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Chronology of PASA activities (2007-2013) 
Date Activity

November 2007 Global workshop convening all partners in Monsaraz, Portugal

January 2008  Visit to the Altiplano to visit Nacasur and Communities – Design workshop in Copacabana, Bolivia

June 2008 Workshop: Community Video in Chucuito

  Workshop: Participatory Action Research for Food Sovereignty in Chucuito

July 2008 Start of workshop in Chucuito, Puno 

January 2009  Design of the Summit of Communities during the VIPP Training in Jarabacoa, Dominican Republic

May 2009 Watunakuy 2009 in Queromarca and Raqchi

   Monitoring of the Food Sovereignty activities in the PASA communities in Cuzco, Puno and Bolivia

June 2009 Summit of communities (“Summit on the Summit”) in Ayrumas Carumas

  PASA assembly in La Paz, Bolivia

December 2009 First Workshop about Wisdom Dialogues in Chucuito with wise farmers

  Coordination meeting of partners in Copacabana, Bolivia

May 2010 Second PASA assembly in Cuzco

  Watunakuy 2010 in Queromarca, Raqchi

July 2010  Four PASA elders join the dialogue of knowledge systems with the regional network on Agricultural Research 
of the McKnight Foundation in Lima

October 2010  Global encounter of partners and interregional exchange with farmers and activists of the Rice Campaign in 
Asia, in Penang, Malaysia

January 2011 Second Workshop about Wisdom Dialogues in Chucuito, Puno

May 2011 Third workshop about Wisdom Dialogues in Raqchi, Cuzco linked to the Watunakuy 2011

October to Wisdom Dialogues about alpacas in Ayrumas Carumas, native fish species in Perka, potatoes in Yunguyo,  
December 2011  and alpacas and bitter potatoes in Aymaña.

January 2012 Third PASA assembly in Chivay, Colca Valley, Arequipa

July 2012 Fourth Workshop about Wisdom Dialogues and Documentation in Chucuito, Puno

January 2013          Fifth Workshop of Wise People’s networks about Wisdom Dialogue in Chucuito, Puno
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achachila: ancestors 

aku: roasted and ground flour

akulle: an offering of coca leaves and wine

alasitas: a post-harvest game with miniatures 

apus: sacred mountains

ara: wild quinua  

Auqui Auqui: a dance with masks

ayllu: extended family

ayni: mutual aid group

aynoqa: crop rotation and fallowing system

cañihua: Andean grain

cañihuaco: roasted, ground cañihua 

cayuna: alpaca foetus

ccona: stone mill

cecina: jerky

chachawarmi: sibling relationship

chacoñas vincoñas: woollen covers 

chacras: agrobiodiversity small plots 

chajo: edible white clay

challar: a final ritual with wine 

chalona: jerky

charqui: jerky

chayro: thick spiced soup with meat and vegetables 

chuño: dehydrated black potato 

chuwa: ritual to ask permission to enter the lake 
celebrated in August 

firi: steamed quinua 

huaycha: a plant that indicates time for sowing in the 
lower zones 

ichu: highlands pasture lands 

illa: a stone that attracts one 

imilla: highland potato variety

isaño o mashua: Andean tuber 

ispallas: origin, source of life

ispi: endemic fish of Lake Titicaca 

jaiñachu: male alpaca or llama

jilaqata: communal organisation for fisheries

jucha: quinua porridge

kankacho: roasted alpaca 

kiwicha: Andean grain 

llampi: alpaca fat

llankallanka: wild fruit

llaullas: animal-shaped stones

mamaqota: mother lake

mashua: Andean tuber

mauru: endemic fish of Lake Titicaca

mayu: Milky Way  

moraya o tunta: dehydrated white potato

muchkhara: wild fruit 

muju mama: mother seed 

muña: wild mint

mutu mutu: a plant that is observed in August 

Glossary
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nuño maya: a plant whose grape-like fruit indicates a 
good potato harvest 

oca: Andean tuber

olluco: Andean tuber

Pachamama: Mother Earth 

paco: spiritual guide

Paqalqu: Family Groups (a local NGO)

pasku chu’wa: alpaca mating ritual  

pesque: quinua porridge, salty or sweet 

pinana: a wild plant

puka cachi: red rock salt 

pukara: a place where endemic fish species originate

punko: a fish species endemic to Lake Titicaca 

puquiales: water sources

q’oto: the Pleiades

qarachi: a fish species endemic to Lake Titicaca 

qawra: wild fruit

qhesi: a fish species endemic to Lake Titicaca

Qolla Aymara: Cure of the Aymara (a local NGO)  

quinua: Andean grain

quispiño: quinua steamed buns  

s’iki: generic name of wild vegetables and fruits

sankayu: wild fruit

sara mama: mother maize 

sara tipiy: husk the corn 

siwyru: a plant that grows between rocks 

suchi: a fish species endemic to Lake Titicaca

sumaq kausay: human well-being in Quechua

sumaq jakaña: human well-being in Aymara

t’impo: a stew with meat, white dehydrated potatoes 
and vegetables

taqui: a huge basket to keep food in the storeroom

tarwi: an Andean legume 

toke: a bird that indicates rain or drought

trojes: huge basket to keep food in the storeroom

umunto: a fish species endemic to Lake Titicaca 

vichuña: a weaving tool made of alpaca bone

wallaqui: parboiled fish

wamanripa: medicinal herb

watia: post-harvest temporary earth kitchen, 

watunakuy: mutual family visits

wilancho: a special meal of alpaca for mother earth, 
prepared in August

Wiracocha: Inca deity

yarink’a: alpaca or llama leather to tie the roofs 

yatiris: spiritual guides
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Visualising food sovereignty in the Andes: Voices and flavours 
of the earth is a remarkable book that describes how indigenous 
communities are drawing on their knowledge and cosmovisions 
to rethink the priorities and governance of food and agricultural 
research in the Andean Altiplano of Bolivia and Peru. The work 
presented here is part of a larger international and multi-regional 
initiative known as Democratising the Governance of Food 
Systems: Citizens Rethinking Food and Agricultural Research for 
the Public Good.

Origins of the initiative

Four major developments led to the birth of this global initiative. 
Between 2005 and 2007, the author of this preface facilitated a 
series of conversations in fields, villages, social gatherings, and 
in the heart of donor communities, in both the South and the 
North. These conversations involved pastoralists, indigenous 
people, fisher folk, progressive scientists and intellectuals, 
consumers and farmers (both urban and rural). The common 
view heard time and time again was “we have no say in what 
the scientists are doing”, along with concern over the mismatch 
between agricultural research and the reality of farming systems 
in the face of increasingly rapid social and environmental change. 
Small-scale producers and other people talked of a democratic 
deficit leading to a lack of food provider and consumer 
control over knowledge production, often with harmful 
consequences for people and the land. In both practice-oriented 
sustainable agriculture networks and advocacy oriented-peasant 
organisations people were asking: What food and agricultural 

research do we need? For whom? Why? How? Where? And with 
what impacts?  

Second, at the same time these conversations were occurring, 
there were a number of very significant international and 
national developments. The concept of ‘food sovereignty’ was 
becoming a part of the international vocabulary and more centre 
stage than ever before. In Bolivia and Mali, ‘food sovereignty’ 
was enshrined in national agricultural policy. Other countries 
and coalitions were also pushing for an alternative paradigm for 
food and agriculture, discussions which later led to the adoption 
of national declarations or constitutional changes in favour of 
‘food sovereignty’ in Ecuador, Venezuela and Nepal, for example. 
One of the clearest demands of the food sovereignty movement is 
for citizens to exercise their fundamental human right to decide 
their own food and agricultural policies. This implies that food 
providers and other citizens1 can and should frame strategic 
priorities and policies for agricultural research.

Third, the consultations proposed by the bureau of the newly 
launched International Assessment of Agricultural Science and 
Technology for Development (IAASTD) also catalysed thoughts 
among advocacy-based peasant organisations and rights-based 
civil society groups on how to engage with this international 

1 Today, the concept of citizen is at times understood to exclude indigenous 
peoples and minority ethnic groups who are not considered to be part of the 
nation-state. Yet, the word ‘citizen’ is originally derived from the Latin civis 
and was in use before the emergence of the nation-state. ‘Citizen’ referred 
to individuals active in a public body and involved in the management of 
community affairs. In this preface the word citizen is used in this broad sense 
to include all people living and working in a given country. 

Preface
Michel Pimbert
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process.2 The purpose of the IAASTD was “to assess agricultural 
knowledge, science and technology (AKST) in order to use AKST 
more effectively to reduce hunger and poverty, improve rural 

2  IAASTD, ‘Agriculture at a Crossroads: Global Report’, http://www.
agassessment.org. The IAASTD was launched as an intergovernmental 
process guided by a multi-stakeholder bureau, under the co-sponsorship 
of the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO), Global Environment 
Facility (GEF), United Nations Development Program (UNDP), United 
Nations Environment Program (UNEP), UNESCO, the World Bank and 
the World Health Organisation (WHO). The IAASTD has undoubtedly 
produced a landmark report that is both timely and remarkable in scope. 
This is the first independent global assessment which acknowledges that 
small-scale, low-impact farming sustains crucial ecological and social 
functions. Many of its more progressive recommendations, such as the 
need for much greater emphasis on agro-ecological approaches, are 
consistent with the food sovereignty paradigm and the quest for sustainable 
agriculture. However, the analysis and priorities of indigenous peoples, 
nomadic pastoralists, small farmers, food workers, forest dwellers, and food 
consumers are largely absent from the IAASTD report.

livelihoods, and facilitate equitable, environmentally, socially 
and economically sustainable development”.3 After discussions 
with some members of the International NGO/CSO Planning 
Committee for Food Sovereignty (IPC),4 selected individuals in 
La Via Campesina5, indigenous peoples’ organisations, pastoralist 
networks and others, it was decided not to enter this ‘invited 
policy space’ which was created from above – even though the 
IAASTD was seen to be timely and a potentially very useful 
process of collective reflection on AKST. Instead, there was a 
perceived need to create, from below, a series of independent 
and parallel ‘popular or citizen spaces’ where people can gain 
confidence, discover their voices, analyse, mobilise and act. It 
was thought that, at the very least, these ‘citizen spaces’ can 
complement the IAASTD because this intergovernmental process 
had not developed any comprehensive mechanism for local 
perspectives to be directly included in discussions on agricultural 
research. 

Last but not least, a citizens’ jury held in 2005 on GMOs and 
the future of farming in Mali highlighted the importance of 
‘agricultural research’ for farming communities. No fewer than 
five out of twenty-six recommendations from this intensive five 
days of citizen deliberations called for agricultural research 
to be re-organised to better serve the needs of small farmers.6 
Jurors asked for a fundamental reorientation of public research 
away from input-intensive farming and the development of new 
GM seeds to support low external-input agriculture, improve 
local seeds and landraces, and regenerate local food systems 
and markets. This unique event for West Africa demonstrated 
that citizens’ juries can provide a safe space for farmers to reach 
an informed, evidence-based view on complicated and often 

3 IAASTD, ‘Agriculture at a Crossroads’. 

4 See http://www.foodsovereignty.org/Aboutus/Whoweare.aspx.

5 See http://viacampesina.org/en/.

6 M.P. Pimbert and B. Boukary, ‘Democratising research for food sovereignty 
in West Africa’, Journal of Peasant Studies 37, 1 (2010): 220–26.

6 of 186

http://www.agassessment.org
http://www.agassessment.org


controversial issues, which can then be amplified to policy-
makers. It was also clear that farmers had much to say about 
what kind of food and agricultural research they want, the topic 
was not too complex for them to understand.

The global initiative Democratising the Governance of Food 
Systems: Citizens Rethinking Food and Agricultural Research 
for the Public Good was set up in response to these four 
developments.7 Firmly based in the tradition of participatory 
action research (PAR), the overall objective of this initiative 
is to create safe spaces in which citizens (food providers and 
consumers) can engage in inclusive deliberations on how to build 
an agri-food research system that is democratic and accountable 
to wider society. More specifically, the methodological approach 
seeks to facilitate the participatory design of alternative, farmer 
and citizen-led agricultural research. 

This participatory process was initiated in 2007 to create safe 
spaces for small-scale farmers, indigenous peoples, nomadic 
pastoralists, food workers and other citizens in four regions, with 
one country acting as host for each region: West Africa (Mali), 
South Asia (India), West Asia (Iran) and the Andean region in 
Latin America (Peru). Rather than offer ready-made solutions, 
this global initiative supports a decentralised and bottom-up 
process whereby farmers and other citizens can decide what type 
of agricultural research is needed for food sovereignty, and also 
organise to collectively push for change in policies and practice.

7 This proposal for this global initiative was prepared by the Sustainable 
Agriculture, Biodiversity and Livelihoods Programme of the International 
Institute for Environment and Development (IIED). The following donors 
have funded this action research: The Netherlands Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs (DGIS), the Swiss Development Cooperation (SDC), Oxfam Novib, 
the New Field Foundation, and The Christensen Fund.
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PASA: The Andean Program for Food Sovereignty

Guided by a common vision and a commitment respectful to 
participatory processes, the global initiative unfolded in different 
ways in each of the four regions. Local partners were able to 
decide on the processes, methods, and time-frames which they 
felt were most appropriate for their own unique situation. Even 
the name of the initiative was reworked in different regions. For 
example in India, Nepal, Sri Lanka and Bangladesh, it became 
known as the Alliance for the Democratisation of Agricultural 
Research in South Asia. In Bolivia and Peru local partners 
preferred to call it the PASA – the Andean Program for Food 
Sovereignty.

To date the outcomes of the PASA have been remarkable in their 
depth, diversity and relevance for the Aymara and Quechua 
indigenous communities involved. Visualising food sovereignty 
in the Andes: Voices and flavours of the earth beautifully 
captures this wealth of experience and insights in the form of 
text, photos and videos in this multimedia book. 

This book also presents in great detail the process of 
Participatory Action Research (PAR) that is at the heart of 
the PASA. It provides a particularly evocative example of how 
research is done ‘with’ people and not ‘on’ or ‘for’ people. This 
type of power-equalising research involves both researchers 
and non-researchers in close cooperative engagement, jointly 
producing new knowledge, with mutual learning from the 
process. Actors involved make sense of the world through efforts 
to transform it, instead of simply observing and studying peoples’ 
actions and views about reality – in the hope that meaningful 
change will happen somewhere further down the road. As such, 
this form of PAR is a significant reversal from dominant roles, 
locations and ways of knowing. 

Chapter after chapter, the reader is introduced to the specific 
visualisation methods and group dynamics used to construct 
and validate knowledge meaningful to indigenous communities 
in the Peruvian Altiplano. Along with well-established 
participatory visualisation methods (drawings, mind maps) 
the PASA partners also relied extensively on community video 
film-making. Indigenous community members were trained 
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to make their own films using some of the latest digital video 
and editing technology. The new community film-makers have 
produced a wealth of evocative and moving films on their food, 
agriculture and culture which offer new insights into their life 
world.  In so doing they have constructed new knowledge as 
well as articulated knowledge held by indigenous women, men, 
the old and the youth. The many video film clips included in this 
book offer profound insights into the diverse perspectives and 
views that coexist within and between indigenous communities 
involved in this PAR process. These multiple voices from the 
fields, lakes, mountain pastures, and households constitute a 
plurality of wisdom(s) on food, agriculture and human well-
being. However, the diversity of authentic voices that come 
forward through these community video films are usually 
unheard, unseen, and/or actively marginalised by agricultural 
scientists, policy-researchers and economic planners.

In this context of marginalisation and exclusion of indigenous 
peoples, community video film-making has been an important 
means of cultural affirmation and self-expression of indigenous 
cosmologies in the PASA. Video film-making has allowed 
indigenous communities to engage with much more confidence 
with scientists and outside professionals by using their own 
films to show and explain ‘why’ and ‘how’ they live in Andean 
mountain environments, practice biodiversity-rich farming, care 
for the land and the lakes, travel the mountain ranges from 
pasture to pasture with their alpacas and llamas, eat such a 
diversity of foods including wild foods, and value indigenous 
customary institutions with their capacity to respond to shocks, 
uncertainty and change, including climate change.

This book not only tells the story of the journey travelled 
by the PASA partners over the last five years. The detailed 
information, real-life case studies, tools and reflections on theory 
and practice also make this a valuable handbook on how to 
organise intercultural dialogues. It offers many methodological 
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insights and lessons for practitioners who work within the 
PAR tradition. In addition, the participatory methodologies 
and processes described here also have a broader relevance and 
significance for natural and social scientists engaged in food and 
agriculture research. 

Indeed, the PASA experience offers some lessons and pointers 
for the transformation of agricultural research and development 
(AR4D) at a time when there is growing recognition that 
‘business as usual’ is no longer an option.8 For example, more 
open and respectful intercultural dialogues are needed to 
transform the dominant paradigm of food and agricultural 
research for development. Individuals and groups belonging to 
different cultures can be brought together to generate a deeper 
understanding of each others’ world views and this can lead to 
transformative action. But genuine and effective intercultural 
dialogue must be based on processes that give the least powerful 
actors more significant roles than before in the production and 
validation of knowledge. The following enabling factors are 
important in this regard:9 

Free prior informed consent – jointly developed rules of 
engagement and a mutually agreed code of ethics

Formation of safe spaces for intercultural dialogue – non-
threatening spaces in which actors involved can gain confidence, 
discuss, analyse, mobilise and act on the basis of a shared vision

Reversals from normal professional roles, behaviours and 
attitudes – change must begin with the self, from within.

8 IAASTD, ‘Agriculture at a Crossroads’.

9 M. P. Pimbert, ‘FPIC and beyond: Safeguards for power equalising research 
that protects biodiversity, rights and culture’, Participatory Learning and 
Action 65 (2012): 43–54.

Cognitive justice – acknowledging the right for different 
knowledge systems to exist. The idea of cognitive justice 
emphasises the right for different forms of knowledge – and their 
associated practices, livelihoods, ways of being, and ecologies – 
to coexist. 

Extended peer review and different gatekeepers of knowledge. 
Both powerful and less powerful actors must be involved in the 
co-validation of the knowledge and outcomes of intercultural 
dialogues. We need to recognise here that there is a plurality of 
legitimate perspectives on every issue. Each actor has partial 
and incomplete knowledge. This ‘extended’ peer review is a 
formidable asset at a time when everyone everywhere is faced 
with the open-ended uncertainties of a fast-changing world 
(environmental and climate change, spread of new diseases, 
unstable markets, political change).
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Communicating for change should not be seen as the sole 
prerogative of communication professionals working in 
public and private scientific and policy research institutes 
as well as in agricultural extension departments. There is 
a need for a new communication praxis and allocation of 
resources that emphasises the devolution and dispersal of 
power. Advances in new communication technologies (digital 
video camera, radio, the Internet) as well as popular theatre, 
mapping and visualisation techniques offer new opportunities 
to decentralise and democratise the production of knowledge 
and communication messages – allowing even remote village 
communities to share stories and messages that can influence 
policy and practice at local, national and international levels.

To conclude, the author and contributors to this book are to 
be congratulated for doing such a thorough and wonderful job 
in synthesising and critically reflecting on the past five years’ 
achievements of PASA. They provide us with a good reality check 

and a solid basis to move forward for the next phase of PASA’s 
journey and the larger international initiative it is part of – the 
Excluded Voices project (www.excludedvoices.org). Work on 
Democratising Food and Agricultural Research will continue in 
the Andean Altiplano region. It will now focus on facilitating 
more intercultural dialogues between indigenous communities 
and scientists. Indigenous local organisations and their networks 
will also be strengthened to encourage farmer-led innovations 
and their horizontal spread to more people and places. Last, 
but not least, engagement with policy-makers will be enhanced 
through the organisation of citizens’ juries on the priorities and 
governance of research for food, agriculture and human well-
being (‘buen vivir’ or Sumaq Kausay in Quechua). 

Dr Michel Pimbert 
Global Coordinator, Democratising Food and Agricultural 
Research initiative and Director, Centre for Agroecology and 
Food Security, Coventry University, UK
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A participatory process is a space where multiple voices interact: 
that is the core of this documentation. The writer created a 
frame for the Andean farmers at the heart of this process to 
express their ideas. It is these individuals who have determined 
the direction and the contents of the words and graphic 
representations embodying the strong culinary cultures which 
inspire their actions in defence of food sovereignty.

A global initiative

Since June 2008, farmers from three ecological zones in the 
southern Peruvian Andes have been reflecting upon their 
food cultures and transforming their ideas into innovative 
actions related to food sovereignty as part of a global initiative 
supported by the IIED involving rural communities in India, Mali 
and Iran. The initiative is embedded in a participatory action 
research (PAR) process called ‘Democratising the governance 
of food and agricultural systems: Citizens rethinking food 
and agricultural research for the public good’. Each partner 
was invited to design and construct deliberative and inclusive 
processes by which individuals and communities can gain voice 
and access to healthy, sufficient and nutritious food, by practising 
the citizens/producers’ right to define the quality and diversity of 
agricultural produce in accord with their cultural and economic 
conditions.  

1.  Thinking and acting from the fields

12 of 186



The communities

Along the shores of Lake Titicaca in Puno, four Aymara 
communities in the higher zones, Perka, Vilurcuni, Sanquira, 
and Ayrumas Carumas as well as the Quechua community of 
Aymaña from Carabaya accepted the opportunity to talk about 
their daily food. Later, two groups from the Vilcanota Valley in 
Cuzco, Sara Mama (mother maize) and Sumaq Kausay (good life 
or well-being), from the Quechua communities of Raqchi and 
Queromarca respectively, joined the initiative. 

These communities articulated original ideas about how and 
to what extent they wanted to produce diversified food as the 
basis for the continuity of community life as well as Peruvian 
society more broadly. Working on these issues, they gained 
varying degrees of awareness and confidence in their culinary 
imaginations. 
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Five years later, the participants and their groups were able to 
clearly express and defend their particular life visions and food 
perceptions through a process that began with recalling their 
oral traditions. Individuals interpreted afresh the celestial signs 
that tell when fields need to be nurtured and when to increase 
their seed repositories; and they reconsidered their relationships 
within the family, the community and with nature. They have 
recreated permanent seed storerooms according to customary 
rules. Remembering how to ask the hearth to be steadfast, their 
yearning for traditional dishes made them recreate old recipes, 
with much appreciation for their earthen stoves, clay pots and 
wooden cooking utensils. By partaking of a mouth-watering dish 
of qarachi – a fish native to Lake Titicaca – stewed with potatoes, 
chilli and mint to capture its earthy flavour, they were once more 
able to work tirelessly in the fields in the Andean tradition.
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The culture of food

The initial conversations in cross-generational groups 
conjured up food and farming memories as well as an interest 
in recording present culinary practices. Each of these food 
discussions yielded a body of knowledge and practices 
documented by the groups in the form of drawings and, after 
some training, videos. The focus on local gastronomy created 
a fruitful, sensuous space rich in ideas which encompassed a 
more meaningful whole: the continuity of the earth’s life cycle, 

the rugged mountain landscape, the people of yesterday, today 
and tomorrow. Children, youngsters, parents and grandparents 
sparked off each other’s ideas, transforming them into actions 
beyond communal boundaries that made them all feel part of 
the food sovereignty movement. 

In Ecuador, the members of PASA linked  up to the peasant 
movements to defend food sovereignty and local seeds (http://
www.pasandes.net/node/21).
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In Bolivia, they entered an exchange of methodologies with 
NGOs from Cochabamba and La Paz. (http://www.pasandes.net/
node/20)

The cultural preference for food obtained directly from the 
generous soil re-established the ancient pact with Pachamama 
(Mother Earth) who is bountiful year after year in response 
to the devotion and respect that she receives from farmers. 
Sometimes she nurtures with her own blood, the rock salt – 
puka cachi, at other times, she offers chajo, clayish soil, with 
a high mineral content that nourishes people especially during 
times of scarcity. The Aymara and Quechua communities 
gathered together and exchanged their wisdom and practices 
in an ongoing recreation of the profound Andean belief that 
everything – plants, animals, landscapes, human and divine 
communities alike – is alive and therefore nurturing the cycle of 
life is a fundamental value. 

The wise men and women pooled together their deepening 
understanding of the food they eat day by day, year upon year, 
and displayed it in a festival of visual representations and 

oral narratives. Community video-makers registered the joy 
of preparing quispiño – little steamed quinua buns – and the 
celebration of pasku chu’wa (the ritual mating of the alpacas) 
with the eating of kankacho, roasted alpaca meat.
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Food became an empathetic space among the peoples of the 
shores and mountains surrounding Lake Titicaca as well as from 
the Vilcanota Valley. They recognised the magnetism of sharing 
the taste of local dishes based on mashua, oca, olluco, tarwi, 
kiwicha, cañihua, quinua, and a wealth of potato varieties, 
both ‘sweet’1 and ‘bitter’. They acknowledged the importance 
of diversifying crops in the aynoqas – sectoral rotation fields – 

1  ‘Sweet’ potato refers to Solanum andigenum that grow from 1000 – 3900 
masl. ‘Bitter’ potato refers to Solanum juzepczukii growing from 3900 - 
4200 masl.

which look like gardens hanging from the steepest Andean slopes 
– requiring the use of local seeds and the collective coordination 
of farming and long-term territorial rights. They reconsidered 
ara (wild quinua) in terms of its nutritional value especially for 
children and the elderly when it is drunk as chicha – a beverage – 
and eaten as porridge. Ara is also a powerful plant for the rituals 
to Pachamama.

The  peoples of Titicaca call the lake the Great Crystal Ancestor,  
and hence they do not neglect fishing, its technology and the 
rituals required to renew their agreements with the lake’s wind 
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and waves. They recall the food that is taken to the pukara 
– mythical and real places where the endemic fish spawn and 
regenerate – to alleviate both the effects of the voracious 
introduced trout and the unlimited fishing of qarachi, suchi, 
mauri, ispi, umunto, punko and qhesi.

In the high mountain areas they recalled the custom of 
complementing diets with s’iki – the generic name for rainy 
season wild food that grows hidden in craggy terrain or at the 
edge of creeks, for example, sankayu, muchkhara, llankallanka, 
and qawra. These are just a few of the great diversity of 
miniature plants that are the wild relatives of the crops cultivated 
in the chacra, the fields. 
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The herders from Ayrumas Carumas and Carabaya shared their 
knowledge on the nurturing and breeding of llamas and alpacas. 
They talked about healing practices and of how important it is 
to increase the varieties of alpacas and llamas, rather than raise 
large monochromatic flocks; besides, they added, the very act of 
counting how many alpacas one has brings bad luck.

The idea of life as a journey across different ecological zones was 
also revived and recorded in a video by a group in Carabaya. 
Following a harvest, they took off on ancient routes over the 
mountains to visit families with whom they could exchange food. 
They loaded their llamas with produce from the high zones – 
jerky, dried potato, cheese and wool – and after a week or two 
they brought back delicious maize grown in the valleys. The 
journey’s hardships were compensated for by the diversity of 
food obtained through bartering and the very act of traversing 
the clean natural landscapes where sacred waters spring. 

In the Vilcanota Valley, the Sara Mama and Sumaq Kausay 
groups attempted to revitalise ancient farming practices to 
nurture a greater diversity of maize varieties, hoping to rely 
less on market-bought goods and feed their families with more 
nourishing produce from the fields.
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Wisdom networks

As a consequence of the initial process of reflection about food 
in groups, some elders, men and women, as well as youngsters 
began to feel the vitality of their own voices. Each one expressed 
his or her knowledge; while this was deeply embedded within 
their communities, each story had a personal accent. In some 
cases these knowledgeable persons could remember experiences 
of more than three generations ago, conveying them in 
sometimes puzzling metaphors. Their intuitive logic relies on 

sensuous images and their oral explanations reveal an intimate 
relationship with nature. Seeds are persons, the Earth is a mother, 
the Mountains sacred, the Springs connect to the underworld; 
one can communicate with the Wind, the Stars, and the Frost. 
They construct time in agro-ceremonial cycles, celebrate 
rituals according to the flow of the seasons and at every stage 
of farming, they ask mother earth and the sacred mountains 
for permission. Their knowledge is interwoven in a complex 
repertoire of ideas, a sophisticated and dynamic universe of 
explanations impossible to reduce, quantify or simplify.
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For more than a year, men and women knowers expanded their 
store of wisdom on topics such as the diversity of potatoes, the 
colours of alpacas, fish species in Lake Titicaca and improving 
maize yields. They became involved with their own ideas, 
concepts and practices, looking at them from within and 
exteriorising them by means of the visualisations.

Through the lens of their own life stories they explained what 
this knowledge was about, how they had acquired it, to whom 
it is being transmitted, why it is changing – and who benefits. 
It is important to note that this reflexivity challenges some 
entrenched positions about the role of indigenous knowledge 
in development, in particular the view that Andean culture 
is a collective one in which individual thinking has no place. 
According to this argument, presenting subjective ideas is not 
conforming to the required anonymity, it decontextualises 
tradition and falls into the trap of individualistic actions. 
This approach considers that the farmers’ knowledge is 
already protected well enough within the scenario of cultural 
affirmation, and accepts the premise that everything is as such. 
Hence this view of a collectively-based culture robs the Andean 
peoples of the chance to regain insight and power through 
knowledge cycles and to recreate tradition as an ongoing flow 
for the coming generations.

In political terms, the wisdom networks are in essence an 
alternative source of power that is born from knowing. For that 
reason they are not in tune with organisations like the peasant 
federations, or those whose priorities are pre-packaged struggles 
against corruption, mining corporation abuses or land-grabs 
rather than original ways to increase the colours of alpaca herds 
or potato varieties. Such political movements are driven from 
the top by leaders who cater to the interests of their clients and 
already have their plans of action. 

Nor does peasant, indigenous knowledge find shelter in state 
institutions immersed in modernising agriculture and promoting 
food habits, which favour agro-industrial models of production 
and knowledge. 

In the practice of action-reflection-action, the wisdom networks 
have gained the power of their ideas, generated in groups. They 
found a common language to understand and defend food 
sovereignty, exploring their wisdom with growing confidence. At 
that point of the process, the men and women of the Altiplano 
entered into a dialogue with some scientists who had the 
intellectual capacity and power to transform the subalternity of 
their wisdom into a foreseeable cognitive justice.
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Democratic dialogue 

The time was ripe for a dialogue with the scientists. Wise men 
and women first visited the research centres, the University, to 
talk about their living knowledge of alpaca wool, maize and 
potato varieties, and to show their videos. These visits initiated 
a new type of relationship that motivated the scientists to 
deal with the topics brought up by the wisdom networks. The 
Andean farmers had a pleasant surprise when they found that 
some scientists could communicate in Quechua or Aymara; 
many are practising farmers and keep animals in spite of their 
specialisations in taxonomy, genetics or food technology. In 
turn, these urban scientists were excited about the invitation to 
the dialogues. Indeed, two days away from the office sounded 
attractive, especially for those whose imaginations were sparked 
by other ways of knowing.

A dialogic interaction has wider horizons than just an exchange 
of different points of view. Here the aim was to construct 
a sustainable and common vision of food sovereignty that 
encompasses multiple voices and actions beyond the divide 
between local indigenous and scientific knowledge. A dialogue is 
a face-to-face interaction in a place where it is possible for both 
knowledge systems to feel safe and on an equal footing. It is a 
space for creatively expressing differences and commonalities 
over successive encounters to construct a common research 
agenda that is new for both parties. Ultimately, the aim is to 
do justice to the wisdom of peoples whose environment and 
lifestyles have perpetuated a unique mode of coexistence with 
nature by producing healthy food, plants and animals. When 
such a dialogue occurs, the epistemological bridge permits 
a fruitful transition between knowledge systems, a mutual 
enrichment that invites to a democratic life plenty of new aromas 
and ingredients that have the power to make justice palatable to 
all tastes, however diverse.
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The consequences of such a dialogue are as surprising and open-
ended as a rainbow that sporadically appears and disappears. We 
can see a future where biodiversity hotspots are recovered in the 
Andean chacras, small fields; Lake Titicaca rich in endemic fish 
varieties and free of the contaminating residues of trout farms; 
alpaca meat as part of a healthy food chain; a revitalisation of 
families, communities, region and nation – a dynamic spiral 
linking the local with the global with the intellectual energy of 
wise men and women engaged in the practice of farming based 
on food sovereignty. As in Alasitas – an Aymara dreaming game 
and ritual – there will be peaceful democratic transformations 
that integrate multiple voices, wisdoms and practices that 
perpetuate life on this planet.
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The structure of this documentation

This first chapter has presented an overview of the complexity 
of processes lived by community-based groups over four years. 
The second chapter deals with the actors of this initiative, the 
international players, the local NGOs and the community-based 
personalities and how each learned new roles and developed 
capacities depending on the dynamics of the situation. 

In the third chapter the focus is on the logic of this initiative, 
i.e. the four thematic levels interconnected by a sequence of 
participatory methodology to generate knowledge about food 
sovereignty. The chapter shows how PAR and community 
video-making have yielded a wealth of graphic representations 
and videos as a product of the reflections of the actors that this 
documentation is based upon. Chapter four explains the inter-
communal construction of food sovereignty, a process that was 
facilitated by the community actors.

The following chapter 5 reveals the cognitive personalities of the 
representatives of the wisdom networks; their inner reflections 
and biographies form the subject matter of chapter 6. This 
epistemological background is a prelude to the discussion of the 
wisdom dialogues between scientists and wise men and women, 
in chapter 7.

This book concludes with chapter 8, which links and loops 
through past and future as in the Andean time construction when 
wise men and women remember and foresee the future of food 
sovereignty by opening themselves to a repertoire of possibilities, 
yet remaining firmly committed to continuity and perseverance.

The text of this multimedia documentation should be read 
in tandem with the rich accompanying visual material 
(photographs, and links to videos) produced by and for the 
wisdom networks as an integral part of the PAR process.
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The International Institute for Environment and 
Development (IIED)

The Andean Program for Food Sovereignty began in 2007, 
when Michel Pimbert from IIED invited two South American 
NGOs, Pratec from Peru and Mainumby from Bolivia, to take 
part in a global initiative with three other established groups 
in West Africa, West Asia and South Asia. After a period 
of conversations dealing with the idea of democratising the 
governance of agriculture and food systems, the partners agreed 
that the peasant altiplano communities of the south Andean 
region should be the protagonists of the initiative. The bottom-
up process would combine participatory methodologies to create 
safe spaces for deliberative processes regarding food and farming 
at the community-level linking with multiple levels. 

IIED entrusted Maruja Salas and Timmi Tillmann with the task of 
introducing participatory methodologies and supporting the local 
groups (NGOs, communities and elders networks) to facilitate 
their own plans of action regarding food sovereignty. This involved 
a sustained process of thinking together about how agricultural 
science and food policies would be able to include people’s 
knowledge about food and their right to make decisions about it.

2. Actors
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There was a slow take-off, which felt like everyone was trying to 
solve a puzzle of tangled methodologies, concepts, and interests. 
The national and local NGOs had their own experiences in the 
role of accompanying and supporting farming communities as 
well as hidden biases about development work. It took time 
for everyone to agree upon the importance of building upon 
inclusive, transparent and overarching processes defined by 
representatives from the communities.

One difficulty was to break free from creating simplistic plans 
constrained by finance and conventional development objectives 
and learning to follow the flow of the participatory continuous 
action-reflection-action (ARA) process. This power shift was 
often seen as illusory, especially when achievements seemed to 
be invisible; the NGOs claimed that some of the participant 
communities were asking for material benefits, income-
generating activities, or conventional research proposals. There 
were moments of silence, and of crisis. 
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Nuclei for Andean Cultural Affirmation (NACAs in Spanish) 

Since July 2008, however, four nonprofit associations in Puno 
and Cuzco that are part of a national network (NACA-SUR) 
assumed the challenge of becoming involved in the food 
sovereignty process, backed by their experience of providing 
support to peasant communities. NACAs host persons from 
civil society. They understand their role in development as an 
accompaniment to the cultural affirmation of peasant families. 
Their work closely follows the agricultural cycle and the 
organicity of extended families that live in a defined territory, 
ayllu, in which families relate to each other under the principles 
of mutual help, ayni.

Their methodological 
repertoire includes several 
modes of group conversations, 
sharing work, teaching, 
and workshops to reinforce 
cultural customs. These NGO 
companions support the 
demands of the farmers to 
improve and develop rural life 
in an integral way. Their work 
goes beyond the community, 
to sharing regional and 
national experiences as well 
as attending ceremonies or 
bartering products and seeds.
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The four local NGOs that formed part of PASA are:

Paqalqu (reciprocal support), with Lidia Faggione, who shifted 
from university life to a full involvement in rural life. Francisco 
Tito is an agronomist who left conventional agricultural extension 
work and is dedicated to the support of peasant communities 
and their ritual life cycle. Both are devoted to their own growing 
and consumption of Andean crops and are members of a large 
network in the communities of Vilurcuni, Sanquira (Yunguyo) 
and share the values of rural society with the farmers.

Qolla Aymara (the cure for the Aymaras), with Sabino Cutipa, 
who is a son and grandson of fishermen. He is an engineer 
in agronomy, but professional life has reunited him with his 
community of origin, Perka, where he accompanies family 
groups in different development activities. Raymundo Aguirre is 
part of Qolla where he contributes as an anthropologist without 
forgetting his origins. He is an active member of the Ayrumas 
Carumas community and shares with them a pastoral lifestyle, 
and in particular, a love of music.

ASEVIDA (Association for the Study and Envigorisation 
of Diversity in the Andes). This small NGO is led by Odón 
Gomel, an animal technician who spends most of his time in 
the altiplano communities of Aymaña, Chimboya in Carabaya 
immersed in agropastoral life.

CEProSI (Centre for Promotion and Integral Services) is based 
in Cuzco city. Elena Pardo, a teacher, and Rosío Achahui, a social 
worker, have a long-standing relationship with several peasant 
communities, especially with Queromarca and Raqchi in Vilcanota 
Valley. This has been strengthened through the annual organisation 
of the Watunakuy, the gathering of families, communities, regions 
and peoples who celebrate and cherish local seeds. The Watunakuy 
is an opportunity to exchange experiences about wisdom 
and practices related to crops, animals, and medicinal plants 
encompassed in a joyful celebration of life.
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Role of local NGOs

The advantage of having the four local NGOs 
involved in PASA is that as ‘cultural affirmation 
companions’ they already have a presence where 
peasant families are nurturing their lives. It is 
also fortunate that all members of these four 
NGOs have a personal openness and flexibility 
that allows them to move between community 
life and development demands. This is in 
contrast to members of other NGOs and State 
development organisations who react exclusively 
to development demands and act intrusively in 
rural areas.

The adoption of participatory facilitation 
techniques took place according to each NGO 
cultural companion’s capacity to come to 
grips with the idea of community-based self-
determination in matters of food sovereignty. 

After four years, the NGO companions and 
participatory facilitators have moved on in 
various directions. Some of the former found PAR 
personally beneficial and applied it professionally 
in other institutional development contexts. 
Others have fully explored and appropriated 
the PAR methodology, recognising the virtues 
of seeking a creative power balance that diminishes knowledge 
divides and adds value to their close relationship with the 
community-based actors. This process grows in tandem with 
the demystification of developmentalism and the empowerment 
that community video has supported. Besides a certain spiritual 
flourishing and new awareness produced by their deep reflections 
on food sovereignty, some of the NGO companions have earned 
respect as a new breed of development managers.
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Community-based voices

In May 2009 PASA began with a few community-based persons 
from the peasant communities of Perka, Vilurcuni, Sanquira, 
Ayrumas Carumas, Aymaña, Queromarca and Raqchi, who with 
goodwill began to take part in group conversations about food. 
This happened in different ways, sometimes as conversations 
while eating Andean snacks, other times during debates about 

whether using aid funding to modernise kitchens would have 
consequences on the quality of food. Some groups began to 
visualise their food preferences and this made them aware of 
the larger picture of food sovereignty and its link to a global 
movement from below. 

It appears that fifty years of food and agricultural modernisation 
policies have not robbed this rich culinary culture of all its 
treasures.

Perka is a community on the shores of Lake Titicaca in Plateria 
district. A group of women of different ages, and an elder, Don 
Pedro Cruz, have an outdoor meeting. Don Pedro talks about 
the celestial signs, the behaviour of animals, plants and the Lake 
itself as indicators for the healthy production of food from the 
fields, a gift from Mother Earth. Some young women follow him 
and visualise the flow of their shared ideas.
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Another group concentrates on seeds and visualises the 
intimate flavours of food grown from local seeds, and the joy 
accompanying the selecting and exchanging of such seeds. They 
feel that touching the seeds awakes deep emotions. Sometimes 
the seeds are considered daughters, at other times they are 

mothers, or mothers- and daughters-in-law, so they are dressed 
accordingly during harvest ceremonies. Seeds and women are 
one in their reproductive capacity and therefore the genetic 
modification of seeds is felt as a loss of self-dignity and the 
autonomy to produce nutritious food.
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In the community of Sanquira, protected by the Royal Mountain 
Range of the Andes, Don Rufino Chambi and his wife associate 
food with travelling down to the coast and through the jungle. 
When they were young they went once to barter highland 
products with ocean algae or rice and fruits from the farmers in 
the tropical valleys. Don Rufino’s wife enjoys cooking in her old-
fashioned kitchen, near the fire, with her clay and wood utensils. 
She does not like fast food, by which she means prepared ready-
to-cook goods from the village shop that are heated up on the 
gas stove and served in plastic dishes. 

From the household level to the community there are other 
scenes of a vigorous food tradition. It is harvest time, and a large 
group of relatives are classifying potatoes. Between 30 to 50 
varieties of potatoes and more than 17 varieties of quinua are 
counted. At least three generations of one family are taking part 
in conversations about which potato variety is suitable for which 
Andean culinary specialty. It is also time to prepare the potatoes 
to be sent to relatives in Lima who greatly miss the taste of 
potatoes grown in these particular fields.
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In Vilurcuni, Don Andrés Ramos, his wife Doña Juliana Chura 
and Don Calixto Chura compare the happiness of the past with 
the sadness of the present. In their lifetime they have seen how 
the harvest of native fish, edible cattail and lake weed have 
all decreased due to contamination of Titicaca’s waters. Each 
August they ask the Lake for permission to fish in a ritual known 
as Chuwa. 

The Aymara communities of the high ranges still have their 
pristine air. This landscape still has its far-flung cattle ranches 
and llamas transporting small loads of potato harvested from 
remote fields – but this contrasts with the new four-wheel-drive 
cars of those prospecting for valuable minerals to mine.
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Aymaña is a small area populated by agropastoral Quechua 
families like Don Antonio Pineda’s. In his courtyard potatoes 
and other Andean tubers are spread out in the sun. In 
particular, chuño and moraya – processed potatoes – and 
jerky are already separated to load onto the backs of llamas 

to be bartered with products from lower ecological zones. The 
families are proud of their ability to fill their storerooms with 
a variety of long-lasting produce, allowing them to prepare a 
great range of dishes for daily meals, ceremonies and rituals or 
medicinal purposes. 
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The Río Blanco (White River) runs along the territory of 
Ayrumas Carumas, at 4,000 metres above sea level. This is 
an area densely populated with alpacas. Don Severino, Don 
Santiago and Pastora explain the incomparable flavour of the 
meat of alpacas that range free in natural mountain pastures and 
drink from unpolluted springs. Severino emphasises that healthy 
landscapes, animals and humans are interrelated. His mission is 
to maintain the harmony among these three and the divinities: he 
knows about herbal medicines, minerals, procedures and some 
secrets that he learned from his father and grandparents.
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In the Vilcanota Valley in Cuzco, two Quechua communities 
consented to be part of PASA. raqchi is a community that 
coexists with the archaeological complex of the Wiracocha 
Temple. The agricultural terraces and irrigation systems are part 
of the national historic patrimony, and are administered by the 
state. Here, there is a group of very entrepreneurial women, who 
sell handicrafts to tourists, lodge the visitors, and cook for them 
typical Andean food (although their own stores are empty and 
their fields are mostly left fallow).
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Yet they themselves value eating food grown from local seeds and 
are ready to find ways out of their market dependency. Martina 
Mamani and her group Sara Mama – mother maize – regained their 
awareness of food by making a video about maize in which they 
recall many varieties and the advantages of having a full storeroom. 
They also unravelled the multiple manifestations of the spirit of the 
mother seed — muju mama — and hoped for a better future.

The other community is Queromarca, where Hipolito Espirillo 
has started an association with ten women and three men, Sumaq 
Kausay — good living. 
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Sumaq Kausay wishes to recover a number of local varieties of 
maize since most families in Queromarca are growing food for 
the market and hence have only white maize and other cash 
crop vegetables. They know how fertile their fields are, and that 
because of market demands they were abusing their plots with 
chemicals and high-yielding varieties. Indeed, their lives have 
been monetised to such an extent that many of the men folk are 
working in gold mines while the women are domestic workers in 
the coastal cities.
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Reflecting upon the advantages of growing their own healthy 
food gave them an incentive to regain their food diversity in a 
practical and spiritual way. The best seeds are kept in a sacred 
space, a temple-like storeroom to venerate the fertility of the 
seeds, mujumama. As a group they have regained diverse maize 
varieties in a practical and also ritual way.

Both Sumaq Kausay and  Sara Mama underwent thorough 
preparations to participate in the wisdom dialogues. However, 
unbalanced communal and individual interests, the strong 
sociocultural distance between community members and 
scientists as well as doubts about dedicating time to food 
sovereignty endeavours made both groups postpone their 
attendance at the dialogues.
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The following conceptual framework addresses food sovereignty 
as a form for amplifying food producers’ voices via PAR and 
community video-making. It has four thematic levels, which are 
interconnected as an iterative spiral.  

3. The virtues of participation 
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1.  The first level is the family and the community localised 
in the sphere of the kitchen, the fields, the storeroom and 
corresponding wisdom and practices. The themes are 
reflected through participatory methods involving mainly 
the family, the aynis – families related by mutual help – 
in Quechua and Aymara communities. This invigorating 
process would support the actors to relate to ecologically 
aware urban consumers.

2.  The second level is the relationship with the scientists 
through an epistemological path that would bridge both 
sides in dialogues in which the wisdom networks would 
take the lead. This level does not replace the community-
based voices, but adds a new quality. Such reflection and 
action about food strives to be an exchange of different 
systems of knowledge, those of the peasant-farmers and the 
scientists, in order to arrive at a common denominator – a 
research agenda in which both are represented. Concretely 
it would take place through different modes of encounters 
before the dialogue process itself. Here, the role of a team 
of organisers, intercultural facilitators and video-makers 
is the key to mobilising new (social) media as well as the 
press, TV and radio, to disseminate the perspectives of the 
actors involved.

The four levels of food sovereignty

44 of 186



3.  The third level is political, that is to carry out actions based 
on the community-based voices in agreement with the 
scientists to help formulate political proposals related to 
food sovereignty. Local, regional, and national institutions 
would amplify the multiple voices of those who pose 
alternatives to industrial agro-food policies and transform 
them into actions for the public good. This can be a set of 
regulations at the municipal level, or regional laws. Political 
dialogues in the form of campaigns and citizen juries 
will also have the transformative power of the wisdom 
dialogues. 

4.  The fourth level is global, that is, a gradual opening up 
to food sovereignty movements from below and beyond 
national borders. The methodology of this level involves 
the building of alliances and active joining of global 
movements.

The four levels of food sovereignty
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Having this wide conceptual and action horizon, the NGO 
actors as well as the community-based groups interested in food 
sovereignty joined a methodological experience within two 
new learning spaces, community video (CV) and participatory 
action research (PAR). For the NGO members these methods 
were a complement to their practice of cultural affirmation. 
They applied facilitation skills to support the self-determination 

processes of the community-based actors. For the members of the 
communities PAR and CV was a discovery of their voices which 
had been silenced for so long; the visualisation of their ideas 
provided a whole new set of impulses. Both NGO facilitators and 
community actors agreed that the practice of action-reflection-
action was very powerful; they felt the difference of being 
involved in processes as knowledgeable actors.
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Community Video (CV) 

The NGO cultural affirmators had brought to PASA some 
documentary video-making skills, which they taught to the 
community elders who learnt how to be witnesses with a 
camera, and produced a large archive of footage on food 
production, daily life and rituals. This material was disseminated 
communally and on local TV stations. Seeing themselves in 
these documentaries worked wonders for their self-esteem and 
motivated them to recuperate traditional or almost forgotten 
food production practices and rituals.

Learning by doing the techniques of CV, members of the 
communities felt the power of the images, which they 
summarised as: ‘We film us and we watch us’. For them, there 
was no divide between he/she who is behind the camera and 
he/she who is the subject of the film. Everyone can do it. Some 
were steadier at holding the camera than others, but all learned 
to pay attention to multiple voices, explore the beauty of the 
landscape, and find hidden topics and neglected wisdoms. 
With the repertoire of participatory techniques a core group 
of community-based persons were able to produce videos in 
an inclusive way, capturing subjective views and emotions that 
touch viewers’ hearts.

Rosío (Ceprosi), Odón, María, Honorato (ASEVIDA), Luis, 
Rosalía (Qonqo Liki Liki), Lidia, Pancho, Rocío, Silvia 
(Paqalqu), Raymundo, Sabino, Santiago (Qolla Aymara) are 
part of the PASA team of video-makers who learned with Maja 
Tillmann to produce videos that generated reflexivity in viewers.
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The video-makers developed their capacity to give feedback, which has added to the harvest of original videos made between 2008 and 2012:

The videos of PASA

48 of 186



49 of 186



Community video has the ability to liberate creativity in 
everyone. Each video-maker gives a name to the camera in 
use and takes care of it like a person. As they shoot the video, 
the film-maker is attentive to the beauty of the landscape, the 
emotions and ideas of the person in front of the camera, and 
always synchronises multiple voices. The peasant audience 
response to such videos is that they are healing.
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Participatory Action Research (PAR)

To learn new techniques, methods, concepts, attitudes and values 
as a group, local NGOs together with the community members 
inaugurated a new type of relationship. Although Sabino, 
Raymundo, Lidia, Pancho and Odon and others had often been 
part of the lives of the communities, they found it difficult to 
get involved in an open-ended process of exchanging views 
through intensive action-reflection-action (ARA) sessions via 
visualisations.

The first revelation of the advantages of the participatory 
approach was the elaboration of the concept of food sovereignty 
by means of exchanging ideas and visualising them according 
to their own understanding and not a given definition. Another 
experience that disclosed new perspectives was applying the 
learned tools as a joint process in the communities of Perka and 
Vilurcuni. The NGO members acted as facilitators, giving full 
support to the community members to reflect and act, which 
allowed children, elders, youngsters, men and women to reveal 
their own ideas via drawings and explain these ideas in their 
own voices. There was a dynamic between individual ideas and 
those of the group, which was of tremendous originality and 
authenticity. These ‘drawings’ achieved a status of intellectual 
masterpieces or representations of ideas that gave way to yet 
more reflections and actions that gradually formed a body of 
knowledge generated by the community.
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The visualisations produced a mosaic of 
cultural perceptions of food sovereignty 
with subtle but meaningful subjective 
touches; the use of colour and the 
affectionate depictions address the 
senses. One topic, the storeroom, for 
example, tells us that this is not just a 
mundane place to accumulate food; for 
the illustrator, it is a sacred space that 
deserves respect in rituals such as untu, 
which prevents food from running out 
quickly.
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Men and women from the communities rapidly felt safe and 
confident about expressing themselves by visual means and saw 
their knowledge of culinary practices unfold in front of their 
eyes. As they also recalled, for example, the signs to be observed 
for processing chuño, dehydrated bitter potato, and realised that 
not all the knowledge has been lost, even the youngsters had 
something to say. 
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That motivated the women especially. They brought out their 
beautiful clay pots and demonstrated the advantages of using 
them with pride, and admitted that although they have gas stoves 
and aluminium pots they use them only when they are in a hurry. 
They explicitly stated that cooking over fire harmonises the 
family and that clay stoves are longer lasting and allow them to 
be independent of other sources of energy. Hence, the wood-fired 
stove deserves the ritual called akulle with coca leaves and wine, 
to keep it strong for many generations.

The oral explanations triggered by the visualisation of ideas 
unlocked multiple interpretations, an interplay of different layers 
of symbolic meaning impossible to simplify into a uniform or 
general statement. This complexity of ideas prevented them from 
falling for the seduction of conventional development-driven 
discourse. Instead the group got fully involved with the power 
of their own ideas, creating a much wider horizon of action 
beyond the immediate proposals. It was an imaginative way to 
decolonise their minds.

Listening to multiple voices and discovering the diversity of 
thinking helps democratic decision-making. The flow of action-
reflection-action contributes to mutual learning and respecting 
ideas in an imaginative way, sometimes with recreated memories 
and at other times with elements for the future, but always 
thinking about the complex meanings of food.

The spiral of included voices grew ever wider with different 
actors and settings like the intercommunal sessions and the 
dialogues with scientists. The men and women from the 
communities who had started the process by reflecting upon food 
entered a major dynamic with wider democratic implications.
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The practice of visualisation and facilitation posed a shift of 
style for the NGO members. They too were inspired by the 
spirit of dialogue, listening and being listened to, recognising 
the different shades of knowing and knowers, suiting actions 
to a variety of possibilities without falling into the routines of 
business as usual. Amplifying multiple voices and understanding 
the diversity of meanings attributed to food sovereignty had a 
liberating effect on all involved in the PAR process. 
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An apacheta is a stone cairn built over time by each passing 
traveller who marks his or her brief presence in the high altitudes 
with a small stone as an act of spiritual and symbolic homage 
to the Sacred Mountain and Mother Earth. In time, these 
substantial stone hillocks themselves transform the landscape, 
which acquires a new feature and a new Andean meaning.

A similar transformation, stone by stone, idea by idea, also 
occurred with the concept of food sovereignty when it was 
discussed in a multicommunal event called the Summit on the 
Summit in Ayrumas Carumas. During four days in early June 
2009 more than 400 Aymara and Quechua peasants from Peru 
and Bolivia, alongside various regional political actors and local 
authorities, celebrated a festival of mutual learning.  

The four topics of the peasant summit were 1. Food Sovereignty, 
2. Water and Climate Change, 3. Human and Landscape Health, 
and 4. Agriculture and Animal Production. A team of 20 
community facilitators gathered together families – grandparents, 
parents, children – and helped to organise the research and 
deliberations.

4.  Constructing food sovereignty
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What follows gives an account of two days of fieldwork in the 
communities of Chajana, Imata, Collpa and Ayrumas Carumas in 
the valley of the Rio Blanco. The results were visualised in mind 
maps, charts and figures and displayed in a gallery of knowledge 
at the municipal centre. These original hand-drawn food and 
farming knowledge charts formed the basis for presentations 
and discussions for an Action Plan for the Rio Blanco Highland 
Zone. On the fourth and last day the participants presented 
the plan to the local authorities and reinforced their decision 
to create and strengthen the White River Defence Committee 
(CODECA) as a civil society organisation. 
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The influence of natural indicators

Sun, rain, hail, the waters of the rivers and springs; winds, frost, 
earthquakes and volcanoes, clouds, and thunder; the Southern 
Cross, the Andean Cross, the Pleiades, rainbows, rivers, and 
animal behaviour – everything influences agriculture. Potatoes, 
‘sweet’ and bitter, cañihua, quinua, and barley all grow 
differently in each community depending who interprets the 
indicators. 

An elder from Chajana shows a map of the sky indicating the 
relationship between the Milky Way and the stars inside the 
Large Magellanic Cloud.  
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In the neighbouring community of Imata, besides observing 
the sky, people also pay attention to other indicators to foresee 
harvests. 
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They have observed other signs of change too, for example, in 
the last 30 years there have been unforeseen changes in the sky 
and on the earth. The permanent glaciers on the mountain peaks 
have shrunk while solar radiation is increasingly intense, rainfall 

has become erratic, hailstones larger and more destructive; 
there have also been longer frost periods, more storms, strong 
earthquakes and more frequent and severe floods.
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There is also a shared sense of unease that the natural indicators 
are often random; efforts to reinterpret the natural signs are 
sometimes discouraging. Some say that yields are strongly 
affected by environmental contamination from agrochemicals 
and mines, the invasion of high-yielding varieties, and the 
substitution of traditional ways of animal husbandry and health 
with that of veterinary science. Another issue they were facing 
was the generation gap, with the wisdom of the elders falling 
into a vacuum, with youngsters not listening to their advice, 
preferring instead to imitate urban habits, especially with regard 
to food consumption.
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Our health depends on our seeds

Women are in charge of caring for the seeds as an integral part 
of ensuring family health. They guarantee the quality and vitality 
of seeds during sowing, harvesting, classification, processing and 
conservation.  

Eating the basic Andean foods – potatoes, both the ‘sweet’and 
the ‘bitter’ varieties, quinua, cañihua, river fish and alpaca meat 
along with other crops that grow in the chacra – keeps families 
strong. 

Eating seasonally according to the agricultural calendar also 
enables them to remain naturally healthy.
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In the last fifty years, however, strong external influences have 
been changing Andean eating patterns, which has led to a higher 
incidence of ill health. Some families consume more rice, wheat 
flour, and soft drinks bought at the fairs or in the market. These 
families need medicine constantly. 
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The many uses and tastes of alpacas and llamas 

The alpaca is an amazingly useful animal. Its skin provides 
Yarink’a, leather used to fasten roofs; from its tail one can make 
masks for the dance Auqui Auqui. Soup made with alpaca meat 
is consumed daily; sometimes, the meat is deep-fried and eaten 
as chicharron, or in the form of jerky, chalona and charqui, or 
roasted as kankacho. The fat, llampi, and the foetus, cayuna, 
are always used in the rituals to the Apus, the Sacred Mountains, 
and Pachamama, Mother Earth. 

Naturally tinted alpaca wool is woven into jackets, blankets and 
vests that are used all year round. The sacks and ropes made of 
alpaca fibres are durable and the weaving tool vichuña that is 
made of alpaca bone lasts forever. A medicinal ointment is made 
from the heart and from the hoof, a rattle.
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Similarly, many parts of the llama are edible and useful and fresh 
llama meat is sold in the market. The head is boiled for soup, 
the legs for making chalona and charqui; llama wool is used for 
heavy blankets, sacks, ropes, and slings. The foetus forms part 
of the water ceremony and to ask for permission from the Apus, 
llama fat is offered to Mother Earth.

The behaviour of alpacas is an indicator regarding the transitions 
between dry and rainy seasons.
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The taste of alpaca meat depends on what they eat. They prefer 
certain kinds of pasture. If alpacas or llamas get sick, it is better 
to avoid veterinary drugs as they spoil the taste of the meat.
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There are fewer multicoloured alpaca flocks now because the 
technicians have been breeding only white animals due to the 
influence of industry, which only wants white alpaca wool.
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All participants acknowledged that Andean crops suffer from 
variable harvests. There are years during which yields are generally 
good, and bad years for tubers and grains. That is why it is so 
important to know how to interpret the natural signs, which give 
approximate correlations for farming, transmitted in dynamic and 
metaphorical messages. Moreover, each crop has its own lifespan: 
some varieties of potatoes can last many decades, if they have been 
properly cured before being placed in the storeroom.

Bitter potatoes are processed as  chuño, if it is black in colour 
it is also called tunta, or moraya, if white. They are dried 
(desiccated) by harnessing the dramatic temperature differences 
between night and day during June–July.
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Andean grains are also roasted and transformed into flour 
with the ccona, a manual grinder made of two stones. All these 
procedures are very labour-intensive, but proper preparation 
and storage ensures at least one year’s supply of ingredients for 
a family’s daily meals in the form of soups, or sweet and savoury 
porridge.

The storeroom

The storeroom is separate from the house. Here can be found 
cañihuaco, roasted and ground cañihua, chuño, quinua, 
kiwicha, Andean tubers, wheat and barley; each and every one 
of these products is subject to special treatment and rules. For 
example Mondays, Wednesdays, and Thursdays are auspicious 
days to enter the storeroom; if you stick to these days, your food 
will last longer. If you enter on Tuesdays and Fridays your food 
will vanish without you noticing it. Grandmothers always kept 
food in woven baskets. While this advice is not adhered to too 
strictly, the observation of natural indicators for storing food and 
their respective rituals is still practised. 
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The storeroom as a wider concept includes three main spaces. 
One is ‘above’, the open spaces where one can forage for wild 
vegetables and fruits. This means that nature itself is also 
perceived as a food reserve, especially in the rainy season. A 
second area is near the home, where one stores Andean tubers 
and grains according to customary rules. This area suggests an 
extension of life from the fields. The rules for maintaining the 
storeroom as provider of food for longer periods of time are 
particularly known and applied by women. There is a third space 
to keep staples, like salt, sugar, rice, oil, and other products 
bought at the market. This place is very commonly ‘below’ and 
inside the house. Since these products are not from the fields they 
have a different type of life; some say this is food without spirit 
and keep it under their beds. 
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The kitchen

The kitchen is the place where the fruits of the fields are 
transformed into delicious meals. It is a microcosm of Andean 
society with its three types of kitchen. One is inside the home 
where the family gathers, the other is outside the house when the 
extended family and friends eat together, and the third is during 
the harvest, the watia, using soil to create an earth oven. In fact, 
all three use earth as raw material, which is also true for the clay 
cooking pots. Wood is carved into spoons. 
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Traditionally and still in general, women cook and are in charge 
of the hearth. They perform their role with great concentration 
without wasting anything, even the smallest and most wrinkled 
potato, the chuño that good wives can preserve for 10 or 20 
years. A woman’s intelligence is demonstrated by how long she 
can feed her family from her storeroom without going shopping.

The daily cycle of food consumption is integrated into the 
rhythms of farming. Early in the morning, cañihuaco, freshly 
prepared with a cup of herbal tea or a substantial soup, will 
provide enough energy to work in the fields until the first snack 
made of chuño or roasted grains. Returning from the fields, at 
home there will be a soup or savoury porridge made of Andean 
grains for dinner.
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Annual food cycle 

In the Altiplano, every day people eat Andean tubers and grains 
transformed in local cuisine. There are two different food seasons. 
During the harvest there is abundance, and one can see the families 
gathered to eat in the fields, using the watia; sometimes this period 
overlaps with the Carnival festivities. There is also the seasonal 
diminishing of food, which coincides with the time of the main 
sowing. The critical months are October and November, a time of 
scarcity if the storeroom has not been well managed.

While the Andean diet appears to be monotonous, with its year-
round consumption of tubers and grains, another picture emerges 
if one looks closer: there is a wide repertoire of dishes, with tasty 
ingredients and many different presentations. 
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Favourite dishes

The following list includes some of the favourite Andean dishes. 
Among them are potatoes with cheese and chilli sauce, wallaqui, 
fish soup with chuño and potato, pesque, a savoury porridge 
made with quinua and milk, and quinua soup. 
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Alpaca Cracklings

Quinua Soup

T’impo Stew

Alpaca Heart

Recipes
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Special food

A birthday party or animal rituals such as mating ceremonies 
are celebrated with kankacho, roasted fresh alpaca meat. A new 
mother is served a salt-free lamb soup to regain her health and 
barbecues are very popular for saint’s days or holidays. There is 
also special food eaten in honour of Mother Earth in August. 

Some animals like the marmot are hunted and eaten strictly for 
medicinal purposes.

What children like

Baby food does not exist in the Andes. Babies, children and 
adults eat the same food, from the same pot. Children prefer 
fruits from the tropical forest and the coast such as watermelons, 
grapes, pears, pineapples, bananas and apples, as well as sweet 
quinua porridge with milk, cold meats, eggs, cheese, potatoes, 
maize, and an edible white clay, chajo.
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Then and now

Historically, food from Peru’s different ecological zones was 
exchanged as part of the barter economy and ensured a diverse 
diet for those living in the Altiplano.

It is said that in the past, by eating Andean tubers and grains 
people would live to be 90 years old without getting sick. The life 
cycle was also embedded in social duties in the community until 
the age of 30. Now with the consumption of industrial food, 
young people want to get married at the tender age of 15 without 
fulfilling their community responsibilities, and are very selfish; 
at the age of 25 they already have grey hair, bad health and a 
shortened life expectancy. 
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Now their diet includes a lot of processed or agroindustrially 
farmed or sourced food such as rice, processed wheat (flour, 
semolina, noodles), sugar, oil, canned tuna, and evaporated milk 
that have slowly pushed back the consumption of staple foods 
of the Andes, like potatoes, quinua, oca, mashua, barley, oats, 
broad beans. This has been occurring since the 1960s and it has 
had an impact on human behaviour and longevity. 

Different views 

In their visualisations of the future the men included some 
infrastructural improvements in rural life. The scene appears 
a little bit urban although the fields have a considerable 
presence but less diversity, like little monoculture fields. Modern 
technology displaces pastures with a modern irrigation system, 
there is reforestation in the high mountain slopes, and some man-
made dams; cheese and yogurt are being made.
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Women instead focus on the kitchen and utensils, and defending 
the pure water of the springs against mining interests. The 
animals and the fields are maintained as in the old times, very 
healthy and without agrochemical inputs, which have caused 
skin cancer and other diseases. For women, a future without 
environmental contamination is essential for food sovereignty. 

A young man, 17 years old, expresses his ideas in terms of the 
continuity of a food chain that starts with the local seeds and 
continues with the nurturing of Andean crops and animals that 
are the basis for healthy, delicious and sovereign food.  
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Agreements

These different positions were debated on the third day, resulting 
in a declaration of principles and an intercommunal action plan 
supported by men and women, young and old, which recognises 
the importance of access to sufficient and varied food produced 
in their own fields.

They agreed upon following principles:

•   Andean tubers and grains are food that keeps people from the 
Andes strong, healthy and happy. 

•   Alpaca meat is considered part of the diet along with lamb, 
guinea pig, chickens, pigs, as long they are taken care of by the 
families. 

•   Food that is eaten every day should be cooked in a natural 
way and that starts with clean pure water. 

•   Eating in the kitchen around the fire integrates the family in 
a natural and social life cycle with all its manifestations of 
reciprocity for the animated landscape as well the human 
community. 

•   Eating together supports the shared identity of the Aymara and 
Quechua people. 

•   Remembering traditions is a way to keep in touch with the 
ancestors and perpetuate a good quality of life. 

The intercommunal assembly confirmed that food sovereignty 
is the right to determine the natural quality of food, and reflects 
a strong desire to maintain food traditions, knowledge and 
practices as well as the spiritual values attached to the food that 
comes from the fields. The following action plan contains that 
spirit of good living.

•   Maintaining seed diversity as well as the diversity of animal 
races that are the basis of daily livelihood.

•   Cultivating the fields with organic manure.

•   Recuperating and transmitting to the children the wisdom of 
working in the fields as well as the ritual cycles.

•   Valuing food that comes from the fields as well as from the 
wild and consuming them in quispiño, aku, firi, chaqo, and 
other customary dishes. 

•   Maintaining the purity of water sources, keeping them free 
of contamination because they are for human and animal 
consumption alike, that the Sacred Mountains provide as long 
as humans keep pure water flowing on the earth.
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Summary of the concept of Food Sovereignty

Issue Dominant model Food Sovereignty Model Andean Perspective

Production 
priority

Agroexports Food for local markets First is food for the family, then the 
surplus is for the local market or 
for barter, which strengthens the 
local dynamics: llama caravans. 
Consumption of the harvest from the 
fields complemented by industrial 
goods

Crop prices “What the market dictates” 
(leave intact mechanisms that 
enforce low prices)

Fair prices that cover costs of 
production and allow farmers and 
farmworkers a life with dignity

Priority on complementarity, 
exchange of products, spirituality 
and knowledge between families, 
within the community and region

Market access Access to foreign markets Access to local markets; an end to the 
displacement of farmers from their 
own markets by agribusiness

Barter - exchange of products from 
different ecological zones and an 
opportunity to gain trust with 
different people

Subsidies While prohibited in the Third 
World, many subsidies are allowed 
in the US and Europe — but are 
paid only to the largest farmers

Subsidies that do not damage other 
countries (via dumping) are okay; 
i.e., grant subsidies only to family 
farmers, for direct marketing, price/
income support, soil conservation, 
conversion to sustainable farming, 
research, etc.

Healthy and nutritious food crops 
are sold by the peasants at low cost 
to the urban population. The state 
should recognise their contribution 
to society.

Food Chiefly a commodity; in 
practice, this means processed, 
contaminated food that is full of 
fat, sugar, high fructose corn syrup, 
and toxic residues

A human right: specifically, should 
be healthy, nutritious, affordable, 
culturally appropriate, and locally 
produced

Is a person and the weft of life

Being able to 
produce

An option for the economically 
efficient 

A right of rural peoples Requires knowledge or wisdom of 
nurturing nature, harmony with 
nature, deities and cultivating 
biodiversity
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Hunger Due to low productivity A problem of access and distribution; 
due to poverty and inequality

Exists mostly in cities, in rural 
areas only affects families without 
land, those who eat from the field 
to the table without storing. Also 
families who sell all their harvest to 
the market and have to buy food.  
Traditional storage enables a supply 
of food over years.

Food security Achieved by importing food from 
where it is cheapest 

Greatest when food production is 
in the hands of the hungry, or when 
food is produced locally

We achieve food security by 
cultivating agro-biodiversity and 
consuming our local crops. Only 
export if we have surplus.

Control over 
productive 
resources (land, 
water, forests)

Privatized  Local; community controlled Is the Pacha (animals, mountains, 
stones, water, plants, rain, frost...), 
all what surrounds and nurtures us.

Access to land Via the market Via genuine agrarian reform; without 
access to land, the rest is meaningless

Respect for Mother Earth 
(Pachamama) and the territory 
of the peasant communities. The 
earth is a source of life for peasant 
families.

Seeds A patentable commodity A common heritage of humanity, 
held in trust by rural communities 
and cultures; “no patents on life”

Is life, food, regenerating life, the 
mother which requires love and 
respect (ritual).

Rural credit and 
investment

From private banks and 
corporations

From the public sector; designed to 
support family agriculture

Not used in the family agriculture, 
is only for festivals or to buy 
appliances. Creates bad feelings and 
menaces peasant families due to the 
bank guarantees (land).

Summary of the concept of Food Sovereignty
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Dumping Not an issue Must be prohibited Peasant families do not measure 
their production costs but see their 
crops as a medium to share with 
other families, relatives, (exchange 
potatoes or corn with wool, meat, 
fish or fruit).

Monopoly Not an issue The root of most problems; 
monopolies must be broken up

Andean peasant society is based on 
diversity and reciprocity.

Genetically 
modified 
organisms 
(GMOs)

 The wave of the future Bad for health and the environment; 
an unnecessary technology

Not natural and horrible.

Farming 
technology

Industrial, monoculture, chemical-
intensive; uses GMOs

Agroecological, sustainable farming 
methods, no GMOs

Based on wisdom, signs, secrets.

Farmers Anachronisms; the inefficient will 
disappear

Guardians of culture and crop 
germplasm; stewards of productive 
resources; repositories of knowledge; 
internal market and building block 
of broad-based, inclusive economic 
development

Are the rural families, which 
nurture life in reciprocity and 
complementary with the natural 
commons of deities, nature, seeds.

Urban 
consumers 

Workers to be paid as little as 
possible 

Need living wages They should respect, value and 
consume healthy products, grown by 
the local communities.

Alternatives: 
different worlds 
in this world, 
bio-cultural 
diversity 

Not possible/not of interest Possible and amply demonstrated Many worlds in this world, the 
diversity of cultures is life.

          

Summary of the concept of Food Sovereignty

Source: Based on Rosset, 2003 and the perspectives of the PASA networks of wise people.
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We are what we eat

From mid 2010 until the end of 2011 the community-based 
groups deepened their understanding of food sovereignty and 
affirmed it as a fundamental right. In other words, to produce 
and to know what is eaten, to continue to be people of the soil, 
living near the lake and the high mountains. In their action-
reflection-action gatherings there was a growing feeling among 
them that eating potato, olluco, mashua, oca, quinua, maize, 
alpaca meat, lake fish, drinking pure water from the springs, 
collecting seasonal food, and using rock salt substantially 
supports their cultural identities, their very lifestyles as Quechua, 
and Aymara. 

They felt different from those whose eating habits rely on 
manufactured products, who dislike potatoes – or if they 
consume them, prefer high-yielding varieties that grow on big 
farms in the flat lowlands. Instead, the Quechua and Aymara 
were proud of consuming the food varieties they produced 
themselves in small plots on the Andean slopes. They recognised 
that the quality of food is in their hands, through maintaining 
local seeds and practising agriculture by calling upon the spirit of 
Mother Earth who protects and nourishes humans.

It was an invigorating year of deeper exploration into their 
own knowledge. This process was in contrast with the official 
stigmatising of the Andean peasant-farmers as poor, hungry, 
ignorant folk whose food and agricultural systems are deficient. 
Men and women of the wisdom networks gave birth to ideas 
which empowered them since they were able to recognise 
themselves in these mental constructs deeply ingrained in 
their natural environment. They discovered and shared their 
particular views, personal meanings and reflected how they 
had acquired these ideas and wondered why there was so little 
social resonance. They were determined to do justice to their 
knowledge on their own initiative. 

5. Wisdom Networks
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This awareness motivated the wise men and women to 
concentrate on topics with vital relevance to exercising their 
right to food sovereignty. They engaged in a dialogue first 
with scientists, aiming to construct and find a new balance 
to democratise knowledge. Thinking in terms of an ongoing 
dialogue was an innovative way of entering into a long-term 
interaction with scientists on the basis of mutual respect. In this 
relationship, the Andean farmers would act as knowers who 
would generate an imaginative repertoire of research and action 
agendas regarding the production and consumption of food that 
would guarantee the dignity of eating excellent produce. Gaining 
the friendship of scientists by developing commonalities would 
be a first step in a long journey that requires common interests, 
effort and emotions in defence of healthy sovereign food. 
Such dialogues were to be a peaceful method to shift from the 
unilinear development of industrial food systems to a plurality of 
ways of understanding and farming, doing justice to knowledge 
systems that nurture different lifestyles. 
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Food is more than just food 

The Andean concept of food reveals an intellectual-spiritual 
construct interwoven with an emotional sensibility. What follows 
are some examples of these personal ways of understanding food 
in the wisdom networks.

Don Rufino, for instance, refers to totora, cattail, an aquatic 
plant that grows along the borders of Lake Titicaca, sometimes 
near wells or surrounding small natural ponds. It can be eaten 
as a vegetable and is also used to stop haemorrhaging in animals 
and women. It is equally useful for thatching roofs, making bags 
and building rafts. Cattail protects against frost and is always 
present in each ritual. 
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Pancho and Elizabeth present Ara, the wild quinua variety, 
greyish, solitary, powerful and sacred. Pacos and Yatiris – 
Andean spiritual guides – venerate it and put it on the ritual 
table. 

Grimanesa concentrates on Pinana, a wild plant that is found 
on the borders of fields. Its roots are used to mend fractures and 
soothe swellings. Animals eat it and its yellow colour embellishes 
the landscape and tells us that the soil holds moisture.  
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Don Antonio collected horsetail, which he recommends as 
medicine for pregnant women and to cure kidney stones. When 
he collects the herbal medicine he talks to the plant and treats it 
like a person, only then can it cure.

Basilia draws Siwyru, a plant that grows between the rocks 
in the high plateaus. If one suffers from the evil eye or from 
perspiration, one takes a bath or drinks an infusion of Siwyru. It 
is medicinal and associated with health. 
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Finally, Gerber presents Illa, which is any stone you feel attracted 
to, no matter where it is, near the lake or by the fields. It is 
considered sacred, especially during the sowing and harvest 
rituals and animal ceremonies. Holding an Illa nurtures you, 
makes you feel stronger, encourages the seeds and the animals 
since an Illa contains the pulse of this earth.
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Food is our companion

“Food accompanies us throughout all phases of life, 
before we are born and after death. Pregnant women 
and newborns enjoy special diets. There are some food 
taboos and from early childhood we prefer to eat food 
that is natural, that makes us stronger and healthier. 
Mother Earth also eats, these are special moments of the 
agricultural year.” (Basilia) 

“Food preferences are acquired before birth. Mothers eat 
what comes from the fields, the high plains, near the wells, 
lake shore; they prepare good soups with foraged herbs 
and the unborn begin to like them. Children at the age of 
three months eat everything that the adults produce and 
collect.” (Florentino)
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“Children are not allowed to eat the gizzards of guinea pigs 
or pigs. Quinua is the best food for children, better than 
meat, and the white earth, chajo, contains natural minerals. 
We adults and children enjoy quispiños made of quinua as 
well as maize and roasted broad beans. Together with fruits 
they are delicious snacks at home or in the school.” (Rufino)

“The senses guide me as I was taught by my grandmother. 
As a child she let me try everything she cooked – this has 
remained with me forever.” (Eli)

“I know that there are edible plants because I have 
followed my grandmother’s advice. She told me to observe 
animals, and that what they eat is also good for humans. 
Following the traditions, we are never hungry and we do 
not need to buy rice or noodles as some scientists say.” 
(Don Rufino)

“We offer special food to Mother Earth. It is prepared in 
January, and in August, when the moon changes, during 
Carnival and for the summer solstice. Few persons know 
how to prepare this food since it requires special skills like 
the ability to interpret signs at the moment of selecting 
the ingredients, so that Mother Earth is pleased. The food 
should make her feel vitalised with energy to keep life 
cycles ongoing.” (Antonio)
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“Pregnant women get special food from the first 
moment they begin to reject their favourite food. That 
is the evidence of pregnancy. After two months they are 
longing for certain foods; it is the baby, who wants to be 
healthy and strong. The health centre recommends fruits, 
vegetables and cheese, but pregnant women prefer soups, 
p’isqi and jucha made of quinua, quispiños made of 
wild quinua, and cañihua pancakes. Upon delivery, and 
a month after birth, the new mother should take soups 
without salt and drink herbal teas, mint, rosemary and 
sage.” (Grimanesa) 

“The climax of the agricultural cycle coincides with 
Carnival. Those days we feed the plants, with dances, 
music and prayer to the Apus”. (Basilia)

“When somebody in the community dies, food continues 
accompanying the person on his or her transition to the 
new life. On November 2 the family cooks the departed 
one’s favourite foods and takes it to the cemetery. There, 
dead and alive enjoy a good feast.” (Juan Vilca)
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We know what we eat

“My dearest chuño is announced in the sky, when the stars 
and moon are shiny and the temperature of the air is telling 
me that frost is coming. It is time to harvest the bitter 
potato … but (only if) they have confirmed that they are 
ready or if they need to grow more.” (Basilia)

“What I know about working in the fields is because I 
understand the language of the Apus and the rivers; they 
speak to me constantly, that I have learned from my 
father.” (Don Antonio)
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Vital knowledge for the dialogue

Wise men and women recognised themselves as an 
epistemological community due to sharing ways of 
understanding, producing and consuming food. Further 
elaboration of their own knowledge made them realise that their 
way of thinking was very different from that of the scientists, 
technicians, agronomists and nutritionists. The awareness of 
differences was focused on the following research topics, which 
preceded the dialogue:

•	 	The	colours	of	and	natural	treatment	of	alpacas

•	 	The	diversity	of	‘sweet’	potatoes	

•	 	Re-populating	Lake	Titicaca	with	native	fish	

•	 	The	agro-pastoral	life	

•	 	Maize	is	sometimes	a	person,	mother,	daughter	or	daughter-in-
law.

The wisdom networks tackled these topics, which enabled 
them to generate a body of knowledge that supported their 
interactions with the scientists. It was a long and sinuous path 
stimulated by hope for a democratic opening.
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The colour and natural treatment of alpacas

The whitening of alpaca herds has been taking place for more 
than three decades, pushed by the big wool industry. White wool 
earns higher prices in the market since it is more suitable for 
uniform dyeing processes and large-scale manufacturing.

While white alpaca fetch a higher price in the market, they are 
also highly vulnerable to disease. They are not adapted to the 
high altitudes, are genetically weaker, and their abortion rate is 
higher. Scientific breeding methods do not fit with traditional 
alpaca raising practices. When white alpacas get sick, the 
herders’	natural	medicine	is	unable	to	heal	them	(neither	can	
veterinary treatment at times). Meanwhile, Peruvian gastronomy 
has discovered alpaca meat and it is offered in menus of fancy 
city restaurants. This has created demand for large-scale alpaca 
meat production. 

All these challenges shake the epistemological basis of traditional 
alpaca husbandry. The wise men and women from Ayrumas 
Carumas, living in the watershed of the Rio Blanco in a wide 
and endless mountainous landscape, the perfect environment 
for flocks of alpacas and llamas, decided to stand up for what 
they knew. First, the varied colours of alpaca wool have a sacred 
dimension since they emanate from deep underground water 
sources. Second, breeding alpaca is not a simple technological 
matter, but requires the knowledgeable management of a highly 
complex combination of natural and ceremonial factors. In order 
to talk to scientists, the Andean alpaca breeders want to organise 
what they know, hoping to arrive at an understanding to develop 
natural methods of healing and breeding so that alpaca meat 
does not lose its flavour and nutritiousness, which derives from 
clean pasturelands and pure mountain air. 
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The diversity of potatoes

Since the 1950s, the Peruvian national extension service and the 
International	Potato	Centre	(CIP)	have	been	collecting	genetic	
material from peasant communities to improve potato varieties. 
High-yielding potatoes are part of the National Agrarian Policy 
to promote market-oriented products for mass consumption 
and go along with the requirements of industrial agricultural 
technology. This policy is causing an alarming reduction of 
Altiplano agrobiodiversity as well as the contamination of 
soils and the human food chain due to the extensive use of 
agrochemicals.

The lacustrine area of Yunguyo, where the wise men and women 
come from, is the cradle of potato domestication. Modernisation 
has not convinced the people from this area to stop valuing 
diversity. They cherish the more than sixty varieties of potatoes 
they farm, a heritage that is constantly augmented through the 
exchange of seeds, most of all because the potato diversity is the 
matrix of a rich Andean culinary repertoire.
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The wisdom network is getting ready to exchange their ideas 
and practices about farming based on reading the stars, rainfall 
patterns and the worship of nature. They want to show scientists 
that having a wide variety of potatoes is important for the 
preparation and consumption of a large repertoire of dishes 
that communities can enjoy all year round. In the dialogue they 
wanted to invite the scientists to visit and walk around the 
aynoca system, to learn the rules of mutual help and soil fertility 
achieved through long-term field rotation of seven, ten or more 
years, and to taste the incomparable flavour that comes from the 
local seeds and from growing in small plots on slopes fertilised 
with organic manure.
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Repopulating Lake Titicaca with native fish

In the 1930s, a severe drought affected the southern Altiplano 
region. The level of water in the lake sank 5 m within a period 
of ten years. The livelihood of the lakeshore communities, 
agriculture and fishery, recovered with great difficulty. There is 
a memory of famine, of having to eat the last layers of stored 
potatoes. At the same time international specialists introduced 
foreign fish species in agreement with the governments of Bolivia 
and Peru. This was the initial stage of expanding the commercial 
fishery that has overwhelmed small-scale indigenous fishing 
culture and knowledge. 

Since the introduction of trout and other big fish, endemic species 
like qarachi, suchi, mauri, ispi, umuntu, punku, qhesu have had 
very little chance of survival. As the wise men and women say, 
the	community’s	fish	authorities	were	replaced	by	government	
officials; their charismatic leaders, the yatiris and paqos, have 
embraced mercantile logic and do not respect the closed fishing 
seasons, and celebrate rituals at any time of the year more as an 
income-generating activity than to ask for permission to fish. 
Another concern is the pollution of the lake. 

The	network’s	elders	want	to	share	ideas	with	the	fish	scientists,	
to prevent a repeat of the crisis of the thirties. They foresee that 
a dialogue could be the basis of a sound natural approach to 
dealing with fish resources in the Lake and as a complement 
to small-scale agriculture. The natural reproductive cycles 
of endemic fish species as identified by tradition – Pukaras 
(spawning grounds) located in the deep lake waters could be a 
point of departure. 
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Agropastoral life

Zones located higher than 4,000 metres above sea level are 
normally perceived as extreme areas for human habitation: 
diurnal temperature changes can be as large as 30º C. One day in 
the Andes can be a sequence of the four seasons in other parts of 
the world. In such high altitude pastures there are special types of 
vegetation given the generic name of ichu and the trees are very 
small. The agricultural landscape consists basically of fields of 
potato varieties that the market has not yet discovered. From the 
point of view of infrastructure, the higher zones of the Carabaya 
region seem untouched due to their inaccessibility.

The communities of Aymaña and Chimboya are located at the 
foot of several snow-capped mountains. Climatic variations 
allow for the growing of a great diversity of Andean tubers and 
fruits; they also enable the long-term storage of food, such as 
chuño, used in a variety of Andean dishes for daily consumption. 
People from Ayrumas Carumas also have hardy alpacas and 
llamas, which provide them with wool, meat and much else. 
Llamas transport all the excess produce from the altiplano to the 
lower zones once a year.

The wise men and women are motivated to enter into a dialogue 
with the scientists to talk about the perspectives of a semi-
nomadic life in the context of climate change, which is being 
manifested in the higher zones as a general warming. 

112 of 186

https://vimeo.com/64654204


113 of 186



Maize is a person, sometimes a mother, a daughter or a 
daughter-in-law

The standardisation of maize to a few marketable varieties is a 
growing tendency in the communities of Cuzco that goes together 
with accelerated urbanisation of the traditional maize-producing 
valleys. The communities of Raqchi and Queromarca are worried 
about this loss of diversity. In Queromarca, the wisdom network 
is recuperating maize seeds, and their corresponding growing 
techniques, as a joint effort between families and individuals. 
They want to talk to the scientists about methods to regain the 
former	diversity.	In	Raqchi	the	women’s	group	is	determined	
to stop consuming industrially produced food and revitalise 
their own production. They see that their fields have been left 
fallow too long, because they are so busy with tourism. But they 
are curious about agricultural methods, which are less labour-
intensive, as well as ecologically and culturally sound.
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Why the wisdom dialogue?

The	situation	presented	in	the	role	play	(video)	by	the	wisdom	
network shows a multidimensional gap, an interplay of personal, 
socio-economic and cultural factors. The highlights are the 
different lifestyles and knowledge of each participant. In one 
episode, the agronomist is an urban, government official who 
is interested in collecting genetic resources from the community 
for research and market purposes. He is part of the dominant 
system. He does not consult or ask for consent. On the other side 
we find a peasant, working in his fields following his tradition. 
When asked to explain what he is doing, he presents Ara, wild 
quinua, a sacred plant, and without any hesitation gives some 
seeds	for	the	agronomist’s	collection.	In	his	culture	seeds	are	not	
private property and they can only be exchanged.

The agronomist goes back and the peasant continues to work. 
Nothing has changed.
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This asymmetrical relationship legitimises the appropriation of 
peasant food, as in the cases of Andean grains and tubers, alpaca 
meat, and endemic fish, which undermines the epistemological 
basis of indigenous knowledge, practices and lifestyles. It reveals 
a democratic deficit, whilst science and the agro-industry decide 
the knowledge by which food is researched and produced 
for society; peasants, small-scale fisheries, and semi-nomadic 
lifestyles are underestimated as knowledge subjects.

Hence the dialogue – a peaceful way of creating a new power 
balance by means of a peer to peer interaction. It creates a new 
paradigm for cognitive justice without superiority of particular 
knowledge or lifestyles, but a mutual agreement of the validity of 
plural ways of knowing and living.

The dialogue in the context of food sovereignty is a chance for 
finding ways out of the emerging food crisis involving all actors. 
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Here are the life stories of some of the community-based persons 
in the food sovereignty process who have been thinking with the 
power of nature and defending their individual and collective 
rights to eat healthy food. Their language is peaceful, yet allusive 
– even sometimes enigmatic. They personify their communal 
knowledge with varying degrees of coherence. Yet, when they 
speak about their lives of nurturing, farming, fishing and herding, 

they do so with a joy embodying a world-view which harmonises 
celebration and work. There is also a deep spiritual sense to 
their attentiveness to signs from nature, particularly towards 
the Altiplano’s sacred mountains and Mother Earth. These men 
and women are fully attuned to interpreting dream symbolism 
to guide seed selection, cooking, or food storage, constantly 
replenishing the traditional rules for familial well-being.

6. Biographies of wise men and women
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These wise men and women are fully able to relate to other 
communities exchanging similar knowledge and experiences 
with those who are entering new spaces in regional, national and 
international events. They contribute as authentic witnesses to 
their own culinary cultures, which are alive and diverse.

At meetings and gatherings, they mutually support each others’ 
commitment to transmit their knowledge and practices to a 
younger generation. They have learned that confidence in their 
individual and collective wisdom is the key to empowerment, 
which will in turn enrich their day-to-day lives in the community 
and other social spheres.
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Basilia Quispe Hancco

Basilia lives in Chimboya, a highland Quechua community, 
where she tends a flock of llamas, a skill learned from her 
parents. The rhythms of her life follow the pattern of her care 
for her animals, especially in September and October. She heals 
them with natural medicine and celebrates timely rituals to keep 
them alive. Her moments of fullest joy are the birth of llamas, 
whom she welcomes to life with kisses and caresses. She keeps at 
bay the adult dominant males (Jaiñachu) who may threaten the 
baby llamas. Young llamas and their mothers prefer dry areas, 
otherwise they fall ill.

Basilia’s family and her herd of animals grew after she married at 
the age of 20. When her first husband died, her herd dwindled, but 
now that she is remarried her flock of llamas is even larger. She has 
never attended school, but is able to cure several llama illnesses 
with medicinal plants; she can also weave and loves cooking.
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Antonio Pineda

Antonio was born in Aymaña. He is highly knowledgeable about 
many things, including how to read natural indicators, llama 
herding, travelling and bartering, vegetable seed production, 
cultivating potatoes, and hunting. His main concern and hope 
is to engage young people to look at life in the community with 
respect. His grandchildren understand when he explains that 
food is like a person – the only difference being that ‘food cannot 
speak’. 
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Mateo Quispe Taca

Mateo lives as in bygone days on a ranch. He is proud of being a 
farmer and herder with the protection of the Sacred Mountains 
and Mother Earth. He shares what he knows because he feels 
that it is a moral imperative to ensure the well-being of his 
community.

122 of 186

https://vimeo.com/64595718


Lucía Paucara 

Lucia is from Vilurcuni, where she has spent much of her 54 
years working in her fields and storing potatoes to feed her 
extended family. For her potatoes are like daughters and she 
celebrates all the phases of their growth. Since her fields are 
near the lake, she has many varieties that she uses for cooking 
special local dishes like patasca, chayro, and watia. She and her 
extended family who are living in Lima or Tacna will never go 
hungry because she produces enough potatoes for all of them.  
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Presentación Velásquez

Presentación learned from her grandmother to cultivate Andean 
crops in the Aynoqas system (rotational sector agriculture) as 
well as chase away hail by mobilising the community. She has 
promised her granddaughters to continue to work in her fields 
until the end of her life, so that all the family will have plenty of 
Andean tubers and grains to eat without having to buy them in 
the market. 

Domitila Taquila

Domitila lives in Aychullo and she was not born with much 
‘knowledge’, she says, but learned from working in the fields 
alongside her grandmother. Her mother taught her how to 
weave and cook. Her ability to read the natural indicators was 
revealed in dreams. Today, she demonstrates to her children the 
advantages of eating from the fields and avoiding contaminated 
food from the market.
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Andrés Ramos Avendaño

Andrés is 51 years old and learned to fish as a child; he 
has forgotten neither the fishing techniques nor the rituals 
transmitted by grandfather and father. Fish remains his favourite 
food. He is also a farmer and as a member of the wisdom 
network, he has recalled and rediscovered the value of food. He 
enjoys illustrating his ideas. As a community leader, he supported 
the practice of the ritual celebrations of the agricultural cycle, 
with the yatiris (the charismatic leaders).
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Rufino Chambi Sumi

At 63, Rufino has been a farmer all his life, in the footsteps of 
his grandparents. His image cannot be detached from ploughing 
with a team of oxen. From his mother he learned to decode signs 
in nature and with the yatiris, charismatic spiritual leaders, he 
has learned to tie the wind, call the rain and chase away frost 
and hail.

With the wisdom network he has recalled the meaning of food 
so that now his wife Francisca Chachaque is cooking for all the 
family. His memories have made him feel stronger and full of 
hope because his sons and grandchildren are receptive to his 
knowledge. He feels that he is allowed to forget this knowledge 
now because all his memories are with younger members of his 
family and community.
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Francisca Chachaque

Francisca knows that to cultivate and eat what comes from the 
fields is a treasure, which she will pass on to the next generation 
as a living heritage. No matter how laborious preparing Andean 
food is she does it with enjoyment. Saint Lucia, the protector of 
the kitchen, is on her side. 

Viviana Chambi

Viviana was born in Kcanamarca 59 years ago. She lived with her 
grandmother and mother who taught her the secrets of the fast-
growing potato varieties, how to wash ara (wild quinua), and 
when to prepare pesque. From her grandmother she learned to 
follow the rituals of the agricultural calendar and when she began 
her own family at the age of 19, she was able to feed them with 
the produce of her fields and by knowing the proper way to store 
Andean tubers and grains. Although her family is now dispersed in 
Lima, Arequipa and Tacna, she keeps sending them food from her 
fields. They all enjoy the flavours of the rain-fed crops.  
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Nicasio Taquila Velásquez

Nicasio lives in Aychullo and is 63 years old. From his father he 
learned to follow the rules of the moon and flowers as farming 
indicators. He is old-fashioned, and never works on the last day 
of the month; he uses his own seed potatoes, as well as seeds of 
other Andean tubers and grains, and regulates his fields as well 
as his garden produce according to the rhythms of the ritual 
calendar. He never tires of his traditions and prefers to eat local 
dishes and still uses ceramic utensils.

Pastora Jinchuña

Pastora was born in Ayrumas Carumas. As a child she took care 
of the llamas but was more inclined to help her grandmother’s 
alpaca flocks. The colours and many uses of alpaca wool 
attracted her attention and her grandmother tested her interest 
with a Llaulla, a rock that looks like an alpaca. Her curiosity 
helped her to become a natural healer and to gain traditional 
knowledge about breeding healthy alpacas. 
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Severino Mamani

Severino feels at home at elevations higher than 4,000 meters, 
sharing the landscape with several alpacas of various shades. 
He has been an expert on the heights of Moquegua, Tacna and 
Arequipa since childhood, when his father took him on trips to 
cure the alpacas across the region. His fame as a healer grew 
and since he has never been to school he feels free to dream. 
The communal, district and regional authorities recognise his 
expertise as an alpaca breeder and that is how he is able to 
provide his services in many places. As a member of the wisdom 
network he is also expanding his knowledge to wider regions, to 
Bolivia, Cuzco and even Asia. 
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Santiago Condori

There are landscapes that ignite the imagination, like Santiago’s 
home in Ayrumas Carumas. The river waters there are still 
pristine and the houses built of stones. He loves soups and alpaca 
meat and travels with his animals to other high zones. Santiago 
has one enemy, pumas, who have killed many of his alpacas, but 
life is teaching him to make friends even with his enemies. 
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Betzabe Baca

Betzabe was born in Perka, near Lake Titicaca. As a child she 
went fishing with her parents, and was in charge of the nets: 
these were unforgettably emotional and exciting years with good 
food. Betzabe and her sisters have revived the dishes that their 
grandmother used to cook and continue the tradition of devotion 
to the Mother Lake, mamaqota. She feels sad because of the 
contamination of the lake and the dwindling native fish species. 
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Juan Vilca

Juan is from the community of Perka, and is a son and grandson 
of fishermen. He learned the rituals to avoid accidents and 
evil winds, and he knows where the pukara, the centres of 
fish life, are; here he makes food offerings to the Lake. He has 
witnessed the diminishing of small-scale fisheries and community 
organisation in his lifetime. In spite of belonging to the wisdom 
network he is convinced that the NGOs and the state will have 
the last word in the Lake’s management.

Mario Gutiérrez

Mario lives near Lake Titicaca, who for him is a prodigious 
mother who nourishes. The memories of his early life go back 
to the time when small-scale fisheries were a respected economic 
activity for the benefit of the communities. Fish were not 
commercialised, and the communal organisation established rules 
that fishermen followed. 
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Florentino Gomes Cruz

Florentino is a man who takes care of his fields due to the strong 
influence of his mother. It makes him sad to see the rapid changes 
in the food and drinking customs that is affecting the harmony of 
communities.

Maria Grimanesa Mendoza

Maria is a native of San Jose de Calala, which is above 4000 
metres. She remembers life before the agrarian reform in the 
seventies and how food changed when the hacienda was handed 
over to the newly formed community. She speaks about animal 
breeding, about quinua and cañihua, about the signs which guide 
the cultivators of the fields to eat healthy food.
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Rosendo Cruz

Rosendo is a fisherman from Perka who trusts the Apus that 
provide him with good harvests and bountiful fish catches. He 
enjoys the rich family dishes made with wholesome field crops 
and delicious lake fish.
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Participatory Action Research frames the wisdom dialogues 
that involve partners, in this case peasants and scientists, in a 
mutual construction of knowledge in which both parties learn, 
exchange ideas, feelings, images, beliefs, notions, concepts, 
practices, histories, wishes, and experiences to achieve a common 
understanding for joint action. 

The underlying reason for these dialogues is that any person 
or knowledge system cannot know everything about a subject, 
because knowledge is incommensurable. We satisfy the desire to 
know by searching for meaning, questioning, and making sense 
of our own way of thinking regarding a topic or issue that may 
take us through unexplored domains. Further along, we make 
sense by creating synergies between other forms of knowledge in 
a dialogic fashion. 

Dialogue sets up a scenario in which both partners are equally 
interested in their search for meaning regarding a topic. The 
interlocutors break the dichotomy of knower vs. ignorant by 
means of personal conversation, which invites joint reflection. 
When dialogue takes place both partners feel acknowledged and 
aware of their differences, which are considered with respect. 
Authoritarianism, that is imposing one’s truth, or uncritical 
acceptance of other truths as one’s own, suppresses mutual 
understanding. Dialogue encourages mutual understanding 
of partners’ views while noting the differences in knowledge; 
differences are perceived, but the desire to learn one from 
another is the same, at equal footing. Both want to gain insights 
and ideas that are long lasting for their experiences and actions. 
And that is the political resonance of dialogue, that out of 

different understandings new, innovative perspectives are born 
from the encounter of both wisdom systems. 

To achieve a fruitful dialogue, there are conditions to be 
fulfilled by both partners, scientists and wise men and women. 
In the Food Sovereignty project, a team of coordinators, 
facilitators and video-makers was necessary to organise 
preparatory visits to the research centres and conduct mock 
dialogues before the first round of actual wisdom dialogues 
could take place. This interactive process included two central 
days with specific scenarios. What follows are the most fruitful 
examples of the outcomes of the dialogue. 

7. Wisdom dialogues
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Establishing the conditions for dialogue

In the beginning, the wise men and women had mixed feelings 
about the dialogue. Although they had prepared themselves by 
graphically documenting their topics, the scientists were still 
unknown to them. ‘Would they treat us without arrogance? Are we 
explaining our food sovereignty topics in such a way that there will 
be no disillusionment or misunderstandings?’ One step to gaining 
confidence was that the elders established a code of conduct.

a) Respectful greeting

b) Patiently explain our knowledge

c) They should listen to us like siblings

d) The scientists should see our reality

e) Offer them our best food and reflect together about the value 
of our food from the fields

f) Walk with them through the fields so that the scientists feel 
touched emotionally
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The teams that support the dialogue

This type of interaction requires a team of coordinators, 
facilitators and video-makers engaged in the organisation of 
dialogue process. The implementation of the wisdom dialogues 
required the agile and efficient methodological support of teams 
with differentiated roles.

Coordination Team

This team is fully embedded in the vision and practice of dialogue 
and is engaged to ensure that it occurs in a transparent sequence 
of participatory steps that achieve the objective of exchanging 
knowledge. The coordination team sets up a plan with the 
consent of the facilitators and video-makers. This team stays 
in contact and communication with the scientists and wisdom 
networks, renewing the epistemological character of the event 
so that it does not turn into a political meeting or a top-down 
lecture. They are also in charge of planning for the provision 
of facilities, transportation, lodging, favourable learning 
environments, and visualisation materials in the communities, so 
that the dialogue process is a valuable experience for all. 
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The team of facilitators 

The main task of the facilitators is to create a mutual 
learning space for the scientists and wise men and women. 
This is achieved through the elaboration of a detailed script 
of the central days of the wisdom dialogue using imaginative 
tools that reveal the philosophy and practice of dialogue.

The script should include the way to demonstrate this 
wisdom calmly and in as diverse ways as possible. This 
should also include sharing moving experiences that trigger 
reflection while avoid settings in which power asymmetries 
can interfere with the process. 
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The sessions are better when facilitators divide the large groups 
into smaller ones with no more than eight persons so that 
face-to-face interaction on a topic is possible. They encourage 
the scientists to pose questions to the wise men and women, 
in a visualised way – key words and mind maps – structuring 
questions and answers as they happen. At crucial moments, the 
facilitator can subdivide the plenary in pairs so that more ideas 
can be generated. For example, the question: Which points of the 
research agenda do we want to contribute to?

When a dialogue session is about to end, it is good to reserve ten 
minutes to recapitulate and get ready for a presentation in the 
plenary without omitting a brief final evaluation of the session by 
each participant.
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Video-makers team

The team of video-makers take turns to document all sessions 
during a wisdom dialogue. First, their task is to produce a video 
covering the highlights of the event to be seen by all involved as 
a reminder of the commitments between scientists and wise men 
and women. Second, the video can be used as a methodological 
experience for other groups, to disseminate the dialogic practice 
and to prepare the space for political dialogue.
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Previous visits

The members of the Alpaca Wisdom Network visited the 
National Agricultural Research Centre in Quimsachata. They 
were able to see where the intellectual life of the scientists takes 
place, their research methods and communication styles. They 
had a first glimpse of what they share in common and their 
differences regarding alpaca breeding and colour classification.

They also visited the Dean and a Professor of the Faculty of 
Veterinary Sciences in the Altiplano University of Puno. Both 
parties were surprised to find common topics of interest, which 
gave the scientists a reason to accept the invitation to the wisdom 
dialogue in Ayrumas Carumas.  

Dialogue Rehearsal 

Before the actual dialogue in the communities, the wisdom 
networks attended a meeting in which they presented their 
knowledge to scientists from several disciplines. It was a 
preparation for both and allowed each side to witness the different 
ways of understanding topics. But most of all it generated a 
disposition to gradually enter into breaking the existing power 
relationships between scientists and farmers. The members of 
the wisdom networks presented their visualised inputs and the 
scientists listened: a role reversal, and a new egalitarian practice.

It was interesting also to break down stereotypes about the scientists. 
They are not a bloc; on the contrary, among them there are those 
who hold different views about the meaning of knowledge. Some 
wanted to engage the plenary in a debate that the presentations were 
not simple customs, nor beliefs, but wisdom superior to science. 
Others followed the presentations attentively and reflected on the 
contents represented in the charts, which they perceived as symbolic 
representations that integrated intellect and feelings.

Another interesting reaction was the acknowledging of the 
intercultural dimension of the visual presentations and its 
importance for the construction of pluricultural solutions.

https://vimeo.com/64705975
https://vimeo.com/64705976


First dialogical encounters in the communities

The coordinators had sent the invitations for the agreed 
appointments to the wisdom dialogue. The first day, wise men 
and women set up a display of their knowledge clustered in sub-
topics. In some cases, other members of the community, local 
authorities and schoolchildren got involved in complementing 
and validating the charts. 
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Who is who? 

The second day, the scientists arrived and presented themselves 
in terms of their fields of knowledge, and their sense of 
belonging to the scientific community. Among the scientists were 
anthropologists, agronomists, educators, university professors 
and development officials from NGOs as well as from the state. 

Purpose of the event 

The facilitator renewed the reasons for coming together and 
the complexity of the wisdom dialogue, as well as the aim of 
engaging in a long-term relationship in the exercise of food 
sovereignty.
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Moving experiences

One expectation of the wisdom network was to actively involve 
the senses, feelings and not just the intellect during the dialogue. 
Therefore a moment of surprise and inspiration was prepared. 
This was the live presentation of alpacas of all colours. Each 
animal with its particular shade was presented by men and 
women who showed the alpaca’s colour, its age, and their 
attachment to it. They also spoke about the origin of the colours, 
the medicinal properties of the hair, and last but not least, the 
loneliness that herders feel in an unnatural all-white flock of 
alpacas. It was a magic moment.
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Presentation of wisdom and the professionals’ feedback 

In Ayrumas Carumas: the cosmovison, the landscape, the herbal 
treatments and the colours of the alpaca.

In Perka: the pukara, spawning ground for native fish.

In Aymaña: cosmovision of alpaca breeders, annual cycle for 
llamas and alpacas, food calendar.

In Yunguyo: potatoes, the preciousness of each variety and the 
rotation fields

After each presentation of the Gallery of Wisdom, the facilitator 
invited the scientists to give a polyphonic feedback, which was 
shared in a visualised form. For the wise men and women this 
was recognition of their valuable efforts.

https://vimeo.com/64708382
https://vimeo.com/64720661
https://vimeo.com/64720660
https://vimeo.com/64720663


Face-to-face conversations

The classic dialogue situations were the apparent encounters 
and the contradictions since they initiated a deep interest into 
the underlying reasons for such differences of perception, 
which in this case were due to epistemological dimensions of 

the exchange. Such moments of the evidence of differences are 
crucial to translate into a research agenda – topics to be followed 
up jointly. 
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The alpaca networks arrived at this point with the differences 
about the origin of colours. For wise men and women it was due 
to the water sources, or ispallas, whereas for the scientists the 
phenomenon is explicable through the concentration of melanin 
in the hair. 
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In the case of the potato network, the farmers explained that the 
aynocas system is key to understanding flowering diversity. For 
the scientists that was not convincing as they put more emphasis 
in the certification and management of varieties. Therefore one of 
the farmers invited the scientists to visit her some months later to see 
the reality of the varieties in the field, which formed new insights and 
a research perspective.
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The endemic fish of Titicaca is related to the pukara, a concept 
and a space in the lake that explains the ongoing regeneration 
of the local species. It is a sacred source of life that needs 
to be devotedly taken into consideration. For the scientists, 
repopulating endemic fish is a matter of establishing a well-
administered germplasm bank. Surprisingly enough a shift 

occurred, a wise man was then claiming the intervention of 
the state, to declare the pukaras as sanctuaries in the lake, 
untouchable spaces, whereas the scientist proposed a bottom-up 
approach, that is communities should repopulate the lake species 
by taking matters into their own hands.
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On the topic of animal breeding, presented as a ritual issue of concern 
of the wisdom network from Aymaña, the scientists argued that 
there was a lack of evidence without any possibility of follow up.
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Research commitments

The closest to an agreement of collaboration was the invitation 
from the scientists to the wise men and women to hold a lecture 
at the University. They also were looking forward to publishing 
and disseminating the topics presented by the networks. The 
representatives of the Puno regional government proposed to 
declare Ayrumas Carumas as an officially recognised Ecological 
Community, which will help to support the communities to 
cultivate their traditional knowledge and to defend the sanctity 
of the environment.

As usual there were many development proposals without a 
direct relationship to the topics. 

Assessment

Observers and scientists who gave their opinions about the 
dialogue recognised the learning and the respectful ways in which 
it took place.
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Evaluation 

After three months, the wise men and women gathered in 
Chucuito again to compare the phases of the process and to learn 
more about the dialogue experience. 

Before: This evaluation evidenced the importance of a gradual 
step-by-step preparation to clarify how the wisdom dialogue 
would be carried out, in a way that was completely different 
from the classically asymmetrical relationship between 
professional development workers and rural people. The ongoing 
opportunities to meet peer wise men and women gave them a 
sense of familiarity and security; having different topics to focus 
on stimulated authentic learning.
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During: The dialogue itself took different routes. In Ayrumas 
Carumas, the wisdom network divided into subgroups having its 
own dynamic of stimulating reflection. The community members, 
authorities and children actively took part in the presentations. 

The endemic fish topic was a mass event of more than three 
hundred persons, including community members, schoolchildren, 
teachers, government officials, visitors, and observers. All 
attended with great expectations. The handful of wise men 
and women who had been preparing for the process were 
overwhelmed by community members who thought trout 
fingerlings would be distributed. Local authorities elaborated 
petitions to the government officials. 

In the case of the potato network, there was the linguistic 
coincidence that both scientists and wise men and women could 
speak Aymara, which took them on a joint spiritual journey; yet 
they had opposing views on potato diversity.

In the case of the Alpaca and Llamas Network there were just 
a few visitors and a very large number of wise men and women 
who were unprepared.

After: All four networks affirmed the accomplishment of their 
goals and looked forward to what was coming next. 

Follow up

One commitment that was clearly followed up was an 
appointment to settle the differences over aynocas and the 
nurturing of diversity during a subsequent encounter in February 
when the potato flowers would be blooming.
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Seguimiento

Los compromisos adquiridosEs desfavorable: 

Es desfavorable:

Favourable factors:

The mutual acknowledgement that the partners in dialogue 
are knowledge subjects.

The use of continuous visualisation during the whole process 
involves all, helps interactivity, contextualises experiences, 
contributes to identifying the content and the meaning of 
knowledge.

The core of a dialogical relation is the chance to construct, 
deconstruct, agree and recreate as a group the contents or 
themes approached. The partners are full of experiences, ways 

of thinking, feeling and meaning by which knowledge and 
action make sense to the knowers. 

Joint reflection among scientists and wise men and women 
brings about a transition through wisdom routes that has 
not been explored and breaks the intellectual barriers to 
empowerment. 

Having sensorial intelligent and emotional experiences elicits 
synergy in the wisdom dialogue.

Methodological appraisal of the wisdom dialogues
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Unfavourable factors: 

A mass event, impersonal atmosphere, full of official discourse, 
degrading culture to folkloristic shows. 

Confused expectations, roles, agendas, far from the wisdom 
exchange that should occur in the dialogue.

Allowing the distortion of the process by giving space to 
political demands or developmentalist projects.

Forgetting that part of the dialogue is to set up a common 
research agenda that is meaningful to both partners. 
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The revitalising impact of the Wisdom Dialogue

The dialogue has enriched the lives of wise men and women 
as they proudly admit. The personal, face-to-face encounters 
with the scientists confirmed to them that their knowledge 
is multifaceted and ritually powerful. At the same time it is 
practical, such as their observations on natural indicators, 
nurturing potato diversity, reproducing alpacas of many colours, 
knowing how to call the rain, chasing away hail and cooking and 
eating what is produced in the fields and the lake. 

The Andean farmers feel very encouraged that they had 
meaningful encounters with the scientists and established 
friendships. They were surprised by the high number of male 

scientists, whereas in the communities most knowledge is shared 
between men and women, with the exception that women are 
the guardians of seeds and food storage. Wise men and women 
realise that their knowledge is not private property, it cannot 
be sold, bought or stolen. Understanding and sharing is what 
mobilises them to continue the wisdom dialogues. ‘We have 
learned from our wisdom. We have recalled how we were before, 
now we will not forget what we are and that is how we want to 
continue to be in the future.’

The wisdom dialogues stimulated ideas and feelings, opened up 
divergent points of view and put into a new time perspective the 
meaning of producing healthy, tasty and sovereign food.
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Recalling the pulse of the process

The five years of PASA have inspired a stronger sense in 
those Andean farmers involved of their right to produce and 
eat local, healthy food. This right encompasses wishes and 
dreams expressed via drawings, storytelling and video-making 
by members of the Andean Wisdom Networks and their 
communities. 

These wise Andean men and women collectively recalled and 
highlighted the following as meaningful milestones in the Food 
Sovereignty process.

8. The power of experience
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It began with a meeting in Portugal in 2007, when the IIED 
invited Peruvian and Bolivian institutions to be partners of its 
associates from Iran, Mali and India in the Democratising Food 
and Agricultural Research initiative. 

This meeting was followed by slow but steady moves towards 
bringing Andean farmers together to talk communally about 
the food they grew and ate. In June 2008 several families in 
Vilurcuni, Perka and Torasaya were personally invited to take 
part in the participatory research and community video trainings. 
These two training events generated the visualisation of thoughts 
and the process of reflecting in groups and transforming ideas into 
innovative activities. The new capacities learned were applied at 
the Cumbre en la Apacheta (the Summit on the Summit) in 2009. 
The Summit was an intercommunal event that gave more than 
400 participants – farmers, local authorities, NGO representatives 
and friends from Bolivia – the chance to voice out and exchange 
their concerns about food sovereignty and other issues. 

In 2010 thematic Wisdom Networks began to be organised in 
preparation for entering into a dialogue with agricultural scientists. 
A PASA core group flew to Penang, Malaysia from 24 to 31 

October for a Global Partners Meeting and International Exchange 
Workshop. This was an unforgettable experience, especially getting 
to know some of those involved in the Citizens Juries in Mali and 
in India as well as nomads and also farmers in Iran who were 
experimenting with wheat and barley. The good memories of 
this intercultural encounter that also gathered some one hundred 
members of the Asian Rice Campaign remain a great inspiration. 
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During two days the following topics were covered:

Day 1: Farmer agendas for Food sovereignty

1.  Conclusions of Farmers from India and Mali about the 
democratisation of agricultural research

2.  Gender justice and the role of women in the control of seeds

3.  Critical Dialogue with AGRA (Agricultural green revolution 
in Africa, supported by the Gates Foundation and 
Monsanto) and its influence on global food policy

4.  Seeds and local foods, cultures that sustain nature and 
biodiversity

5.  Food sovereignty and the impact of climate change, the 
mitigating role of indigenous knowledge

6.  Nomadic herders and peasant networks as organisations 
that defend nature

Day 2: Participatory Action Research methodologies

1.  How to organise campaigns on Food sovereignty, links 
between producers and consumers, as in the case of the 
Asian defenders of Rice Network

2.  People’s tribunals and citizens juries as mechanisms to 
influence public agrarian policies and changes in food 
research agendas

3.  Caravans of biodiversity (India)

4.  Community video in Peru: voices defending Andean food 
sovereignty

5.  Facilitation of group processes with Visualisation in 
Participatory Programs (VIPP)

6.  Conservation of seeds in the hands of indigenous and 
peasant women

Interregional encounter in Penang, Malaysia
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Results of the wisdom dialogues

The following year, in October 2011, the Alpaca Wisdom 
Network agreed to a two-day interaction with scientists in 
Ayrumas Carumas. Then it was the turn of the Fisheries network 
in Perka, followed by both ‘Sweet’ Potato and Bitter Potato 
networks in Yunguyo. Finally the Aymaña network carried out a 
dialogue on Llamas, Alpacas and Bitter Potatoes.

All these face-to-face interactions between representatives of 
scientific institutions and Andean farmers gave rise to unexpected 
feelings and spontaneous responses. It was especially rewarding 
to see the scientists acknowledging and positively responding 
to the food wisdom demonstrated by the network members. 
The sincere, attentive and mutual respect between the scientists 
and farmers when focusing on their knowledge differences was 
a pleasant surprise for both parties; this has set the terms of 
engagement for a common agenda in the future.

Indeed, at the Assembly of Chivay, in the Colca Valley, in 
January 2012, the Wisdom Networks affirmed that they would 
be looking to gain the support of the scientists in defence of food 
sovereignty as a product of a joint, democratic wisdom. They 
also reaffirmed their links with the Andean Movements of food 
sovereignty in Ecuador and Bolivia.
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Visualisation of Ideas 

Another level of reflection resulted in the network members’ own 
assessments about what they have learned and how the PASA 
years have enriched their lives.

The Wisdom Network members recognise that at the beginning 
of the process, everything was very different. Coming from an 
oral culture, the spoken word has always been the medium of 
communication – in Quechua, Aymara or Spanish. In the past, their 
knowledge and practices were conveyed to external interlocutors 
like researchers and development workers, and followed their 
script; this knowledge was then documented or edited in films by 
the interlocutors on behalf of the Andean peasants. 

But in the PASA process, the generation of knowledge and 
actions about food sovereignty took place within a new power 
balance. Wise men and women first reflected inward deeply and 
then illustrated their ideas on big sheets of paper, their drawings 
triggered by a flow of personal, free associations, and selected 
memories about agriculture and food. Their visualisations 
showed the plurality of their subjective experiences. 
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In this process of the visualisation of ideas, an alternative form 
of knowing is emerging, that is, a mental itinerary of thinking 
individually but sharing as a group, legitimising testimonies 
by adding, welcoming and not censuring or criticising. This 
cycle has produced a stimulating synergy of going deeper into 
complexities in an open-ended manner and avoiding superficial 

generalisations. Each time the topic of the role of nature’s signs 
as a guide for the food production cycle was broached, for 
example, wise men or women would add other notions (not 
information) interconnecting and attaching new meanings to 
the relevance of observing the mountains, the rivers, stars, and 
animals.
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The video-makers visualised topics involving multiple voices, 
combined with an insiders’ perspective on the beauty of the 
landscapes, creating a new aesthetic, and confidence and 
pride in their food culture. At the same time their videos 
challenged peacefully and productively the hegemony of 
conventional documentary filmmaking and contested the official 
representations of Andean communities as being poor and 
hungry. Learning to use the camera gave men and women an 
equal chance to always be ready to film or be filmed, in front 
or behind the camera, focusing on different aspects of food 
production, processing or enjoying the delicious food that comes 
from their own fields.
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Rethinking relationships

Gender

In the beginning women did not attend the wisdom meetings. 
Gradually, however, they were stimulated to demonstrate what 
they knew, and became more confident in drawing and verbally 
presenting their graphic creations and wielding the video camera 
with astonishingly sure hands. The Andean women members thus 
gained a new status through visualising topics from their own 
perspectives as seed guardians, store-keepers, and through recreating 
the multiple notions and meanings of fire, stove, and kitchen. 

At present the networks are groups of brothers and sisters: a 
relation of equity, expressed in the Aymara term Chachawarmi. 
Men and women mutually acknowledge their wisdom and 
feel stronger about transmitting their understandings of food 
sovereignty to the next generation. Each time they meet is an 
opportunity for learning and since both genders were equally 
adept with the cameras, there will be many more videos to 
show the Andean knowledge of food. It became clear, however, 
that women were more skilled than men at the classification, 
exchange and storage of seeds.

Spirituality

Last, but not least, the celebration of rituals at the beginning of 
every meeting throughout the four years of PASA were profound 
experiences that showed the sacred character of food as part 
of the spiritual and animated world in which life takes place. 
Here we felt the ongoing presence of mother earth, Pachamama, 
accompanying and protecting all the steps taken toward food 
sovereignty by the Wisdom Network. 

In the family

These four years have strengthened the relationships of the 
Network members and their families through eating together. 
The kitchen has renewed its social function. Sons and daughters 
who did not care about food now pay attention to its taste, ask 
about the origins of ingredients, the reasons why a particular 
dish should be cooked over a fire instead of a stove powered by 
gas or electricity or why certain foods should be served in clay 
pots. They want to know how to prepare Pesque and Patasca 
– favourite dishes using Andean grains. Granddaughters of five 
years old and upward can name more than one hundred varieties 
of potatoes correctly because they have never tasted processed 
baby food.

Families are also getting closer through the celebration of food 
rituals, living more intensely the virtues of participating without 
boundaries between the spiritual and the worldly realms. During 
special days they select or bless the seeds, feeling spiritually 
linked and united by food traditions. Family members gather 
when they eat chuño – frozen and dehydrated bitter potato; this 
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is a chance to talk with veneration about the animated landscape 
and the climatic particularities that makes chuño possible. And 
the wisdom members’ illustrations and stories of the aynocas, the 
Andean crop plots in the higher zones, created much excitement 
and made young and old alike want to join the network. They 
have come to realise that caring for diversity is a lifestyle, is 
part of themselves, as opposed to eating industrially produced 
rice or noodles – food that cannot be divorced from secular, 
bureaucratically driven developmentalist approaches, with their 
project criteria and clinical measurements.  

In the community

The idea of food sovereignty made them aware about the 
importance of maintaining and increasing the variety of natural 
pastures since, for example, the flavour of alpaca meat is 
incomparably better when the animals can graze freely. Keeping 
water sources and canals clean for the alpaca engages community 
members who are increasingly keen to produce for themselves 
and consume free-range alpaca meat. 

All in all, the spiritual bonds within participating Andean 
communities have been strengthened by greater observance of 
rituals related to animal reproduction, seed exchange, and field 
clearance, since these are fruitful occasions for talking about 
the importance and practice of maintaining a good relationship 
with Pachamama – Mother Earth – and the Apus – the Sacred 
Mountains – who guard over what they eat. Community leaders 
who have joined the wisdom meetings have come to see the 
power of producing natural food from their own fields instead of 
depending on industrial foodstuffs. 
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With scientists

On another front, the sharing of ideas with scientists in the 
communities was a display of creative reversals. Usually learning 
happens only at universities and schools, but in this case the 
communities were at the very centre of the process, and a new 
style of knowing was inaugurated. Both partners interacting in 
the dialogue were subjects with knowledge, not informants; all 
were equally teachers and learners at the same time.

The dialogue with scientists in Ayrumas Carumas provided an 
unusual scenario. The network members presented the alpacas’ 
lives, one by one, describing each by colour, age, personality, 
the health properties of alpaca wool, and their love for each 
animal. The scientists’ reaction was one of astonishment to this 
imaginative way of being and knowing.

On their part, the farmers’ were greatly encouraged to open 
up by the scientists’ positive response to their explanations of 
the drawings. They spent time with the scientists, guiding them 
through fields where up to 50 different potato varieties were 
growing; some scientists could not believe it, others wanted 
to be convinced by their own methods, so it was a chance to 
continue a longer process of sharing knowledge and impressions. 
The scientists were invited to return for another visit and see 
the potato fields in bloom, which is a special way of counting 
biodiversity.

During these farmer–scientist dialogues, besides exchanging 
knowledge, there was an opportunity for both to taste natural, 
healthy and sovereign food together. This was not only a joy to 
the senses, but cause for reflection and action to build friendship 
and jointly defend food sovereignty. 
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Global level

At a different level, taking part at the global meeting of the food 
sovereignty partners in Malaysia was an intercultural experience 
of incalculable impact on persons who had never imagined that 
their wisdom would take them so far away. The Andean men and 
women of wisdom met and exchanged ideas with pastoralists 
from Iran, and farmers from India and Mali as well as those 
involved in the Rice Campaign in Asia. Back home in their 
communities, they told family and friends that across the ocean 
there are also people defending their rights to grow and obtain 
food by different means. New solidarian bonds around food 
sovereignty have been established, and new content for a global 
movement from below.

171 of 186



The future of Food Sovereignty 

This process of remembering, reflecting and modelling has 
articulated a way of conceptualising the defence of food 
sovereignty deeply ingrained in rural lifestyles. It is a shift 
towards endogenous visions and dreams embedded within a 
cultural tradition that contests secular, project-based logic, 
usually driven by the development activists and representatives of 
the agro-industrial food systems.

The visions that have emerged are cultural and cognitive 
constructs. In order to approach them more intimately, we 
follow the roots underlying the popular Aymara ceremonial 
game and ritual, Alasitas. This takes place after the harvest, 
when men and women exchange their busy daily agendas for 
ways of remembering, imagining, associating ideas and making 
analogies. These common intellectual practices allow a ludic 
manual transformation of the dreams, wishes, visions into 
miniature objects, traditionally made with quinua flour. We used 
modelling clay instead, but maintained the thinking at the basis 
of the Alasitas that can be understood by the seminal principle: 

the tiny objects are like seeds and by giving them the appropriate 
attention and care they will become real fruits.

Relying on the signs

Lydia and Andres

We look into the sky on very specific days. The stars will inform 
us what food products will grow in abundance and which are not 
auspicious to grow. From the 13 of June onwards we spot the 
Seven Stars (Pleiades) or qoto; if they are shining very brightly, it 
is a good sign for growing potatoes. 

Plants and animals also behave in such a way that we can draw 
conclusions about the weather and what crops to produce. If 
the Iris is drooping, hail and frost will affect the production of 
the potato; if it is erect it would be better to put the potatoes 
in earlier. When the flowers of the Sour cherry blooms and the 
tree has no leaves it means that it will be a dry year; if, on the 
contrary, the tree has flowers and leaves together, it foretells a 
rainy year. 
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Mutu-mutu is another plant we observe in August; it tells us 
about the dry or rainy seasons related to broad bean cultivation. 
Tola, in the upper zones, is a small tree that advises us whether 
or not to sow potatoes. Down in the lower zones, when the 
Huaycha flowers drop, it is an indicator that it is time to harvest. 
If the flowers of Nuño Maya appear like grapes, it tells us that 
there will be a good potato harvest.

There is a small bird, the Toke, that builds his nest on the patch 
of cattail at the lake. If the nest is placed at the bottom of the 
cattail, it will be a dry year; if the nest is built in the upper part 
of the cattail, it will be a very rainy year. The Fox and the Vicuña 
are also indicators sent by the Achachilas, the sacred ancestors, 
to tell us of the food we will have or not in the coming year. 
Therefore our dream is to keep trusting the signs in spite of 
climate change and develop our knowledge of the local natural 
indicators that provide us reliable information about our crops 
here in our immediate environment.
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Growing diversity in our fields 

Juan and Betzabe

Our fields are protected by the Apus, Chale and Lanqueri. 
Pachamama tells us in our dreams how we shall run our fields, 
in the upper parts or in the lower parts, which soils are good and 
which seeds should be sown. That means, we must never use the 
high-yielding varieties even if they are donated by an NGO or 
University. If we don’t use our local varieties they will disappear 
and what are the chances of recovering them?

Our fields also produce well when we offer coca to mother 
earth. She increases the diversity of our crops and our fields 
remain healthy. Having healthy products in our fields, we avoid 
depending on the market. My dream is to transmit these ideas 
in meetings and educate the youth about the value of having the 
time and energy to produce food.
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The taste of free animals

Lucía 

I dream of healthy animals that can provide me, my family and 
my community with tasty food, not contaminated by industrial 
fodder. I can sustain all my animals with oats, barley, natural 
pastures, and cattail that grows around the Lake. All this is 
natural and the meat is so tasty.

Look! Here are all my healthy animals: llamas, alpacas, sheep, 
pigs, chicken – a delightful dream.
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The storeroom is sacred

Antonio and Basilia

In my dream the Apu is here, the mountain that protects us. 
When we sow, he provides us with food from the fields and 
pasturelands for the animals and we store here all that our fields 
produce. We build the storeroom with stones that are suitable 
for the countryside. Our daily provisions find here a place, all 
the products that we have worked hard for. We burn aromatic 
herbs to perfume the food at least three times before storage, and 
bring Illas, little pebbles from the river, which will protect our 
provisions during the year.

The storeroom is sacred. Strangers cannot enter. Only women are 
allowed to manage the foodstuffs in the storeroom. Men have 
the right to produce plenty so that the storeroom is filled with 
broad beans, selected potatoes to eat for at least one year, others 
for seed and finally the ones that last much longer like tunta 
and chuño. We store barley, quinua and cañigua; it is all our 
work. If we have a family garden, we keep vegetables. Men also 
have the right to travel to Marcapata once a year to barter for 
maize for our families. When we come back from the lowlands 
with our llamas loaded with maize, all the women and children 
are happily waiting for us. Pachamama is also grateful because 
she sees that we have everything we need to eat, stored for a 
complete year and it will not become ruined. We use the Taqui, 
deposits made of Ichu, the tall grass from the higher zone as we 
have learned from our grandfathers and fathers. Some people 
deposit their foodstuffs in their homes, but there is not enough 
air there.

We store food for many years, chuños, morayas and jerky can 
last three, ten or many more years if they have been properly 
processed. 
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The flavours of my kitchen

Presentación 

My dreams are about potatoes, izaño, tunta, quinua, all what I 
produce in my fields I process and prepare delicious food with. 
I am cooking a quinua Patasca with fish from the Lake, and 
Mariva potato. I don’t use the black Imilla since it breaks into 
pieces when it is boiled. While I am cooking I praise my clay 
pots and tell my children, they are natural, and much better 
than aluminium pots. To grind the Andean cereals I use a little 
millstone and use the big ones to pound the herbs. My husband 
is also in the kitchen, we keep company sitting around the fire, 
it is so nice to be together and talk about the produce from our 
fields. We feel that it is a triumph to continue our tradition of 
good flavours like this, and my grandchildren will follow in spite 
of the fact that the school teaches them other customs. They 
will never give up on the flavours from our kitchen – that is our 
dream of food sovereignty.
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Our Wisdom Networks

Severino and Pastorita

We have linked our wisdom, treating each other like brothers 
and sisters. Meeting each other on different occasions we realise 
that we are many and all wise persons.

I never thought that I was going to be considered by the 
Communal and District Authorities because I am from the far 
away mountains, without formal education except for two 
years of elementary school. But I’ve learned from my father, I’ve 
always followed him. He told me to trust my dreams and take 
the responsibility attached to wisdom. In a communal assembly 
my dreams were confirmed and because of my knowledge about 
alpacas I was named representative to join the Wisdom Network. 
I, who started with just a few alpacas! I have been able to 
exchange and share knowledge with many other men and women 
who work in the fields nurturing animals in the higher zones. 

We have met in Copacabana, Aymaña, Chimboya, Raqchi, 
Querumarca, Chivay – in all these places and even beyond the 
Oceans, we listen to each other like brothers and sisters. I have 
learned so much from them talking about Food Sovereignty. 
Now young people and the authorities of my community 
congratulate me about how far I have been able to travel with 
this wisdom about alpacas. That creates more responsibility 
and commitment. It also increases my sense of spirituality as a 
herder who gradually has learned to ask for permission, as the 
Elders taught me when I was young. Together with them I began 
to read what the coca leaves were telling me. No matter how 
late in the night I learned to consult coca, so that mother earth 
would guide me about whatever would happen. From the elders I 
have been blessed with wisdom and the heritage to serve mother 
earth. One cannot enter this wisdom disrespectfully because it 
is sacred. Wisdom involves life and death. That is my father’s 
experience; he died while celebrating a ritual to mother earth, 

reading the coca leaves, asking 
for permission. 

The Wisdom Network is 
life with two sides, men and 
women, chachawarmi that 
creates harmony and credibility 
for the dialogue with scientists. 
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Dialogue with scientists

Don Rufino

Scientists work and live in the cities, in buildings. They 
eat high-yielding varieties of potatoes that are grown with 
chemical fertilisers. Scientists are usually men and they accept 
our invitation to come to our communities. We live in rural 
communities, in large families and produce all that we eat, like 
many different types of potatoes, while observing the rituals 
with coca leaves and reading the signs of nature like the sun, 
moon, stars, wind and plants. We rely on these signs to find out 
auspicious times to work in the fields.

The scientists from the Ministry of Agriculture accepted the 
invitation made by the communal authorities, which confirmed 
the instruction not to give us seeds or fertilisers. We don’t want 
their potato seeds because after two years they don’t reproduce 
anymore. What we wish is that the scientists walk and talk 
with us on a longer path in the community, that they leave their 
notebooks and pay attention to us; that they talk about what 
interests us and that we find a way to understand each other. 
Our conversations will make them see that we work our fields 
with the yoke and oxen, not with the tractor because we know 
that it damages the earth, and we defend our mother earth. We 
work manually and it is worth the effort to do everything in its 
own time and not quickly. Regarding chemical fertilisers – they 
are not for our fields because we have a commitment to our 
ancestors and our local authorities to keep intact these fields as 
heritage for the next generations.
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We want to continue talking like this so that scientists will begin 
to understand how we think, how we work and that we do not 
need their seeds, their tractors nor their fertilisers and pesticides. 
Talking like friends we will feel stronger, organised as families 
and communities. This way we can work together and start to 
conduct trials. The scientists will learn together with us how to 
pay attention to plant indicators and to understand that these 
are not meaningless, but full of content. Talking richly with 
each other, we can transmit a new heritage to our children and 
grandchildren. It is our wish that the scientists don’t come and 
go. It is better that we continue together until the end. That is 
my dream. 
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Sealing our dreams as commitments

Each dream was sealed ritually with wine and carries the 
commitment and the responsibility of the wise people who take 
on the longings, dreams and visions of food sovereignty. This 
carries the strength of the wisdom and peasant practices to new 
ways of action - reflection - action. Each step is necessary, follow 
the signs of nature, nurture the diversity of fields and local seeds, 
fill the storerooms to survive beyond bad harvests, sit at the fire 
to continue the culinary traditions collectively with our brothers 
and sisters of the wise peoples’ networks. 

The dialogue with scientists will continue, new topics will arise like 
maize, quinua or Andean agriculture vs. agro-ecology. The alliances 
with other networks in other regions of the Andes and the world will 
help the movement towards the recognition of healthy, delicious  
and sovereign food.
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Tubers

Potato (so called ‘sweet’) Solanum andigenum

Potato (bitter)   Solanum juzepczukii

Oca    Oxalis tuberosa

Olluco, Lisa   Ullucus tuberosus

Mashua, Isaño   Tropaeolum tuberosum

Grains

Maíze    Zea mays

Quinua   Chenopodium quinoa

Ara - wild quinua   Chenopodium album

Cañihua   Chenopodium pallidicaule

Kiwicha   Amaranthus caudatus

Leguminose

Lupine    Lupinus mutabilis

Camelids

Alpaca    Vicugna pacos

Llama    Lama glama

Vicuña    Vicugna vicugna

Wild game animal

Marmot   Lagidium peruanum

Fish

Ispi    Orestias ispi

Qarachi (black)   Orestias negro

Qarachi (yellow)  Orestias luteus

G’hesi, Boga   Orestias pentandlii

Umanto   Orestias cuvieri

Mauri    Trichomycterus dispar

Suche    Trichomycterus rivulatus

Scientific names of plants and animals
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List of videos
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Chapter 1: Thinking and acting from the fields

001 Qarachi 0.33

002 Kispiño  2.03

003 Kankacho 1.37

004 S’iki  1.31

005 Travel to Marcapata 3.00

006 Watunakuy 2.35

Chapter 2: Actors

007 The global initiative   2.03

008 Map of Perú 0.42

009 Perka 1.36

010 Vigorous food tradition 2.16

011 Contamination of the lake 2.34

012 The richness of food 2.06

013 Health of landscapes and animals  2.06

014 Sara Tipiy 0.30

015 Queromarca and Raqchi 1.31

Chapter 3: The virtues of participation

016 The 4 levels 2.26

017 Community video 2.11

018 Chivay Video Festival 2.37

019 Participatory Action Research 2.45

020 Food Sovereignty concept 3.28

021 Visualisation 0.34

022 The Storeroom 2.39

023 The chuño 2.06

024 The Fire Stove 1.45

025 Liberating effect 6.29

Chapter 4: Constructing Food Sovereignty

026 Arriving at the Summit  1.03 

027 The Milky Way  1.23 

028 Climate Change 3.47 

029 Potato varieties 1.40 

030 The taste of meat 1.22 

031 Races of llamas 0.48 

032 The Storeroom 1.35 
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033 Watia 1.20 

034 Lucia cooking 0.47 

035 Cooking Qarachi 1.57 

036 Alpaca cracklings 1.58 

037 Quinua soup 0.47 

038 T’impo stew 2.04 

039 Alpaca heart 0.45 

040 Medicinal Food Marmot 3.43 

041 Before and Now 1.32 

042 Actions for Food Sovereignty  1.14 

043 What is Food Sovereignty? 1.00 

Chapter 5: Wisdom networks

044 We come from different places 2.04 

045 Drawing 2.07 

046 Don Rufino about totora 1.08 

047 Eli and Pancho about Ara 0.38 

048 Don Antonio about Cola de caballo 0.37 

049 Gerber about the Illas 0.39 

050 How I learnt 1.11 

051 Alpaca races and colours 1.21 

052 Don Rufino about potatoes 5.46 

053 Dante about the reproductive cycle of corn 1.43 

054 The lake and native fish 3.30 

055 Don Antonio about bitter potatoes 2.51 

056 More about alpacas 5.29 

057 More about potato varieties 1 4.49 

058 More about potato varieties 2 9.12 

059 Debate about potatoes 5.17 

060 Exploring about the lake 6.14 

061 Debate on native fish 6.18 

062 Potatoes and storage  6.24

063 Talking about maize 4.04 

064 Role play about Ara 3.11 

Chapter 6: Biographies of wise men and women

065 Basilia Quispe Hancco 13.14

066 Antonio Pineda 12.31 

067 Mateo Quispe 10.56 

068 Lucía Paucara 5.15

069 Presentación Velásquez  9.16

070 Domitila Taquila 14.56 

071 Andrés Ramos 8.48

072 Rufino Chambi 7.12

073 Francisca Chachaque   2.34 

074 Viviana Chambi   7.24 

075 Nicasio Taquila   8.29 

076 Pastora Jinchuña   7.45 

077 Severino Mamani 9.15

078 Santiago Condori   5.07 
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079 Betzabe Baca   8.44 

080 Juan Vilca   4.46 

081 Mario Gutiérrez 4.37 

082 Florentino Gomez 7.08 

083 Maria Grimanesa Mendoza 5.12 

084 Rosendo Cruz 8.22 

Chapter 7: Wisdom dialogues

085 The prerequisites for the wisdom dialogues   1.24 

086 Visit to the scientist of INIA in Quimsachata  10.23 

087 Rehearsal of a dialogue with the scientist  8.19

088 Preparation: Displaying the gallery 5.06

089 Presentation: Who is who?   7.56 

090 Purpose of the event   5.34 

091 A deep inspiring experience in Ayrumas Karumas   7.16 

092  Presentation of knowledge and the feedback  
from the scientist in Ayrumas Carumas   7.01 

093 Presentation of wisdom in Perka   2.19

094 Presentation of wisdom and appraisal  
from the scientist in Yunguyo   3.28

095  Presentation of wisdom and appraisal  
from the scientist in Aymaña   5.00

096 Conversations face to face     7.52

097 Proposals   8.05

098 Evaluation of the wisdom dialogue 6.02

099 Follow up The Aynoqas   6.27

Chapter 8: The power of experience

100 Recalling the pulse of the processes 12.52

101 The Alasitas   3.28

102 The signs – Lydia Faggione and Andrés Ramos    6.01

103  Nurturing the diversity of our fields –  
Betzabe Baca and Juan Vilca   3.57 

104 The taste of free animals – Lucía Paucara   1.30

105  Sacred storage – Basilia Quispe and Antonio Pineda   4.21

106 The flavours of my kitchen – Presentación Velásquez   4.00 

107  Networks of wise elders –  
Severino Mamani and Pastorita Jinchuña 4.52

108 Wisdom dialogues – Rufino Chambi    6.56

109 To bless the dreams 10.44
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Titicaca were set up to reflect upon and visualize agricultural knowledge and ceremonial cycles. 
This book contains a wealth of textual and video recordings of Andean ideas, experience and 
feelings about the inextricable links between biodiversity, food sovereignty and human well-
being. The themes and topics covered in the embedded videos, largely shot by the Andean 
communities themselves, contrast with the conventional development discourse underlying the 
agroindustrial system.
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