.00), to over s/50 (≈$13.00) per propane tank. This rising cost simply made the 

refresco too expensive to make if they wanted to keep lunch prices down.  

 While waiting for customers to arrive, I started to reflect on the previous three weeks that 

I had been cooking in the comedores. Over the thirteen days that I cooked in nine different 

kitchens, on all but two days, the segundo (main dish) was either made from cubed potatoes 

(cau-cau, chanfainita, picante de atun, picante de carne, and ensalda rusa) or lentils. This lack 

of variation was not a coincidence. The Municipality has reduced the víveres it provides to the 

comedores to rice, oil, lentils, and canned tuna. While they may occasionally include an 

additional product (trigo, or wheatberries, was added during my visit, although the socias 

complained that the bag of trigo was full of small pebbles that needed to be sifted out), there is a 

clear reduction in the diversity of government-provided foods. Before they would also receive 

noodles, various legumes, salt, sugar, and sometimes, meats, such as chicken or cow liver. In the 

Comedor Juana de Dios Manrique, the women had seven large bags of lentils. One of the socias 

told me that their beneficiaries liked lentils, but they do not want to eat lentils every week.  

Exacerbating this reduction in food varieties was the fact that food prices have been on 

the rise globally (FAO 2022), and Peruvians have not been spared. Day after day, while cooking 

in the comedores, the socias who went to the market would return saying, “todo a subido,” 

“everything has gone up.” According to a report by the INEI (Instituto Nacional de Estadística e 

Informática), between March 2021 and February 2022, the price of foods in Lima rose by 9.30%. 

This includes increases of 46.88% in oil and fats, 10.99% in bread and cereals, 10.14% in meats, 

5.88% increase in milk, cheese, and eggs, 6.19% in legumes and tubers, 5.31% in fruits, and 

3.95% in fish and seafood (INEI 2022, 10). On top of this, they are confronting increasing gas, 

water, electricity, and transportation prices. According to the same INEI report, in Lima during 

the same period, home gas prices rose by 33.82%, while home water consumption costs rose by 

11.57%. For those comedores that have electricity, the price also increased by 10.31% (INEI 

2022, 10). While the report does not have data on the rising cost of mototaxis, which the socias 

use to get back and forth from the market each day, as someone who uses mototaxis occasionally 

while in Huaycán, I can attest to the fact that the prices have also risen, as the drivers must pay 

more for their gas.  

Despite these rising costs, the comedores have not received a commensurate increase in 

funding from the Peruvian government. This means that the socias have had to figure out how to 

reduce their costs, without substantially increasing the price of their lunch. Many comedores did 

raise their prices by around s/0.50. Sarita Colonia, for example, kept the prices for socias at 

s/3.00, but raised the price for calle from s/3.50 to s/4.00. As previously mentioned, multiple 

comedores have stopped serving the refresco and have had to reduce the cost of the ingredients 

they purchase. For example, in the Comedor La Dama de Cao, they decided to prepare fried fish. 

Normally, this is a dish that would be served with sliced potatoes. However, to save money, they 

skipped the potatoes, serving the meal with rice and salad only. Similarly, in the Comedor Rosa 

Campuzano, they opted to prepare ensalada rusa, which requires potatoes, beets, carrots, green 
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beans, and peas. They could not afford all of the ingredients, so they opted to skip green beans 

and peas, as the prices for those two vegetables had gone up in the market significantly. 

Chapter 7 of this dissertation is built upon Mary Douglas’s contention that “food is not 

feed” (1997). Although we need food to survive, the cultural meaning attached to the 

consumption of food is deeply entrenched in our sense of identity and ability to thrive. Food aid, 

more broadly, has often been critiqued for failing to meet the standard of what Garth has called a 

“decent meal” (2020). When food aid aims only to provide “brute calories,” it minimizes the 

importance of food’s cultural value and social ties. Dunn argues that under these circumstances, 

food risks becoming an “anti-artifact,” signifying the absence of a decent meal rather than a basic 

necessity needed for survival (2011, 148). In the case of the comedor socias, they have worked to 

find creative ways to continue cooking decent meals for their families and beneficiaries. 

Nonetheless, they face ongoing economic pressure in their ability to do so. In both their homes 

and comedores, economic precarity is a burden they must carry as they seek to balance the 

importance of cooking meaningful, nourishing meals, with the reality that food is becoming 

increasingly difficult to access.  

The inflation of global food prices is a difficult reality people around the world are 

confronting in 2022, but it is not a reality that people experience equally. While nobody likes 

paying more for our food, many of us can manage the increase with minimal interference to our 

diet. However, it goes without saying that for those who are experiencing poverty and economic 

precarity on a daily basis, rising food prices can become disastrous. The inability to eat a decent 

meal is a form of structural violence, where people are unable to thrive and enjoy a sense of 

wellbeing or a decent life. This structural violence translates into both bodily and psychological 

harm as individuals encounter the devastation of malnutrition and chronic stress and anxiety 

around food acquisition and access. This is an experience that will be unevenly burdensome for 

women who are tasked with providing the caring labor needed to socially reproduce their 

households and communities more broadly.    

From the moment I landed in Perú in 2022, nearly every person I ran into started the 

conversation by talking about how difficult the previous two years have been. On the one hand, 

they shared stories about those family, friends, and neighbors they had lost. In the L-shaped 

block where I live in Huaycán, our household was one of the few that were spared from a 

COVID death (spared “physically,” but emotionally we all know too many people who were 

lost). On the other hand, people talked about how much they have suffered economically. Too 

many people in Huaycán were navigating economic precarity before the pandemic. The resulting 

economic restrictions and struggles either exacerbated this situation or moved them more firmly 

into a situation of outright, chronic poverty.  

  As argued throughout this dissertation, real change in Perú will require deep structural 

changes, a reality that the country is unlikely to see anytime soon. Not only does Perú’s 

neoliberal economic reality and vast informality reproduce economic injustices and inadequate 

social services, but the country is also plagued by political corruption that has paralyzed any 

effort to create real change. There is no way to briefly summarize the levels of instability and 

corruption Perú’s fragile democracy has faced over the last few decades. As just one example of 

the country’s volatility, in less than six years (July 28, 2016 – July 28, 2021), Perú has had five 

presidents, only two of which were democratically elected (Camacho and Sosa-Villagarcia 

2021). Additionally, nearly every president over the past three decades, including Alberto 

Fujimori, Alejandro Toledo, Alan García (who committed suicide as he was being arrested in 

2019), Ollanta Humala, and Pedro Pablo Kuczynski, have faced jail time for corruption and other 
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abuses of power (Aquino 2020b), while Martín Vizcarra was impeached after facing corruption 

allegations. Perú’s current president, Pedro Castillo, has already faced graft charges and two 

impeachment trials within his first year of office (Aquino and Pulice 2022).  

For many, the election of Castillo, a rural schoolteacher and union leader running as a 

candidate for Perú Libre, which claims to be a Marxist-Leninist-Mariáteguista political party, 

presented an opportunity for change (Benjamin and Flores 2021). While Castillo’s election 

unquestionably represented a resounding victory for Perú’s rural voting bloc, which is so often 

sidelined by the power brokers of Lima, it is not surprising that his Presidency has failed to 

support the very constituents that elected him. Castillo was vastly underprepared for the 

Presidency, as has been made evident by the instability of his Cabinet (he is on his fourth 

Cabinet in less than one year) and the fragility of his ideological convictions (Aquino and 

Rochabrun 2022). Regardless, Perú’s Congress and the nation’s political and economic elites 

were never going to let a leftist agenda succeed. Although Castillo has survived a second attempt 

to impeach him since taking office in July 2021, there seems to be little hope that he will move 

forward with the radical, political economic agenda he proposed during his campaign (he has 

always been regressive on many progressive social issues), built upon a slogan of “no más 

pobres en un país rico” (“no more poor people in a rich country”). Rather, Castillo’s politics 

have failed to challenge Perú’s neoliberal agenda (Drinot 2022).  

While the election of Castillo may have represented hope, no single person alone is going 

to upend Perú’s unjust political structure and economic landscape. Change will require a vast 

social movement, built not around an individual (or against one in the case of Fujimori), but of a 

vision of a different future. In that process, communal organizing structures are going to be 

critical. While the comedores, many of which have long-time ties to populist politicians (e.g., 

Fujimori), may not seem like they could play an important role in this process, it is important to 

keep in mind that the comedor socias have long fought for their right to food. As this conclusion 

reviews, during my short trip to Perú, I saw sparks of political change, as comedor socias seek to 

understand their rights and defend their ability to continue cooking together.  

   

Navigating Aid Critiques and Contradictions 
February 19, 2022 

 While visiting with a friend in the late morning on the rooftop of the house where I live, 

he caught me off guard when he asked if he could interview me. Envisioning my own interviews, 

with a recorder and at least some prepared questions, I agreed, despite not knowing what the 

interview was going to focus on. All of the sudden, he holds up his phone and says, “How are 

you friends of Te Amo Huaycán? Today we are here with a lovely person, she’s an 

anthropologist, from the United States, Arizona.” Te Amo Huaycán is a popular Facebook page 

in Huaycán, with more than 143,000 viewers. It turns out that my friend wanted to ask me about 

my research and was broadcasting the interview live on the social media site.48 While I might 

have preferred to be a little more prepared for what became an hour-long interview, it was 

nonetheless a great opportunity to share my work with Huaycán’s broader public, as I received 

both constructive and critical feedback. In particular, both my friend (the interviewer) and 

several commentators, pushed back on my discussion about the positive aspects of the 

comedores, both economically and socially.   

 
48 Full interview can be viewed here: https://www.facebook.com/teamohuaycan/videos/684342465928812 

https://www.facebook.com/teamohuaycan/videos/684342465928812
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 For example, after talking about how the comedores as a collective social space can 

challenge the logics of competitiveness and individualism within a neoliberalized social context, 

the interviewer pushed back,  

 

Sarita, we have to recognize that there are zones that are well established, where 

really, … the Vaso de Leche program [and comedores] … are no longer needed, 

right? That is the question many neighbors, other leaders [have] because there are 

people who really take advantage of that.  

 

Another commentator felt similarly to my friend. Turning to the Unworthy Critique of Food Aid, 

he argued, “In Huaycán there are a lot of thieves [in the aid programs] that become involved only 

to steal.” While the interviewer did not directly call food aid recipients “thieves,” he again 

echoed this same distrust of the aid recipients, contending that,  

 

There always has to be supervision, right? A structure that is well, well-observed, 

right? Because if there is not something that is well structured, that is well 

monitored, as they say, a lot of things happen and that is where people lose 

confidence, right? The criticisms come.  

 

Meanwhile, other observers turned to the Development Critique of Food Aid. One individual 

argued, “If there is a budget [for food aid], why not create sources of work instead of thinking 

about Vaso de Leche.” Addressing the interviewer, another viewer argued, “Ask constructive 

questions. If you want to support development, don’t talk about comedores. Talk about creating 

job centers. Not comedores. Think, the people need jobs.”  

 My original desire to explore critiques of food aid 

was driven by two factors. First of all, I found that the 

critiques were not only pervasive but that people felt 

strongly about food aid programs. For example, towards 

the start of my fieldwork in 2019, Te Amo Huaycán 

published a post, asking “Should EL VASO DE LECHE 

AND COMEDORES POPULARES continue? or are 

there many people who take advantage of that... LET'S 

ALL OPINION...” As a researcher looking at food aid 

critiques, this post was going to be a treasure trove of 

information. I immediately saved the post using 

Facebook’s “Save” tool, reading through some of the 

early responses. People were harsh. Reading the posts, 

one might assume that comedores and Vaso de Leche were at the heart of all of Perú’s problems. 

Later that evening, I logged into Facebook looking to download the public comments, but soon 

realized it was gone. Te Amo Huaycán had deleted the post. While I do not know the exact 

reason it was removed, my assumption has always been that people were simply being too cruel. 

 Exploring these different food aid critiques offers a lens for considering how conflicting 

ideologies and subject positions within a neoliberal sociopolitical landscape serve to divide 

people. Paulo Freire, who I have turned to on several occasions throughout this dissertation to 

explore the relationship between the oppressed and oppressors, argues that,  

 

Comedor Facebook Post 
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One of the characteristics of oppressive cultural action … is the emphasis on a 

focalized view of problems rather than on seeing them as dimensions of a totality 

… These focalized forms of action, by intensifying the focalized way of life of the 

oppressed … hamper the oppressed from perceiving reality critically. (Freire 

2018, 141–42) 

 

In the case of Huaycán, the “focalization” on food aid programs as the problem, obscures the 

view of the “totality,” where food aid is a symptom of vast injustices. Too often, comedores are 

treated as the culprit, rather than as a symptom of broader structural problems. Ultimately, the 

food aid controversies discussed in this dissertation elucidate the contradictions which pervade 

the everyday lived experience of socias and residents of Huaycán more broadly. The material 

conditions shaping the formation of neoliberal ideologies generate values centered on 

individualism, competitiveness, and meritocracy. It is these values that undergird the public 

tendency to see the comedores as a breeding ground of irresponsibility, corruption, and 

underdevelopment. While these neoliberal values may be widespread, they are not universally 

shared. Those who make the Structural Critique of Food Aid, for example, blame the comedores 

for generating apathy and complacency, as the socias are faulted for normalizing the reception of 

government aid, rather than pushing for structural change.  

While the ideological underpinnings of these critiques are fundamentally different, with 

the former valuing the individual and the latter pushing for long-term structural change, both 

views center the socias as a social problem. Within our patriarchal social structure, women are 

still expected to socially reproduce their households. As the socias labor to keep their households 

afloat amidst economic precarity, these critiques create a hostile environment that certainly 

impacts the socias, but which they try to ignore. This process is often not easy, as these critiques 

even come from within their own households, yet they have decided to march forward to 

continue supporting their families while fulfilling a variety of economic and social needs.  

The critiques of comedores function to divide the oppressed, between those who 

participate in comedores and those who are critical of them. While the closure of comedores may 

be celebrated by some neighbors, this same closure will not challenge the perpetuation of 

economic poverty, precarity, informality, vast political corruption, patriarchy, racism, and any 

number of injustices that plague everyday life in Huaycán. 

Amidst these critiques, the comedores also present an ideal space for the practice of 

neoliberal governance, where the state is able to shift its responsibility for ensuring that the poor 

have food onto the shoulders of unpaid socias (Schroeder 2006). Within a neoliberal context, 

citizens caring for themselves through voluntary labor is often celebrated. In these cases, the 

people are seen as taking moral responsibility for ensuring the wellbeing of their communities 

(Muehlebach 2012). However, in the case of the comedores, the public-private governance of the 

comedores (among other tensions, such as ideals of how mothers should provide food to their 

families; views on how to change unequal socioeconomic structures), continues to maintain the 

comedores in a position of contempt by many. This is exacerbated by Perú’s widespread 

economic precarity, where social programs, such as food and education, are seen as being in 

competition with one another for funding, rather than as two fundamental rights that should be 

equally available to all.  

Neoliberal capitalism (like capitalism more broadly) is rife with contradictions. The 

critiques socias encounter and their complex relationship with the government highlight the 

difficulties of navigating a space that both reproduces and challenges the dominant logics of 
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neoliberalism. For example, comedores can be seen as spaces that generate dependency, but they 

can also be seen as a space that promotes self-care, a core value of neoliberalism. They are also 

spaces in which people receive government aid, while at the same time, many of these same 

recipients take on the responsibilities of the government by ensuring the people have basic access 

to food. As Schroeder explains, the comedores are spaces that have the potential to generate 

“women’s autonomy and women’s oppression,” with the “potential to empower and subjugate 

women” (2006, 663). There is no simple or direct solution for addressing these embedded 

contradictions. However, the mere existence of these contradictions creates opportunities for 

change, as neoliberalism’s hegemonic presence remains unsettled. Today, comedor politics may 

not be deeply focused on pushing for extensive political change. Nonetheless, as an organized, 

collective group of women, that potential continues to exist. Comedores serve as one of many 

examples of how neoliberalism has not fully dissipated collective forms of organizing.  

The second reason I wanted to look at food aid critiques is that these critiques exacerbate 

the challenges socias confront in keeping their comedores open. The critical views held by 

families, neighbors, friends, and even politicians, add additional layers of pressure to socias, as 

they often must perform their (unpaid) labor within a context of hostility. As socias, these 

volunteers are treated as if they are at the heart of Perú’s development challenges, parasitically 

benefiting from the state. As my interview with Te Amo Huaycán highlights, the social and 

economic value of the comedores that I lay out in this dissertation will likely be unconvincing to 

many residents in Huaycán. This is not surprising. In an economy where there is a dearth of 

investment in the wellbeing of everyday people, a program like the comedores feels like 

competition for other programs. Additionally, many people base their critiques on real examples 

they have observed (e.g., a neighbor who continued to participate despite financial stability). If 

Perú were to systematically overhaul its economic system, by moving away from corruption and 

economic practices that benefit the few, there could be more funding for social programs broadly 

speaking. There could also be more economic stability, which over time would erode the need 

for comedores. We see this happening in the lower zones, as retiring decide to close their 

comedores when they have sufficient economic support from their children.  

 The distribution of food aid as a means of addressing food insecurity is a contested 

practice globally (Delgado 1991; Garst and Barry 1990; Maxwell 1995; Poppendieck 1998). 

Many see food aid as a needed, but imperfect entitlement program amidst broader economic 

injustices. Others have focused on the inhumanity of needing to depend on aid or the poor 

quality of the food often distributed to the poor (Carney 2015; Dossa 2014). Meanwhile, some 

believe that food aid allows people to either take advantage of the system or to become 

dependent on aid.  

Throughout this dissertation, my goal has not been to take a firm stance for or against aid. 

Of course, I firmly believe that we should live in a world where aid is not necessary. However, I 

do not believe that we will get there anytime soon. Having worked on several food aid projects in 

both the United States and abroad, as both a researcher and volunteer, while also being a former 

recipient of SNAP benefits (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program), I have seen and 

experienced how critical food aid can be in the lives of those who are struggling economically. 

Therefore, my goal throughout this dissertation has been to turn to the experiences of the socias 

to understand the importance of comedores in their lives. The comedores offer no perfect 

solutions, nor are they going to radically uproot Perú’s vast injustices. Nonetheless, it is clear 

that comedores have both social and economic value for the socias that make surviving in this 

vastly inequitable world just a bit more manageable.   
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False Generosity Redux 
March 8, 2022, 

 When I arrived to the comedor Rosa Merino, I found Abigaíl inside of the kitchen, filling 

a large container with water from a hose, connected to a neighbor’s spigot. We had never met 

before, but she was expecting me. The previous evening, I had been with Fanny, the Comedor 

Rosa Merino’s president, at an International Women’s Day event. As we danced to cumbia and 

ate papa a la huancaína together, she assured me several times over that she would be cooking 

the next morning (we had been trying to coordinate our schedules for a week). However, in the 

less than twelve hours that Fanny and I had been apart, comedor presidents across Huaycán 

received an urgent WhatsApp message, saying that two socias from each comedor needed to 

meet in Huaycán’s parque (main plaza) the next day for a Municipal event for International 

Women’s Day. On the morning of March 8, Fanny and Rocío headed down to the park, while 

Abigaíl and Amaranta stayed in the comedor to cook.  

 Abigaíl and I heard Amaranta’s mototaxi arrive from the market minutes after I had made 

my way up to the comedor. After turning off the water, we quickly headed down the stairs to 

help her haul up the market bags to the kitchen. Once inside, she told us that Fanny had called, 

and no one was in the plaza. Amaranta needed to call the promotora to confirm the time, but she 

had no minutes left on her phone. After volunteering my phone, we learned that the event was 

not supposed to start until 1:00 pm. We tried contacting Fanny multiple times to provide the 

updated information, but she did not answer. Nearly three hours later, as we were serving lunch 

(lentil soup with ají de pollo), an exhausted-looking Fanny came into the comedor. Her phone 

had died, so she ended up waiting at the event for several hours. She complained that “all we saw 

was the flag being raised.” As Fanny was obligated to pick up lunch, she returned to the 

comedor, where we gave her the news that she would have to go back to the plaza for the event 

in half an hour. Fanny wanted me to join her, so she helped me peel boiled potatoes that were 

still steaming before she headed to her house to drop off lunch for her family.  

 Twenty minutes later, after hurriedly eating my lunch, I was in a mototaxi with Fanny 

and Rocío, headed down to the parque. As we arrived, I was surprised to see dozens and dozens 

of comedores standing in a large circle, each with a sign donning the name of their comedor. 

Every socia was wearing a purple shirt, reading “Eres una mujer maravillosa” (“You are a 

marvelous woman”) with the Municipality’s logo on the corner. The mayor’s name, “Edde 

Cuellar,” was featured at the bottom of the shirt, (putting one’s name on everything is a common 

political tactic in Perú). Each socias had a matching plastic visor, which was welcomed given 

how hot the afternoon was (the chocolate I had meant to share with the socias from the Comedor 

Municipality Event for International Women's Day 
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Rosa Merino but forgot given that we were hurried, completely melted in my bag).  

For nearly half an hour, two singers performed Peruvian cumbia at the head of the large 

circle. While a few socias ventured into the middle to dance, the majority had signs so large that 

both socias needed to stand on the rim of the circle, holding up the signs. Fanny and Rocío, both 

of whom are in their sixties, found a curb to sit on as they waited for the main “event” (at this 

point, no one was sure what was going to happen). As we were chatting, Fanny eagerly noticed a 

middle-aged woman walking around with a notebook. She rose and ran towards the woman, 

grabbing her arm and bringing her over to see their sign. The woman confirmed the name of the 

comedor, which she wrote down in the notebook. It turns out that this was the promotora who 

we had called earlier in the morning from my cell phone. She was ensuring that each comedor 

was present with two socias and the sign. I took a photo of Fanny and Rocío with the sign 

immediately after, just in case they needed evidence that they were present.  

As we waited, I started to wander around, greeting other comedor socias that I knew. 

While chatting with the women from the Comedor Manuelita Sáenz, a man from the 

Municipality took over the mic and announced the arrival of the mayor Edde Cuellar. The socias 

all cheered enthusiastically and moved to create a tighter circle towards the middle. Cuellar made 

his way around the circle, fist-bumping every socias present, while the announcer read off the 

names of several of the comedores. After a couple of brief speeches by other Municipal 

authorities, it was Cuellar’s turn to speak. He offered some preliminary thank yous, before 

turning to the crowd and stating, “Today, we have to recognize, what each of you has done for 

us. I always say, ‘who is in charge of the home?’” The socias yell out, “Women!” After repeating 

this a couple of times, he notes that he lets his wife command him in the house, as the crowd 

laughs.  

As his speech goes on, he reminds the socias, “in July, I have a commitment to the 

comedores. We have to deliver a refrigerator to each comedor … 296. To the 296 comedores, I 

have to deliver a refrigerator.” This “commitment” was based on a campaign promise Cuellar 

made while running for the mayor of Ate in 2019 (I would have liked to have asked if he will be 

providing electricity to the majority of comedores in Huaycán that do not have it49). After then 

talking about his own mother’s participation in a comedor and the value of the socias’ work, he 

and other Municipal workers passed out roses to the socias. Cuellar then finished the event by 

announcing that there is going to be a “compartir” (gathering with food) in Huaycán’s Municipal 

agency. He invited all of the socias to attend.  

The second he mentioned a compartir, dozens of the socias went running towards the 

building, which was only a minute walk from where we were standing. I decided to hang around 

the mayor, as a few socias I knew wanted to speak with him. While listening to the 

conversations, a socia returned from Municipal Agency complaining that they were not being 

allowed to enter the compartir. The mayor assured her that the compartir had more than 300 

meals and was open to all socias. Smiling, the woman headed back towards the agency. Several 

minutes later, I headed over to the compartir line with Claudia, a board member from the 

ACCMH. After seeing how long the line was, I told her that I was not going to wait (I had a 

meeting in twenty minutes to see the Oxygen Plant) and made my way down the line to say 

goodbye to several socias. En route, several of the women were muttering that they were not 

being let in. While standing towards the back of the line, as I chatted with Angélica and Nayda 

 
49 As reviewed in Chapter 7, a 2017 study by Leyva Coronado found that 59.4% of the comedores in Huaycán did 

not have electricity (2017, 50). This is a number that has likely grown, as comedores in Huaycán’s lower, more 

developed areas have been transferred into the higher areas.  
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from the Comedor Sarita Colonia, a municipal woman heading down the line in our direction 

was yelling out, “only for dirigentes (community leaders), comedores no!” Angélica and other 

women began yelling that it was an “estafa” (scam), a refrain that many socias started to yell out. 

In the end, they were never allowed in.  

In this single anecdote, we see Cuellar enacting several of the tactics of false generosity 

discussed in this dissertation (Persuasive, Manipulative, Exploitative, Divisionary, and 

Controlling Tactics). This was an obligatory event live-streamed on Facebook. Given that 

Cuellar is running to be the Mayor of Lima, it presents an opportune moment to publicly display 

how he “cares” for the comedores, while showing his respect on International Women’s Day 

(although misinformation about a free lunch may not be a wise tactic). For the women who were 

obligated to attend, he seeks to win them over through the distribution of roses and promises of 

refrigerators. In making these promises to all of Huaycán’s comedores, Cuellar is also moving 

away from the divisionary tactics which characterized his campaign rhetoric when he ran for the 

Mayor of Ate, where he promised to close comedores in the low zones to open them in the high 

zones. As a candidate for the Mayor of Lima, he needs all votes. For this reason, it was not 

surprising when the following Friday, he held a special event just for Clubes de Madres 

comedores in ACCMH, where he handed out canastas to all of the socias (and the 

anthropologist).  

The relationship between the Peruvian government and the socias has always been 

complex. While comedores were started as autonomous organizations, the Peruvian state quickly 

capitalized on this grassroots form of organizing, opening their own kitchens and eventually 

bringing most comedores under the purview of the state. This intertwined relationship has 

allowed political actors to use comedores to advance their own political careers. While these 

populist tactics can be persuasive in nature, as politicians seek votes and loyalty, they can also be 

exploitative and controlling. The uneven power dynamics that give the state oversight over the 

comedor padrones (beneficiary list) and the ability to determine which comedores will receive 

food aid, allows political actors to take advantage of socias for political ends. If they cannot win 

the loyalty of the socias, they can still obligate socias to participate in events that advance their 

political careers by holding aid hostage. This largely unchecked power held by Municipal 

authorities permits a situation in which arbitrary removals of socias and acts of retaliation are 

able to exist, with the socias having only limited power to counteract these actions.  

Populism has long been embedded in Latin American politics, among leaders on both the 

left and the right (Chasteen 2001; Conniff 2012). Populist actions can at times translate into 

meaningful and much-needed social programs. However, given that populism is often shaped by 

false generosity, it is fundamentally geared towards benefitting political actors above all else. In 

drawing on Freire’s liberatory reflections, this dissertation has sought to nuance several tactics 

by which this false generosity has been enacted to unpack the uneven power dynamics they 

foment. A truly liberatory politics would be forced to stop treating constituents, such as the 

socias, as political pawns. In the case of comedores, the socias should have a central voice in 

determining how their relationship with the government operates.     

 

Beyond Aid: The Comedor’s Social Value 
March 5, 2022 

The last words Margarita Rosales Ramos ever said to me were, “Estoy internada de la 

covid,” “I am hospitalized with covid.” Margarita was a force, who had overcome adversity her 

entire life. She was known for her toughness, often repeating, “digo las cosas de frente, para que 
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aprenden,” “I say things upfront, so that they learn.” She was equally known for her love, which 

she shared abundantly with comedor socias, her friends, and of course, her family, especially her 

four sons. Two days after I learned of her diagnosis, the doctor told us that due to her diabetes, 

an all too fatal COVID comorbidity, she would not survive the night. However, when she was 

still with us the next morning, March 5, 2021, I held out hope, writing, “As of 10:30 am Perú 

time this morning she is still fighting. I know her chances aren’t great, but I feel just the slightest 

bit of optimism. Come on Margarita. Lucha Margarita.” Just as I closed the document, I received 

a text from a family member who was by her side. His words broke my heart, “Sarita, acaba de 

fallecer Margarita,” “Sarita, Margarita just died.”  

Despite my hope that Margarita’s individual strength would somehow pull her through, I 

always knew that her recovery would be difficult. Margarita was a poor person, with poor health, 

in a poor country, the ultimate combination of “underlying conditions” complicating her 

recovery from COVID-19. During the pandemic, Margarita had called me on several occasions, 

saying that she might need to close her comedor. She no longer had time to cook, after opening a 

small bodega (shop) in her home, to help pay for her diabetes medications and to financially 

support her family. Her economic need, combined with a disease that is often brought on or 

exacerbated by poverty (Galvez 2018), created a dire situation when she also contracted COVID-

19. I will never know whether she received adequate healthcare, but I do know that Perú’s public 

healthcare system was woefully underfunded, even before being overwhelmed by COVID-19 

(ANDINA 2020a; S. Gozzer 2020). Perhaps this is why Margarita was sent home from the 

hospital for two consecutive nights, despite being gravely ill.  

In the wake of Margarita’s death, I struggled with focusing on my dissertation for weeks. 

The person who had most supported my research, whom I talked with nearly every week, was all 

of the sudden was gone. I would never be able to adequately thank her not only for her tireless 

help with this project but for being the dearest of friends. The pain of losing those people who 

are closest to us never fully dissipates. However, with time, we can often move beyond grieving 

their absence, to instead focus on the joy they brought to our lives. In Perú, families will often 

organize a misa de honras (mass of honors), to mark the one-year anniversary of a loved one’s 

death. The timing of my trip back to Perú was not accidental. I wanted to attend Margarita’s 

misa, as I was not able to support her when she was sickest or attend her wake. For me, the misa 

de honras was a celebration of her life, where we could now smile, celebrating the remarkable 

person that Margarita was and the love she shared with so many of us.  

On the day of the misa, March 5, 2022, I spent the afternoon with Margarita’s siblings 

preparing the meal for the evening’s misa, pollo a la olla con pure de papas (just over two years 

earlier, I had the opportunity to meet nearly all of Margarita’s family, when I traveled to her 

hometown in Yauyos, where they were honoring the Virgen de la Candelaria, an annual event 

marked by days of dancing and celebration). As we finished cooking, I headed home to get ready 

for the misa and then made my way towards Margarita’s home. A large tent had been set up 

outside, where we would spend the night dancing to the live music of “Yauyino” musicians, just 

as Margarita loved to do. As I entered the tent, I recognized nearly everyone who was there, 

family, neighbors, and of course, many comedor socias. By the time the priest arrived for the 

mass, the place was standing room only, as so many people gathered to honor the life of 

Margarita. More than half of those who were present were socias, who had spent years working 

with Margarita.  
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As I have discussed throughout this dissertation, the importance of the comedores goes 

well beyond food insecurity and economic need. Take the words of Julissa, one of the socias 

shared at the misa, who worked for fifteen years with Margarita in the comedores, 

 

Socia:  I was her right-hand person. For fifteen years, next to her. I learned so much from 

her. I learned … to be a good person, to share, to have friendships. Much of what 

she showed me, I have here [patting her heart]. Thanks to her, I had a lot of 

support, many companions. … [They] supported me in my most difficult 

moments. I lost a brother, they gave me a hand. … When I lost my husband, the 

same, they supported me, without conditions. … I am going to say, in front of 

everybody, “Clubes de Madres!” 

Crowd: Present! 

Socia: Clubes de Madres! 

Crowd: Present! 

Socia: Today! 

Crowd: And always! 

Socia: Today! 

Crowd: And always! 

 

Julissa’s words remind us that the comedor is about so much more than aid. It is a space 

where socias learn from one another, support one another, and work together to create a slightly 

better world for themselves, their families, and their communities (even if they face resistance). 

The loss of Margarita was devastating for so many people, but in celebrating her life, we were 

able to see just how important the comedores are for the socias that participate.  

In Huaycán, too many people, are just barely getting by. Amidst low wages, informality, 

and unstable work environments, precarity is the norm. The experience is exacerbated by the 

growing individualism of our time, where our need to survive individually complicates one’s 

ability to act in communion with others. The comedores are spaces that defy the competition and 

individualism emerging from this neoliberal economic context. It is a place where women come 

together, develop friendships, create networks of support, offer a safe space for women facing 

violence and abuse at home, and engage in communal acts of commensality, as women gather to 

cook and share food together.  

It is also a place where women support one another within a patriarchal social context. 

Socias remain responsible for the caring labor needed to socially reproduce their households and 

oftentimes, their communities. The comedor, in itself, does not challenge traditional gender roles 

nor do the comedores necessarily lead to liberatory actions, where women push for their strategic 

gender interests (Molyneux 1984). Nonetheless, the comedor provides a place where the burden 

of a socia’s labor can be shared, reducing the amount of time women must cook each week, 

while also providing a social support network in times of need. In maintaining an organized 

structure through each comedor’s board of directors and the larger association of comedores to 

which many belong, there is also a greater chance that collective organizing can be realized. At 

the end of the day, the comedor is in many ways a space of mutual aid, where socias find ways to 
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organize, work together, and support each other, despite the constant challenges they confront 

living in a patriarchal neoliberalized society.  

The comedores are not utopian sites of resistance. At times, the socias have 

disagreements, tensions, and fights, while power dynamics can emerge. Ultimately, the socias 

are human and humans are deeply imperfect. However, more often than not, the socias are there 

for one another. When a comedor closes, the socias often spend more time alone in their homes. 

Sometimes this may be welcome after years of laboring in a comedor (which as this dissertation 

has made clear, is no simple task). However, oftentimes, it is an isolating experience, as they no 

longer see their friends on a routine basis. As Rosa, from the Comedor Puyucahua told me on 

this recent trip, she regrets the day that they shut their comedor. She wishes that during the 

pandemic, they had been able to cook together, as she missed being in the kitchen with friends 

amidst the isolation of COVID-19.  

With time, it is reasonable to assume that many comedores will continue to close. As 

socias age, it becomes too difficult to perform the labor required of cooking in a comedor. 

Additionally, although so many people believe that socias seek to take advantage of the system, 

the reality is that as many comedor socias become more economically stable, they do leave the 

comedores. This is especially true when they have grown children with stable jobs, who are able 

to alleviate the family’s chronic economic precarity. Nonetheless, the comedor remains a 

“second home” for many socias, a space of joy, amidst the difficulties of everyday life. In a 

world confronting so many growing challenges, spaces of joy are well worth saving.   

 

The Labor of Keeping the Kitchens Open 
March 1, 2022 

 Kiara, a socia from the Comedor Manuelita Sáenz called me as I was walking home from 

the Comedor La Dama de Cao. Skipping any formalities, she simply said, “Sarita, let’s go to the 

Municipality. Meet me at my house in ten minutes.” I had no idea why Kiara needed to travel to 

the Municipality, located in Vitarte (about a 30 to 40-minute bus ride when traffic is light), but I 

happily agreed. After rushing home to change, I made my way to Kiara’s place, who lives 

nearby. As we walked together to meet up with Cloe, another socia who would be joining us, 

Kiara told me that the Municipality had removed her from the comedor’s padrón (list of 

beneficiaries), with no explanation as to why. She was guessing that her house was too big, yet 

her house is her primary source of income, as she rents out rooms for s/200 or $50 a month. She 

then told me that the comedor’s beneficiaries had been cut from 82 meals to 51. This meant that 

their food rations and economic subsidy would be significantly reduced. Kiara, who had recently 

taken on a leadership role in the comedor, was unwavering in her decision to fight to continue 

participating in the comedor.  

Cloe, who as on the comedor’s Board of Directors, had prepared a document formally 

asking for a list of who was on the comedor’s padrón. We were going to present it to Municipal 

representatives, while also inquiring as to how socias could be reinstated. Kiara, Cloe, her 

daughter Sofía, and I, made our way down to Quince de Julio, Huaycán’s main road, to take a 

combi (small bus) to Vitarte. Traffic was fortunately light until we hit Vitarte, at which point the 

combi’s driver veered from the Carretera Central onto side streets. Unfortunately, this meant that 

we would not be dropped off in front of the Municipality. Imploring the chofer to not go far off 

route, Cloe cried out several times, “I am with a child.” Eventually, he turned back towards the 

Carretera Central, leaving us about seven blocks from our destination. We arrived just after 4:00 

pm, less than an hour before the office would be closing. At the door, they were asking for ID 
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and a vaccine card. Kiara had forgotten both of hers at home and was forced to wait outside 

(Kiara could simply not catch a break on this day). Cloe, with Sofia in hand, and I were directed 

to the second floor, where the Programa de Complementación Alimentaria’s (PCA: 

Supplemental Food Program) offices were located. 

There was a desk blocking off the entrance to the offices. A young woman standing 

behind the desk was getting ready to leave but told us to come around the desk and yell out to the 

woman in the office (no name was given). We finally got the attention of a man, who spoke to a 

woman in the indicated office. She came out of her office and yelling down the hallway asked 

where we were from. Mari shouted back, saying that we were from a comedor in Huaycán. A 

few minutes later, she approached us, immediately telling us that we were not allowed to be 

behind the desk, ushering us back towards the stairwell. Now separated by the desk, Cloe handed 

the woman the request for the padrón list and explained that their padrón had been cut without 

explanation. Scanning the request, the woman told us that at the last control, the promotora cut 

anyone from the list who she could not find at home. Cloe tried explaining why people may not 

have been home (e.g., people work), but the woman cut her off, saying that the cuts could not be 

reversed. She then explained that the request from the padrón needed to be made on the first 

floor, but before 4:00 pm. We would have to return on another day.  

After Cloe explained how difficult it was to arrive before 4:00, as they cook in the 

comedor until nearly 3:00, the woman eventually agreed to send a photo of the padrón via 

WhatsApp. Cloe then asked whether or not socias on the padrón could be changed. The woman 

explained that it was possible, but reemphasized, that under no circumstances, could the cuts be 

reversed. For Kiara to be reinstated, someone else on the list would need to be removed. As she 

left to go retrieve the documents for changing the padrón, Cloe whispered under her breath, “es 

injusto,” “this is unjust.”  

After the woman explained how to fill out the documents, we headed downstairs to meet 

up with Kiara who was waiting outside. Based on the looks on our faces, Kiara could 

immediately tell that the meeting had not gone well. On our way back to Huaycán, Cloe received 

the padrón as promised. We all headed to Kiara’s house to figure out who had been cut and who 

could potentially be replaced. As we sat around her kitchen table, Kiara and Cloe identified three 

socias (account for a total of 13 beneficiaries) that do not frequently buy lunch. However, there 

were at least six socias (accounting for more than 20 beneficiaries) who had been cut from the 

padrón but purchased lunch nearly every day. Flustered, Kiara and Sofia could not decide how 

they were going to manage the situation.   

In this example, we once again see the frustration socias experiences as they attempt to 

keep their kitchens open. Not only must they manage the populist use of comedores, but they 

must also confront the challenges of uneven power dynamics. Because the comedores are reliant 

on the Municipality for their economic subsidy, they often feel that there is little they can do 

when they encounter injustices or abuse. If nothing else, it would seem ethical that the 

comedores should receive an explanation when their padrones are cut, but as this example 

highlights, the Municipality’s ability to decide who participates and who does not feels arbitrary. 

A vague explanation about the promotora looking for whether or not people are at home does not 

seem like a legitimate reason to remove socias from the padrón. The fact that the comedor lost 

more than thirty rations with no explanation, seems even more abusive. Nonetheless, Kiara and 

Cloe are doing what they can to keep the comedor afloat.  

Additionally, this example highlights the extended labor that is required to volunteer as a 

socia. To return to Moser’s “triple bind” (C. Moser 1989), poor women in Latin America are 
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often responsible for reproductive, productive, and community care labor. Volunteering in a 

comedor combines these three responsibilities, in some ways easing the burden of reproductive 

labor, but also extending the time which must be committed to community care labor. The 

loopholes that socias are forced to jump through to keep their kitchens open, require time and 

energy. For socias, like the women from the Comedor Manuelita Sáenz, this extra labor is worth 

it, at least for now. The social and economic benefits offered by the comedor, are more important 

than the burdens imposed on them by the Municipality.  

While it is yet to be seen whether or not they will be able to recover any of their rations, 

as I was writing this section, now back in Arizona, I received an interesting WhatsApp message 

from Kiara. She had attended a meeting hosted by MIDIS (Ministry of Development and Social 

Inclusion), that focused on the supervision of comedores. When they asked if anybody had a 

question, Kiara decided to speak up. As she explained to me,  

 

I asked for the microphone, and I told them, “I want to know the rights of the 

comedor socias. What are the regulations? Is it true that when a person has their 

house already built, they can no longer be in the comedor? Because I think that 

the comedor is a social service for people in need. The fact that one has their 

house built, does not mean that they no longer have need. You can build your 

house using loans and much more.” Then, the lady told me, "Yes, yes, I could be 

[in the comedor] because in the regulations, it doesn't talk about [houses] at all, it 

doesn't say, 'you know, the person who has her house can no longer be in [the 

comedor].'" She says, “… It has nothing to do with that. Because in the law, in the 

rules, it does not say anything [about houses].” So, [the Municipality] has abused 

us. In other words, they have trampled on our rights, because they shouldn’t come 

supervise our house … it’s not in the regulations. [The lady said,] “for this reason, 

the presidents [of the comedores] need to know their rights, she has to know the 

regulations so that she can speak and can defend [her comedor]. Since they didn't 

know anything about that, [the Municipality] does what it wants.” The young lady 

told me that … they are going to come to supervise my comedor, so that, to find 

out what happened and who went that day to supervise from house to house. 

 

 In this paragraph, we see Kiara calling out the Municipality for many of the injustices I 

have explored throughout this dissertation. Of note, the size of one’s house is not an accurate 

measurement of one’s wealth. As a material structure, it does not indicate how much money an 

individual has saved or how much money they owe. In building a home in Huaycán, people will 

often take out multiple loans, a portion from the bank and a portion from a variety of neighbors. 

The latter of these two groups will often charge as much as 20% interest rates, making 

repayment a long-term struggle. Additionally, as the woman from MIDIS pointed out, the PCA 

regulations do not mention houses as a means of evaluating whether an individual can participate 

or not. I do not know where the house measurement came from, but as this dissertation makes 

clear, it is commonly used as an excuse for removing socias.  

 Kiara’s words also highlight the ongoing fight socias are waging to continue cooking in 

their comedores and keep their kitchens open. Kiara is learning her rights by speaking publicly 

and directly to the central government. She is also publicly voicing her concerns about Municipal 

abuse, which is then directly confirmed by the MIDIS representative. It is yet to be seen whether 

MIDIS will truly come out to the Comedor Manuelita Sáenz to supervise, but knowing Kiara, 
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she will push them to do so. Like so many socias, Kiara is dedicated to her kitchen and her 

friends in the comedor, many of whom are like family. Kiara and her fellow socias are not 

passively accepting the Municipality’s decision to slash their padrón and remove some of its 

most active members. Success will not be simple, but they are ready to engage in the fight. In 

creating a pseudonym for this comedor, I intentionally chose the name Manuelita Sáenz, as 

Manuelita was a revolutionary heroine who worked tirelessly to liberate South America. In the 

four years that I have now worked with this comedor, they have suffered great hardships and 

encountered devastating challenges, but they continue to endlessly push forward as they love the 

work they do, need the financial help, and want to continue supporting one another.    

 

The Value of Organizing Together  
February 16, 2022 

 Angélica, Nayde, and I piled into a mototaxi at 2:50 p.m. in our attempt to make it to the 

ACCMH meeting before the 3:00 p.m. start time. In an effort to combat the infamous “hora 

Peruana,” the association had started to impose a s/5 fine on any comedor that arrived late (the 

fine went up to s/10, for those who were absent). We were dropped off at the door of the 

Comedor Cura Ocllo right at 3:00 pm. The last time that I participated in an ACCMH event was 

during the final week of February 2020, when the presidents and several socias piled into several 

buses for a truly beautiful day at the beach. It was great to be able to see everybody again in one 

place.  

 Despite the new fine for tardiness, we still started late, as the ACCMH treasurer had not 

arrived. One of the socias began calling out “hora, hora” (“the hour, the hour”), as the minutes 

ticked by. By around 3:30, Claudia, an ACCMH board member, called the meeting into session 

(still early compared to other ACCMH meetings I had attended, which generally started an hour 

late at least). Claudia started the meeting by talking about two problems the comedores were 

having with the Municipality. First, their víveres had been reduced to rice, oil, lentils, and canned 

tuna for months on end (as Claudia mentioned this, Kiara whispered into my ear that the 

Municipality’s rice has been terrible). Claudia pointed out that she has spoken with Clubes de 

Madres presidents in other districts who continue to receive a greater variety of products.  

The second point addressed by Claudia was the issue of Municipal controles or 

supervisions. Although the controles had always been a point of tension during my fieldwork, 

the situation seems to have worsened throughout the pandemic. A long-time promotora, that if 

nothing else the socias knew well, was one of the many Peruvians who tragically died of 

COVID-19 (as did two comedor association leaders in Huaycán, causing abrupt and 

unanticipated changes in leadership in these associations). As new promotoras began to 

supervise, several of the Clubes de Madres comedores, such as the Comedor Manuelita Sáenz, 

felt that they were being treated unfairly.           

 Given these issues, Claudia informed the group that the ACCMH board of directors has 

been in conversations with two other comedor associations in Huaycán, in addition to Clubes de 

Madres leaders representing Lima and Perú more broadly. As a result of these initial 

conversations, Claudia began to layout steps that the ACCHM could take to defend their 

comedores. For starters, in April 2021, the Peruvian government passed a Ministerial Resolution 

modifying how supplemental food could be distributed through MIDIS’s PCA program 
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(Ministry of Development and Social Inclusion’s Supplemental Food Program).50 As Claudia 

introduced the changes, Olivia was passing out printed copies of the resolution. According to 

Claudia, a key change is that the resolution will allow the comedores to receive an economic 

subsidy directly from the central government. According to Claudia, this would likely be done 

through a prepaid debit card. If the association opts to go this route, they will no longer receive 

víveres or an economic subsidy from the Municipality. The key benefit of this option is that they 

would have greater independence in choosing food products for their comedor, rather than being 

reliant on what the Municipality is willing to offer. After presenting the basic outline of the 

resolution, Claudia encouraged each of the presidents to talk with their socias, so that they can 

ultimately vote on what would be the best option moving forward as an association (according to 

Claudia, across Lima, many comedores are shifting to the debit card option).  

 The second point that Claudia wanted the comedores to consider, was updating their 

“juridical person,” (or juridical entity), essentially legalizing them as entities before the state. 

Nearly every comedor in the association has had a juridical person, but they have expired. In a 

separate conversation a couple of days later, Yuliana explained to me that while José Arriola was 

the Deputy Manager of Food Assistance and Social Inclusion for the Municipality of Ate (see 

Chapter 6), he did not encourage the comedores to renew their juridical person. His argument 

was essentially that the Municipality did not require comedores to have a juridical person to 

receive Municipal support, so they should not spend the money to renew it.  

The downside to this, the ACCMH was learning, was that by not having an updated 

juridical person, they could not receive external international donations. These external 

donations would help the comedores reduce their dependence on the Municipality. As the 

ACCMH board of directors was meeting with city and national Clubes de Madres leadership, 

they were learning that there is a significant amount of international donations that can be made 

available to them if the correct paperwork is in place. Therefore, at this meeting, Claudia wanted 

each comedor president to speak with their socias to decide whether or not they wanted to update 

their juridical person. There would be a cost of around s/120 ($32) per comedor (s/180 or 

approximately $50, for those comedores who have never had a juridical person) to update the 

juridical person. At the next meeting, Claudia was hoping to have a lawyer present, who could 

help the comedores make their decision.     

 As the meeting was coming to an end, Claudia turned to the group and taking a stance 

against the populist tactics often employed by Municipal and other political authorities, declared, 

“it’s time that we start reading, start understanding the laws, rather than just clapping.” She then 

reminded the group, “These are our comedores, not the Municipalities. … We do not need to 

beg, these comedores are ours.” Finally, in arguing for updating the juridical person, she reminds 

the presidents, “when we have a juridical person, they are afraid, they have to respect us.”   

 The following day, I was cooking in the Comedor Clorinda Matto, a comedor that was 

opened in 2019 by Edde Cuellar, in one of Huaycán’s highest zones. As one of the Municipal 

Comedores, they do not belong to an association. However, Hermelinda, the comedor’s 

president, told me that the ACCMH had reached out to her and invited her to their association. 

Her comment surprised me. This meant that the ACCMH was recruiting these newer comedores. 

This would strengthen their numbers, while providing more resources for these new comedores. 

 
50 A full description of Ministral Resolution Nº 070-2021-MIDIS – “Modifician el Reglamento de Modalidades del 

Programa de Complementación Alimentaria – PCA” can be found here: 

https://busquedas.elperuano.pe/normaslegales/modifican-el-reglamento-de-modalidades-del-programa-de-compl-

resolucion-ministerial-n-070-2021-midis-1947981-1/ 

https://busquedas.elperuano.pe/normaslegales/modifican-el-reglamento-de-modalidades-del-programa-de-compl-resolucion-ministerial-n-070-2021-midis-1947981-1/
https://busquedas.elperuano.pe/normaslegales/modifican-el-reglamento-de-modalidades-del-programa-de-compl-resolucion-ministerial-n-070-2021-midis-1947981-1/
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Throughout the morning, Hermelinda asked me several questions about the association (e.g., 

how it worked, what the benefits were). By the end of the morning, I had the feeling that she was 

leaning towards joining the association, a feeling that was confirmed a week later when she and 

another socia showed up at an ACCMH event.  

 My 2022 trip was inspiring, as it feels like the ACCMH is taking steps to not only keep 

their comedores open but to expand their strength. They are recruiting new comedores into their 

association, while also working more closely with other comedor associations in Huaycán while 

strengthening their relationships with Clubes de Madres organizations representing the 

comedores in Lima and nationally. While the long-term impact of these steps is yet to be seen, 

there is good reason to believe that the strengthening of the association will help bring 

comedores together across Huaycán, where they can see each other as allies, rather than being in 

competition for funding. Also, by connecting with comedor associations beyond Huaycán, they 

will have access to expanded resources and information, as the ACCMH members seek to better 

understand how to protect their comedores.  

 Ultimately, organization is critical to confronting both government abuses and the 

broader challenges produced by living within a neoliberal socioeconomic context. The agencies 

socias have is limited in their ability to confront the government and community pressure. 

However, throughout their history, both Comedores Autogestionarios and state-sponsored 

comedores have fought for their rights, achieving victories such as pushing for Law 25307, 

which guaranteed state funding for the comedores. Today, having associations that are organized 

at the local, regional, and national levels, is a critical step for being able to push back against 

government abuses, while keeping comedores open as long as there are socias who want to 

participate.  

 

Why do Comedores Still Exist?  

 This research has focused on long-established, state-sponsored comedores in regions of 

Huaycán that are popularly considered “developed.” It is in these regions, the “low zones,” that 

comedores have been closing over the last several years. In some cases, these comedores closed 

because the government revoked funding, while in other cases, it was the socias who decided to 

close the comedores. Nonetheless, dozens of comedores continue to operate in Huaycán’s low 

zones. Despite all the challenges these comedores confront, I want to conclude this dissertation 

by summarizing why the comedores remain open.    

  First and foremost, these comedores are open because the remaining socias want to 

continue cooking together. Keeping the comedores operating is not a simple task. Not only must 

they maintain a sufficient number of volunteer cooks and beneficiaries, but they must also 

navigate the bureaucratic minefield required of operating a comedor while facing ongoing 

animosity from family members and neighbors. The time commitment required to participate in a 

comedor is also not limited to a socia’s cooking schedule. Rather, there are required meetings 

they must attend both within comedores and in the broader comedor associations. On top of that, 

throughout the year, there are several obligatory Municipal events they must attend. Meanwhile, 

as socias contend with government threats and arbitrary cuts to their aid supply, they must at 

times travel to the Municipal offices to understand and address the problems they are 

confronting.  

 Why put in all of this work? At its core, the comedor is still a vital economic resource for 

the socias and their clients. Although not all socias face chronic food insecurity, for the majority, 

the comedor remains a critical resource for reducing their household expenses. This economic 



201 

 

need is exacerbated by the neoliberal economy, which has perpetuated economic precarity for far 

too many people in Perú, despite the country’s macroeconomic “successes.” Perú’s mass 

informal sector, overreliance on fixed-term contracts, and lack of investment in its social 

infrastructure (e.g., health, education) have generated a situation in which far too many people 

teeter between stability and collapse. For the socias and their clients, the comedor helps create a 

degree of resiliency in weathering their chronic uncertainty.  

 Relatedly, the comedor allows socias to combine their reproductive and productive 

responsibilities, by allowing them to contribute to their households economically while ensuring 

that their families have enough to eat. The combination of reproductive and productive 

responsibilities is a burden that is unevenly experienced by women within a patriarchal context. 

While the comedor does not challenge this power imbalance, it can help alleviate some of the 

stress for many socias by communalizing certain aspects of their work (e.g., less cooking overall, 

support with children, and other family needs).  

 While alleviating some of the socias’ home responsibilities, the comedores can add 

additional community care work, where socias take on the labor of socially reproducing their 

communities. For many socias, this additional labor is worth undertaking because of the social 

value provided by the comedor. As an organized space that facilitates camaraderie between 

women, socias often turn to one another for both emotional and material support. The comedor is 

a place where friends gather to laugh, cry, and gossip while enjoying one another’s company. In 

the comedor, the individualism and competitiveness of the neoliberal context can temporarily 

dissipate, as they gather in solidarity, mutually supporting one another. The socias work to 

continue cooking together because they genuinely love doing it. The comedor’s olla (pot) is their 

hearth and it is around this hearth that they gather to share food while caring for one another.  

 The comedores in this study have also remained open for a second critical reason: the 

government allows them to. The Peruvian government has an obligation to support comedores, 

as laid out in Law 25307. However, the state’s ability to decide which comedores do and do not 

receive aid, means that they have great leeway in deciding which comedores will continue to 

operate. Therefore, the Municipality’s decision to allow lower zone comedores to remain open 

often emerges from a context of false generosity, where government actors continue to receive 

various benefits from the ongoing operations of these comedores. Of course, some politicians 

have genuine support among a number of socias in the lower zones. This support generally 

comes from years of trust-building, offering these politicians a loyal base of supporters. For other 

politicians, the ongoing distribution of aid as a form of false generosity is a means of 

encouraging loyalty, but more often, it is used as a mechanism of control. By obligating socias to 

attend political events, politicians can build social capital in the eyes of the public as generous 

benefactors. However, there may be times that closing a comedor can have greater advantages. 

In particular, when there is a need to appeal to voters who view certain comedores (e.g., low 

zone comedores) as undeserving of aid, political actors benefit from their ability to “purge the 

registers,” removing beneficiaries and, at times, cutting aid altogether. Ultimately, the comedores 

can be used as political pawns, building political careers through both their operations and their 

closures.  

 It might be tempting to believe that neoliberalism would lead to the end of populism, as 

the state centers its focus on protecting business and the market, rather than investing in people. 

However, the comedores demonstrate how targeted, low-cost social programs, such as food aid, 

can help perpetuate neoliberal economic practices. Both Friedrich von Hayek and Milton 

Friedman recognized that governments within a neoliberal economy needed to ensure that basic 
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necessities, such as food, were available to the people (Hayek 2006; Friedman 1951). If basic 

needs are not available, there is a risk of instability that can threaten the operation of the global, 

neoliberal market (Robinson 2003).  

Political actors like Alberto Fujimori recognized this, which is why he tactically 

continued to invest in the comedores despite his implementation of severe austerity measures 

(Roberts 1995; Weyland 1996). In this process, he combined providing funding to the comedores 

with populist tactics. For example, he was present for the inauguration of the comedores, often 

ate lunch in the comedores, and invited socias to the presidential palace for dinners. As his 

economic policies laid the foundation for the neoliberalization of the Peruvian economy, he used 

false generosity as a means of building loyalty, while materially demonstrating to the poor that 

he cared about their wellbeing (it was also a helpful tactic for diminishing the popularity of the 

PCP-SL’s recruitment for its “popular war”). The policies Fujimori put in place, may have 

stabilized the economy, but they have failed to generate real change for the majority of Peruvians 

who continue to manage economic precarity on a daily basis. In the long term, these policies also 

failed to put the social infrastructure in place that could have prevented the depth of suffering 

Peruvians have experienced throughout the COVID-19 pandemic.  

With time, many comedores will inevitably close. Some socias will retire, while other 

socias will decide that the community care responsibilities generated by the comedores are 

simply too much work. There are socias who will leave the comedores because they no longer 

need the financial help, meanwhile other socias will leave because they have too much financial 

need to stay. These are patterns that are already visible in the lower zones of Huaycán. While 

pressure from the Municipality is often a factor, many socias from Huaycán’s oldest comedores 

have decided to permanently close their kitchen doors.  

Although the social benefits of the comedores and the value of communal structures 

within an increasingly individualistic and competitive socioeconomic context, should arguably 

be reason enough for the government to continue supporting comedores, this is not realistically 

going to happen (plus, community-based organized structures can pose a threat to powerful 

government actors). Nonetheless, as this dissertation has made clear, the economic challenges 

people face across Huaycán’s high and low zones are real. In a society where informality and 

precarity shape everyday life, markers of supposed wealth such as the location and size of a 

house, are simply not the correct measures for judging an individual’s general economic 

stability. Across Huaycán, precarity is the norm, not the exception. Until there is an economy 

that truly supports the wellbeing of people, the comedores will continue to be a critical resource 

for families across Perú.  

 

Moving Forward: Practical Changes for Fairness 
 

In an article I published on the impact of COVID-19 in Huaycán, I wrote,  

 

Real change in Huaycán would require living wages, job security, employment 

opportunities, quality universal healthcare, adequately funded public education, 

safe public transportation, police reforms, investments in infrastructure, universal 

access to affordable basic services, safe recreation areas, an end to political and 

financial corruption, and a recognition and respect for Huaycán’s Central 

Executive Council, the local governing body elected by the community (Renkert 

2021, 12).  
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Although the process will not be easy, I have always had faith that the people of Huaycán will 

continue to fight for these changes. The mere founding of Huaycán in 1984, was a valiant act in 

the relentless struggle for a better life by Huaycán’s founding community members. As I wrote 

in this same article, “I am not hopeful that those in power will push for true structural change, 

but I do believe that the ‘City of Hope’ will continue to overcome challenges as they fight every 

day for a better future” (Renkert 2021, 12–13).  

While these structural changes should in theory end the economic precarity underlying 

the need for food aid, in the short term there is still a need for comedores, both economically and 

socially. In this concluding section of my dissertation, I want to lay out some simple changes that 

I believe the Peruvian government could take to create a more equitable relationship with the 

comedores, while also reducing the stress that comedor participation can cause socias when they 

feel threatened by the government.     

 

Ban unannounced supervisions – create a consistent schedule 

The socias are performing voluntary labor in service of their communities, ensuring that all 

people have access to affordable food. Through their voluntary labor, they are fulfilling the 

government’s responsibility to address food security throughout the nation. Therefore, their labor 

should be treated with the respect it deserves. One of the greatest points of stress for socias is the 

unannounced supervisions. These supervisions should be banned and replaced by consistent, 

scheduled supervisions. In the case that a comedor is not following the regulations, follow-up 

supervisions should be timely and scheduled.  

 

Ban arbitrary removals of socias from the padrón  

All removal of socias from a comedor’s padrón must be in line with formal comedor regulations 

as approved by the comedores and MIDIS. Arbitrary reasons for removal, such as having “too 

big of a house,” or “not being home” should be prohibited. A comedor’s board of directors 

should be notified before a socia is removed from a padrón and given the opportunity to address 

the underlying causes of a socia’s removal. If there is a possibility for redress, the socias should 

be given a trial opportunity to make changes before removal. 

 

Opportunity to replace socias removed from the padrón 

If a socia is removed from the padrón, a comedor’s board of directors should be consulted to 

address whether or not there is another individual who should be offered the opportunity to 

become a socia. Given that socias live near comedores, they often know who needs economic 

support. This should be done before rations from a padrón are cut. There should also be a process 

put in place where socias can request additional funding in the case that economic need grows.  

 

Clarify rules and regulations  

Currently, many socias do not fully understand how they are evaluated for participation and the 

rights socias have as comedor beneficiaries and laborers. To create greater transparency, MIDIS 

and the Municipal governments should conduct optional annual workshops and open forums. 

During these meetings, socias should have the opportunity to ask questions and offer 

constructive feedback. Additionally, the process for conducting supervisions should be 

standardized, creating national norms. 
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Association participation  

All comedores receiving government benefits should have the option to belong to an association 

of comedores. This will facilitate their ability to communicate with both local government 

representatives and MIDIS representatives. Unassociated comedores have little protection 

against government abuse and exploitation. Additionally, comedor associations provide support 

to comedores who are confronting internal difficulties. In the case that a Municipality opens new 

comedores, these new comedores should have the opportunity to join pre-existing associations or 

form a new association of their own, where new comedores are put into contact with one another.  

 

MIDIS oversight of Municipalities  

MIDIS should oversee the relationship between comedores and their Municipal representatives. 

As a part of this oversite, MIDIS should perform the following tasks:  

1. Create a platform by which socias and associations of comedores can report Municipal 

abuses.  

2. Design an appeal process, by which comedores can appeal the removal of socias or the 

reduction in food rations or economic subsidies.  

3. Routinely meet with comedor associations.   

4. Conduct scheduled supervisions of the Municipal PCA (Programa de Complementación 

Alimentaria) offices. 

5. Prohibit populist political practices and enforce consequences.  

6. Any changes to MIDIS’s regulations of the comedores should be done in consultation 

with comedor associations.  

 

Increase funding in line with inflation 

Comedor funding should increase with inflationary pressures. When food prices increase 

significantly, comedores should receive commensurate economic support.  

 

Expand the economic subsidy to all comedores  

Due to the complicated and politicized history of the emergence of comedores, some receive an 

economic subsidy while others do not. All comedores should proportionally receive the same 

amount of funding, based on the price of food in their region and the number of socias in their 

comedor.     

 

Payment Option for all “Socias Activas” 

Recent conversations about paying socias for their labor have centered around paying only two 

or three Socias Activas (frequent cooks) per comedor. To avoid causing divisions within 

comedores, as happened under a similar attempt during the first García administration (1985 – 

1990) (M. Mujica 1992), all active socias should be compensated for their labor. The socias 

should be able to decide the paid cooking schedule or have the option to use the money for 

communal purposes, such as paying for gas and water, or purchasing higher quality food items.   

 

Final Thoughts: “Let it be a Fight”  
On June 8, 2018, I walked into the Comedor Sarita Colonia, nervously hopeful that I 

would begin ethnographic research in a comedor popular. A day earlier, my dear friend Miriam 

generously offered to introduce me to the socias in Sarita Colonia, where her brother often 

chatted with the socias as they cooked lunch. Olga and Juana, the two socias cooking that day, 



205 

 

were kind but understandably puzzled by the gringa who was hoping to cook in the comedor for 

“research.” They asked me to come back the following day when Angélica, the president, would 

be cooking. At around 10:30 a.m. that next morning, I anxiously made my way back to the 

comedor. As I walked in, I immediately recognized Olga, who was sitting on a short stool, 

peeling potatoes. I could only assume that the woman who had stopped butchering chicken to 

silently watch me approach her must be Angélica. Armed with my IRB approval papers in hand, 

I nervously introduced myself and started to elaborately detail my research proposal to study 

comedores populares in Huaycán. Angélica patiently listened as I described my research 

question, design, consenting process, ethics, goals, and on and on. Once I finally fell silent, 

Angélica smiled and said, “Very good, you can start with the peas.”    

Relieved by Angélica’s frankness, I eagerly approached the plastic bag filled with 

peapods, unable to imagine the experiences I would come to have in comedores or the 

relationships I would develop in the years to come. Rather, at that moment, everyone was fairly 

entertained by my presence, as it turned out that I was not particularly good at shucking peas or 

for that matter, cutting potatoes, crushing garlic, dicing onions, defeathering chickens, cooking 

rice, or just about any other basic kitchen skills one would presumably have when they choose to 

study communal kitchens for their dissertation research. As Dalia, the president of the Comedor 

Manuelita Sáenz told me days later, “Sarita, you are in Perú now, you have to learn how to peel 

potatoes.” Fortunately, I did gradually improve, under the tutelage of dozens of socias who 

welcomed me into their comedores, while choosing to support this ethnographic study.  

Over the next few years, socias from across Huaycán would share with me their stories, 

their struggles, and the value of the comedor in their everyday lives. In the Comedor Sarita 

Colonia alone, I helped them cook a meal in the darkness of the night by candlelight for the 

funeral of a long-time comedor client who suddenly died of diabetes. I joined them for a rally by 

a political candidate in their comedor, hoping to win over the votes of the socias and the 

comedor’s clients. While each holding the purses of more than twenty socias, Angélica’s then 

twelve-year-old daughter and I pushed through the packed crowds in Ate, to watch her mother 

and other comedor presidents march for the Anniversary of the District of Ate. Sarita Colonia 

was also the first comedor to welcome me back in 2022, just hours after I had landed in Lima 

earlier that morning.   

 

         

 

At its core, this dissertation is about Angélica, Dalia, Olga, Juana, and the more than one 

hundred current and former socias who shared their time with me, teaching me both why they 

care so deeply for their comedores, but also the struggles they encountered in keeping their 

comedores open. Throughout this dissertation, I have sought to contextualize their labor within 

Cooking in the Comedores 

Huaycán, Lima, Perú 
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the broader structures of socioeconomic inequalities that shape everyday life in Perú. However, 

in considering these broader structures, I have shared much about their lives, their experiences, 

and their struggles. The passion socias have for cooking together is driven by a recognition that 

these kitchens help their families economically and just as importantly, provide a space for them 

to laugh, cry, gossip, and enjoy life in the presence of the women who are their dearest friends, 

their compañeras, their comadres. The comedores are not going to disrupt Perú’s unjust 

economic system, vast political corruption, or the structures that shape the precarity of their daily 

lives. Nonetheless, for the socias whose stories have brought this dissertation to life, the fight for 

the comedores is not one they are willing to give up. In finishing this dissertation, I will give the 

final word to Margarita, a tireless advocate for the comedores, “Así peleamos Sarita. Que sea 

una pelea,” “That’s how we fight Sarita. Let it be a fight.”  
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Appendix A: COVID-19 Food Security Questionnaire  

Start of Block: Preguntas de vivienda 

1.a ¿Es usted el propietario o alquila su vivienda actual? 

□ Propietario   

□ Inquilino   

 

1.b ¿Dónde vive actualmente? 

□ Huaycán (incluyendo las zonas, ampliaciones y asociaciones de vivienda)   

□ El Lúcumo  

□ El Descanso  

□ Horacio Zeballos 

□ Gloria Grande  

□ Las Praderas de Pariachi  

□ Los Ficus  

□ Nívive  

□ Villa Tusán  

□ Otra parte de Lima (Especifique el distrito): _________________________________ 

□ Fuera de Lima: (Especifique la provincia): __________________________________ 

Skip To: 1.c If ¿Dónde vive actualmente? = Huaycán (incluyendo las zonas, ampliaciones y 

asociaciones de vivienda) 

Skip To: 2.a If ¿Dónde vive actualmente? = El Lúcumo 

Skip To: 2.a If ¿Dónde vive actualmente? = El Descanso 

Skip To: 2.a If ¿Dónde vive actualmente? = Horacio Zeballos 

Skip To: 2.a If ¿Dónde vive actualmente? = Gloria Grande 

Skip To: 2.a If ¿Dónde vive actualmente? = Las Praderas de Pariachi 

Skip To: 2.a If ¿Dónde vive actualmente? = Los Ficus 

Skip To: 2.a If ¿Dónde vive actualmente? = Nívive 

Skip To: 2.a If ¿Dónde vive actualmente? = Villa Tusán 

Skip To: 2.a If ¿Dónde vive actualmente? = Otra parte de Lima (Especifique el distrito): 

Skip To: 2.a If ¿Dónde vive actualmente? = Fuera de Lima: (Especifique la provincia): 

 

1.c ¿Vive en una zona o ampliación/asociación de vivienda? 

□ Zona  

□ Ampliación o Asociación de vivienda   

Skip To: 1.d If ¿Vive en una zona o ampliación/asociación de vivienda? = Zona 
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Skip To: 1.e If ¿Vive en una zona o ampliación/asociación de vivienda? = Ampliación o 

Asociación de vivienda 

 

1.d ¿En qué zona vive? __________________________________________________________ 

Skip To: 2.a If Condition: ¿En qué zona vive? Is Not Empty. Skip To: ¿Desde que inició la 

cuarentena el 16.... 

 

1.e ¿Qué zona se encuentra más cercana a la amplicación o asociación de vivienda donde vive? _ 

Skip To: 2.a If Condition: ¿Qué zona se encuentra más ... Is Not Empty. Skip To: ¿Desde que 

inició la cuarentena el 16.... 

 

2.a ¿Desde que inició la cuarentena el 16 de marzo del 2020, tuvo que   mudarse a una nueva 

residencia? 

□ No  

□ Sí   

Skip To: End of Block If ¿Desde que inició la cuarentena el 16 de marzo del 2020, tuvo que 

mudarse a una nueva residencia? = No 

 

2.b ¿Era propietario o alquilaba su residencia anterior? 

□ Propietario   

□ Inquilino   

 

2.c ¿Dónde vivía antes de mudarse? 

□ Huaycán (incluyendo las zonas, ampliaciones y asociaciones de vivienda)    

□ El Lúcumo    

□ El Descanso   

□ Horacio Zeballos   

□ Gloria Grande   

□ Las Praderas de Pariachi    

□ Los Ficus   

□ Nívive   

□ Villa Tusán   

□ Otra parte de Lima (Especifique el distrito): _________________________________ 

□ Fuera de Lima: (Especifique la provincia): __________________________________ 

Skip To: 2.g If ¿Dónde vivía antes de mudarse? = El Lúcumo 

Skip To: 2.g If ¿Dónde vivía antes de mudarse? = El Descanso 

Skip To: 2.g If ¿Dónde vivía antes de mudarse? = Horacio Zeballos 
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Skip To: 2.g If ¿Dónde vivía antes de mudarse? = Gloria Grande 

Skip To: 2.g If ¿Dónde vivía antes de mudarse? = Las Praderas de Pariachi 

Skip To: 2.g If ¿Dónde vivía antes de mudarse? = Los Ficus 

Skip To: 2.g If ¿Dónde vivía antes de mudarse? = Nívive 

Skip To: 2.g If ¿Dónde vivía antes de mudarse? = Villa Tusán 

Skip To: 2.g If ¿Dónde vivía antes de mudarse? = Otra parte de Lima (Especifique el distrito): 

Skip To: 2.g If ¿Dónde vivía antes de mudarse? = Fuera de Lima: (Especifique la provincia): 

 

2.d ¿Vivía en una zona o ampliación/asociación de vivienda? 

□ Zona   

□ Ampliación o Asociación de vivienda    

Skip To: 2.e If ¿Vivía en una zona o ampliación/asociación de vivienda? = Zona 

Skip To: 2.f If ¿Vivía en una zona o ampliación/asociación de vivienda? = Ampliación o 

Asociación de vivienda 

 

2.e ¿En qué zona vivía antes de mudarse? ____________________________________________ 

Skip To: 2.g If Condition: ¿En qué zona vivía antes de... Is Not Empty. Skip To: ¿Se mudó debido 

a problemas financier.... 

 

2.f ¿Qué zona se encuentra más cercana a la ampliación o asociación de vivienda donde vivía 

antes de mudarse? ______________________________________________________________ 

Skip To: 2.g If Condition: ¿Qué zona se encuentra más ... Is Not Empty. Skip To: ¿Se mudó 

debido a problemas financier.... 

 

2.g ¿Se mudó debido a problemas financieros relacionados con la cuarentena que comenzó el 16 

de marzo de 2020? 

□ No  

□ Sí    

Skip To: End of Block If ¿Se mudó debido a problemas financieros relacionados con la 

cuarentena que comenzó el 16 de marzo... = No 

Skip To: 2.h If ¿Se mudó debido a problemas financieros relacionados con la cuarentena que 

comenzó el 16 de marzo... = Sí 
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2.h ¿Por qué se mudó? (Marque todo lo que corresponda)   

□ Ya no podía comprar comida    

□ Ya no podía pagar el alquiler   

□ Ya no podia pagar las cuentas (por ejemplo, luz, agua, gas)   

□ Ya no podia pagar deudas   

□ Otro:  ________________________________________________ 

End of Block: Preguntas de vivienda 

 

Start of Block: Preguntas de seguridad alimentaria previas a la cuarentena 

3.a Antes de la cuarentena (1 de enero - 15 de marzo de 2020), ¿usted o alguien en su vivienda 

tuvo que comer menos de lo normal porque no había suficiente comida?  

□ No   

□ Sí   

Skip To: 4.a If Antes de la cuarentena (1 de enero - 15 de marzo de 2020), ¿usted o alguien en su 

vivienda tuvo q... = No 

 

3.b ¿Qué tan seguido paso esto? 

□ Pocas veces (una o dos veces al mes)    

□ Algunas veces (tres a diez veces al mes)    

□ Muchas veces (más de diez veces al mes)    

 

4.a Antes de la cuarentena (1 de enero - 15 de marzo de 2020), ¿usted o alguien en su vivienda 

dejo de comer una o más de las tres comidas al día porque no había suficiente comida?  

□ No   

□ Sí   

Skip To: 5.a If Antes de la cuarentena (1 de enero - 15 de marzo de 2020), ¿usted o alguien en su 

vivienda dejo d... = No 

 

4.b ¿Qué tan seguido paso esto? 

□ Pocas veces (una o dos veces al mes)    

□ Algunas veces (tres a diez veces al mes)    

□ Muchas veces (más de diez veces al mes)   
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5.a Antes de la cuarentena (1 de enero al 15   de marzo de 2020), ¿usted o alguien en su vivienda 

se pasó todo el día sin comer nada debido a que no había suficientes alimentos?    

□ No   

□ Sí    

Skip To: End of Block If Antes de la cuarentena (1 de enero al 15 de marzo de 2020), ¿usted o 

alguien en su vivienda se pa... = No 

 

5.b ¿Qué tan seguido paso esto? 

□ Pocas veces (una o dos veces al mes)   

□ Algunas veces (tres a diez veces al mes)    

□ Muchas veces (más de diez veces al mes)   

End of Block: Preguntas de seguridad alimentaria previas a la cuarentena 

 

Start of Block: Preguntas sobre seguridad alimentaria durante la cuarentena 

6.a Durante la cuarentena (16 de marzo - 30   de junio de 2020), ¿usted o alguien en su vivienda 

tuvo que comer menos de lo normal porque no había suficiente comida?  

□ No   

□ Sí   

Skip To: 7.a If Durante la cuarentena (16 de marzo - 30 de junio de 2020), ¿usted o alguien en 

su vivienda tuvo q... = No 

 

6.b ¿Qué tan seguido paso esto? 

□ Pocas veces (una o dos veces al mes)   

□ Algunas veces (tres a diez veces al mes)    

□ Muchas veces (más de diez veces al mes)   

 

7.a Durante la cuarentena (16 de marzo - 30 de junio de 2020), ¿usted o alguien en su vivienda 

no comía uno o más de las tres comidas al día porque no había suficiente comida? 

□ No   

□ Sí    

Skip To: 8.a If Durante la cuarentena (16 de marzo - 30 de junio de 2020), ¿usted o alguien en 

su vivienda no com... = No 
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7.b ¿Qué tan seguido paso esto? 

□ Pocas veces (una o dos veces al mes)   

□ Algunas veces (tres a diez veces al mes)    

□ Muchas veces (más de diez veces al mes)   

 

8.a Durante la cuarentena (16 de marzo - 30 de junio de 2020), ¿usted o alguien en su vivienda 

se pasó todo el día sin comer nada debido a que no había suficientes alimentos?    

□ No   

□ Sí   

Skip To: End of Block If Durante la cuarentena (16 de marzo - 30 de junio de 2020), ¿usted o 

alguien en su vivienda se pas... = No 

 

8.b ¿Qué tan seguido paso esto? 

□ Pocas veces (una o dos veces al mes)    

□ Algunas veces (tres a diez veces al mes)   

□ Muchas veces (más de diez veces al mes)   

End of Block: Preguntas sobre seguridad alimentaria durante la cuarentena 

 

Start of Block: Preguntas sobre seguridad alimentaria después de la cuarentena 

9.a Desde que terminó la cuarentena (1 de julio de 2020 - Hoy), ¿usted o alguien en su vivienda 

tuvo que comer menos de lo normal porque no había suficiente comida?  

□ No    

□ Sí   

Skip To: 10.a If Desde que terminó la cuarentena (1 de julio de 2020 - Hoy), ¿usted o alguien en 

su vivienda tuvo... = No 

 

9.b ¿Qué tan seguido paso esto? 

□ Pocas veces (una o dos veces al mes)   

□ Algunas veces (tres a diez veces al mes)    

□ Muchas veces (más de diez veces al mes)  

 

10.a Desde que terminó la cuarentena (1 de julio de 2020 - Hoy), ¿usted o alguien en su vivienda 

dejo de comer una o más de las tres comidas al día porque no había suficiente comida?  

□ No   

□ Sí   

Skip To: 11.a If Desde que terminó la cuarentena (1 de julio de 2020 - Hoy), ¿usted o alguien en 

su vivienda dejo... = No 
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10.b ¿Qué tan seguido paso esto? 

□ Pocas veces (una o dos veces al mes)    

□ Algunas veces (tres a diez veces al mes)    

□ Muchas veces (más de diez veces al mes)   

 

11.a Desde que terminó la cuarentena (1 de julio de 2020 - Hoy), ¿usted o alguien en su vivienda 

se pasó todo el día sin comer nada debido a que no había suficientes alimentos?    

□ No   

□ Sí    

Skip To: End of Block If Desde que terminó la cuarentena (1 de julio de 2020 - Hoy), ¿usted o 

alguien en su vivienda se pa... = No 

 

11.b ¿Qué tan seguido paso esto? 

□ Pocas veces (una o dos veces al mes)    

□ Algunas veces (tres a diez veces al mes)    

□ Muchas veces (más de diez veces al mes)   

End of Block: Preguntas sobre seguridad alimentaria después de la cuarentena 

 

Start of Block: Asistencia del gobierno durante la cuarentena 

12.a Durante la cuarentena (del 16 de marzo al 30 de junio de 2020), ¿alguien en su vivienda 

recibió un bono del gobierno? 

□ No   

□ Sí   

Skip To: 13.a If Durante la cuarentena (del 16 de marzo al 30 de junio de 2020), ¿alguien en su 

vivienda recibió u... = No 

 

12.b ¿Cuántas veces alguien en su vivienda recibió un bono del gobierno? 

□ 1 vez    

□ 2 veces    

□ 3 veces   

□ 4 o más veces    
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13.a Durante la cuarentena (del 16 de marzo al 30 de junio de 2020), ¿recibió su vivienda una 

canasta o víveres de la Municipalidad? 

□ No   

□ Sí   

Skip To: 14.a If Durante la cuarentena (del 16 de marzo al 30 de junio de 2020), ¿recibió su 

vivienda una canasta... = No 

 

13.b ¿Cuántas veces recibió su vivienda una canasta o víveres de la Municipalidad? 

□ 1 vez    

□ 2 veces    

□ 3 veces   

□ 4 veces or más veces   

 

14.a Si Perú viviera otra cuarentena en el futuro, ¿qué tipo de asistencia alimentaria del gobierno 

resultaría mejor? 

□ Bono   

□ Canastas o Víveres   

□ Comedores   

□ Vaso de Leche   

□ Otro:  _______________________________________________________________ 

 

14.b ¿Tiene algún otro comentario que le gustaría hacer sobre la asistencia alimentaria del 

gobierno peruano durante la cuarentena? (Opcional) ___________________________________ 

End of Block: Asistencia del gobierno durante la cuarentena 

 

Start of Block: Preguntas sobre Comedores Populares 

15.a Antes de la cuarentena (1 de enero - 15 de marzo de 2020), ¿usted o alguien de su vivienda 

compró el almuerzo en un comedor popular? 

□ No    

□ Sí    

Skip To: 16.a If Antes de la cuarentena (1 de enero - 15 de marzo de 2020), ¿usted o alguien de 

su vivienda compró... = No 
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15.b ¿Qué tan seguido paso esto? 

□ Pocas veces (una o dos veces al mes)    

□ Algunas veces (tres a diez veces al mes)    

□ Muchas veces (más de diez veces al mes)    

 

15.c ¿Cerró el comedor popular temporalmente   debido a la cuarentena?       

□ No    

□ Sí    

□ No estoy seguro   

Skip To: 16.a If ¿Cerró el comedor popular temporalmente debido a la cuarentena? = No 

Skip To: 16.a If ¿Cerró el comedor popular temporalmente debido a la cuarentena? = No estoy 

seguro 

 

15.d ¿El cierre del comedor popular hizo más difícil para su vivienda conseguir alimentos? 

□ No   

□ Sí    

 

16.a Durante la cuarentena (15 de marzo de 2020 - 30 de junio de 2020), ¿usted o alguien de su 

vivienda compró el almuerzo en un comedor popular? 

□ No   

□ Sí    

Skip To: 17.a If Durante la cuarentena (15 de marzo de 2020 - 30 de junio de 2020), ¿usted o 

alguien de su viviend... = No 

 

16.b ¿Qué tan seguido paso esto? 

□ Pocas veces (una o dos veces al mes)   

□ Algunas veces (tres a diez veces al mes)    

□ Muchas veces (más de diez veces al mes)   

 

17.a Desde que terminó la cuarentena (1 de julio de 2020 - Hoy), ¿usted o alguien en su vivienda 

compró el almuerzo en un comedor popular? 

□ No    

□ Sí    

Skip To: 18.a If Desde que terminó la cuarentena (1 de julio de 2020 - Hoy), ¿usted o alguien en 

su vivienda compr... = No 
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17.b ¿Qué tan seguido paso esto? 

□ Pocas veces (una o dos veces al mes)    

□ Algunas veces (tres a diez veces al mes)   

□ Muchas veces (más de diez veces al mes)   

 

18.a ¿Usted o alguien en su vivienda es socia de un comedor popular? 

□ No   

□ Sí   

 

19.a En su opinión, ¿qué tan importantes son los comedores para brindar asistencia alimentaria 

en Huaycán? 

□ Muy importante   

□ Moderadamente importante    

□ No importante   

 

19.b ¿Por qué opina esto? (Opcional) _______________________________________________ 

End of Block: Preguntas sobre Comedores Populares 

 

Start of Block: Preguntas sobre Vaso de Leche 

20.a Antes de la cuarentena (1 de enero - 15 de marzo de 2020), ¿usted o alguien de su vivienda 

participó en el “Vaso de Leche”? 

□ No   

□ Sí   

Skip To: 21.a If Antes de la cuarentena (1 de enero - 15 de marzo de 2020), ¿usted o alguien de 

su vivienda partic... = No 

 

20.b ¿Qué tan seguido paso esto? 

□ Pocas veces (una o dos veces al mes)   

□ Algunas veces (tres a diez veces al mes)   

□ Muchas veces (más de diez veces al mes)    

 



217 

 

21.a Durante la cuarentena (15 de marzo de 2020 - 30 de junio de 2020), ¿usted o alguien en su 

vivienda continuó participando en el “Vaso de Leche”? 

□ No   

□ Sí    

Skip To: 22.a If Durante la cuarentena (15 de marzo de 2020 - 30 de junio de 2020), ¿usted o 

alguien en su viviend... = No 

 

21.b ¿Qué tan seguido paso esto? 

□ Pocas veces (una o dos veces al mes)   

□ Algunas veces (tres a diez veces al mes)    

□ Muchas veces (más de diez veces al mes)    

 

21.c ¿Se detuvo “Vaso de Leche” en algún momento durante la cuarentena? 

□ No   

□ Sí   

□ No estoy seguro    

Skip To: 22.a If ¿Se detuvo “Vaso de Leche” en algún momento durante la cuarentena? = No 

Skip To: 22.a If ¿Se detuvo “Vaso de Leche” en algún momento durante la cuarentena? = No 

estoy seguro 

 

21.d ¿Fue más difícil conseguir alimentos sin “Vaso de Leche”? 

□ No    

□ Sí    

 

22.a Desde que terminó la cuarentena (1 de julio de 2020 - Hoy), ¿usted o alguien de su vivienda 

ha participado en “Vaso de Leche”? 

□ No   

□ Sí   

Skip To: 23.a If Desde que terminó la cuarentena (1 de julio de 2020 - Hoy), ¿usted o alguien de 

su vivienda ha pa... = No 

 

22.b ¿Qué tan seguido paso esto? 

□ Pocas veces (una o dos veces al mes)    

□ Algunas veces (tres a diez veces al mes   

□ Muchas veces (más de diez veces al mes)  
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23.a En su opinión, ¿qué tan importante es “Vaso de Leche” para brindar asistencia alimentaria 

en Huaycán? 

□ Muy importante    

□ Moderadamente importante   

□ No importante    

 

23.b ¿Por qué opina esto? (Opcional) _______________________________________________ 

End of Block: Preguntas sobre Vaso de Leche 

 

Start of Block: Asistencia de otras organizaciones durante la cuarentena 

24.a Durante la cuarentena (16 de marzo – 30 de junio de 2020), ¿recibió usted o alguien en su 

vivienda asistencia alimentaria de alguna organización no gubernamental (ONG) o religiosa?  

□ No  

□ Sí   

Skip To: 25.a If Durante la cuarentena (16 de marzo – 30 de junio de 2020), ¿recibió usted o 

alguien en su viviend... = No 

 

24.b ¿Qué tan seguido paso esto? 

□ Pocas veces (una o dos veces al mes)    

□ Algunas veces (tres a diez veces al mes    

□ Muchas veces (más de diez veces al mes)    

 

24.c ¿Qué tipo de asistencia alimentaria recibió? (Marque todo lo que corresponda): 

□ Víveres   

□ Desayuno    

□ Lonche    

□ Menú   

□ Otro   _______________________________________________________________ 

 

24.d ¿Cuál era el nombre de la organizaciones u organizaciones de la que recibió asistencia? 

□ Organización(es):  _____________________________________________________ 

□ No lo sé   
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25.a Durante la cuarentena, ¿la UCV o asociación de vivienda donde vive proporcionó asistencia 

alimentaria a los vecinos que no podían comprar comida? (No incluye canastas u otra asistencia 

alementaria de la Municipalidad) 

□ No   

□ Sí   

□ No vivo en una UCV o Asociación de Vivienda   

Skip To: 26.a If Durante la cuarentena, ¿la UCV o asociación de vivienda donde vive 

proporcionó asistencia aliment... = No 

Skip To: End of Block If Durante la cuarentena, ¿la UCV o asociación de vivienda donde vive 

proporcionó asistencia aliment... = No vivo en una UCV o Asociación de Vivienda 

 

25.b ¿Su vivenda fue beneficiario de esta asistencia alimentaria de la UCV o asociación de 

vivienda? 

□ No    

□ Sí   

Skip To: 26.a If ¿Su vivenda fue beneficiario de esta asistencia alimentaria de la UCV o 

asociación de vivienda? = No 

 

25.c ¿Qué tan seguido paso esto? 

□ Pocas veces (una o dos veces al mes)   

□ Algunas veces (tres a diez veces al mes)    

□ Muchas veces (más de diez veces al mes)   

 

26.a ¿Hicieron una olla común en su UCV o asociación durante la cuarentena?  

□ No    

□ Sí    

Skip To: End of Block If ¿Hicieron una olla común en su UCV o asociación durante la 

cuarentena?  = No 

 

26.b ¿Qué tan seguido paso esto? 

□ Pocas veces (una o dos veces al mes)    

□ Algunas veces (tres a diez veces al mes)    

□ Muchas veces (más de diez veces al mes)   

End of Block: Asistencia de otras organizaciones durante la cuarentena 

 

Start of Block: Preguntas demográficas y laborales 
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27.a Antes de la cuarentena (1 de enero - 15 de marzo de 2020), incluyéndose, ¿cuántas personas 

vivían en su vivienda?  

□ 1 persona (viví solo)   

□ 2 personas    

□ 3 personas    

□ 4 personas    

□ 5 personas    

□ 6 personas    

□ 7 personas    

□ 8 personas    

□ 9 personas    

□ 10 personas o más  

 

27.b Antes de la cuarentena (1 de enero - 15 de marzo de 2020), incluyéndose, ¿cuántos adultos 

mayores de 18 años vivían en su vivienda? 

□ 1 persona    

□ 2 personas    

□ 3 personas    

□ 4 personas    

□ 5 personas    

□ 6 personas o más   

 

(Question omitted from analysis)  

27.c Antes de la cuarentena (1 de enero - 15 de marzo de 2020), incluyéndose, ¿cuántas personas 

en su vivienda recibieron ingresos de un trabajo? (Incluyendo trabajo independiente y en 

planilla) 

□ 1 persona    

□ 2 personas   

□ 3 personas   

□ 4 personas    

□ 5 personas   

□ 6 personas o más  

 

(Question omitted from analysis)  
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27.d Antes de la cuarentena (1 de enero - 15 de marzo de 2020), incluyéndose, ¿cuántas personas 

en su vivienda estaban en planilla? 

□ 1 personas   

□ 2 personas   

□ 3 personas   

□ 4 personas   

□ 5 personas   

□ 6 personas o más   

 

27.e Antes de la cuarentena (1 de enero - 15 de marzo de 2020), ¿había alguien en su vivenda 

criando hijos como madre o padre soltero? 

□ No   

□ Sí   

Skip To: 28.a If Antes de la cuarentena (1 de enero - 15 de marzo de 2020), ¿había alguien en su 

vivenda criando h... = No 

 

27.f Antes de la cuarentena (1 de enero - 15 de marzo de 2020), ¿había una madre o un padre 

soltero criando hijos en su vivienda? (Marque todo lo que corresponda):  

□ Madre soltera   

□ Padre soltero   

 

28.a Durante la cuarentena (16 de marzo - 30 de junio de 2020), incluyéndose, ¿cuántas personas 

vivían en su vivienda? 

□ 1 persona (viví solo)  

□ 2 personas   

□ 3 personas   

□ 4 personas   

□ 5 personas   

□ 6 personas   

□ 7 personas   

□ 8 personas   

□ 9 personas    

□ 10 personas   
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28.b Durante la cuarentena (16 de marzo - 30 de junio de 2020), incluyéndose, ¿cuántos adultos 

mayores de 18 años vivían en su vivienda? 

□ 1 persona    

□ 2 personas    

□ 3 personas    

□ 4 personas   

□ 5 personas    

□ 6 personas o más   

 

(Question omitted from analysis)  

28.c Durante la cuarentena (16 de marzo - 30 de junio de 2020), incluyéndose, ¿cuántas personas 

en su vivienda recibieron ingresos de un trabajo? (Incluyendo trabajo independiente y en 

planilla) 

□ 1 persona   

□ 2 personas    

□ 3 personas   

□ 4 personas   

□ 5 personas   

□ 6 personas o más   

 

(Question omitted from analysis)  

28.d Durante la cuarentena (16 de marzo - 30 de junio de 2020), incluyéndose, ¿cuántas personas 

en su vivienda estaban en planilla? 

□ 1 persona    

□ 2 personas    

□ 3 personas    

□ 4 personas    

□ 5 personas   

□ 6 personas o más   

 

28.e Durante la cuarentena (16 de marzo - 30 de junio de 2020), ¿había alguien en su vivienda 

criando hijos como madre o padre soltero? 

□ No   

□ Sí    

Skip To: 29.a If Durante la cuarentena (16 de marzo - 30 de junio de 2020), ¿había alguien en 

su vivienda criando... = No 
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28.f Durante la cuarentena (16 de marzo - 30 de junio de 2020), ¿había una madre o un padre 

soltero criando hijos en su vivienda? (Marque todo lo que corresponda):  

□ Madre soltera   

□ Padre soltero    

 

29.a Actualmente, incluyéndose, ¿cuántas personas viven en su vivienda? 

□ 1 persona (vivo solo)  

□ 2 personas    

□ 3 personas    

□ 4 personas    

□ 5 personas    

□ 6 personas    

□ 7 personas    

□ 8 personas    

□ 9 personas    

□ 10 personas o más    

 

29.b Actualmente, incluyéndose, ¿cuántos adultos mayores de 18 años viven en su vivienda? 

□ 1 persona    

□ 2 personas    

□ 3 personas    

□ 4 personas    

□ 5 personas    

□ 6 personas o más   

 

(Question omitted from analysis)  

29.c Actualmente, incluyéndose, ¿cuántas personas en su vivienda actualmente reciben ingresos 

de su trabajo? (Incluyendo trabajo independiente y en planilla) 

□ 1 persona    

□ 2 personas   

□ 3 personas   

□ 4 personas  

□ 5 personas   

□ 6 personas o más   

 

(Question omitted from analysis)  
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29.d Actualmente, incluyéndose, ¿cuántas   personas en su vivienda están en planilla? 

□ 1 persona    

□ 2 personas   

□ 3 personas   

□ 4 personas   

□ 5 personas   

□ 6 personas o más   

 

29.e Actualmente, incluyéndose, ¿hay alguien en su vivienda criando hijos como madre o padre 

soltero? 

□ No   

□ Sí   

Skip To: End of Block If Actualmente, incluyéndose, ¿hay alguien en su vivienda criando hijos 

como madre o padre soltero? = No 

 

29.f Actualmente, incluyéndose, ¿hay una madre o un padre soltero criando hijos en su vivienda? 

(Marque todo lo que corresponda):  

□ Madre soltera   

□ Padre soltero  

End of Block: Preguntas demográficas y laborales 

 

Start of Block: Nacionalidad 

30.a ¿Cuál es su nacionalidad? 

□ Peruano/a    

□ Venezolano/a   

□ Otro/a (Especifique su nacionalidad) _______________________________________ 

End of Block: Nacionalidad 

 

Start of Block: Preguntas sobre COVID-19 

31.a ¿Incluyéndose, alguien en su vivienda ha enfermado con COVID-19?  

□ No    

□ Sí    

□ No estoy seguro    

Skip To: End of Block If ¿Incluyéndose, alguien en su vivienda ha enfermado con COVID-19?  = 

No 

Skip To: End of Block If ¿Incluyéndose, alguien en su vivienda ha enfermado con COVID-19?  = 

No estoy seguro 
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31.b ¿Incluyéndose, cuántas personas en su vivienda han enfermado con COVID-19?  

□ 1 persona    

□ 2 personas    

□ 3 personas    

□ 4 personas    

□ 5 personas    

□ 6 personas o más   

 

32.a ¿Incluyéndose, alguien en su vivienda ha sido hospitalizado debido a COVID-19?  

□ No   

□ Si   

Skip To: 33.a If ¿Incluyéndose, alguien en su vivienda ha sido hospitalizado debido a COVID-

19?  = No 

 

32.b ¿Incluyéndose, cuántas personas en su vivienda han sido hospitalizadas debido a COVID-

19?  

□ 1 persona    

□ 2 personas    

□ 3 personas    

□ 4 personas   

□ 5 personas   

□ 6 personas o más    

 

33.a ¿Alguien en su vivienda a fallecido de COVID-19? 

□ No   

□ Sí   

Skip To: End of Block If ¿Alguien en su vivienda a fallecido de COVID-19? = No 

 

33.b ¿Cuántas personas han fallecido de COVID-19 en su vivienda? 

□ 1 persona   

□ 2 personas    

□ 3 personas    

□ 4 personas    

□ 5 personas   

□ 6 personas o más   

End of Block: Preguntas sobre COVID-19 
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Appendix B: Comedor Popular Questionnaire 
 

Q1a En su opinión, ¿qué tan importantes son los comedores para brindar asistencia alimentaria? 

□ Muy Importante   

□ Moderadamente Importante   

□ No importante   

 

Q1b ¿Por qué opina esto? ________________________________________________________ 

 

Q2a En su opinión, ¿existe una alternativa mejor que los comedores para prevenir el hambre? 

□ No  

□ Sí    

Skip To: Q2c If En su opinión, ¿existe una alternativa mejor que los comedores para prevenir el 

hambre? = Sí 

 

Q2b ¿Por qué opina esto? ________________________________________________________ 

Skip To: Q3a If Condition: ¿Por qué opina esto? Is Displayed. Skip To: ¿Alguna vez usted ha 

participado o co.... 

 

Q2c ¿Por qué opina esto? ¿Cuáles son las mejores alternativas para prevenir el hambre? _______ 

 

Q3a ¿Alguna vez usted ha participado o comprado comida de un comedor? 

□ No   

□ Sí  

Skip To: Q4a If ¿Alguna vez usted ha participado o comprado comida de un comedor? = No 

 

Q3b ¿Podrías contarme sobre su experiencia participando o comprando comida del comedor? __ 

 

Q4a ¿Tiene alguna otra opinión o comentario sobre los comedores que le gustaría compartir? 

□ No   

□ Sí  

Skip To: Q5a If ¿Tiene alguna otra opinión o comentario sobre los comedores que le gustaría 

compartir? = No 
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Q4b ¿Qué otras opiniones o comentarios sobre los comedores le gustaría compartir? _________ 

 

Q5a ¿Has vivido alguna vez en Huaycán? 

□ No   

□ Sí  

 

Q5b ¿Dónde vive actualmente? 

□ Huaycán   

□ En otra localidad de Ate (mencione): ______________________________________ 

□ En otro distrito en Lima (mencione): _______________________________________ 

□ En otra provincia del Perú (mencione): _____________________________________ 

□ En el extranjero (mencione): _____________________________________________ 
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Appendix C: Abbreviated Codebook 

 

 

 

Comedor Opportunities and Benefits 
Economic Support Comedores as an economic help and resource for socias 

Social Space Comedor as a social space for socias 

Safe Space Comedores as a safe space for socias confronting patriarchal violence 

Mothering Comedores facilitating ideals of “good mothering” 

Food Joys Positive experiences eating and sharing food within comedores  

Workshops Education, training, or other workshops that socias have participated in 

through the comedores  

External Beneficiaries External benefits created by comedores that go beyond food aid 

provisioning for non-socias/non-clients  

Convenience Comedor meals as a means of saving time 

Health Promotion Comedores benefitting the health of socias and beneficiaries  

Comedor Challenges 
Financial Challenges Financial challenges comedores confront in their operations 

Food Difficulties Challenges socias confront in preparing adequate meals in the comedores 

Health Negative health experiences discussed or experienced by socias 

Diabetes / Sugar Diabetes and the consumption of sugar as it relates to health 

Unhealthy Diets Concerns about insufficiently healthy diets or global trends negatively 

impacting diets  

Illness – Socias and 

Clients 

Illnesses experienced by or discussed by socias (e.g. cancer)—excluding 

diabetes or COVID-19   

Hunger Hunger and food insecurity experienced or discussed by socias 

Pain Physical pain or injury experienced or discussed by socias  

Infrastructure Challenges comedores confront with their physical buildings or kitchen 

equipment 

Labor The challenges of finding or maintaining socias in the comedores 

Life Commitments  Commitments socias have outside of comedores (e.g. jobs, children) that 

interfere with their labor commitments to the comedor  

Food Preparation Cooking in the comedores 

Food Prep Men Instances of men cooking in comedores 

Sanitation Sanitation in the comedores  

Service Meal service by comedor socias for socias and other beneficiaries  

Tensions – Comedor  Tensions between comedores, comedor associations, or socias  

Organization / 

Disorganization 

The organization or lack of organization within comedores or comedor 

associations 

Closing Comedores  Comedores closures or beneficiary cuts, including fears, concerns, and 

threats of closures or cuts 

Double Consciousness Socias consciousness about how and why the comedores are critiqued  
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Government and the Comedores 
Government Relations – 

Socias 

Opinions socias have about how the government interacts with the 

comedores  

MIDIS + PRONAA Government ministries that have been responsible for administering the 

comedores 

Bureaucratic 

Commitments 

Events that socias were obligated to participate in by government actors 

Supervisions and Rules Rules socias must follow as required by the Peruvian government  

Subsidio – Víveres Government provided “subsidio” (check/money) or “víveres” (commodity 

foods)  

False Generosity Manipulative ways that the government has used the comedores for 

personal political gain 

Politicians 

 

Comments about or actions by elected politicians and municipal 

employees.  

Fujimorismo Alberto Fujimori, Keiko Fujimori, or “Fujimorismo” as a political position 

or ideology   

Municipality Employees from Municipality of Ate, including elected and unelected 

individuals  

Politicians - Other Peruvian politicians outside of Ate, such as the President, congressional 

representatives, or political candidates.  

Resistance Ways that socias resist pressure from the government, whether intentional 

or not 

Comedor Critiques 
These are codes that reference diverse critiques of comedores 

Unhealthy Critique  Belief that comedor food is unhealthy or unsanitary 

Malnourishment 

Critique 

Belief that comedor food is inadequate  

Responsibilization 

Critique 

Belief that comedor beneficiaries prefer to depend on the state and 

therefore do not work to end their poverty  

Unworthy Critique Belief that comedor beneficiaries are often not poor enough to deserve 

food aid 

Development Critique Belief that comedores divert funds from programs that could end poverty 

Structural Critique Belief that comedores perpetuate structural inequalities by distracting from 

the true causes of these inequalities 

Populist Critique Belief that comedores are used for or perpetuate populist political purposes  

Corruption  Accusations of corruption in the comedores or among socias 

Other Critiques Critiques of the comedores not captured in the other categories  

Family Critiques Families of socias critiquing their participation in the comedores 

Comedor – Other Topics 
Background – Socias Socias’ life histories   

History of Comedores Discussion on the history of the comedores 

Facts and Numbers – 

Comedores 

Facts, figures, and statistics related to the comedores  
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COVID-19 
All references to COVID-19 

Comedores and COVID All connections between the comedores and COVID-19 

Lockdown Hunger Food Insecurity and food during Perú’s COVID-19 lockdown  

Illness and COVID Illness and death due to COVID  

Structural Inequalities 

and COVID 

Structural inequalities exacerbating the impact of COVID-19  

Carework and COVID Ways people organized to help one another throughout the pandemic 

Huaycán – History and Politics 
History History of Huaycán  

Internal Conflict How the internal conflict between the PCP-SL (among other militant 

groups) and the Peruvian military/government impacted the lives of 

Huaycán’s residents or the community  

Political Ideologies Ideological positions shaping or influencing Huaycán’s local politics (past 

and present) 

District Huaycán becoming a district  

Government 

Interactions 

Interactions between Huaycán’s local leadership and interactions with the 

municipal, city, or national governments  

Popular Organizing Self-management and community organizing in Huaycán (past and 

present) 

Food Aid Programs Food aid program other than the comedores (e.g. Vaso de Leche)  

Tensions Tensions within the community  

Huaycán – Community 

Migratory Influence How migration has shaped or influenced Huaycán 

Insecurity Crime, insecurity, and policing in Huaycán 

Patriarchy and Gender Patriarchy and gender relations in Huaycán (not related to the comedores) 

Poverty General poverty in Huaycán (not related to the comedores)  

Prejudice Discriminatory or prejudicial attitudes about Huaycán’s residents  

Religion/Spirituality Religion and spirituality  

Venezuela Venezuelans living in Huaycán or Perú more broadly  

Future Ideas, hopes, or concerns about Huaycán’s future  

Identity Huaycán’s local identity   
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