
Florida State University Libraries

Electronic Theses, Treatises and Dissertations  The Graduate School

2014

“Seeking a New Path”: Pasacalle Activists
Practicing Culture in Villa El Salvador, Peru
Carlos Odria

Follow this and additional works at the FSU Digital Library. For more information, please contact lib-ir@fsu.edu

http://fsu.digital.flvc.org/
mailto:lib-ir@fsu.edu


FLORIDA STATE UNIVERSITY 

 

COLLEGE OF MUSIC 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“SEEKING A NEW PATH”:  PASACALLE ACTIVISTS PRACTICING CULTURE  

 IN VILLA EL SALVADOR, PERU 

 

 

 

 

By 

 

CARLOS ODRIA 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Dissertation submitted to the 

College of Music 

in partial fulfillment of the 

requirements for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

 

Degree Awarded: 

Fall Semester, 2014 

 

 



ii 

 

Carlos Odria defended this dissertation on October 31, 2014.  

The members of the supervisory committee were: 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                            Michael B. Bakan 

Professor Directing Dissertation 

 

 

 

                                                                                   Michael Uzendoski 

                                                                                             University Representative 

 

 

 

                                                                                 Frank Gunderson 

                                                                                     Committee Member 

 

 

 

                                                                                  Denise Von Glahn 

                                                                                                        Committee Member 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Graduate School has verified and approved the above-named committee members, and 

certifies that the dissertation has been approved in accordance with university requirements. 

 



iii 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

The idea of practicing culture has fascinated me for a long time, both as a musician and 

researcher. Getting to know the young, imaginative, and passionate pasacalle activists of Villa El 

Salvador (Lima, Peru) has given me the possibility of exploring a case study in which such a 

concept of culture-making is blatantly intertwined with local notions of citizenship, race, ethics, 

society, and musical performance. To some extent, writing this dissertation has been an 

intellectual exercise as well, a practicing of cultural interpretation, empathy, and understanding. 

This practicing of course has depended on the participation of many ‘players’ in order to be 
possible; friends, acquaintances, informants, and family members, all of them have been 

tremendously important in the making and practicing of my work. These generous players have 

supported and trusted me in different facets and stages of the investigation, and for that I am 

immensely grateful.  

My conversations, interviews, and hanging out sessions with my Villa El Salvador 

friends and collaborators constituted the main root from which all the ideas and concepts I 

propose here grew into branches and leaves. These ideas, I recognize, are mere interpretations 

(and sometimes literal restatements) of the knowledge VES activists passed on to me. For that 

reason, I want to thank pasacalle leaders Michael Ramirez, Carlos Olivares, Jota Jota, Omar 

Salazar, Pamela Otoya, and Leonardo for sharing with me their experiences of life, their dreams, 

their worldviews, and their ideological concerns. Their collaboration comprises the kernel of this 

research. 

I also want to thank my pals and musical partners Michael Rojas and Quique Valdez, 

accomplished musicians and music educators based in Villa. My gratitude for their friendship 

and guidance during the first stages of my fieldwork. Throughout our everyday chats, our 

musical ‘jams,’ our walking across the streets of the district, our exchange of stories, and the 
generous meals we shared at the ‘chifa’ (a traditional establishment that serves Peruvian-Chinese 

food), Michael and Quique helped me to grasp the particular sensibilities that shape life in the 

district and, perhaps more importantly, the worldview and aspirations of local working 

musicians. They both were generous enough to introduce me to other musicians in the area and 

allowed me access to the facilities of Arena y Esteras, a cultural organization in which part of 

this research was carried out.          

My appreciation also extends to the team running the Center of Documentation of Villa 

El Salvador (Centro de Documentación de Villa El Salvador) and, especially, to Dante Abad, a 

multifaceted journalist, social scientist, archivist, and media guru whose passion in life for a long 

time has been the recording of the history and evolution of his beloved Villa. Graciously, Dante 

offered me complete access to the Center’s valuable archives and shared with me countless 

stories (many of them autobiographical) about the settlement and subsequent political 

organization of the local population in the desert. Hearing Dante’s stories pushed me to 
reconsider and better focus my analytical lens during the early phases of my ethnographic work. 



iv 

 

I also thank Ana Sofia Toguchi, founding member of Arena y Esteras, for welcoming me 

into the facilities of her organization. The initial scope of my research in Villa El Salvador 

comprised the hybrid and improvisational dance/circus work of Arena y Esteras. However, 

witnessing the artistic orientations adopted by Ana Sofia and her team ignited in me the desire to 

pursue a larger investigation concerning the role of the circus arts within pasacalle 

choreographies, which led me to the enlightening ‘discovery’ of Villa’s batucada movement. In 
addition, Ana Sofia’s invitation to present a series of talks focused on music and culture inside 

the Arena y Esteras facilities enabled me to engage local musicians, neighbors, and activists in 

conversations that proved to be educational for all parties concerned. 

For their mentorship and academic guidance, I thank the Musicology faculty of the 

Florida State University College of Music. I am particularly appreciative of my advisor, Michael 

Bakan. Thanks for your time, patience, and commitment, Michael. Your intellectual advice and 

sharp scholarly intuition have been fundamental to enabling me to channel my usually 

overflowing cascade of thoughts into work that is more focused and manageable—writing that 

‘single sentence’ that tells the story of the entire dissertation proved to be the most difficult and 
instructive part of this entire endeavor! Additionally, I am grateful for your friendship and your 

willingness to share with me your musical ideas and talent outside the classroom. Here is to so 

many gigs and concerts we have played together! Thanks also to Frank Gunderson for his honest 

and insightful academic advice, which was always delivered with a friendly smile. His passion 

for reading and teaching has showed me the true nature of what being a scholar is all about. 

Thanks to Denise Von Glahn for teaching me the value of history and for showing me that 

scholarly writing can also be a rewarding source of artistic inspiration. Thanks to Dale Olsen, 

who first introduced me to the academic study of music and who explained to me the meaning of 

that strange word, ‘ethnomusicology.’ Finally, thanks to Michael Uzendoski, whose creative 
mind and refined anthropological thinking have inspired in me the seeking of connections 

between culture, nature, and spirituality in this research. His love for Andean and Quechua 

culture has been a recurrent stimulus throughout the writing process. 

Deep appreciation extends also to Jillian White and the FSU Center for Leadership and 

Social Change for awarding me with the 2012 Moellership Award. This award facilitated for me 

a summer of research and full-time teaching at the Villa’s Hipolito Unanue Middle and High 
School. 

Finally, I am most grateful to my family for their support, love, and care. Thanks to my 

father, Raul Odria Picasso, for letting me stay in his house during my work in Lima and for 

sharing with me his inquisitive ideas regarding my dissertation topic. His profound knowledge of 

Peruvian history and society has frequently challenged my own assumptions about things I have 

taken for granted. Thanks also to his partner Sarah for her unwavering hospitality, joyful 

encouragement, and exquisite and copious cuisine. At her table, I gained several pounds, but also 

the energy and positive thoughts necessary to carry on. 

Above all, I thank my best friend, wife, and life partner Naida Saavedra. Her company, 

her warm advice during the most taxing moments of this research, her continuous and unselfish 



v 

 

care, her love and patience have given me the vitality and enthusiasm I needed to finish this long 

adventure. Ten years ago, when I moved from Lima to the United States seeking the dream of 

becoming a professional musician, I had never thought about joining the world of academia. I 

was barely able to communicate in English and only carried with me a high school diploma. 

Shortly after my arrival in the States, I met Naida at the Florida State University, when she was 

pursuing her graduate studies in Communication and Spanish Literature. Little by little, and 

through her own example of dedication, continuous effort, good planning, sense of humor, and 

hard work she showed to me the rewards of academic life. Seeing her flourishing and growing as 

a person, scholar, and creative writer transformed me. It led me to gain the courage to come back 

to school and pursue a music degree. Later on, while finishing my Bachelor’s degree and 

entering into the unknown territories of graduate school, Naida showed me the necessary skills to 

survive a Master’s program and to finish a Ph.D.—something that a few years before would have 

been just an improbable dream. More importantly, I have learned from Naida that it is possible to 

become a better individual while also becoming a better academic (an endeavor that of course I 

am still trying to achieve!). Naida, this dissertation goes out to you. You were the most important 

player in this team and without your involvement nothing could have been accomplished.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



vi 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

 

List of Figures ...........................................................................................................................vii 

Note on Translations ................................................................................................................... x 

Abstract ..................................................................................................................................... xi 

 

CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION ............................................................................................... 1 

 

CHAPTER 2 – PRACTICING ECLECTICISM:  

A HISTORY OF A NOVEL ART AND ITS “IMPOSSIBLE” ARTISANS .............................. 52 

 

CHAPTER 3 – PRACTICING HOW TO BE TOGETHER  

IN THE PASACALLE OF VILLA EL SALVADOR .............................................................. 111 

 

CHAPTER 4 – PRACTICING AGREEMENT AND CONFLICT:  

THE PASACALLE AS A “TOTAL EXPERIENCE OF ENERGY” ....................................... 144 

 

CHAPTER 5 – INTERLUDE: PERFORMING THE SIMULTANEITY  

OF CONFLICTING ORDERS IN CERRO PAPA .................................................................. 203 

 

CHAPTER 6 – CONCLUSION .............................................................................................. 216 

 

APPENDIX: IRB EXPEDITED EXEMPTION LETTER ....................................................... 240 

BIBLIOGRAPHY ................................................................................................................... 241 

BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH ................................................................................................... 249 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



vii 

 

LIST OF FIGURES 

 

 

1.1. Practicing batucada: A community-building strategy ....................................................... 7 

 

1.2. Rosa, a member of La Retumba, warming up before a formal pasacalle. Cerro Papa in 

background. She is one of the only two Afro-Peruvian pasacalle  

 activists I met in VES. ................................................................................................... 15 

 

1.3. City of Lima, located next to the Pacific Ocean ............................................................. 17 

 

1.4. District of Villa El Salvador........................................................................................... 18 

 

1.5. VES residential group. Original architectural design (Burga et. al. 1988: 41) ................. 19 

 

1.6. VES original foundational plan (Burga et. al. 1988: 25) ................................................. 19 

 

1.7.  First settlers, 1971 (courtesy of CDVES) ....................................................................... 24 

 

1.8. “Estera” (straw mat), Taken from inside a settler’s shack,  
1971 (courtesy of CDVES) ............................................................................................ 24 

 

1.9. Pasacalle for the anniversary of the Intinya-Batu organization (August 2013) ................ 38 

 

1.10. Circus aesthetics. Pasacalle for the anniversary of the Intinya-Batu organization  

(August 2013) ................................................................................................................ 38 

 

1.11. Batucada drums. Pasacalle for the anniversary of the Intinya-Batu organization  

 (August 2013) ................................................................................................................ 39 

 

1.12. Chacalón, the “Pharaon” of chicha music ...................................................................... 44 

 

2.1. Center of Documentation of Villa El Salvador (CDVES) ............................................... 57 

 

2.2. A CUAVES meeting, 1980. Courtesy of CDVES .......................................................... 61 

 

2.3. Parade of school teenagers down Mariategui Avenue..................................................... 63 

 

2.4. Orquesta típica performing at the Ivan Elias Stadium ..................................................... 67 

 

2.5. Lion King choreography created by Michael Solier ........................................................ 68 

 

2.6. Rumba Urbana performing at the Ivan Elias Stadium. On the right, wearing a hat,  

 Is leader Jesus Peña ....................................................................................................... 71 

 



viii 

 

2.7. Mapping of the Ivan Elias’s dense sound texture ........................................................... 72 

 

2.8. The rifle and the shovel, official emblem of CUAVES  

 as established in the 1970s ............................................................................................. 76 

 

2.9. Settlers arrive in the desert, 1971. Courtesy of CDVES .................................................. 77 

 

2.10. Building the first shacks. Courtesy of CDVES ............................................................... 77 

 

2.11. Relocation from Pamplona to the desert, 1971. Courtesy of CDVES.............................. 80 

 

2.12. The military forces the settlers to move to the desert. Courtesy of CDVES .................... 81 

 

2.13. Ana Sofia Toguchi Pinedo ............................................................................................. 88 

 

2.14. Quique Valdez ............................................................................................................... 91 

 

2.15. Teenagers Ana Sofia and Quique with friends  

 at the Pastoral Care dioceses (circa 1990) ...................................................................... 95 

 

2.16. Successful VES percussionist Leonardo in front of his own batucada-fusion  

 ensemble (2013) .......................................................................................................... 100 

 

3.1. Aesthetics of unfinishedness ........................................................................................ 113 

 

3.2. Michael playing the tarola (snare drum) in a formal pasacalle ...................................... 119 

 

3.3. Omar directing a rehearsal on Avenida El Sol .............................................................. 121 

 

3.4. Jota sitting on the bench, coaching a rehearsal in the central park  

 of his residential group ................................................................................................ 124 

 

3.5. Members of Intinya-Batu rehearsing cortes .................................................................. 128 

 

3.6. Kataplum Suena rehearsing at a roundabout................................................................. 138 

 

3.7. Leader Carlos Olivares coaching the rehearsal ............................................................. 139 

 

3.8. Practicing following the subgrouping approach............................................................ 139 

 

3.9. Older member helping a novice ................................................................................... 140 

 

4.1. Performing “Blackness” in VES: “We don’t want stiff people playing tambores” ........ 150 

 

4.2. Batucada drumming: An “art that expresses a super extroverted culture” ..................... 153 

 



ix 

 

4.3. Gathering at Cerro Lagarto with members of Kataplum Suena ..................................... 159 

 

4.4. Carrying tambores down the hill .................................................................................. 160 

 

4.5. Carlos Olivares’ nephew .............................................................................................. 161 

 

4.6. Gathering before the pasacalle: musicians, neighbors, food vendors ............................ 165 

 

4.7. Attaching labels to the drums ....................................................................................... 166 

 

4.8. Acrobats working collaboratively ................................................................................ 167 

 

4.9. A praying child ............................................................................................................ 169 

 

4.10. Chinese Dragon ........................................................................................................... 171 

 

4.11. Parade of the countries ................................................................................................. 178 

 

4.12. A vision of the past: Discovering the pyramids of Pachacamac on the horizon ............. 186 

 

4.13.    Compartir at Paul’s house ............................................................................................ 197 

 

5.1. Members of La Retumba warming up before the Festicirco ......................................... 204 

 

5.2. Leaders Omar (left), an unidentified La Retumba member, and Carlos (right) 

  waiting for the transportation ...................................................................................... 205 

 

5.3. Preparing for the pasacalle ........................................................................................... 205 

 

5.4. First AYE vehicle arrives. Michael helps to load the instruments ................................. 207 

 

5.5. Loza deportiva at Cerro Papa. Warming up before the pasacalle .................................. 208 

 

5.6. Leaders Leonardo and Jesus discussing the material to be performed in the pasacalle .. 209 

 

5.7. Jota .............................................................................................................................. 212 

 

5.8.  The pasacalle begins .................................................................................................... 213 

 

5.9. Young neighbors come out of their houses................................................................... 213 

 

5.10. Climax of the pasacalle: the arrival to the shrine .......................................................... 215 

 

6.1. Lima's Mayor Susana Villaran (wearing a white t-shirt) awards  

 the work of Pamela Otoya (second from the left) and Leonardo (to the right) ............... 231 

 



x 

 

NOTE ON TRANSLATIONS 

 

All of the statements and narratives included in this dissertation, which were documented 

through interviews and conversations with research consultants in Villa El Salvador during my 

fieldwork, were originally provided in Spanish. Their translation into English is my own. I have 

aimed to maintain the colloquial tone of presentation whenever pertinent. With respect to English 

translations of published or archival writings that were originally in Spanish, these too are my 

own translations.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



xi 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

 

This dissertation investigates the origins and development of a novel communal art form 

called pasacalle that is associated with the district of Villa El Salvador on the outskirts of Peru’s 

coastal capital city, Lima. The main performers of pasacalle in Villa El Salvador (VES) are 

youth of rural Andean descent. Most are second generation Limeños whose parents immigrated 

to the city from the Andean highlands. They belong to a community that has always existed on 

the lower rungs of Limeño society in terms of socioeconomic status and political agency. The 

genre of pasacalle, driven by a novel Afro-Brazilian-derived drum music, batucada, has become 

central to their expressive culture. Pasacalle drumming is not just a form of performance art and 

entertainment, but also a vehicle for solidifying communal bonds, resisting hegemony and 

marginalization, asserting rights and power, fighting racism, and mediating the complex 

sociocultural admixture of localized identity, pride in Andean heritage, aspirations for upward 

mobility within Limeño society, and expressions of a particular brand of cosmopolitan 

internationalism that defines contemporary life in Villa El Salvador. It is to the exploration of 

such issues that this dissertation is addressed.
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

This dissertation investigates the origins and development of a novel communal art form 

called pasacalle that is associated with the district of Villa El Salvador on the outskirts of Peru’s 

coastal capital city, Lima. The main performers of pasacalle in Villa El Salvador (VES) are 

youth of rural Andean descent. Most are Limeños whose parents immigrated to the city from the 

Andean highlands. They belong to a community that has always existed on the lower rungs of 

Limeño society in terms of socioeconomic status and political agency. The genre of pasacalle has 

become central to their expressive culture, not just as a form of performance art and 

entertainment, but also as a vehicle for solidifying communal bonds, resisting hegemony and 

marginalization, asserting rights and power, fighting racism, and mediating the complex 

sociocultural admixture of localized identity, pride in Andean heritage, aspirations for upward 

mobility within Limeño society, and expressions of a particular brand of Brazilian-inspired 

cosmopolitan internationalism that defines contemporary life in Villa El Salvador. It is to the 

exploration of such issues that this dissertation is addressed.  

 

 

The Andean Pasacalle Tradition and the Urban Pasacalle of Villa El Salvador 

 

Many different types of pasacalle are performed in the Peruvian Andes today, but the 

specifically urban form of the genre that emerged in VES around 2005 and has grown steadily in 

prominence and significance since that time is resolutely distinct from all others. As a communal 

art form and ritual practice, the VES pasacalle is inspired by traditional parade-like events that 

have been practiced by rural Amerindian communities throughout the Sierra mountains since the 

establishment of the Spanish Colony (1542 CE). In these Sierra events, townspeople get together 

and walk along the streets to the sounds of brass band ensembles—including Western 

instruments such as tubas, trombones, trumpets, and saxophones—in order to celebrate a patron 

saint’s day or other important national or civic festivities. Pasacalle literally translates as “to 

walk along the street,” and the act of walking along the street together in these special events, I 
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argue, allows for village dwellers to reinforce a sense of togetherness, therefore strengthening the 

social solidarity needed to carry out daily (more ordinary) communal work activities that are 

fundamental to the sustenance of Andean agricultural economies. This original Andean pasacalle 

tradition came to be transformed into the modern VES pasacalle as an effort to create platforms 

for the development of a civically engaged youth. Pasacalle activists utilized the basic 

framework of the traditional Andean parade to produce a novel and hybridized art form that also 

became a political strategy to combat the rigidity of Lima’s coercive and unequal social 

structure. 

 

Pasacalle Instruments and Musical Organization 

Pasacalle music in Villa El Salvador is mainly performed in two situational contexts. 

First, it can be heard during the outdoor weekly rehearsals carried out by the local grassroots 

organizations that are the subject of this research. Second, pasacalle music is produced during 

neighborhood communal celebrations such as fundraising events, institutional anniversaries, and 

political rallies. The instruments utilized in both contexts derive from the Afro-Brazilian 

batucada tradition that was first adopted in the early 2000s. Most of these instruments have been 

built by local musicians themselves. Musicians/artisans used as a reference the few original 

Brazilian instruments that were acquired by cultural organizations in metropolitan Lima’s music 

stores. Below, I describe a basic ensemble configuration employed in many rehearsals and 

formal contexts. It should be noted that there is no general consensus regarding what the correct 

Spanish names are for some of these instruments, and this is reflected in Table 1.1 below, in 

which various instruments names are included. When spoken of in general terms, all batucada 

instruments are simply described as tambores (drums). 

Table 1.1. VES pasacalle instruments. 

Original 

Portuguese 

Name 

Spanish 

Name(s) 

Function / Description 

Repinique Repique Tom-tom played with two sticks and hands. This is the 

lead instrument in a batucada formation. Repique players 

are expected to improvise and be virtuosic.  
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Table 1.1. – continued. 

Surdo Bombo, Fondo, 

Primeras, 

Segundas, 

Terceras, Pin-

Pun 

Large drum that provides strong downbeats and low 

frequency sustain to the overall sound of an ensemble. In 

a batucada group, fondos usually generate interlocking 

patterns. This is why the instruments are differentiated by 

using chronological nicknames that specify their order of 

appearance in a given rhythmic sequence, e.g., primera 

(first), segunda (second), or tercera (third). In addition, 

surdos are also called bombos, because they resemble the 

traditional Andean drum of this name. 

Caixa de guerra Tarola, Picoro, 

Caja 

A snare drum. It provides cohesion to the overall 

rhythmic fabric of the ensemble as well as percussive 

embellishments and syncopations. 

Chocalho  Chapitas, 

Shaker 

A shaker made with pieces of metal. It adds colors and 

brilliance. 

 

VES batucada music requires at least four players. Three musicians are in charge of the 

fondos and produce individual rhythmic patterns that complement each other in an interlocking 

fashion, while a leader utilizes the repique to mark the overall pace and to indicate upcoming 

transitions. A standard batucada performance in the context of any event involves an opening, 

pre-composed riff followed by the chosen style itself, which can be taken from a standard 

repertoire of rhythmic styles known by most pasacalle activists. These include batucada-son, 

batucada-funk, and batucada reggae among others. Once musicians begin playing the chosen 

style, the focus of the performance is to maintain: 1) momentum, 2) the cohesiveness of the 

various interlocking patterns, and 3) a stable beat for the duration of the performance. Ensemble 

leaders use their fingers to indicate the arrival of a corte (break, lit. cut), which is also a pre-

composed riff that adds impetus and variety to the groove. After a corte is performed, the 

ensemble returns to the original style. There could be several cortes in a given performance. 

Lastly, the ensemble leader indicates a final corte, which leads to the end of the piece. Variety 

and momentum are also achieved through the addition of embellishments and solos played by the 
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tarola and repique. The styles performed by organizations derive mainly from original Afro-

Brazilian rhythms, the same ones that in turn are inspired by older Afro-Caribbean rhythms. 

Some of these include adaptations of Dominican merengue, Cuban son, and reggae rhythms to 

the batucada configuration. The styles played by VES pasacalle organizations are in constant 

reformulation and each ensemble tends to develop a particular interpretation of the related 

interlocking patterns. 

 

Practicing Togetherness 

The VES pasacalle is mainly performed by a community of second-generation1 male and 

female Andean immigrants in the district of Villa El Salvador. The genre incorporates 1) the use 

of Afro-Brazilian batucada drumming, 2) circus performing arts such as clowning, juggling, and 

acrobatics—which derive from a transnational circus social movement2 — and 3) an Andean 

                                                             

1 My use of the category “second generation immigrant” refers to citizens born in the city of 

Lima, who have at least one Highland born parent. 

 

2 An illustrative example of this transnational movement is the work of the Quebec based 

company Cirque Du Soleil, which has launched a social circus training program utilizing the 

circus arts as prominent educational tools within disenfranchised communities. The company’s 

definition of such a program can be applied to the activities carried out by other institutions and 

individuals in the context of the transnational social circus movement: “Social circus is an 

innovative social intervention approach based on the circus arts. It targets various at-risk groups 

living in precarious personal and social situations, including street or detained youth and women 

survivors of violence. In this approach, the primary goal is not to learn the circus arts, but rather 

to assist with participants’ personal and social development by nurturing their self-esteem and 

trust in others, as well as by helping them to acquire social skills, become active citizens, express 

their creativity and realize their potential. Social circus is a powerful catalyst for creating social 

change because it helps marginalized individuals assume their place within a community and 

enrich that community with their talents.” For more information see 

http://www.cirquedusoleil.com/en/about/global-citizenship/social-circus.aspx. (Accessed May 

12, 2014). 
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ritual ethos. The parades involve the participation of several associations of teenagers and young 

adults, who hold weekly rehearsals in the streets of the district3. Groups such as Kataplum Suena, 

La Retumba, Intinya-Batu, Rumba Urbana, and Kilombo define themselves as both “cultural 

organizations” and “families.”4 They rehearse daily in order to reach a proficient technical level 

prior to formal performances. Broadly, a VES pasacalle event aims to capture the greatest 

number of neighbors in a walk across the dusty streets of the district. The role of cultural 

organizations is therefore to provide personnel consisting of batucada musicians, jugglers, 

acrobats, and clowns to summon neighbors who are not necessarily affiliated with a cultural 

organization in these long walks. Pasacalle artists strive to capture the attention of passersby with 

their appealing performances. The movement of large numbers of processional participants 

through the streets in a pasacalle produces a multilayered sensorial spectacle that includes 

explosive percussive sounds, attention-grabbing costumes, choreographies, and the dynamism of 

the participants’ bodies swaying and moving forward. In these eclectic parades, performers and 

audiences alike may be said, borrowing from Edith Turner, to “make up narratives of expression 

that draw meaning from the experience of acting together” (Turner 2012: 44). The collective and 

unplanned nature of the performance leads participants to experience a transformation of the 

neighborhood’s everyday reality. Breaking through the mesh of everyday life and routines, the 

pasacalle provides an alternative site to connect people. It energizes and re-affirms the attendees’ 

mutual bonds while simultaneously instilling subjective bodily experiences of flow, eventually 

leading to the efflorescence of a rich and multilayered communal ritual. 

Even though batucada drumming and the circus arts utilized by cultural organizations 

embody the basic aesthetic framework of pasacalle rituality, I highlight the role played by 

                                                             

3 To avoid repetition, I will refer to young VES pasacalle activists and performers using different 

terms from now on. I will use words such as “associates,” “members,” or “peers” to denote their 

conditions of belonging to certain organizations. This condition of “being associated” to a larger 

corporative entity is important because it encourages activists to foster feelings of commitment 

to others and to observe organization-specific moral mandates. 

  

4 Generally, among pasacalle activists, the term “family” does not connote relatedness by blood. 

It refers to strong friendship and camaraderie. 
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Andean Highland communal values as key to the social foundation of the practice. The Andean 

ritual ethos of pasacalle and related activities that I observed during my fieldwork gives the 

genre its meaning and importance in the local community to a considerable extent. This ethos 

derives from a fundamental drive that encourages togetherness and cooperation as crucial 

strategies for survival. As second-generation immigrants, most of the young pasacalle 

practitioners are of Andean or mestizo heritage. They are the descendants of the district’s 

founders, who during the 1970s traversed most of the largely rural territories of the country to 

settle down in the wastelands of Lima. In this inhospitable area, immigrants utilized Highland 

communal work strategies to fulfill their needs. These collective strategies, including the 

organization of public kitchens for the needy or teams of neighbors/construction workers to build 

shelters, were also important for contending with the racial/ethnic discrimination endorsed by 

metropolitan Lima’s elites.  

Currently, that same spirit of strategic communal work that united 1970s immigrants is 

applied in the rehearsal techniques and formal performances of VES pasacalle musicians. Every 

week, on the dusty and cracked streets of the district, pasacalle practitioners gather with their 

respective cultural organizations and work to fine-tune their drumming skills. Improving their 

skills as drummers involves, among other factors, developing correct timing and rhythmic 

interaction, mastering breaks and transitions, and becoming used to new batucada styles. 

Moreover, this training is carried out in public spaces, a situation that, according to 

organizations’ members, fosters group cohesion and neighborhood solidarity. Through the 

concerted and coordinated activities that structure weekly rehearsals, organizations search to 

grow into solid sounding units, that is, into well-articulated cohorts of musicians defined by the 

rare ability of playing a cosmopolitan and foreign brand of Afro-Brazilian batucada. One 

important characteristic of these percussion ensembles is that they require synchronized action. 

For this reason, becoming a successful ensemble requires fluent communication between the 

various participants. Instrumental coordination and intragroup dialogue are interconnected steps 

towards the development of a good sound. The effective management of individual effort, 

passion, and communal engagement is necessary to ensure that ensembles function properly as 

sounding units.  

The distinctive complexity of batucada’s rhythmic textures relies on the good 

relationships maintained by fellow musicians prior to and during the performance. While 
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ensembles allow room for occasional soloists and improvisatory passages, the organizations’ 

drummers are usually required to restrict individualistic playing in favor of group integration. 

For this reason, parade musicians focus their practicing routines on achieving this type of 

cognitive and emotional connection, a form of interpersonal “attunement” that implies sensorial, 

felt activities leading to a “unitive or peak experience” (Kossak 2007: 11). As such, practicing 

the tambores is not only a means for polishing instrumental skills, but is also an effective 

community-building strategy that promotes the coordination of members at the physical, 

emotional, spiritual, and cognitive levels (see Figure 1.2). Rehearsals seek to foster a 

synchronization of mental and physical energies between members, and this singularity of 

attention is directed thereafter towards bringing vitality to the ensemble’s sound. A powerful 

pasacalle performance, then, demands that harmonious social relationships are maintained by 

musicians inside their respective organizations. Lastly, by training themselves to work efficiently 

as sounding units, members of pasacalle associations exercise their ability to cooperate and 

communicate with their peers, even when discrepancies arise. For these self-sustained groups, 

practicing has become a type of ritual that supersedes the importance of a finalized performance, 

that is, improving one’s sound is gauged more vital than performing itself. The guiding principle 

of togetherness and cooperation functions here as the core mobilizing force beneath the 

outwardly cosmopolitan appearance of the pasacalle. 

 

 

            Fig. 1.1. Practicing batucada: A community-building strategy. 
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Experimental Identities 

Most of the young citizens of the district have received a multicultural education. Their 

learning and socializing experience has been built upon the standardized curricula taught in the 

public school system (when parents could afford sending them to school instead of to work) and 

the traditional uses, values, and beliefs passed down by their progenitors of Andean origin. 

Potential attributes notwithstanding, this multiculturalism is not seen with positive eyes in Lima, 

a city in which European and Anglo-Saxon cultures are held as ideal models. As a consequence, 

the condition of being both locals and outsiders to Lima’s Western oriented modes of existence 

has promoted shifting identities in the VES youth. The pasacalle cultural organizations I studied 

during my fieldwork are expressive manifestations of the shifting quality that defines emergent 

subjectivities in underdeveloped Lima. Part of my research traces the modalities by which 

Highland ritual forms (and their correlated social functions) have been morphed and adapted by 

Andean immigrants in the Peruvian capital. Communal art forms such as the pasacalle and other 

dance-based activities—many of which are still practiced actively in the Andean mountains—

have been reworked into novel practices. Furthermore, the descendants of the Highlanders who 

migrated to VES have maintained a receptive and open attitude when negotiating their local 

identities. This attitude is clear in the constant reformulation of their musical expressions. As 

with other underprivileged Andean communities in the capital, VES musicians have not shied 

away from experimenting with musical styles from the international popular scene. The massive 

phenomenon of chicha (lit. mixture, corn beer) music in the 1980s (Cornejo 1995) and 

tecnocumbia in the 1990s (Romero 2007), movements that appropriated and re-conceptualized 

foreign genres such as Colombian cumbia and Tejano music, attested to the fervent eclecticism 

shaping new Andean musical sensibilities in the capital city. Pasacalle organizations’ adoption of 

Afro-Brazilian musical traditions and transnational circus aesthetics shows that the taste for 

eclectic fusion and hybridization still dominates the processes of cultural innovation among 

Andean descendants.  

Tendencies to diversify musical discourses and to construct expressive vocabularies that 

syncretize transnational idioms have been an important step towards immigrants’ adaptation to 

Lima’s social configuration. For example, as Romero notes, the “golden age” of Peruvian 

national folklore coincided with the period in which the first rural settlers began to arrive in Lima 

(quoted by Vich 2003: 8). During this period (primarily the 1950s), immigrant Highlanders 
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negotiated their identities through the development of novel cultural expressions. The production 

of newer cultural codes helped them to self-define as contemporary individuals. Through this 

means they contested traditional Limeños’ conception of the cholo as backward (in Peru, cholo is 

a derogative word used to describe people with Andean phenotypical traits). Building upon 

chicha and tecnocumbia music, the emergence of a “new Andean subject” in Lima—that is, a 

rural individual who through the process of forced acculturation contested a condition of 

marginality—has been tied to the appearance of a “de-essentialized Indian” culture (Vich 2003: 

8). This arguably non-Indian urban identity needs nonetheless to be gauged as the result of an 

“immigrant condition” that brought about a “comprehensively dynamic and heterogeneous 

cultural contact” between Highlanders traditional habits and the Western-oriented social codes 

enforced by Limeños (ibid.). 

Before the year 2005, the VES pasacalle was performed in quite a different way than it 

has been since that time. From the view of the organizations’ leaders, the milestone that marked 

the origin of the VES parade in its present form was the incorporation of the Afro-Brazilian 

batucada. Previously, as leaders Leonardo (Kilombo organization) and Michael (La Retumba 

organization) have stated, the music accompanying parades was loosely improvisatory and made 

with Andean bombos or snare drums,5 with the occasional addition of trumpets or wind 

instruments that would extemporize simple tunes.6 This music was described to me by both 

musicians as rhythmically monotonous, non-syncopated, and random, as a mere pulse to direct 

people’s walking along the streets. In fact, prior to the incorporation of the batucada in 2005, 

VES pasacalle music was more openly shaped by Andean sonorities. According to Romero, 

traditional pasacalle music in the Central Andes is defined by the role of melodic content instead 

of rhythm. For him, pasacalles are “tunes,” melodies “performed for the sections of Andean 

dances that accompany walking through the streets” (Romero 1995: 10-17). Even though I find 

this description of the ritual form limited and prefer to build upon Mendoza’s conceptualization 

of the pasacalle as “coordinated group movement along the streets” (2000: 118), Romero’s 

account is helpful in its recognition of the fundamental change that took place in VES. Building 

                                                             

5 Leonardo (Kilombo organization). Personal communication. August, 2013. 

 

6 Michael (La Retumba organization). Personal communication. July, 2013. 
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upon the practice of a centuries-old communal custom, immigrants in VES constructed a mode 

of rituality that shifted the emphasis of melody towards a radical exploration of rhythmic 

possibilities. As a result, the integration of Afro-Brazilian batucada has led to the elaboration of 

an urban, Andean-derived practice. Yet, as noted above, the VES pasacalle is still shaped by 

underlying traditional Highland forms of rituality as well, which articulate the creative energies 

of Andean and Lima-based practitioners in terms of achieving togetherness and group 

consciousness.  

 

The VES Pasacalle: A Performative Bridge  

Building upon this general understanding of the form across dissimilar cultural settings, I 

approach the VES parade metaphorically as a performative bridge that negotiates identity and 

tackles social demands through the use of eclectic aesthetic idioms. Pressed by the need to 

construct communal bonds in order to contend with overwhelming inequality and discrimination, 

young practitioners of the pasacalle developed an interdisciplinary, unconventional art form that 

embodies a heterogeneous amalgam of Andean and transnational expressive modes. This 

development, nonetheless, remains as an ongoing and dynamic construction of performative 

codes, in that there is no general agreement among leaders about the correct way to execute a 

pasacalle. With this, VES organizations show that the attainment of a distinctive neo-Andean 

identity among Lima immigrants is still unclear. In other words, immigrants’ subjectivities are 

not part of a clear cultural project in the capital city. On the basis of my ethnographic work in 

Villa, I argue that the development of such distinctive cultural consciousness among Andean 

Limeños is not meant, nor wished, to be attained. For instance, VES youth have consistently 

maintained a resilient attitude towards self/identity construction, as this is reflected in their 

continuous reworking of pasacalle aesthetics. This is evident also in the radical transformation of 

the original Highland art form and in the way practitioners define themselves in relation to their 

art. In Andean towns and communities, for example, parades require the obligatory presence of 

brass bands that include Western instruments such as trombones, saxophones, and trumpets. 

While participants in these events might wear elegant garments, habitually they do not dress in 

representative uniforms or costumes as VES pasacalle musicians do. Cultural organizations in 

Villa have broken with these Andean conventions. They have replaced traditional brass bands 

with Afro-Brazilian drum ensembles and they wear uniforms to differentiate their organizations. 
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Other recent additions to the VES parade involve the use of “Chinese dragons” (a costume worn 

by multiple actors), acrobats walking on wooden or metal stilts, and the performance of Afro-

Peruvian genres arranged for Brazilian batucada ensemble. As this heterogeneous range of 

cultural annexations shows, members of pasacalle organizations have assumed as a challenge the 

constant innovation and aesthetic reworking of their art. Furthermore, the overt iconoclastic 

attitude towards traditional Andean usages—that is, the position against accepted Highland 

conventions such as the role of melody and performance etiquette—is part of local musicians’ 

interests in revitalizing the social function of the parade. The persistent reworking of aesthetic 

idioms attest to the experimental nature of VES identity construction. 

 

Fractal Subjectivities 

Lastly, the experimentation with national and transnational musical vocabularies that 

occurs in pasacalle may be seen as evidence of what Uzendoski calls “fractal subjectivities,” a 

term he uses to describe fully modern Amerindian subjects as agents engaged in multifaceted 

political, economic, and supernatural relationships that define sociality (2010: 39). These fractal 

relationships constitute a dynamic bundle of affirmative actions, which usually are played out in 

the context of ritual communal events such as the pasacalle. Importantly, the relationships 

carried out by members of Amerindian communities “do not oppose locality and globality; they 

show that [Amerindian] people are defined simultaneously by the local and the global, part and 

whole, and the one and the many” (ibid.). The construction of VES local identities and 

subjectivities is achieved through performative aesthetics that do not respond to particular 

political or normative agendas. Subjectivities involve a constant interaction between multiple 

domains of knowledge, but also to the defense of citizens’ rights to experiment with these 

various domains. Experimental identities engage actors in a continuous practicing of their social 

personae.  

 

Blackness versus Andeaness: The Performance of Race in the VES Pasacalle 

In Villa El Salvador, core values and foundations of the rural Andean pasacalle persist at 

a deep structure level, but at the surface the genre is so radically transformed that it appears to be 

almost unrelated to its progenitor.  Even though the Amerindian tradition of walking together to 

promote social cohesion has been preserved in VES, the musical vocabulary utilized to 



12 

 

accompany the parades is completely new. As this dissertation shows, the switch from 

Amerindian traditional sonorities—which ultimately were achieved through performance on 

European musical instruments brought and sanctioned by Spanish colonizers—accounts for VES 

youth’s effort to rework disadvantageous notions of race still held by the denizens of 

metropolitan Lima. The reworking of racial/ethnic identity through performance codes ultimately 

allows VES youth to construct eclectic cultural and social selves that successfully navigate 

through dissimilar national and transnational aesthetic models. Eventually, this open eclecticism, 

as ingrained in pasacalle performance codes, has opened the door to the development of 

culturally diverse modes of self-assertion and communal enfranchisement.  

Bohlman and Radano have argued that music “participates in many of the aesthetic and 

discursive constructions of race” and that “race provides one of the necessary elements in the 

construction of music;” furthermore, they add, music also “occupies a domain at once between 

races” and having the “potential of embodying—becoming—different racial significations” 

(2001: 8). This conceptualization of the discursive constructions of race through music-making is 

vital to understanding the types of entanglements that fostered the appropriation of the Afro-

Brazilian batucada tradition by Amerindian descendants and mestizo pasacalle musicians in 

VES. In this line of thinking, the research question that guides this dissertation is as follows: 

how, and why, did the original Andean pasacalle tradition come to be transformed into the VES 

communal art form of pasacalle, in which the Brazilian batucada, rather than the traditional 

European-derived orquesta típica brass band, is the iconic musical signifier? While the insertion 

of Afro-Brazilian drums and the removal of Andean brass bands represent perhaps the most 

salient elements in the transformation of the VES style, other performance codes taken from 

international mass media and popular culture further distance the aesthetic make-up of the 

pasacalle from its original Andean counterpart. I am referring specifically to the circus 

performing arts included in every VES pasacalle parade, which are performed in a “postmodern” 

Cirque du Soleil-inspired idiom. I argue that the adoption and adaptation of cosmopolitan 

signifiers such as these international circus arts and batucada have served not just to 

“internationalize” the genre of pasacalle, but have ultimately unlocked the door to a reclamation 

of genuine Andean expressive sensibilities as well. Through such reclamation, the residents of 

Villa El Salvador have used the appropriation of meaningful yet culturally distant modes of 

expressive culture to combat and redress a colonial and post-colonial past that has repressed 
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integral Andeaness through a fetishized privileging of Western-derived symbols of “high 

culture” such as the European brass band.   

The implacable defense of Western aesthetic standards among Peruvian power elites has 

led to an institutionalized aversion and mockery of original Andean products among policy-

makers and economically empowered mestizo/white criollo groups. This detestation of all-

things-Andean, backed by the purported need to “modernize” an allegedly primitive indigenous 

culture, has brought about the phenomenon of syncretism, in which the expression of culture-

specific sensibilities was tolerated by prevailing elites when clothed with Western-derived codes. 

The case of the VES pasacalle offers a window from which to observe how this clothing of 

spontaneous sensibilities may play a role in the formation of syncretic or hybrid post-colonial 

cultural products, products that are nonetheless profoundly embedded within the praxis and ethos 

of traditional Andean social values. My research in Villa El Salvador indicates that the 

proliferation of pasacalle cultural organizations reflects the local youth’s conscious effort to 

reinvigorate the spirit of togetherness and cooperation that has characterized Andean immigrant 

communities since their arrival in Lima starting in the second half of the twenty century. In that 

regard, the adoption of Brazilian batucada music and the international circus arts may be 

approached also as an instance of what Paul Ricoeur called the “comprehension of the self 

through the detour of the comprehension of the other,” a phenomenological construct Ricoeur 

invoked to explain how the manufacture of cultural selves is articulated and achieved only 

through a voyage into the cultural signs of the Other (quoted in Tomlinson 1994: 26). 

It is through this detour of the other perspective that the issue of race becomes an 

important component in the development of VES pasacalle aesthetics. As I will show, the 

ostensibly oppositional yet substantively complementary dyad Blackness/Andeaness that is 

conceptualized and deployed by pasacalle organization leaders (and most especially by the 

important activist Pamela Otoya)7 is intended to sponsor specific performance modalities 

through sound and bodily movement. These modalities are connected to a strategic presentation 

of the self (Goffman 1959) that helps the VES youth to navigate and contest pervasive 

stereotypes and race theories that essentially characterize all Amerindians as introvert, 

uncreative, and apathetic individuals. This essentialist vision of Andeaness in Lima and 

                                                             

7 See Chapter IV. 
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throughout the rest of the country is promoted mainly by criollos (white, mixed-raced) citizens, 

but in many cases Amerindian themselves have fundamentally bought into the pervasive 

stereotypes that effectively justify their own marginalization. The colonial and post-colonial 

processes of conversion to the Roman Catholic religion and the enforced adoption of Western 

social, economic, aesthetic, and political values have had major consequences. Historically and 

still today, many Amerindians have maintained a general attitude of indifference towards 

national sociopolitical issues that concern their own need to reclaim agency. They have wittingly 

or unwittingly been complicit in their own disenfranchisement.   

The youth of Villa El Salvador who perform in pasacalles may be seen to contradict the 

veracity of that “indifferent Amerindian” stereotype. They embody a powerful and dynamic 

strategy to rework, and ultimately subvert, negative stereotypes of Andeaness; they have adopted 

“Black” personae that acquire personal meaning through the practice, performance, and 

innovation of the Afro-Brazilian batucada drum tradition in the streets of their district. To 

combat the generalized perception of Amerindians as “introverted, repressed, closed, anti-

social”8  and “essentially sad”9 individuals, pasacalle musicians of Andean origin perform 

themselves as figures of energy, courage, passion, movement, sensuality, and joy. This 

deployment of what they perceive as an Andean manifestation of authentic Blackness through 

bodily and sonic codes is itself an instance of essentialism: among the most vexing 

entanglements in this study is the fact that in Villa El Salvador, racial determinism concerning 

the alleged sadness and weakness of Amerindian people is countered by racial determinism of 

another type, in which an essentialist racial imaginary of Blackness is invoked as a new code of 

Andean strength and vitality.   

This is undeniably problematic, but beyond acknowledging this to be the case, I have 

tended not to emphasize that fact in this research. Rather, I focus on how Andean performances 

of Blackness in the context of the VES pasacalle tradition have ultimately served positive ends, 

motivating the productive kinds of empowerment and social activism that have guided the 

                                                             

8 Pasacalle leader Pamela Otoya. Personal communication. July 2013. 

 

9 Ex-Peruvian President Alan Garcia Perez exposing his view on Peru’s Andean population 

(Palacios 2009). 
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activities of pasacalle cultural organizations. Their modes of appropriation and reclamation are 

intertwined and strategic; they respond to a real need for moving away from demeaning Andean 

categories and empowering young VES citizens with a sense of pride rooted in a belief in their 

social, cultural, political, and economic efficacy. On an aesthetic level, there is also significance. 

There is no parallel to what the residents of VES have done in terms of syncretizing Afro-derived 

percussion and Andean communal values in the entire history of the Peruvian nation. This 

represents a highly innovative cultural move. Part of the significance of this research, then, is to 

be found in its account of a unique cultural genre located in the integration of Andean 

performative rituality and the participatory, body-centered, and community-oriented instrumental 

practices of batucada music. 

 

 

Fig.  1.2. Rosa, a member of La Retumba, warming up before a formal pasacalle. Cerro Papa in 

background. She is one of the only two Afro-Peruvian pasacalle activists I met in VES. 
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Performance Context 

The semi-urban layout of the Villa El Salvador district constitutes the main field of action 

of the musicultural tradition and its topography has determined in part the way in which 

performances and rehearsals are carried out. Villa El Salvador was built by Andean immigrants 

on the deserted wastelands south of urban Lima, also known as metropolitan Lima (see Fig. 1.4 

and Fig. 1.5). One important characteristic of the district’s urban layout is that due to the 

experimental nature that surrounded its inception (see Chapter II and III), VES was initially 

planned and designed as a web of grupos residenciales (residential groups) with a symmetrical 

number of households/buildings evenly spread across the desert’s territory (see Fig. 1.6). In the 

early 1970s, a team sponsored by President Velazco Alvarado’s military government and led by 

twenty-four year old Peruvian architecture Miguel Romero endeavored to develop a city layout 

based on interconnected housing modules (see Fig. 1.7). While this team established the 

theoretical guidelines for the architectural development of the district, it was the local neighbors 

who executed the plan by building the houses themselves. The main goal addressed by architect 

Romero through this urban planning was the VES neighbors’ hope to promote a vision of self-

management and self-sustainability based on Andean communal ideals (Burt 1988). In present 

times, then, each residential group involves the same basic architectural design, comprising 

houses located around a parque central (central park), which features one area devoted to sports 

facilities and another devoted to neighborhood meetings. These parks function as a hub of social 

activity at the micro-level and sponsor the exchange of ideas and political activity at a macro-

level across the entire district. In addition, each residential group counts on neighborhood 

representatives to voice their needs and claims in large district assemblies. It was in these always 

crowded and active park settings that I observed most of the communal pasacalle activities that 

support my ethnographic analysis. These are places where the youth meet with the elders and 

where the ethos of mutuality that characterizes VES consciousness is expressed and put into 

practice. 

In addition, the pasacalle is by definition a street genre; it is always rehearsed and 

performed outdoors. Most of my fieldwork, the only exception being my personal interviews 

with pasacalle leaders, was conducted in the streets and parks of the district. The visual 

aesthetics of the pasacalle, that is, its colorful and synergistic constitution, acquire a significant 

role in the dusty, cloudy, and gray landscapes of Villa. As this research shows, the tradition has 
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as one of its functions the transformation of the inhabitants’ apathy—which has been related in 

different situations and times to political violence, social marginalization, and/or environmental 

conditions—into an attitude defined by entrepreneurial and creative potential. As a result, the 

streets of the district constitute a defining element in the evolution of the genre’s aesthetics and 

performance codes. 

 

 

Fig.  1.3. City of Lima, located next to the Pacific Ocean.  
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Fig.  1.4. District of Villa El Salvador 
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Fig 1.5. VES residential group. Original architectural design (Burga et. al. 1988: 41). 

 

       

Fig 1.6. VES original foundational plan (Burga et. al. 1988: 25). 
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Literature Review: Villa El Salvador: an Invasion, a Transient Community, a 

Socialist Dream, a Dynamic Experiment, a Contemporary Andean Urban Community 

 

In this research I trace the origins and development of Villa El Salvador’s pasacalle 

tradition by focusing on the ethical foundation of the art form and the pragmatic outcomes local 

artists wish to accomplish through its practice. The ethical ontology framing pasacalle practices 

involves a set of behaviors, moral codes, personals attitudes, and implicit expectations that are 

orally passed down and maintained among Andean migrants. It shapes the civic consciousness 

and determines the political goals of local activists in matters such as communal work and 

reciprocal labor. Furthermore, this ethical ontology also relates to the pasacalle activists’ shared 

cultural background and provenance, which is shaped by the migration and adaptation process 

they and their ancestors underwent when colonizing the barren lands south of metropolitan Lima. 

In this light, the VES pasacalle emerged (and is still evolving) as a manifestation of the clashes, 

agreements, and continuous reworking of cultural and racial identities brought about by the 

difficult insertion of rural Amerindians into Lima’s intolerant society. The aesthetic evolution of 

the pasacalle responds in part to VES residents’ particular reconceptualization of traditional 

Andean communal customs, but also to rural migrants’ personal understanding of what it means 

to be an Andean citizen in a contemporary society.  

Due to such complex processes of migration and identity formation—and because of the 

legitimately successful settlement of the poor and self-sustained communities in the desert—the 

district of Villa has been the focus of several studies. These accounts, however, highlight 

dissimilar theoretical angles and actors involved in the building of the district. In Villa El 

Salvador: Power and Community (1996), Coronado and Pajuelo present a thorough review of the 

first wave immigrants’ establishment of CUAVES (the Self-Sustained Urban Community of 

Villa El Salvador), an institution the authors consider the first and foremost expression of direct 

democracy in Latin America. Coronado and Pajuelo depict the formation of CUAVES as an 

eminently socialist movement engaged in an overt battle against Lima’s wealthy groups who 

maintained control over the political, economic, and legal systems in the country, thus favoring a 

non-Amerindian minority. Moreover, this analysis of CUAVES, an independent body politic 

thoroughly designed and conceptualized by VES migrants themselves, looks into the particular 

forms of social and intersubjective relationships that were forged by this institution in its race 
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against a discriminatory society and a harsh natural environment. In addition, the authors inquire 

into the issues and processes that have molded the constitution of VES subjectivities and the 

formation of a cultural consciousness in the context of the Peruvian nation. An important aspect 

in the analysis of these problems is that, as Quijano affirms in the introduction to the volume, 

Peruvian society at large was and still is being articulated by imposed structures of power and 

governance derived from the colonial model and not by a legitimate modern democracy (1996: 

8). Therefore, the case of Villa El Salvador constitutes an isolated expression of direct 

democracy exercised by a self-governed community of rural migrants in Peru. Coronado and 

Pajuelo emphasize in this way that, due to VES migrants’ inherent condition of being foreigners 

and uncivilized in the eyes of an elitist central government, CUAVES primarily engaged local 

residents in a process of political self-recognition and communal transformation. Within the self-

sustained community, migrants had to first learn about their own inalienable legal rights in order 

to be able to contest the oppression exerted by a post-colonial state that has kept Amerindian 

masses in a state of poverty and poor education. Such processes of political self-recognition 

opened the door to a re-valorization of Andean communal values and expressive culture. 

Many actors were involved in the building of the district and the organizational work 

carried out by CUAVES. Cecilia Blondet pays close attention to the role of VES women in 

ensuring the self-sustainability of the squatter-settlement as well as in fomenting the political 

enfranchisement of the migrants. In Women and Power: A History of Villa El Salvador (1991), 

Blondet details the important work carried out by the association of VES female neighbors in the 

construction of a collective movement that shaped “novel social and political identities” in the 

emerging district (14). The author narrows down the investigation to describe and chronicle the 

labor done by female migrants in order to fulfill immediate basic needs such as provision of food 

to the families and acquisition of NGOs’ donations and monetary subsidies to help in the settlers’ 

adaptation process. The association of VES women, as Blondet notes, had a crucial role in 

systematizing the internal relations of the collectivity and in fostering a sense of communal 

belonging among people who came from “dissimilar places, ages, and histories,” people whose 

single hope was to construct a dwelling space (1991: 14). VES women, mostly from Andean 

and/or rural origins, developed a strong internal cohesion at the core of the social institutions 

they developed to fulfill the most pressing needs (especially, the comedores populares, which 

were public and free-of-cost eateries for the poor). Through this process of organization, 
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management, and execution of self-sustained grassroots projects, women saw themselves as 

“female invaders” and empowered agents of change (Blondet 1991). They actively participated 

in the neighborhood assemblies organized by the first settlers after their arrival. These assemblies 

constituted what Quijano considered an innovative exercise of direct democracy in Latin 

America, because the meetings were open to every single individual in the squatter settlement to 

discuss and decide about the future developmental, economic, and political plans for Villa El 

Salvador. Within these assemblies, too, migrant women became leaders through their initiative in 

designing strategies to acquire funds and donations to support the health of their families and 

neighbors. Through this means of close political participation, women learned notions of 

citizenship that were previously unknown to them. The lack of political recognition in post-

colonial Peru does not only still affect Amerindian communities in general but, perhaps more 

severely, Amerindian children and women. Blondet utilizes her investigation to show how VES 

communal enfranchisement was fostered in part by the tightening of internal social relationships 

and the fostering of an ethical consciousness sponsored by Amerindian and mestizo rural 

women.  

Yet another perspective on the origins of the district comes from historian Antonio 

Zapata-Velasco. He wrote a dissertation entitled The Community of Villa El Salvador, Lima-

Peru, 1971-1992: Heterogeneity and Social Conflict (1997) to trace the political conflicts and 

alliances that influences VES self-governed community from its very inception. Zapata-Velazco 

focuses on the local power and grassroots institutions that supported the transformation of the 

initial VES shanty-town into what is today, a politically recognized district of Lima.10 

Interestingly, Zapata-Velasco highlights the rivalries and struggles that emerged in the VES’ 

political arena once the initial settlement of migrants was successfully accomplished. Zapata-

Velazco argues that the period of conflict following the establishment of CUAVES in the early 

1970s responded to the appearance of a “three-tiers system of income and working conditions” 

that generated socioeconomic (and also generational) differentiations among residents (1997: 

                                                             

10 Since the 1980s, Villa El Salvador has been governed with a municipal Mayor, who is elected 

through democratic elections that follow the regulations of the Peruvian Constitution. 

Nonetheless, the Mayor is expected to maintain close relationships with the local neighborhood 

communities in matters of economic and cultural policies. 
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n/p). Previously, when the large mass of migrants arrived at the outskirts of urban Lima from 

dissimilar areas of the country, there was an “original homogeneity” in terms of the extreme 

poverty and a “marginal” condition (1997: n/p) shared by the inhabitants. Furthermore, this 

sameness that according to Zapata-Velazco helped integrate the community in matters of social 

and political decision-making was reinforced by the fact that Villa El Salvador was a massive 

“planned” experiment carried out by the socialist military regime of Velazco Alvarado (1968-75) 

(ibid.). In this regard, Zapata-Velazco writes:  

 

The first inhabitants arrived to an empty stretch of desert land where they started building 

their homes and obtaining public services from scratch. Instead of being a disorderly 

process, however, the residents were distributed on the land according to a pre-

established plan [determined by the military regime]. This plan emphasized residential 

units organized in a modular form shaping small communities that collectively own small 

scale social services (ibid.)  

 

This original, well-consolidated organization fostered by the developmental plans of the 

government and the migrants’ strong communal ties subsequently gave way to a more complex 

social fabric. Zapata-Velazco analyzes the heterogenization of the population and the individual 

struggles of actors in search of local power and prestige. In this light, the residential groups that 

first encouraged neighborhoods to maintain relations of camaraderie and cooperation with each 

other to ensure the settlement’s efficient management became the source of political discord 

thereafter. However, Zapata-Velazco utilizes his analysis to demonstrate that despite this 

growing diversification of political orientations in Villa El Salvador, the district “still exists as a 

network of institutional relationships”: the grassroots organizations that framed these 

relationships are still articulated by the ethics of mutuality and cooperation brought about by the 

settlement plan elaborated in the 1970s CUAVES. He argues that difference has ultimately 

helped to strengthen the cooperative spirit of the urban community (1997: 291): “heterogeneity 

means competition, acting as a stimulus to social life.” 
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Fig. 1.7. First settlers, 1971 (courtesy of CDVES). 

 

 

Fig.  1.8. “Estera” (straw mat), Taken from inside a settler’s shack, 1971 (courtesy of 

CDVES). 
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Peruvian anthropologist Rodrigo Montoya dedicates a comprehensive volume to 

discussing an issue that perhaps was not openly tackled in the analyses of VES communal life 

mentioned above. Using as evidence the VES inhabitants’ incorporation of rural Andean culture 

and communal values to their everyday life in urban Lima, Montoya argues that the case of Villa 

El Salvador, which he calls “the dream of a socialist community,” can be utilized as a vantage 

point to debate the present and future of Quechua11 civilization in the context of a modern world. 

In The Future of Quechua Culture in Peru: From Lima, Villa El Salvador, and Puquio (2010), 

he builds upon the migrant experience of the VES population, comprising a majority of 

Amerindian and Quechua descendants. Montoya endeavors first of all to propose a thorough 

understanding of what cultural mestiza is (mestizo culture). He utilizes as the basis of his 

theoretical edifice the idea that the “processes of cultural change can be explained on the basis of 

the creations and developments enacted at the core of cultural systems as well as on the re-

creation and re-contextualization of elements taken from foreign cultures, which are incorporated 

in these matrices” (2010: 13). To support this hypothesis, Montoya explores instances of what he 

understands as general Andean and Quechua traits being re-created and re-contextualized in 

VES. He focuses on Lima’s Andean migrants’ practice of reciprocity, agricultural economic 

systems, traditional forms of religious rituality, and self-sustained communal organizations in the 

context of the modern metropolis.  

According to Montoya, these elements define core aspects of Amerindian life in the 

Andes, while also fostering the creation of novel mestizo cultures. He argues that Villa El 

Salvador is the most illustrative manifestation of this ongoing reformulation of Quechua culture 

in Peru. Beyond that, he goes on to affirm that “in Villa, some of the most important problems of 

Peru’s contemporary society have been brought up: on the one hand, the dream of a self-

sustained city in front of the imposition of an Estate and the traditional political parties; and, on 

the other, [VES is] a stage for a seriously dangerous combat between the forces of freedom and 

democracy and the oppression and secular authoritarianism of our [Peruvian] history” (Montoya 

2010: 14-15). Montoya establishes through this means a comprehensive, but somehow 

                                                             

11 “Quechua” is a native South American language family spoken primarily in the Andes 

mountain range and the Amazonian region. By extension, it is the name given to several 

indigenous ethnic groups in South America, especially in Peru, Ecuador, and Bolivia. 
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pessimistic, view of modern Quechua culture as a civilization on the verge of being incorporated 

and dissolved into the modern (and culturally insensitive) hegemony of Western-influenced 

Lima society. Important to Montoya’s thesis, and by extension to my own, is the author’s 

discussion of the “Quechua culture matrix,” in which he provides a general outline of the aspects 

that define the essence of Amerindian civilization. He employs this matrix to trace the way in 

which general Quechua traits have been re-elaborated by Lima’s migrants and, through this 

means he evaluates the nature of change at the core of VES’s mestizo consciousness. I list below 

a condensed version of Montoya’s matrix (2010: 484-485), which will help henceforth to 

contextualize the clear relationships between existing  traditional Andean values and the modern 

urban community of Villa El Salvador (especially in light of the ethical communal consciousness 

developed by neighbors in the Lima district): 

 

1. The concept of ayllu, or small community, represented as a set of human 

relationships, is essential to Andean civilization. In Quechua thought, someone 

who has several relatives or associates is considered rich, while someone with few 

relatives is poor. 

2. Quechua people exist on the basis of a harmonic relationship with nature. They do 

not insist upon controlling or dominating natural processes. 

3. Social and spatial organization in the Andes is dual, according to the vertical logic 

instilled by the topography of the Sierra mountains. The binary concepts of up and 

down (hanan and urin in Quechua language) are crucial to determining the place 

occupied by communities and individuals. Perhaps more important is the fact that 

these categories subdivide into uncountable ramifications, transforming social 

universes into complex and morphing webs of relationships. 

4. Reciprocity is the backbone of social organization. 

5. Competition between the binary organizational sections of the ayllu is a 

productive social resource that helps to foster the prestige and identities of the 

community’s members. Notably, the vertical logic of the Andes, reciprocity, and 

inter-group competition are traits that account for the eclecticism and overlapping 

webs of knowledge I will explore in the work of VES pasacalle activists. 
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6. Quechua culture associates work with fiesta, especially in the way communal 

cooperation and mutuality are deployed in the form of celebratory occurrences.  

7. The major virtues pursued by Quechua inhabitants are contained in an ethic of 

courageous and relentless work, honesty, and truth. 

8. Biological diversity is a goal in the agricultural economies of the Andes. 

Amerindians always seek to expand the variety of crops and livestock they 

maintain. This is a tendency that according to Montoya has the purpose of 

ensuring the sustainability of the ayllu. Furthermore, in this dissertation I contend 

that the tendency to diversify is not only shown in the agricultural realm but in the 

construction of expressive culture as well. 

9. There is a unity of the individual and the collective, with a primacy of the 

individual-familiar over the collective (families are the basic building blocks of 

the community). 

10. Education and the formation of successful citizens are processes articulated 

through a simple norm: one teaches by example, showing others how to properly 

carry out an action or defend a moral position. Spoken words are perceived as 

secondary accessories; this last trait will be seen in the practicing routines of 

pasacalle musicians, where minimal talk is used (see Chapter II). 

 

The matrix of Quechua traits I reproduce here does not intend to schematize or 

essentialize the intrinsically dynamic nature of Amerindian consciousness. The elements listed 

above are useful only insofar as they permit for tracing cultural and social connections between 

modern VES citizens and the habits and tendencies maintained by their rural forerunners. 

Moreover, the matrix will be a point of departure for further discussion on the nature of 

innovation, identity construction, and racial categories advanced in the district. More 

specifically, I will parallel the various elements mentioned by Montoya to the work and rhetoric 

of pasacalle activists. Ultimately, I aim to identify how these elements may have been re-worked 

by VES practitioners and how other foreign elements (specifically, Afro-Brazilian batucada and 

circus performing arts) are integrated into a novel, neo-Andean form of cultural expression. 

The most recent addition to a growing body of literature that explores VES’ community 

from diverse perspectives is Ramos’ Dreaming on the Sand: Historical Process of Villa El 
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Salvador (2010). In this book, and in light of being a native of VES, Ramos assumes the role of a 

cultural insider to chronicle and preserve the united communal actions carried out by migrants 

while “invading” and colonizing the desert land. It is precisely to the need of keeping the 

memory and the legacy of VES founders alive that the author dedicates his study. To some 

extent, Ramos assumes a position opposite to that of Montoya with respect to the future 

prospects of Quechua culture in Lima. While the latter foresees an ensuing acculturation and 

dissipation of Amerindian culture, the former is confident that the resilience and adaptation skills 

possessed by VES and Andean inhabitants in general will in the long run assure the survival and, 

moreover, the flourishing of a revitalized Quechua culture. “Never throughout Villa El 

Salvador’s history have its people ceased to be in constant movement,” writes Ramos in 

highlighting VES’s relentless socioeconomic and cultural activity (2010: 126). According to 

him, this situation embodies within itself an important identity component of the district’s 

residents. The unyielding activity shown by migrants involves an uninterrupted physical 

movement across different geographical areas in the southern outskirts of Lima, as well as an 

inexhaustible drive for social mobilization. This dynamism, Ramos points out, has been a direct 

response to the internal and external social contradictions that afflicts Peru’s post-colonial 

societal structure: “When people invaded the area of Pamplona12,” he recounts, “and were 

subsequently removed from there and taken to the deserts of Lurín, hundreds and thousands of 

workers and unemployed migrants were relocated by force. It was a fight against the landlords 

and against the Government, who repositioned the migrants against their will in order to favor 

private property defenders” (ibid.). Since the very origins of the city, Ramos underlines, VES 

people have been motivated by a single and urgent demand, that of subsistence. The need to 

fulfill the basic requirements of shelter, food, and clothing have constituted the central 

imperative around which all social, economic, and cultural institutions have emerged and 

developed throughout the district’s forty years of existence. Building upon this depiction of the 

                                                             

12 As I will explain later (Chapter II), Pamplona was the area initially invaded by VES migrants 

in the early 1970s. Due to the political pressure exerted by the wealthy criollo residents who 

inhabited the vicinity of Pamplona and who considered the Andean migrant a deleterious and 

dangerous presence in the zone, VES migrants were seized, transported, and finally left to settle 

in the land that now constitutes the modern district of Villa El Salvador.  
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down-to-earth community’s ontology, the author goes on to recognize that gaining political 

recognition as human beings in VES “would be possible only after all the basic needs [of the 

people] have been satisfied” (quoting Melgar 2006: 163).  

Ramos depicts VES as a society whose major ideological and political concerns may be 

summarized in terms of a need for survival. In this sense, ascribing a survival-based worldview 

to its people, that is, a worldview that arises commonly “in conditions of power imbalance and 

where perceptions of vulnerability and danger are present” (Nanesh et al. 2007: 34), can be a 

useful starting point to elucidate broader cultural patterns in the district. The survival-based 

worldview encompasses an all-embracing attitude towards the world and involves modes of 

behavior and social relationships that are shaped by and oriented towards the need to fulfill 

primordial needs. In other worlds, VES cultural identity can be broadly defined in terms of the 

common and urgent goals that integrate inhabitants into a unified collective movement, one that 

nonetheless, as Montoya notes, is also shaped by a matrix of Quechua or Andean elements. As 

Ramos further explains on the basis of his own life experiences, the originally disarticulated 

community of migrants coming from distant areas in rural Peru managed to close ranks and 

devise modes of social organization that fostered mutual participation and ensured the 

effectiveness of a communal survival endeavor. Throughout this dissertation, I argue that even 

though the VES survival-based worldview partially relates to the migrants traumatic encounter 

with a disadvantageous urban environment, such a worldview is nonetheless profoundly rooted 

in Andean notions of being and acting in the world. The migratory experience shared by VES 

inhabitants became the basis of an urban neo-Andean identity that 1) currently produces 

innovative cultural manifestations (such as the pasacalle) and 2) is ultimately contextualized 

within a broader frame comprising pre-modern Andean social forms and practices. It is in this 

light that Ramos underlines VES people’s propensity to be resilient and to remain in “constant 

movement;” this resilience is a trait that can be tied to the dynamic economic and social 

construction of the Andean world in rural areas outside Lima. I contend that this type of 

resilience is not merely enacted as a response to the migrants’ urban experiences; rather, as the 

extant literature shows, Andean cultures permanently mold their social and economic 

organizations in order to instill in their inhabitants forms of resilience that safeguard the health 

and growth of the community within changing environments.   



30 

 

In the Andes, “the household is the foundation of the economic system,” and as such it 

represents the “basic unit that organizes production, distribution, and consumption and ensures 

its own reproduction” within larger populations in mostly rural environments (Mayer 2002: 1). 

But, as Mayer emphasizes, families are not social units that remain stable and compact 

throughout space and time. At the very core of Andean familial relationships lies a predisposition 

for diversification and expansion: “Like cells that continuously grow, subdivide, and then die but 

form enduring tissues, the process of household formation and division is an aspect of 

constitutive kinship systems in the Andes” (Mayer 2002: 8). Continuously growing, subdividing, 

and dying familial relationships in Andean societies serve to ensure a dynamic adaptation of 

inhabitants to the Highland’s inherently difficult environmental conditions. Murra (1984) has 

also pointed out, in regard to the need to raise cattle and crops across multiple ecological sub-

environments in high-altitude mountains, that Andean families strive to “maintain permanent 

outliers of their own people in a maximum of tiers so as to control directly the territories 

providing the goods their nuclei could not produce” (123). Beyond that, he claims that “[e]ven 

today, when Andean polities have long been fragmented out of all recognition, it is common to 

find households whose members are familiar with environments radically different from their 

native homes” (1984: 124). This tendency to promote outward relationships in space and time 

that are tied nonetheless to the core of familial nuclei has been, since pre-colonial times, “one of 

the fundamental explanations of Andean success” (ibid.). Interestingly, building upon the same 

metaphor of the “cell” as a symbol of household unity, Ramos maintains that this form of 

household diversification through time and space has led “the sons and daughters of the Peruvian 

provinces to become the radiant cells of Andean culture” in Lima’s Villa El Salvador (2010: 

317-318). 

Taking these ideas into account, the migratory process that involved thousands of 

families settling down in the arid territories of today’s VES embodied a historical expression of a 

constitutive pan-Andean cultural identity. Facing oppression and scarcity within their rural 

villages, and forgotten, as they were, by the distant government whose political and economic 

organization mainly responded to Western models and not to local Amerindian sensibilities, 

Highlanders endeavored to move to the coast and “conquer” the capital. To exemplify this spirit 

of empowering communal affirmation behind the migratory phenomenon, I quote here from a 

poem by Jose Maria Arguedas (1962), who was one of the most important advocates of 
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Amerindian cultures in the twentieth century. He wrote memorable novels and ethnographies 

denouncing the systematic destruction of Andean civilizations propagated by corrupt states in 

conjunction with transnational mining companies:  

 

To the gigantic city of the lords we have arrived and we are removing them.  

With our hearts we reached it, we penetrated it, 

With our joyful spirit not extinguished yet,  

With the flashing joy of the suffering man who concentrates the power of all the heavens, 

With our ancient and new hymns we are surrounding them… 

We are thousands of thousands, here, now.  

We are as one; we have congregated communities together, every name is here and we 

are surrounding this gigantic city that used to hate us, that used to despise us as if we 

were horse dung. (Arguedas 1962)13  

 

Arguedas poeticizes here the spirit of “conquering” the criollo city. Simultaneously, he 

articulates a much broader cultural process and an inherently Andean attitude towards practical 

political decision-making: due to the structural failures demonstrated by the modern Peruvian 

state, which systematically excluded indigenous people from the list of recipients of national 

resources, Highlanders applied their resilient “constitutive kinship systems” (seen by Mayer as 

the utmost significant component of Andean ontology) to the fostering of a massive migratory 

movement to the coast. Thousands of rural families decided to move to Lima as a last resort to 

ensure economic growth and survival. Conquering Lima, then, was a response to the historical 

circumstances surrounding the Peruvian discriminatory society, but it was also a “natural” and 

practical solution adopted by a culture that favors the continuous mobilization of its members. 

Andean inhabitants have historically habituated to undertaking this type of mobilization by 

deploying entire families across altitudinal tiers in order to assure optimal agricultural 

production.  

From an ethnomusicological perspective, there is also a series of publications that center 

on various Andean musicultural traditions as well as on the intersections between social change 

                                                             

13 My translation. 
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and music-making. The Garland Handbook of Latin American Music, edited by Olsen and 

Sheehy (2000) and dedicated to South America, Mexico, Central America, and the Caribbean, 

includes multiple essays on Andean cultures and music. Even though these essays aim to mainly 

summarize and describe in detail some of the musical traditions from Andean countries such as 

Peru, Chile, and Bolivia, I believe that the strongest contribution of this volume is its depiction 

of a thriving cultural diversity within the geographical boundary known as the Andes. More 

recent literature on Andean culture and music has tended to focus on specific intersections 

between political, social, and spiritual elements and the aesthetics of music-making in given 

locations (Romero 2001 and 2007). For instance, the work of Joshua Tucker posits an interesting 

perspective on the role of the mass media and an oppressive political regime in the ongoing 

forging of Peru’s Amerindian musical aesthetics. Some of Tucker’s contributions in this regard 

include his dissertation “Sounding Out a New Peru: Music, Media, and the Emergent Andean 

Public” (2005) and his book Gentleman Troubadours and Andean Pop Stars: Huayno Music, 

Media Work, and Ethnic Imaginaries in Urban Peru (2013). Along this same spectrum 

comprising the workings of the sociopolitical context on Andean Peruvians, Jonathon Ritter has 

emphasized the traumatic, but simultaneously driving, impact exerted by the Shining Path civil 

war (1980 – 1992) upon Amerindian expressive culture. Specifically, his article “Siren songs: 

Ritual and revolution in the Peruvian Andes” (2002) offers a case in point, analyzing the 

radicalization of carnival, musical, and performance practices within a deeply afflicted Sierra 

rural community, a type of radicalization that according to Ritter comprised a creative response 

to, but also a confrontation of, the destructive emergence of a Shining Path guerrilla movement 

in the area. 

Turino has also devoted a large part of his research to examining the specific correlations 

between Peru’s Andean sound aesthetics and Amerindian contemporary social organization. 

Works such as Moving Away from Silence: Music of the Peruvian Altiplano and the Experience 

of Urban Migration (1993) and his seminal article “The coherence of social style and musical 

creation among the Aymara in Southern Peru” (1989) provide extensive ethnographic data and 

analysis supporting the idea of a close connection between Andean musical performance 

modalities and the construction/practice of social organization among Sierra inhabitants. Vital 

theoretical aspects of this dissertation have been influenced by Turino’s findings, most especially 

his concept of “dense sound texture” (Turino 1993: 55-56) which is featured in southern Andean 
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panpipe interlocking ensembles. Holly Wissler has also addressed this type of correlation 

between rural Amerindian social organization and musical performance. Nonetheless, her 

approach to these issues focuses not strictly on community practices, but on the ritual use of 

carnival and fertility songs as efficacious forms of social and cosmic renewal that ultimately help 

to strengthen social cohesion. Wissler’s ethnographic work carried out with the ancient Quechua 

community of Q’eros in the southeastern Peruvian Andes (2009) indicates that, among certain 

Amerindian groups such as the Q’eros, music-making serves the purpose of literally building 

sociality, while also reinforcing existing communal bonds. This is an assumption that I maintain 

and expand in my VES pasacalle research. Additionally, Henry Stobart has devoted his book 

Music and the Poetics of Production in the Bolivian Andes (2006) to exploring the use of 

vernacular music among the members of an agriculturalist Bolivian Quechua-speaking 

community for the purpose of enlivening corporative life. According to the author, Amerindians 

in this area make use of music and related performance practices to coordinate, praise, and 

reinvigorate the regeneration of the natural and social worlds. Furthermore, Stobart points out 

that sound is produced by this community as an integral component of a traditional agricultural 

economy. Producing meaningful sounds not only helps the community to sustain corporative 

bonds for mutual aid, but also allows for the development of regional Quechua indigenous 

identities, which in turn can become a means to define and rework notions of sociality that are 

politically empowering for Andean rural communities. As I will show, the use of specific 

performance practices as avenues to rework and invigorate racial/ethnic identities is also found 

among VES pasacalle activists.  

From an anthropological perspective, Andean cultures in general have been the subject of 

multiple ethnography-based analyses. For the purpose this research, I have focused on the 

literature that address connections between musical performance and the construction of social 

organization. In that regard,  Enrique Mayer’s book The Articulated Peasant: Household 

Economies in the Andes (2002), synthesizes thirty years of research centered on Andean peasant 

economies and social institutions practiced in Peru from pre-colonial times to the present. He 

examines the relationships between the construction of traditional household arrangements and 

the makeup of economically interconnected village communities within the steep Sierra 

geography. Mayer’s work pays special attention to the way in which systems of land use and 

agricultural production had adapted to the changing historical circumstances in order to 
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guarantee sustainability. Importantly, Mayer’s contribution also highlights Andean ideas about 

reciprocity and cultural innovation as the basis for survival strategies, the same type of 

Amerindian ethical obligations that have been re-conceptualized and applied by VES pasacalle 

activists in the city of Lima. 

Further anthropological scholarship on Andean cultures that explores related issues of 

race and ethnicity in the Peruvian society include works such as Cadena’s Indigenous Mestizos: 

The Politics of Race and Culture in Cuzco, Peru, 1919-1991 (2000), Larson’s Trials of Nation 

Making: Liberalism, Race, and Ethnicity in the Andes, 1810-1910 (1995) and Murra’s 

Anthropological History of Andean Polities (2009). Each of these works enriches our 

understanding of the Andean world as a set of groups, communities, and cultures immersed in a 

constant development of regional racial/ethnic identities. As these studies show, especially 

Cadena’s and Larson’s, much of the process involved in the shaping of regional identities has 

been carried out by Andean inhabitants through contesting, mimicking, or departing from the 

national Western-derived cultural standards imposed by criollo ruling elites. Furthermore, these 

three works deal with the notion of a pre-existing Andean civilization, that is, a cohesive cultural 

system that was molded by varying economic, religious, cultural, and moral guiding principles 

prior to the arrival of the Spanish colonizers. Beginning with the assumption that this heritage 

carried out from the pre-colonial past has been greatly influential, but by no means static or 

restrictive, the authors present alternative analyses of the passage from such original, pre-

colonial worldviews to a modern, post-colonial paradigm. Through this focus on cultural 

transformation, Cadena, Larson, and Murra stress the importance of supporting any ethnographic 

analysis of modern Highland cultures on the impact brought about by the encounter of 

indigenous ancient ethical and social customs with more recent Western-derived practices. 

Precisely, on this same issue, Michael Uzendoski has pointed out Andean scholars’ need of 

addressing contemporary Amerindian cultures not as isolated or static manifestations, but as 

dynamic and modern expressions generated by indigenous actors who are engaged with the 

current process of mass media globalization. In his book chapter “Fractal Subjectivities: an 

Amazonian-Inspired Critique of Globalization Theory” (2010), Uzendoski posits that modern-

day Amerindians are able to articulate their ideas and impressions about the modern world using 

their own culture-specific symbols and sensibilities. For this reason, their ways to express their 

presence in and appraisal of the modern global world might give the impression of being 
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produced by culturally isolated individuals. However, as the author demonstrates, Amerindians 

are fully immersed in the process of modernity, and they show this to be the case especially 

through their construction of eclectic art forms. This, as well, is an idea that I validate and built 

upon throughout my research. 

In addition to the ethnomusicological literature mentioned above, there is also plentiful 

scholarship that intersects with various theoretical aspects ingrained in my analysis of the VES 

pasacalle. For instance, authors such as Phillip Bohlman and Ronald Radano (2001) and Robin 

Moore (1997) investigate the role of race in the construction of musical aesthetics, while Fredy 

Roncalla (1998) posits a theory of post-modern poetics shaping the aesthetics of 

contemporaneous Andean cultures that is relevant to the eclectic work of VES pasacalle activists. 

In relation to processional musicultures, Frederick Moehn and Michael B. Bakan have made use 

of case studies focused on processional or parade music, which they employ to address larger 

structural concerns regarding politics, nationalism, spirituality, globalization, and race as 

experienced in their particular research locations. In this regard, Moehn’s Contemporary 

Carioca: Technologies of Mixing in a Brazilian Music Scene (2012) focuses on samba music, a 

traditional Brazilian parade genre, to study the contributions of a current generation of musicians 

who have borrowed and incorporated international pop genres to the samba genre in order to 

revive their music-based national and regional identities. As the author notes, these young Rio de 

Janeiro-based musicians have fused standard samba processional musical forms with 

translational popular genres such as rock, techno, and funk, thus creating novel hybrid styles that 

effectively reflect the musicians’ conscious insertion into the flow of global communication. 

Along related lines, Bakan’s Music of Death and New Creation: Experiences in the World of 

Balinese Gamelan Beleganjur (1999) explores the tradition of the processional gamelan 

beleganjur percussion ensemble on the island of Bali, Indonesia. The author traces the lives of 

some of the leading Balinese gamelan musicians in order to analyze, among other issues, the role 

of this percussion-based genre in the fostering of communal organization and religious belief. 

Bakan highlights the strategic use of interlocking rhythmic patterns in the gamelan tradition and, 

in doing so, he reveals the capacity of gamelan music-making to foster a successful coordination 

and empathy among Balinese walking percussionists. Furthermore, other authors have explored 

other types of relations between the construction of tradition and the performance of carnival and 

related forms of expressive culture (Ranger 1997, Bauman and Babcock 1984, Bakhtin 1968). 
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Finally, Steven Feld’s Sound and Sentiment: Birds, Weeping, Poetics, and Song in Kaluli 

Expression (2012) presents another compelling study about the use of musical sound to express 

and reinforce particular forms of social organization. In his ethnography, the author builds upon 

the practice of performing certain melodic shapes and iconic stories that are used by the Kaluli 

people of Bosavi, Papua New Guinea, to instill sentiments of communal belonging among their 

peers. According to Feld, certain songs and sounds constructed on the basis of culture-specific 

symbols may help to trigger mechanisms of loyalty among the members of this community, 

something that in turn leads to the maintenance of unity and the strengthening of cooperative 

survival strategies within a demanding ecological environment. As I will show, such uses of 

music-making to promote strategic communal bonds is characteristic of the VES pasacalle 

tradition as well. 

 

Syncretism   

The extent to which VES pasacalle organizations have been able to express enduring 

Andean communal values through the means of the Afro-Brazilian performative codes of 

batucada music and the flamboyant aesthetics of the transnational circus arts speaks to the 

complexity of processes of innovation. In VES pasacalle, the enterprise of “the comprehension 

of the self through the detour of the comprehension of the other” is continually negotiated by 

local activists in their reworking of racial stereotypes and a variety of other essentialist 

cosmopolitan constructions. In the long run, the construction of a heterogeneous racial and 

cultural identity based on performance practices has engaged pasacalle practitioners in a 

transformative process geared towards the manifestation and embrace of a new Amerindian 

consciousness and new modes of living rooted in that consciousness. Such revitalized 

appreciation for the archetypal Andean self necessarily builds upon a notion of Andeaness that 

defies “traditional” notions encoded in national criollo standards. VES pasacalle musicians and 

circus artists do identify themselves as Andean, but they do not identify with the 

characterizations encoded and endlessly reproduced in the products of “folkloric” Andean 

performative culture as divulged, promoted, and exoticized by the state and media conglomerates 

owned by criollos. Thus, the melodies and rhythms and instruments of rural pasacalle brass band 

traditions are rejected in VES, along with the traditional costumes and choreographies such 

music accompanies. The social values, ethos, and overarching aesthetic preferences that globally 
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shape Amerindian expressive culture,14 however, are retained in VES pasacalle, being now 

transposed into the sonic power of batucada drumming and the elaborate pageantry and vivid 

color of the new urban styles of the postmodern circus.   

Andean consciousness has been characterized generally and historically by its resilient 

cultural productivity, which is linked to the ancient migratory practices of the Sierra people, who 

for centuries have patiently adapted to various geographical environments across the range of 

mountains. This resilience also influences Andean expressive culture which, against the 

stereotype held by Western-educated Limeños, is in essence adaptable, dynamic, transformative, 

and eclectic, not stagnant or localized. Highland musicians and artists are constantly searching 

outside the boundaries of Andean culture proper in order to diversify and renovate their creative 

output. The history of the VES pasacalle movement traced in this dissertation seeks to highlight 

that particular quest for reviving central concepts of resilience and vitality that were lost or 

thwarted among Lima’s Andean migrant communities. This quest, I posit, is one of the driving 

forces that impels musicians and dance innovators in the marginal district. In their quest to 

revalorize and enfranchise an indigenous notion of authenticity, pasacalle activists have 

developed a cultural project that at its roots does not make distinctions between global and local 

cultures; the VES pasacalle is not an expression of a liminal experience, but an effort to embrace 

that which lies inside, in-between, and beyond culture-specific notions of art (and this is why 

VES activists define the pasacalle themselves as a “communal art”). The unconcealed 

eclecticism and continuous reformulation of the musical and bodily praxes defended by activists 

is therefore an important component in this young movement, which is geared towards the 

revalorization of a novel Andean poetic voice that has been defined as open, flexible, and 

multifaceted, a voice that can seamlessly incorporate Amerindian, Western, and African-derived 

attributes (Roncalla 1988).  

 

 

                                                             

14 For example, the preference for thick and loud sonic textures juxtaposed to kaleidoscopic and 

colorful visual imagery (see Chapter II). 
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Fig. 1.9. Pasacalle for the anniversary of the Intinya-Batu organization (August 2013). 

 

 

Fig. 1.10. Circus aesthetics. Pasacalle for the anniversary of the Intinya-Batu organization 

(August 2013). 
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Fig. 1.11. Batucada drums. Pasacalle for the anniversary of the Intinya-Batu organization 

(August 2013). 

 

Practicing in the Building of Society and Culture: “All Life is Acrobatics” 

I approach the VES art form as an active platform for practicing and fine-tuning strategic 

modes of mutuality and cooperation that enables inhabitants to adapt to the hinterland’s harsh 

environment. By using the term practicing, I focus my understanding on basic anthropological 

categories such as society, structure, and culture as ongoing constructions with no finalized 

outcomes, that is, as performed activities or behaviors that are repeated and varied endlessly in 

the context of everyday life but also in the uncommon, heightened moments of rituality. A 

crucial premise in this model is that variation and innovation in culture are always built upon 

previous patterns of human activity, sentience, and cognition, which, consistent with the self-

enhancing and self-adapting propensity for practicing activities in any field of human action, 

evolve gradually into other novel patterns of activity. Practicing selves are not only found in 

music or sports. From birth, human beings are engaged in modes of practicing that involve 

repeated actions and activities performed with the mind and body, activities that seek to find the 

most effective way of achieving certain outcomes. This self-enhancing characteristic of repeated 

action is what, in the practicing model, accounts for the variability that impels cultural 
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innovation. Peter Sloterdijk has explored a similar concept of practicing in a way that highlights 

the continuous process of reformulation and the correlated instability that characterizes the 

shaping of culture, especially when cultural innovation is understood as the outcome of self-

enhancing repeated behaviors: 

 

In every performance of practicing, an action is carried out in such a way that its present 

execution co-conditions its later execution. We could say that all life is acrobatics, 

although we perceive only the smallest part of our vital expressions as what they really 

are: the results of practice and elements of a modus vivendi that happens on the high wire 

of improbability (2013: xii). 

 

In this light, then, the onset of novel products such as the communal art form of the 

pasacalle can be explained by tracing the behaviors and activities that (both socially and 

musically) preceded the moment of innovation. Moreover, this concept of practicing calls for a 

global understanding of the pasacalle as a product that epitomizes peoples’ search for 

improvement and the enhancement of individual and collective conditions of life in a 

disadvantaged reality. This last issue constitutes an important guide in the process of society-

building across the district: VES ontology encompasses inhabitants of all ages’ continuous 

search for improvement in matters of economic, educational, ethical, and political performance. 

In a district such as Villa El Salvador, a former desert that has been transformed into a livable 

environment through the self-sustained efforts of immigrant settlers, the concept of practicing 

acquires a compelling and fundamental strategic role. 

The issue of race that revolves around the core of pasacalle performativity is not in 

opposition to this particular understanding of practicing culture. As a complex ritual expression, 

the pasacalle has not emerged out of the blue, as a radical invention introduced by a few 

enlightened actors. It has been, on the contrary, a progressive response inspired by previous 

communal attempts to yield a shared practice capable of fostering the ethic of reciprocity forged 

by previous waves of Andean immigrants in the area. The adoption of idealized “Black” 

personae by pasacalle activists is not only a response to a need for implementing performance 

codes that do not diminish the political power of struggling musicians and circus artists, but that 

rather charge their actions with a sense of pride that can be positively transmitted to street 
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audiences and the local youth. Following the theory of practicing I posit here, the convoluted 

aspects of racial essentialism and identity formation shaping pasacalle activists’ self-narratives 

become part of a larger self-enhancing project involving the repeated (and joint) performance of 

behavioral designs intended to achieve an improved quality of life. 

 

“Searching a New Path”  

Transforming the deterministic vision of Andean descendants as needy and handicapped 

individuals lost in a primordial past has demanded a constant effort from Lima’s Highland 

immigrants. Historically, these efforts have focused on the development of 1) an expressive 

culture that aesthetically moves away from traditional visual and sonic Andean codes without 

breaking with their basic aesthetic propensities and 2) an informal economic/legal system that 

functions parallel to the official system sanctioned and regulated by the Peruvian government, 

which economist Hernando de Soto aptly described as “the other path” paved by migrants in the 

capital city (1989). The justification of these projects, especially the one concerning expressive 

culture, has been the reclamation of Amerindian citizens’ rights through the adoption of 

alternative performance modalities that distance Andean immigrants from stereotypes 

traditionally held by metropolitan white and criollo Limeños.  

Beyond the VES pasacalle, the most salient and recent example of this reworking of 

racial identity through forms of cultural appropriation was the massive Lima-based chicha 

movement that started to take shape during the 1970s and achieved its peak in the 1980s. This 

was a groundbreaking cultural movement comprising an integrated amalgam of novel visual 

imagery, dance, poetry, and social organization, which converged in the public performance of 

music developed by Andean immigrants in the Peruvian capital (Romero 2007). The aesthetics 

of 1980s chicha music validates the applicability of the practicing concept to issues of race 

identity among Amerindians; chicha was a genre that hybridized the mostly pentatonic vocal 

melodies and characteristic embellishments utilized by Andean singers with the Afro-Caribbean 

rhythms and instrumentation of Colombian cumbia. During the 1980s, Lima’s conservative 

criollos observed with amazement the sudden emergence of an enormous movement comprised 

almost entirely of underpaid and discriminated Andean workers (house-keepers, artisans, handy-

men, laborers, street vendors) of urban Lima. These chicha followers would meet every Sunday 

after a taxing six-day workweek to reinvigorate their sense of pride and Andeaness at the dance 
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floor of makeshift venues. In these improvised locations, mostly found in meager areas of old 

Downtown Lima, immigrants would dance and socialize to the Afro-Caribbean rhythms of 

cumbia and the characteristic pentatonic melodies of the Andean musical tradition. Due to the 

cosmopolitan aura assigned to Afro-Caribbean musics in Lima (e.g., salsa, cumbia, merengue), 

Amerindian workers would enjoy these dance events openly and without the fear of being 

scorned by conservative criollos (even though the scorn and the mockery directed towards chicha 

culture was certainly overt). 

From these improvised venues, which included restaurants, parking lots, soccer fields, 

and empty lots, two emblematic chicha ensembles emerged as the icons of the era: Los Shapis 

and Chacalón y La Nueva Crema. These two groups maintained busy schedules performing for 

large dance events in which mingling, heavy drinking, sporadic violence, and dancing converged 

as manifestations of the struggle, marginalization, and the urgent desire to progress that defined 

migrant existence in the mercilessly hierarchical society of Lima. Inspired by these everyday 

issues, the songwriter Lorenzo Palacios, (aka) Chacalón (lit. big jackal), wrote what is perhaps 

the most famous and representative chicha song of that generation, “Muchacho Provinciano” (A 

Guy from the Province): 

 

I am a guy from the province 

I get up every day very early 

To go out with my brothers 

ayayay to work 

 

I don’t have a father nor a mother 

I don’t even have a dog to bark at me 

I only have the hope 

ayayay to improve my life 

 

I seek a new path in this city 

Where everything is money and evil exists 

With the help of God I know I’ll win 

And together with you, my Love, happy will be 
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Happy will be oh oh 

Happy will be oh oh 

 

*** 

 

Soy muchacho provinciano 

Me levanto muy temprano 

Para ir con mis hermanos 

 

Ayayay a trabajar 

No tengo padre ni madre 

Ni perro que a mi ladre 

Solo tengo la esperanza 

 

Ayayay de progresar 

Busco un nuevo camino en esta ciudad ah ah 

Donde todo es dinero y hay maldad ah ah 

Con la ayuda de Dios se que triunfare eh eh 

y junto a ti mi amor feliz sere oh oh 

Feliz sere oh oh feliz sere oh oh 

 

Considered a hymn among immigrants who settled down in Lima during these times, “Muchacho 

Provinciano” expresses the ideals and preoccupations that engrossed an entire generation. 

Chacalón and Los Shapis were able to reach millions of followers not only because of the 

straightforward and socially conscious message of their lyrics that dealt with the everyday events 

in the life of average Amerindian immigrants, but also due to their strategic blending of Afro-

Caribbean rhythmic textures with pentatonic melodies and embellishments of traditional Andean 

vocal styles proper. Such elements were key in establishing their musical compositions as the 

foremost expressions of the massive chicha movement. 
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Fig 1.12. Chacalón, the “Pharaon” of chicha music. 

 

Coming Back to the City and the Native Ethnographer  

The focus and goals of this research cannot be separated from my own perceptions and 

personal opinions regarding the people of Villa El Salvador. As someone coming from an upper-

middle class mestizo family of metropolitan Lima—at least until the inception of Alberto 

Fujimori’s ten-year-long dictatorship (1990), during which rampant economic decline and 

political repression decimated my family to near-poverty—my initial view of the district of VES 

may summarize the general perception of criollo/mestizo elites toward it. Before beginning 

preliminary fieldwork in August 2011, I had never visited the area. While growing up in the 

wealthy metropolitan district of San Borja, I was taught that the squatter-settlements located on 

the fringes of the city (areas that are known now as the conos or cones) were dangerous places 

inhabited by criminals: obscure, marginal regions in which treacherous serranos (pejorative 

word used to designate Sierra people) or cholos roamed in search of criollos to rob and attack 

them. Most of my school classmates of childhood and adolescence, as well as many of my close 

relatives, had never visited VES (and, I assume, probably never will). 
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 The aura of prohibition and estrangement invested upon the area of Villa El Salvador by 

the denizens of urban “civilized” Lima still existed when I began formal fieldwork in the 

summer of 2012. During the months of May-August of that year, I worked as a volunteer teacher 

in a small VES school as part of a Moellership grant program sponsored by the Center for 

Leadership and Civic Education at The Florida State University. At first, working with the 

students at VES’ Hipolito Unanue School proved to be difficult, especially because of the initial 

near impossibility of establishing communication and teacher-student trust. As my supervisor at 

the school advised me prior to the beginning of my duties, many of the students at Hipolito 

Unanue have emotional instabilities generated by internal family conflicts, which are in turn 

related in many ways to the detrimental socioeconomic reality of the district. Day by day, during 

my program, however, I devoted all of my energies and time to developing teaching strategies 

oriented towards the construction of dialogue with the students. Many of them were skeptical 

about my presence in the school. Frequently, they were more interested in the beauties and 

wonders of the country in which I now live, the United States, and asked me, somewhere 

between jokingly and seriously, if I could take them with me when I traveled back to Florida. 

The general attitude of the Hipolito Unanue students, a group of at least a hundred teenagers, was 

a mix of disenchantment, a down-to-earth vision of life, and a bit of irony that they would 

express when discussing the never-ending issues and challenges faced by their community.  

Throughout my daily interactions with the students, and the various writing and creative 

activities I designed in order to get to better know their aspirations and self-narratives (especially 

the ones concerning their living in the district), I believe I gained a much better understanding of 

the local consciousness. In the process, I assumed the responsibility of challenging my own 

biases and stereotypes regarding VES people, biases I learned throughout years of prejudiced 

criollo education in the metropolitan area. Villa El Salvador’s culture—represented and 

articulated in all its versatility and conflicted constitution by this group of energetic, emotionally 

unstable, and desperately creative young individuals—stopped being for me a menacing realm of 

the uncivilized, as I was taught as a child, and instead was revealed as a dynamic, almost chaotic, 

form of energy in a community dedicated to a single, almost religious, goal in life: to make 

progress towards improving themselves and having a better quality of life. This challenging of 

personal preconceptions was crucial for my own education as a Peruvian-born researcher and led 

me thereafter to obtain a more rounded perception of the district’s social and cultural situation as 
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well as to openly position myself as an ethnographer caught in-between the problematic 

native/non-native dichotomy (Chawla 2008). Ultimately, as I progressively immersed myself in 

the lives and self-narratives of my friends and collaborators, I could not help but to tip the 

balance towards the non-native self-description of my scholarly self. The constant discovery of 

the broad cultural and social differences existing between metropolitan Lima and VES forced me 

to recognize my absolute ignorance in regards to the habits, rituals, hopes, ideals, and dreams of 

the people I wanted to write about. 

Subsequent to my experience at the Hipolito Unanue School in the summer of 2012, I 

completed my fieldwork in 2013 through working, this time directly, with the leaders of the most 

important pasacalle organizations in the district: Kataplun Suena, La Retumba, Intinya-Batu, 

Rumba Urbana, and Kilombo. Throughout this intense period of time, in which I traveled back 

and forth on a daily basis from metropolitan Lima to VES—a fairly short distance of 17 miles 

that, due to the uncontrollably frenzied traffic, becomes a one-hour trip each way—writing and 

thinking about my collaborators in the pasacalle organizations was not only a means to develop a 

broader understanding of their lives and hopes but also a way to write about my own upbringing 

and the intricacies that shape the construction of racial identity and social categories in Lima’s 

post-colonial society. At the core of these issues, music-making played a fundamental role. 

Specifically, as I explain in the following chapters, modes of bodily performance constitute 

means by which practitioners articulate racial identities that both defy and reinforce stereotypic 

assumptions about Andean and Black people. For this reason, this dissertation is not specifically 

concerned with the detailed mechanics, structural components, and music theory behind 

Brazilian batucada music in VES; my focus is not on describing the musical innovations 

introduced by VES citizens in terms of their formal elements. Furthermore, the issue of Afro-

Brazilian music appropriation is not new; other studies have focused on the rise of an 

international batucada movement around the world, in cities such as Toronto, New York, Paris, 

and Berlin (for example, see Pravaz 2010 and 2014). In this sense, VES appropriation of this 

tradition is not a unique case. And even though part of this research centers in the process of 

innovation led by pasacalle practitioners, I place the main focus of the analysis on the strategic 

way in which batucada ensembles have been deployed to foster traditional Andean social values 

for the purpose of survival, adaptation, and improvement of life. 
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Ethnographic Method 

The data supporting this dissertation involves four main categories: 1) sounds, 2) images, 

3) interviews, and 4) archival resources. From these four categories, the interviews comprise the 

foremost source of analysis. During fieldwork, I utilized formal and informal interviews as well 

as written questionnaires, which were distributed among most of the pasacalle organizations’ 

members I worked with. These media helped me to collect the self-narratives that guided my 

interpretation of VES pasacalle culture. In addition, I made use of audio and video technology to 

capture the sometimes indescribable complexity that shapes pasacalle events—a type of 

complexity I repeatedly describe in this research as “eclecticism” in my efforts to make sense of 

it from a scholarly perspective. In some instances, I reviewed video footage in great detail in 

order to describe, step by step, the sequences of particular performances and rehearsals I 

attended. Through this approach, I endeavored to include (sometimes apparently unrelated) 

details seen in video footage, making an attempt to capture the multifaceted aesthetics produced 

by VES artists. Finally, my visits to the Center of Documentation of Villa El Salvador (Centro de 

Documentación de Villa El Salvador) proved to be vital for developing an understanding of the 

ethos of mutuality and cooperation that has been central to the community’s cultural initiatives 

and educational programs. My review of residents’ personal accounts, which are housed at the 

Center’s archives, led me to contextualize the emergence of the modern pasacalle movement (the 

first large musical movement indigenous to the district) as rooted in the social values and cultural 

consciousness forged by VES immigrants in the 1970s. In other words, this archival research was 

key to showing that the process of musical innovation I trace here is not merely driven by 

aesthetic concerns but by a social ontology laden with particular moral claims and rooted in a 

historical lineage.  

 

Chapters Outline 

In Chapter II, I trace the various political and social events that catapulted VES activists 

to reformulate the aesthetic make-up of the traditional Andean pasacalle, a musical form that was 

formerly defined by the prominence of melody and subsequently transformed into a batucada-

pasacalle form that lacks melody and is utterly driven by rhythm and groove. In order to 

contextualize the presence of certain ethical postulates guiding this aesthetic change, the chapter 

presents a chronology that goes back to the arrival of Andean settlers in the 1970s. These settlers 
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are deemed the ideological and material founders of the district by today’s residents, and, as 

such, they are credited with originally fostering the communal ideology that still shapes the 

actions and emotions of local pasacalle activists today. Building upon in situ archival research 

carried out at the VES Center of Documentation, I tie the evolution of the pasacalle—

specifically, its shift from a melody-driven system to a rhythmic-driven one—to the ideological 

concerns and political claims established in CUAVES15 convention that took place during the 

formational years of the squatter-settlement. As shown in this chapter, the ontology of mutuality 

and cooperation initiated by the founders, has fostered a tolerance towards the emergence of 

eclectic and fractal aesthetics in VES expressive culture. In order to explore this idea, I go on to 

discuss an important communal event I attended in June 2013, the re-inauguration of a local 

soccer stadium, an event that helps to show how multiple cultural discourses and seemingly un-

related aesthetic models can coexist in VES rituality without bringing about the “clash of 

cultures” that one might expect they would. Lastly, I examine a more recent account that 

articulates a particular narrative of origins, in which the VES pasacalle is explained as a 

communal response against the devastation left by the Peruvian Civil War (1980 – 1995), which 

severely affected the residents of Villa. My discussion of various contested and dissimilar 

narratives produced by cultural organizations, such as the local Arena y Esteras arts institution, 

allows one to see how the issues of diversity and eclecticism are not only played out in the 

realms of music and the arts, but also in politics. VES culture and consciousness, characterized 

by their flexible frames of tolerance, invite residents to harvest hybrid cultural products that are 

sometimes atypical in the Andean region. The main argument of the historicity proposed in this 

chapter is that VES practitioners can be seen as actors with “no history” in the national social 

landscape. This “absence of history” is explained by the lack of cultural, legal, and social 

recognition Amerindians are subjected to by metropolitan Limeños. 

In Chapter III, I establish a working definition of “cultural practice.” I begin the chapter 

by focusing on the concept of practicing, especially as it applies to 1) the rehearsal procedures 

employed by pasacalle organizations in the streets of Villa and 2) the particular social networks 

pasacalle rehearsals help to maintain and diversify among their youthful associates. Furthermore, 

                                                             

15 The Self-sustained Urban Community of Villa El Salvador, a denomination that was legally 

established by VES settlers themselves in order to make clear their political goals and ideals. 
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my definition of cultural practice sets up the main theoretical purview that guides my analysis 

and the related issues of race and collective organization that are fundamental in the emergence 

of pasacalle performativity. Building upon fieldwork experience, I present three case studies of 

pasacalle organizations (La Retumba, Intinya-Batu, and Kataplun Suena) that exemplify the use 

of “experimental practices” (Mendoza 2000: 37) towards the goal of furnishing organic webs of 

relationship and communal empathy. In addition, I build upon the concept of practicing routines 

in order to reveal how the diverse aesthetics of the pasacalle communal art form possess an 

eclecticism that is nonetheless rooted in traditional Andean cultural models. Expanding on this 

premise, I posit that the pasacalle, a centuries-old art form reformulated by VES immigrants, has 

produced a novel mode of rituality that is still associated with the chief driving forces in 

Highland religiosity. Importantly, I believe these forces lead the creative energies of both 

Highland and Lima Andean practitioners towards the common goal of achieving togetherness 

and group consciousness. Finally, to close this chapter, I introduce the idea of Andean 

“communities of practice” (Wenger 2010), that is, discrete although interconnected social cells 

defined by joint rehearsal activities. Through their daily activities, these communities of practice 

have built indigenous cultural forms and types of sociality that are in tune with transnational 

cultural flows. The particular theory of practicing existence embodied by VES inhabitants 

identifies them as cosmopolitan individuals who nonetheless are ethically connected to an 

abiding Amerindian ethos. 

In Chapter IV, I tackle the issue of race and the concept of “energy” articulated by 

Pamela Otoya, an important community pasacalle leader. As I explain in this chapter, energy is a 

complex construct utilized by pasacalle musicians in order to articulate the foundation of the 

transnational aesthetics and practicing routines that shape the VES parade. More specifically, the 

concept of energy is deployed among pasacalle activists as a way to foster a resilient attitude 

towards the adoption/reworking of Black and Andean personae in performance practices. This 

adoption of opposite racial personae is key to grasping the complex nature of identity 

construction in the area; as will be shown, racial identities are exchangeable categories among 

VES pasacalle activists. The way in which organizations represent themselves in the public arena 

is influenced by notions of race and cultural assumptions that have been enforced through years 

of colonial and post-colonial authority. Furthermore, due to the systematic implementation of 

racial determinism in the legal, educational, and cultural policies held by the state throughout 
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Peru’s modern history, the notions of race assumed by many pasacalle leaders and practitioners 

are not exempt from stereotypes and blatantly racist assumptions—especially in their working 

definitions of Andean people as “uncreative and rigid” and African-descendants as “joyful and 

energetic.” This chapter seeks not to condemn these misleading racial assumptions but to 

contextualize them within the broader cultural milieu that still frames Andean and mestizo 

identities in the country. Energy, furthermore, is not only a concept that addresses racial identity 

among the VES youth; interestingly, it also accounts for a type of human skill that is actively 

sought after by Amerindian communities all over the country. This trait refers to a notion of 

movement and change that, as Roncalla affirms, is correlated to a modern vision of Andean 

people as inherently creative and resilient because of their historical tendency to migrate across 

dissimilar geographic scenarios (1988). Energy, then, is a concept that relates to the 

exchangeable racial personae of pasacalle activists, but it is also a foundation upon which the 

aesthetic and pragmatic pursuits of VES artistic and social practices are built. Further 

ethnographic material and narratives presented in this chapter show how the quest for energy in 

VES performativity goes beyond the contestation and acceptance of racial stereotypes. Energy, 

in this light, is synonymous with synergy, mutuality, tolerance, and adaptability, all of which are 

important features at the core of an ontology that took shape throughout a laborious and painful 

process of immigrant settlement.  

In Chapter V, I offer an ethnographic description of an important annual event known as 

the Festicirco. Celebrated consecutively for nine years, the Festicirco gathers the foremost 

batucada ensembles and pasacalle cultural organization of not only the VES district but of the 

capital city. Therefore, this annual pasacalle celebration organized by Villa el Salvador-based 

cultural organization Arena y Esteras represents an exemplar of the various ethical and 

aesthetical concerns held by activists and the way in which these concerns are articulated in real-

time performance. The particular event I attended was the 8th Annual Festicirco that took place at 

Cerro Papa (Potato Hill), a mountain located in the southern region of Villa El Salvador, which 

houses one of the poorest settlements in the area.  

In Chapter VI, I offer some final thoughts regarding the future of the VES pasacalle 

movement as well as further research projects that can be carried out to address the imminent 

expansion of the movement beyond the reaches of Villa El Salvador and the cultural 

consequences this might entail. Building upon the “new path” metaphor introduced by chicha 
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icon Chacalón (“I am seeking a new path in this city/ Where everything is money and evil 

exists”), I discuss the innovative nature of the political messages delivered by the VES pasacalle 

movement. Initially conceived as a musicultural communal enterprise supported by specific 

Andean-derived and socialist ethical precepts, the pasacalle movement has no parallel in recent 

Peruvian memory. This last chapter provides a potential answer to my opening research question, 

“How, and why, did the original Andean pasacalle tradition come to be transformed into the VES 

communal art form of pasacalle?”, by means of re-visiting the various pasacalle-related research 

topics explored in the dissertation (i.e., practicing, mutuality, eclecticism, innovation, racial 

identity, post-colonial discrimination, the criollo state, and neo-Andean forms of sociality and 

culture). 

Ultimately, this dissertation deals with the nature of innovation and the social 

implications behind aesthetic change. The case of the VES pasacalle shows how a particular 

community of Amerindian Peruvians—a group of immigrants who shared forms of indigenous 

knowledge and values learned in the rural Highlands—developed novel forms of social 

organization in order to tackle the pressing needs they found while facing the desert, indeed, the 

urban desert, both literally and metaphorically. It is from this urgent and down-to-earth necessity 

that, in the end, the eclecticism of the pasacalle emerges. The VES parade, together with its lack 

of formal specificity as a musicultural tradition, its constant reformulation carried out through the 

youth’s everyday practicing routines, and its crucial social function, remains linked to the 

Amerindian ethical spirit voiced by the founders who confronted the legal anti-indigenous 

policies furnished by the state. The VES pasacalle demands, for these various reasons, a case-

study of cultural innovation deployed as a strategy to instill political and social agency in citizens 

who were previously deprived of their full rights, but who are now, finally, beginning to 

effectively reclaim their place in Peru’s troubled history.  
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CHAPTER 2 

PRACTICING ECLECTICISM: A HISTORY OF A NOVEL ART AND ITS 

“IMPOSSIBLE” ARTISANS 

 

 

In Silencing the Past, a seminal book that re-conceptualizes the philosophy of history in 

Latin America, Michel-Rolph Trouillot wrote: 

 

If some events cannot be accepted even as they occur, how can they be assessed later? In 

other words, can historical narrative convey plots that are unthinkable in the world within 

which these narratives take place? How does one write a history of the impossible? 

(1995: 73) 

 

This chapter traces the “impossible” history of the VES pasacalle, taking into account the 

eclectic network of cultural and social processes that shaped the practice. My argument is that 

VES practitioners may be seen as actors with “no history” in the sense that, as rural immigrants 

(or descendants of rural immigrants), their material culture has not been, and in a sense cannot 

be, legitimized by Western-educated metropolitan Limeños. Firstly, issues of race and ethnicity 

have blurred the visibility of novel expressive art forms that appeared in Lima’s “belt of 

primitiveness,” that is, in those marginal areas colonized by Amerindians and perceived as 

mysterious, dangerous, amorphous, and unclean by urban criollos (Portocarrero 1985). Due to 

the immigrants’ syncretic condition—which is often expressed through cultural products that 

defy mainstream (non-Andean) standards of beauty—the people of Villa El Salvador have lacked 

recognition as a distinctive body politic. In this light, VES population cannot be described 

reductively as either Andeans, criollos, or mestizos. 

 Furthermore, a practice such as the pasacalle has not been acknowledged, for example, 

by important institutions such as the Universidad Católica Institute of Ethnomusicology, the 

foremost organization of this kind in the country. The Institute of Ethnomusicology, with its base 

in Lima, has devoted most of its research agenda to documenting traditions that are clearly 

connected to Peruvian Andean, criollo, or mestizo groups. The VES pasacalle, despite its unique 

aesthetic features and growing popularity, has not received formal recognition from Limeño 
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scholars at the Institute of Ethnomusicology. In addition, the marginal condition of VES 

inhabitants has rendered their practices obscure or unrecognizable due to the underprivileged 

locality in which these arts are produced. The district is located on the margins of a city “wildly 

intersected by uncrossable [imaginary] boundaries,” boundaries that “generate an emotionally 

charged, frontier-like experience” in those who dare to transgress them (Gandolfo 2009:11). By 

instilling prejudices and fears in the middle and upper criollo classes as well as in the academic 

community, these imaginary boundaries localize Lima’s inhabitants into fixed territories that are 

imbibed with hierarchical notions of race, knowledge, and class. The boundaries also isolate 

Limeño citizens into geopolitical pockets featuring dissimilar and opposing cultural projects. 

Discussing this fractured aspect of the city, Gandolfo argued that “at the heart of [Lima’s] social 

constructions of difference is a basic rule of avoidance, a prohibition of contact, functioning as 

something like a pivot between [Limeños’] ideas of race [and] class” (ibid.). This rule of 

avoidance elucidates some of the reasons why young practicing communities of VES are still 

excluded from the master cultural narratives embraced by metropolitan power groups. 

The second main factor precluding legitimization of VES cultural expression and 

material culture has to do with the reality that the multicultural make-up of the VES pasacalle, 

akin to other aspects of Villa’s expressive culture has thwarted its recognition as a legitimate 

practice outside the district. I argue that the lack of acknowledgment of the VES pasacalle by 

Limeño researchers and lay audiences alike is caused in part by the genres’s eclectic constitution, 

which makes it difficult for outsiders to distinguish the art form as a meaningful expression of 

fluid identities and practicing agents—a product of musicians who cannot fit easily into 

traditional national categories. The history of the pasacalle, therefore, is also a history of the 

impossible, of the not-accepted, of that which fails to be recognized as valuable in comparison to 

contrastingly mainstream, established artistic, social, and intellectual narratives. For this reason, 

an account of Villa’s communal art form calls for an ethnomusicology that not only describes 

Peruvian mestizo “hybrids as evidence of indigenous survival creativity, rather than [of] cultural 

alienation” (Tucker 2011: 401), but that also recognizes practicing routines as fundamental 

modes of creating social organizations. Practicing musical routines and bodily drills is an 

effective means of fostering a sociality in constant change. As such, the notion of “practicing 

history or practicing eclecticism” can be a helpful way to approach culturally complex products 

developed by modern subjects who express themselves through diverse voices. Understanding 
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practicing as an existential mode of creating community—which is based on the repetition, self-

enhancement, and gradual variation of cognitive/bodily/sonic structures— allows for the partial 

exclusion of theoretically unsolvable conundrums posed by recent research on Andean hybridity 

and mestizaje. For instance, as de la Cadena affirms (2007: 86), “mestizo people cannot be 

contained by notions of empiric hybridity” because mestizos “are not only the result of a 

biological and cultural ‘mixture’ of two entities previously separated; [mestizos] evoke a 

conceptual hybridity epistemologically inscribed in the notion of mestizo itself”. A history of the 

VES pasacalle involves in this sense 1) the concerted action of ethnically and culturally diverse 

individuals 2) a program of interconnected and socially meaningful actions and 3) various 

systems for coding and decoding everyday knowledge, which is infused with the experience of 

migration. The last point, the systems for coding and decoding knowledge, cannot be bracketed 

out, as de la Cadena argues, using notions of hybridity based on the idea of mestizaje as the 

merging of Andean and Western-derived cultures. Instead, eclectic systems of knowledge call for 

alternative views of culture—for instance, the VES pasacalle should not be analyzed as the 

outcome of a dynamic culture triggered by knowledge that is ingrained in phonotypical traits. 

My assessment of the pasacalle, then, is based on the vision of VES cultural innovation as a 

process defined by the repetition and ongoing alteration of bodily, cognitive, and emotional 

structures of meaning. Focusing on action and embodied knowledge helps to concentrate the 

investigation in the actors’ use of tradition (that is, the available palette of idiomatic structures of 

meaning) to generate new discourses, social structures, identities, and agency. In this regard, 

Sloterdijk has defended the notion of practicing existence as one that surpasses the limited 

reaches of constructs such as the homo faber proposed by Arendt (2012), which explains 

civilization as the struggle of man for controlling the environment. For Sloterdijk, human culture 

is the product of continuous and self-evolving exercise: 

 

Anyone who speaks of human self-production without addressing the formation of 

human beings in the practicing life has missed the point from the outset. Consequently, 

we must suspend virtually everything that has been said about humans as working beings 

in order to translate it into the language of practicing, or self-forming and self-enhancing 

behavior […]. Together, workers and believers come into a new category. It is time to 

reveal humans as the beings who result from repetition (2013: 4). 
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Throughout this chapter, and building upon Sloterdijk’s postulation, I present various 

streams of narrative and ethnographic information to describe the emergence of the communal 

art form of the pasacalle as the outcome of a continuous fine-tuning of moral and social precepts. 

Putting VES communal guidelines into practice through different experimental modalities has 

led the people of Villa to craft an eclectic system of knowledge, which is not a mere hybrid or 

mestizo product. VES pasacalle rituality is a (changing) mode to rehearse people’s togetherness 

and cooperation. 

 

“From the Local to the Global, a New World is Possible” 

 

I visited the Center of Documentation of Villa El Salvador (CDVES) one morning in July 

of 2013 (Fig. 2.1). I was enthusiastic at the prospect of reviewing some of the documents I had 

seen resting there during my first visit a few days earlier. During that first visit I met Dante Abad 

Zapata, the Director of the institution. Dante, a local researcher, journalist, and political analyst 

offered me a quick tour around the library and the office in which he and his team (a total of 

three volunteers) work Monday through Friday organizing the Center’s archives. This group of 

devoted archivists belongs to a larger web of activists living in and outside the district, who call 

themselves Los Amigos de Villa (The Friends of Villa). As a cultural and pedagogical 

organization, the Friends of Villa have aimed, since 1985, to contribute to the implementation of 

an Integral Developmental Plan launched by the pioneers of the district in the 1970s. The Friends 

of Villa have teamed up mainly to sponsor a multicultural educational curriculum that fits local 

students’ many-sided heritages. The organization’s slogan reads “from the local to the global, a 

new world is possible.”16 This motto exemplifies the Friends of Villa’s philosophy, which 

assumes that an optimal education of VES youth should start with their incorporation into the 

context of a global modern world. This pedagogical viewpoint emphasizes the need of 

“conscientization”17 (that is, the state of being aware of one’s own social reality) as a way for the 

                                                             

16 http://www.amigosdevilla.it/ (Accessed June 3, 2013) 

 

17 Freire’s term “conscientization” refers to the process of assuming critical awareness of one’s 

disadvantaged social reality, so that this reality can be modified through reflection and concrete 
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youth to pinpoint social, political, and economic contradictions within the structural imbalances 

of Peru’s unequal society. Earning social consciousness and political agency, according to the 

Friends of Villa, is possible only when one traces issues of discrimination and political 

centralism back to the broader historical context that has supported a national (and flawed) 

project.  

As Dante explained to me, most of the issues affecting the young population in the 

district, that is, the sixty-plus percent of the total citizenry who are under the age of 30 

(Municipalidad de Villa El Salvador 2010: 30),  derives from the lack of spaces for developing 

creative expression and critical thinking. This lack of opportunity to invest mental and physical 

energies in pedagogical activities leads young people to crave alternative spaces that habitually 

encumber, rather than foster, the process of productive and positive socialization. Dante 

specifically referred to the proliferation of street gangs in the semi-rural areas of the district. 

Within these impoverished areas, a culture of violence has spread. In Villa El Salvador gangs 

have taken possession of some territories that cannot be traversed by residents without the risk of 

being attacked. Gang members living within these areas base their membership and construct 

their social hierarchies through deeds of violence—the most aggressive and merciless individuals 

are also deemed the most powerful. As a consequence, Dante explained, gang members see their 

natural creative impulses being transformed into a raw destructive compulsion. Aggressiveness 

and hatred function for them as markers of identity. These markers serve the purpose of grouping 

together individuals who share similar experiences of emotional and material deprivation. 

 

                                                             

actions. According to Freire, conscientization encompasses a “revolutionary process;” he 

interprets this process “as dialogical cultural action which is prolonged in ‘cultural revolution’ 

once power is taken [that is, once oppressed individuals gained critical awareness]. In both states 

[of the process],” Freire adds, “a serious and profound effort at conscientization—by means of 

which people, through a true praxis, leave behind the status of objects to assume the status of 

historical Subjects—is necessary” (2005: 160). 
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Fig. 2.1. Center of Documentation of Villa El Salvador (CDVES). 

 

But what makes things more complicated is that VES street gangs are also organizations 

involving structures, conscious planning, and explicit intra-group hierarchies (Abad 2006: 24). 

As such, these groups habitually manage to fulfill the need for expressive arenas with poor 

surrogates. By practicing violent deeds, members find themselves rewarded with illusory 

recognition and pride within their organizations. This situation creates a loop (low self-esteem 

nourishes violence and vice versa) that only reinforces the culture of violence constructed by 

gang members. Furthermore, the lack of spaces for creative expression is ultimately linked to the 

underprivileged economic situation of the district, a fact that cannot be easily transformed from 

within the community. Deprivation in VES is an outcome of a centralist economic scheme that 

favors the dominant power elite (see Doughty 1976 and 1979). 
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For these various reasons, Dante and the Friends of Villa believe that the recognition of a 

larger structural problem can be a powerful method in instilling agency and establishing political 

goals in youth. But becoming conscious and critical of the social reality means developing a 

sense of global citizenship as well. Instead of maintaining a passive position characterized by a 

feeling of abandonment and disenfranchisement of actors confined to an oppressive locality, the 

youth needs to “go global.” They need to learn what is happening in the community, but also 

what occurs in the nation and the world. This global awareness would ideally help the youth to 

generate their own spaces for self-expression and social action providing them with the ability to 

gain a more clear perspective of their own needs. The emergence of pasacalle organizations in 

the district is a clear example of how global awareness has produced artists who are not afraid of 

borrowing or reworking non-traditional performative codes. As a consequence of this attitude, 

pasacalle organizations have aided in fulfilling, at least partially, the youth’s need for expressive 

platforms. 

To accomplish the goal of generating global awareness, Dante and the Friends of Villa 

believe the first step should be a dissemination of “constant information about life in the 

community,” as well as the launching of “programs to promote the re-appropriation of the 

collective memory.”18 An awareness of the local reality would help teenagers later on to 

establish “spaces for increasing sensitivity and educational self-formation” (ibid.). For this 

purpose, the Friends of Villa have devoted a great deal of time and energy to collecting and 

cataloging items that document the history of the district. When visiting CDVES for the first 

time, Dante took me to the center’s small library and explained step by step the purpose of and 

the history behind each section in the archive. On those rusted bookshelves, eaten away by the 

humidity that infiltrates the room’s windows, I discovered several photocopies of books written 

about VES. I perused newspaper articles, academic journals, official municipal records, and 

comic books made by local artists. I saw piles of DVDs, pictures, and magazines all related in 

different ways to the people and history of Villa. The lists of items sorted out in the archives was 

plentiful and made me aware of the gravity (and ambition) driving the Center’s crew. As Dante 

                                                             

18 Asociación Amigos de Villa, “El Origen,” http://www.amigosdevilla.it/amivilla/amivilla.htm. 

(Accessed January 17, 2014). 
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and his team affirm, they work together to safeguard the memory and the future of VES. And 

they take great pride in their endeavor. 

 

Learning How to Live in the City: A History of CUAVES 

Visiting the Center was a way to immerse myself in that pool flooded with the living 

memories of VES people. I had the feeling that all the complexities of the now mythic story 

chronicling the emergence of CUAVES in the year 1973 (the Self-sustained Urban Community 

of Villa El Salvador) were becoming clearer just by being surrounded by those items kept in the 

Center’s half-illuminated, humid library room. CUAVES was conceived during the first 

convention organized by the settlers in the desert. In this convention, pioneers produced a written 

document that served for the years to come as an organic constitution and ordinance in matters of 

local economic management, governmental procedures, and the neighbors’ rights and duties 

within the community. The VES population, who at that time was engrossed in the first attempts 

to urbanize the environment, used the document to declare its legal existence in front of the 

State’s laws. Such declaration of existence involved the self-recognition of the VES community 

as a unique entity, with a well demarcated socioeconomic organization. Notably, the type of 

organization described in the document differed drastically from social configurations found in 

other squatter settlements, districts, villages, or cities in the country. The novelty of this project, 

defined by a thoroughly conceived program for self-government and projected urban layout, was 

implemented “as the fruit of the most extreme urgency” (Zapata-Velazco 1997: 94), almost as an 

improvisatory exercise. By founding the city and establishing its unique governmental 

parameters, Amerindian and mestizo settlers took a step forward towards developing a dynamic 

“new immigrant identity” (Blondet 1991: 75). This identity implied the Highlanders’ new 

condition as urban inhabitants and “express[ed] their vocation to construct the present instead of 

inflexibly repeating a past of affinities based on blood and kinship” (ibid.). With this, VES 

pioneers began their journey towards a cultural reformulation of the past. Furthermore, the 

journey was geared towards an idealized future defined by a distinctively indigenous notion of 

modernity. As Blondet puts it, by “learning the logic and the mechanisms to articulate the 

interests within a corporative body,” Andean settlers “redefined the meaning and the identity” of 

the subjective in the face of a bygone rural experience and within an ongoing transformative 

urban project: 
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In this complex process, many of the traditional values and symbolic references and 

materials that were brought from the rural lineage were altered or disappeared altogether, 

requiring their substitution for new universal principles of organization. It was necessary 

[for settlers] to learn how to live in the new scenario of the city (ibid.) 

 

Designing and learning strategies for coping with needs gradually engaged VES actors in 

a cultural project that Franco (1991) has described as an alternative “modernity” in contemporary 

Peru. This project differed from nationally accepted notions of modernity, which are based, since 

the end of the Spanish colony until present times, on a de-indigenization of the country’s national 

culture. According to Franco, the spontaneous exercise in self-government practices performed 

by Andean settlers in Lima has been efficient in interconnecting and creatively subsuming 

previously binary notions of the traditional and the new, the local and the global, the indigenous 

and the Western. The urgency driving this innovative social project pushed VES pioneers to 

override long-held notions of authenticity, which were formerly grounded on cultural 

provenance. Even though immigrants arrived from various regions of the Andes and the coast 

(each of them carrying a distinctive regional heritage), the settlers’ overarching goal was not to 

preserve their former cultural practices, but rather to construct new ones. This was clearly 

established in the 1973 CUAVES constitution. Constructing a new political and self-governed 

system was an endeavor integral to the experience of migration and adaptation. In settling in 

Lima’s desert, peasants were able to “liberate their subjectivities from the ropes of tradition, 

from the past, from the soil, from blood ties, [and] from serfdom, psychologically transforming 

themselves into free men” (Franco 1991: 11). A jump into the void, but also a conduit for 

agency, migration to the city became a political and subversive action, which redirected 

pioneers’ creative energies towards “the future, the unknown, the risky, the changeable, and the 

progressive” (ibid.) By exercising their survival skills, VES settlers were also “negating the 

comfortable and constricting identity dichotomies […] that societies [such as Lima’s] want to 

perpetuate” (Upegui-Hernández 2012: 233). Gradually, the settlers started to transcend the social 

and cultural categories that shaped Peru’s national dual consciousness, which involves the 

parallel existence of an “official Peru” (Ossio 1994)—ruled by a modern westernized state 

inserted into the global flow of communication—and an indigenous and archaic Peru, arguably 

one isolated from the influx of modernity and the democratic system. 
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Fig. 2.2. A CUAVES meeting, 1980. Courtesy of CDVES. 

 

Wandering  

Thinking about the origins of CUAVES in the 1970s and my promising research in the 

CDVES’ archives took me out of reality for a moment. While looking through the windows at 

the brown hills spotted with flimsy houses and unfinished constructions, I realized that the bus I 

was riding was suddenly entering an unknown rural area. My destination, the Center of 

Documentation, was not visible anywhere in the zone. The hills the vehicle was now arduously 

climbing extended towards the arid foothills of the Andes ranges, in which thousands more of 

these precariously perched homes multiplied gloomily. I jumped up from my seat rapidly, 

suddenly realizing that the cobrador, the bus fare collector, had neglected to tell the driver to 

drop me off at the bus stop I had requested upon boarding; I was now half an hour beyond my 

planned destination. Luckily, after exiting the bus and wandering along the sandy streets for a 

few minutes, I was able to find a torito, (a motocab, lit. a little bull), which took me back to that 

destination: the intersection between the Mariategui and Alamos avenues. Ultimately, this delay 
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in my plans proved to be fruitful. At the precise moment I stepped out of the torito, a boisterous 

pasacalle parade comprised of school-age musicians was marching along Mariategui Avenue. 

The robust sound of bass and snare drums, cymbals, and brass instruments embraced and 

rattled my body. It was a long parade of tidily uniformed school teenagers guided by a few adults 

(Figure 2.3). The cohort was marching by CDVES and heading towards the opposite side of the 

street. The music they performed, a mixture of military marches with traditional coastal dance 

genres (such as the famous marinera rhythm), took me by surprise. I did not expect to see a 

pasacalle on a weekday morning, when most of the district’s inhabitants are working in 

metropolitan Lima.  I immediately joined the parade and followed their walk, trying to figure out 

what their destination would be and what was the cause of celebration. While walking behind the 

musicians towards an unidentified destination, I noticed a group of adults and children standing 

around the statue of Maria Elena Moyano, which was built in the boulevard midway up  

Mariategui Avenue, just in front of the Center of Documentation. This was not the first time I 

had seen an effigy of Moyano in the district. Her image is everywhere in VES. She is 

remembered through pamphlets, murals, sculptures, and pictures spread throughout the city as a 

distinctive icon. Moyano was the district’s most prominent political activist. She was 

assassinated by a Shining Path death squad in 1992, in consequence of her formation of a 

resistance movement against the military control of the insurgents in VES. Now a heroine and a 

sort of spiritual guiding force, her life and work are constantly remembered by adults and 

children alike. She is persistently brought to life through dramatic plays written by local actors, 

through commemorative civic acts evoking her accomplishments and courage. These multiple 

iconographic representations inscribe her physical and ideological presence in the urban outlook 

of the city. The statue placed in front of the Center shows an image of the activist standing up 

with both arms raised to the sky, holding in one hand an unfolding flag that encircles her body; 

her other hand is open, in an attitude that suggests that she is both giving something away and 

embracing someone close at hand. She is dressed in a humble blouse and skirt, carrying a bag on 

one of her shoulders. The inscription at the bottom of the monument reads: “Maria Elena 

Moyano Delgado, National Heroine.” The people hanging out around the statue that day were 

holding banners with messages inviting neighbors to enroll their children in a local elementary 

school. The banners also encouraged families to work together for the purpose of ensuring better 

education and health for the district’s youth. 
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Fig. 2.3. Parade of school teenagers down Mariategui Avenue. 

 

The Fractality of Collective Memory 

The marching musicians continued performing and walking. They traversed the street 

amidst the traffic of moving trucks, cars, and public transportation vehicles, which were 

forcefully stopped by the accompanying adults. The dusty and cracked road became an almost 

shimmering, paved one just one block on. There were hasty municipal employees sweeping 

away the dust from this portion of the street. Standing up next to the Moyano statue, I could see 

small clouds of dust and sand being vented away by the sweepers’ rapid broomsticks. The 

students continued their march, passing this paved road, and finally reaching a fenced entrance to 

a massive white building located not far away. Excited to find out the resolution to this episode, I 

followed the parade inside the unknown building. To my surprise, after entering the structure I 

was suddenly immersed in a grand celebration, a fiesta with hundreds of attendees, including 

musicians, dancers, local political figures, journalists, photographers, costumed figures, and 
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people of all ages and from all walks of life. The crowd was scattered about the artificial turf of 

the recently revamped VES Municipal Soccer Stadium Iván Elías Moreno. I unexpectedly 

realized that the parade I had been following had two specific goals: to allow students to travel 

from their school to the stadium in an orderly manner and to disseminate an aura of fiesta across 

the neighborhood. I was suddenly a participant in an event that, I would come to realize some 

time later, was putting on active display the myriad complexities that define the study of culture 

and identity in VES.  

Initially, I thought, the festivities for the re-inauguration of the Elías Moreno Stadium 

were defined by an overlapped and seemingly inconsistent sequence of episodes, which were 

hard to frame within a single aesthetic purview. Much later, after spending time reflecting on my 

ethnographic data, I came to understand that the rich and seemingly disjointed performance 

modalities carried out by participants were actually manifestations of multifaceted subjectivities 

converging in a saturated scene of cultural and intergenerational conflict. As I will explain 

below, the fiesta sponsored the simultaneous and competing performances of two dissimilar 

musical ensembles, an orquesta típica (traditional orchestra) from the Central Peruvian Andes 

and an Afro-Brazilian batucada troupe. I contend that the role of these two ensembles within the 

fiesta was to attract the attention of the two most representative portions of the audience, the 

youth and the senior settlers. Furthermore, I argue that the multileveled and conflicting—

although ultimately interwoven—textures fashioned by both ensembles performing together 

embodied an ethnogenesis of mutuality. By means of this ethnogenesis, a temporal construction 

of a collective identity that blended disparate musical discourses took place. The integrating 

iconicity of the two bands’ sounds articulated a kind of unity, even in the context of a peripheral 

sonic incongruence.  

Fiesta performances in the Andes have been described as ritual procedures for the 

defense of ethnic and cultural diversity, but also as scenarios in which conflict sprung from 

ethnic difference is addressed (Cervone 1998: 101). Through the simultaneous musical 

performances featured at the re-inauguration of the Ivan Elías Stadium, an amalgamation and 

reification of cultural/generational frictions was attempted. Working as a conduit for social 

agreement, the dialogic performances of the orquesta típica and the Afro-Brazilian batucada 

expressed in sonic terms the youth’s and the seniors’ coming to terms with the VES’s fractality 

of collective memory. Dialoguing through dissimilar, yet interwoven bodily sonic and symbolic 
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discourses, musicians and audiences in the stadium practiced forms of resilient communication. 

In this way, the event’s synergetic musical encounters constructed a fractal sonic structure. The 

entanglement of local and trans-local idioms brought about by the Andean and Afro-Brazilian 

ensembles was concomitant with the spirit of an Andean fiesta celebration, in which 

“extraordinary moments of radical social change, political activism and cultural resistance” 

usually occur (Ritter 2008: 13). Within this ritual site devoted to underscoring the importance of 

mutuality, other social processes involving conflict, transformation, and resolution were carried 

out. I perceived the attendees’ effort to construct a type of equally divergent and cohesive sonic 

performativity (the simultaneous performance of the orquesta típica and the batucada) as an 

experimental means to produce sociality; in the celebration of the renovation of the stadium, 

music functioned as a “cartography [that] record[ed] the simultaneous conflicting orders, from 

which a fluid structure [arose], never resolved, never pure” (Attali 1985:45).  

This tendency to produce hybrid products is not unusual in a multiethnic, multicultural 

city such as VES, often described by scholars as a “little Perú.” Nonetheless, the notion of 

hybridity in this case may fall short of depicting what I see ultimately as a musical embodiment 

of an overarching experimental attitude towards social life. Practicing modes for a self-forming 

and self-enhancing communal structure, as well as individual behavior, has ensured not only 

environmental adaptation in the district, but thriving cultural innovation. Defining VES’ 

expressive modalities as by-products of a “third space” in which hybrid mestizo agents navigate 

conflicting ideologies (Anzaldúa 1999) does not fully account for the experimental quality of 

CUAVES project. Instead of depicting VES indigenous arts and culture as hybrid modalities, 

perhaps it would be more accurate to recognize the finalized quality of VES products as 

meaningful exercises that do not merely express long-lasting conflicting ideologies. As literally 

all the pasacalle leaders I have interviewed affirmed, exercising experimental performances in 

VES is a definitive approach to art-making.  Under this lens, local expressive modalities are 

themselves related to an existential view of life in which “boundary crossing and looping are not 

just major themes but also modes of social interaction” (Uzendoski 2010: 61). The intricate 

polyphony of voices raised in the Stadium Ivan Elías, which was neither planned nor 

discouraged, exemplified a mode of dialogic exercise in the practice and performance of 

mutuality.  
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Creating Sonic Dimensions: Identities, Fractality, and Webs of Knowledge 

If, as Attali (1985) theorized, music-making functions as a mirror and herald of social 

organization, then the events I witnessed at the Ivan Elías Stadium on that humid and cold 

morning in July may be seen to provide a working frame to fathom the past, present, and future 

of the district. The events certainly helped me to identify connections between VES expressive 

forms and the overarching ethos of togetherness and cooperation set forth in the 1973 CUAVES 

convention. The first sounds that surrounded me when entering the building were the festive and 

wavy melodies of the orquesta típica performing marineras and huaynos, two of the foremost 

Andean/mestizo dance genres in the country (Fig. 2.4). The orquesta típica—a medium-sized 

ensemble consisting of a snare drum with cymbals, a tuba, two clarinets, a tenor saxophone, a 

trumpet, and a bass drum—was located next to a covered area on the stadium’s terraces. In this 

area, a large audience comprised of the founding senior citizens of the district sat calmly, 

contemplating the schedule of activities for the day. Flanked by towers of massive loudspeakers, 

the seniors were the only attendees protected by a tent, which sheltered them from the continuous 

drizzle. Next to one of the loudspeaker towers, there was an emcee holding a microphone and 

actively greeting and cheering the presence of the seniors. He kept the attendees emotionally 

engaged with his many announcements, one after the other, praising the quality of the event’s 

program. In his messages, he promised a big dance act performed by the Solier Dance School, a 

VES dance academy ran by the young and successful Michael Solier. As a professional dancer 

and a local from Villa, Solier has become a source of pride for the citizens. He gained popularity 

as “the country’s youngest choreographer” in recent years, when he began working as a dance 

director for a youth-oriented national television show. The emcee announced that Solier and his 

troupe had prepared a very special number inspired by the Walt Disney blockbuster movie The 

Lion King; this adaptation involved the participation of dozens of actors wearing colorful 

costumes and “exotic” make-up. The choreography was expected to feature Solier’s unique 

fusion style, which combines a visually-appealing mixture of Hollywood inspired imagery with 

Amerindian, hip-hop, and reggaeton influences (see Fig. 2.5). 
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Fig. 2.4. Orquesta típica performing at the Ivan Elias Stadium. 

 

Other events announced by the emcee included a press conference given by Mayor Guido 

Iñigo (27), the youngest mayor in the district’s history, followed by a soccer match between 

Deportivo Municipal Club and the local VES soccer team, which was described as the first 

professional soccer organization formed by athletes native to VES exclusively. Deportivo 

Municipal, formerly ranked among the most successful teams in the country, has more recently 

fallen into disgrace after being demoted to the second league. Nonetheless, the past prestige of 

the club was sufficient to fill the emcee’s voice with pride, as he highlighted multiple times the 

importance of having Deportivo Municipal displaying its artistic style of play for the citizens of 

VES. Throughout his speech, the emcee celebrated the colossal size of the revamped stadium, its 

modern facilities, and the unconditional support given by Mayor Iñigo and his administration to 

the various sports and teams in the district. 
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Fig. 2.5. Lion King choreography created by Michael Solier. 

 

Acting as a backdrop to these announcements, the orquesta típica kept performing 

energetic marinera dances, which boomed rhythmically through the loudspeakers. The orquesta’s 

music had a syncopated and steady feeling of triple and duple meters latched together (a musical 

device also known as Sesquialtera),19 which is pervasive in Afro-derived Peruvian genres as well 

as in some mestizo Andean traditions. These supple rhythms captured my attention for a while. 

They were underlined by downbeats and syncopations accented by the bass drum, the tuba, and 

the snare. Musicians wore formal black suits and pants with white shirts. They were standing up 

with their instruments and remained stationary throughout the performance. As I will show, the 

presence of the orquesta típica in the stadium played an important role in legitimizing the 

Andeaness of the fiesta. The music they performed was explicitly intended for the entertainment 

of the senior citizens seated next to the ensemble.  

 

The Orquesta Típica 

According to Romero, the orquesta típica format emerged during the turn of the twentieth 

century. It originated as a “mestizo style” (1990: 19) devised by Amerindian and mixed-blood 

                                                             

19 Collins described this device as follows: “Sesquialtera is that proportion which arises when 

three semibreves appear in the time of two semibreves, though more frequently three minims in 

the time of two minims. The sign designating this proportion is 3/2” (1964: 7).  
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citizens in the Mantaro Valley, located in the Central Peruvian Andes. Building upon previous 

research, Romero notes that the orquesta típica has been a fundamental format utilized to frame 

the rituality of the Highland’s fiesta system: 

 

[T]he predecessor of the orchestra was called conjunto, which consisted of the ubiquitous 

Andean quenas (notched flutes), mandolins, guitars, harp, violins, and a tinya [an 

Amerindian membranophone]. Early in the [twentieth century] the quenas, mandolins, 

and the guitar had already disappeared from the conjunto and from the Mantaro Valley at 

large. In the 1910s the clarinet was added to the group, and a decade later the 

saxophone—especially the alto and tenor—was also introduced […]. The total 

acceptance of the saxophone and the clarinet by the mestizo peasantry of the region is 

clear evidence of their capacity to adopt modern elements without rejecting their 

traditional roots. In fact, despite the relatively recent introduction of these European 

instruments, the orquesta típica performs exclusively a traditional regional repertoire 

(Romero 1990: 20-21). 

 

Following Romero, the idea of a “mestizo style”—exemplified by the use of European 

instruments to perform an indigenous repertoire—can be employed as a vantage point from 

which to explore the role of the traditional (yet modern) sounds produced by the orquesta típica 

in the stadium. The music they performed can be approached as an iconic musicultural tradition 

that synthesized various experiences of life shared by the founding seniors. This iconicity was 

possibly brought about by the event’s organizers (the Municipality of VES) in order to appeal to 

the common Andean origin of the seniors. In the fiesta context, the sounds of the orquesta típica 

embodied a recognition of authentic Highland spirit framing ritual celebration. The tireless 

emcee, for instance, made sure to commend several times the quality of the music performed by 

the “authentic orquesta típica brought directly from Yauyos,” a high-altitude province in rural 

Lima. The sounds of the ensemble were certainly pleasing to the seniors, who seemed not to be 

affected by their close proximity to the blasting loudspeakers. These sounds filled up the fiesta’s 

soundscape, reproducing that same “aesthetic ideal” seen by Romero in the Mantaro Valley 

performance, an ideal that refers to the use of rising volume and intensity as an expression of 

power and beauty (Romero 1990: 23). Moreover, in orquesta típica performances “it is not 
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enough to blow [brass instruments] harder to achieve a higher volume of sound, but the orquesta 

must display collectively a big sound” not merely to ensure musical achievement but, more 

importantly, to generate a “source of prestige” (Romero 2001: 75) among musicians and 

audiences. The preference for increasing volume and intensity, then, is a marker of authenticity 

in the Mantaro Valley, as well as in Villa El Salvador. 

 

Walking Youth and a Dense Sound Quality 

The sounds of the orquesta típica, nonetheless, had a serious rival competing for prestige 

and an iconic place in the soundscape. Simultaneously with the Yauyo’s ensemble, there was a 

batucada group strategically positioned on one of the lateral terraces of the stadium, performing 

its powerful percussion music along with coordinated choreographed movement. This was 

Rumba Urbana, a group directed by Jesus Peña and his Steabays pasacalle organization. Rumba 

Urbana consisted of about ten walking musicians performing tambores. The drummers were 

playing for the school students, who at that time were arriving by the hundreds and grouping 

together on the terraces. Some students surrounded the batucada group with excitement. Others 

walked by seeking a good seat from which to watch the soccer match. The batucada drumming, 

in the midst of this traffic, seemed to energize all the attendees in different ways. Rumba Urbana 

displayed a fluent bodily and instrumental swaying, managing to capture the audience’s 

attention. 

At one point, the combined sounds of the orquesta típica, the batucada, the emcee’s 

excited speech, and the student marching band—the one I followed in from outside, which was 

still walking and performing on the athletic track—fused together in a uniform, yet multifaceted, 

sonic mass (Fig. 2.7). The robust and sustained playing of Rumba Urbana, nonetheless, gradually 

started to gain the greatest prominence in the soundscape. The interlocking patterns of the 

batucada group, intertwined with the sesquialtera rhythmic contours fashioned by the Yauyos 

orquesta, co-created a fuzzy atmosphere. Such unplanned interplay of rhythmic structures 

maintained by the two dominant ensembles was surprising, incredibly dynamic, and musically 

challenging to my ears. Together, both groups produced a “dense sound quality” characterized 

by a “consistent overlapping and blending of discrete sounds to produce a thick unified texture,” 

a musical practice identified by Turino in the Southern Peruvian Andes (1993: 55-56). 
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Fig. 2.6. Rumba Urbana performing at the Ivan Elias Stadium. On the right, wearing a hat, is 

leader Jesus Peña. 

 

This was the first time I had ever heard a batucada group performing in Villa El Salvador 

and I was unsure as to why the Municipality of VES decided to have it performing 

simultaneously with the Yauyos orquesta. In spite of my confusion, because of the groups’ 

positions in two opposite areas in the stadium—one devoted to the elder and one to the school-

age population—it was at least clear to me that both ensembles were performing for these two 

distinctive audiences, respectively. I argue that the fuzzy texture interwoven by the two groups 

acquired a particular function and meaning, which was to musically sponsor an “ethos of 

egalitarian relations” that, as Turino argues, explains the preference for a dense sound quality in 

Andean culture (ibid.). As a means to accomplish togetherness, the fractal unity20 shaped by the 

simultaneous playing of Rumba Urbana and the orquesta típica generated a musically embodied 

symbol for social eclecticism. As shown below, such an intergenerational, multicultural, and 

                                                             

20
 My use of the term “fractal unity” points out to the non-evident connections, analogies, and 

ultimately ethical connotations that both shape and relate the dissimilar aesthetics of Rumba 

Urbana and the orquesta típica. Even though these two ensembles perform dissimilar musical 

genres, their musics constitute “facets” of a single and broader cultural system. 
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overlapping sense of identity reflected also the corporative thinking articulated in the 1973 

CUAVES constitution.  

The ritual codes of VES inhabitants, which were spelled out in the overlapping musical 

discourses created at the stadium that day, show that local expressive forms have been used to 

strengthen intergenerational bonds among neighbors. Ritual codes (and their sonic articulation) 

are aligned with the fundamental ethos of togetherness and cooperation promoted by the 

founding pioneers of VES. Musical performance practices, following this, serve to re-affirm the 

congruency of co-existing and varied cultural trends in the area. The orquesta típica’s mestizo 

instrumentation and dances were not inconsistent with the interlocking rhythmic patterns of the 

Afro-Brazilian drums. Both of these musical traditions may in a sense be said to have cooperated 

for the sake of ensuring that dissimilar sectors of the district (the elder and the youth) could 

intercommunicate through their preferred sonic and embodied idioms. Following Amselle’s 

discussion of what he calls the “originary syncretism” (1990: 161) of mestizo cultures around the 

world, the fuzzy sonic texture produced at the VES stadium accounted for a type of social 

organization in which “identity [is produced as] the agreement on the very subject of 

disagreement” (1990: 41). Building upon the ideological basis of the CUAVES constitution, 

musical performances of diverse nature and origin are used by VES musicians to reinforce ideal 

egalitarian relations that sponsor an originary syncretism. 

 

 

Fig. 2.7. Mapping of the Ivan Elias’s dense sound texture. 
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Music and Relationships in CUAVES 

The 1973 CUAVES convention established the formal guidelines for the VES ethos of 

reciprocity. Writing this document involved the collaboration of an assorted team of specialists 

and lay people: socialist intellectuals, workers’ rights activists, Catholic priests, and Andean 

rural immigrants worked together to devise a model that has been passionately described as “the 

first and foremost important experience of direct democracy established by the workers of the 

new urban world in Latin America” (Quijano 1996: 7). This model has also been termed as a 

“laboratory for the experimentation with governmental ideas” (Blondet 1991: 32), that is, as an 

arena for the practicing of self-enhancing economic and political relations. The testing of these 

various socioeconomic mechanisms was seen by the founders as the preamble for the eventual 

crystallization of a competent governmental apparatus: a self-governed system based on a self-

sustained corporative organism. 

The community of VES, according to the CUAVES document, comprised every family 

member and person residing in (or recently arrived to) the physical boundary of the original 

shantytown. This area covered the deserted plain terrain formerly known as La Hoyada Baja de 

Tablada de Lurín, a territory that lacked even the most minimal conditions for sheltering human 

life. Since the inception of CUAVES, citizens of Villa have typically referred to each other as 

vecino or vecina (neighbor), a shared “title” that speaks about residents’ pride in being 

recognized as legal homeowners after years of struggle. The recurrent use of the vecino title also 

alludes to the fact that the actual physical presence of immigrants in the land was, according to 

the CUAVES stipulation, a legal requirement for becoming a formal citizen. Recognized 

members of the newly established community in 1973 included all settlers who arrived from far 

distant areas in the country and who were able to stay while bearing the absence of drinkable 

water, electricity, transportation, shelter, and health facilities. Once the fundamental right of 

citizenship was established, CUAVES moved on to organize a political system that was shaped 

by the various intellectuals, peasants, and workers attending the 1973 convention. Within this 

team, the input of peasants and settlers was highly esteemed due to these individuals’ 

experiences in managing survival strategies. In that fashion, the convention constructed an 

ideology that evaluated the immigrants’ present needs, but also their dreams and goals for the 

future.  
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As a starting point, CUAVES stated that the fundamental objective of the community was 

“to procure the development of human and social beings on the basis of values of solidarity, 

justice, and freedom” (CUAVES 1973). Furthermore, settlers demanded that every citizen should 

observe a detailed list of moral and ethical commands, which were knowingly derived from 

“traditional communal norms and values” practiced in the Peruvian Andes (ibid.). This 

Amerindian ethical component was forged through the ideological construction of an (urban) 

economy of reciprocity that was unique at the time. To some extent, the moral and pragmatic 

basis of this economic system can be seen as the first, and perhaps the most fundamental, 

innovation carried out by the settlers. Driven both by Lima’s socialist activists and the Andean 

peasants, the design of VES’ economy of reciprocity was a collaborative project intended to 

function as a practical resource that ensured the self-sustainability of the district. Nonetheless, 

the model was also a philosophical and applied treatise on human relationships inspired by 

dissimilar conceptual trends, which included Marxism, Liberation Theology, and the pedagogical 

ideas of Paulo Freire. As a treatise, the CUAVES document theorized an ethos of togetherness 

that integrated and reworked an assemblage of culturally diverse trends of humanistic social 

thinking. Importantly, this theoretical admixture did not ascribe to a single ideological model. 

For instance, As Zapata-Velazco affirms in his ambitious history of VES, the organizational 

system implemented by the settlers cannot be type casted solely as “communist” on the sole 

basis of its intended egalitarianism and its defense of communal property:  

 

So it happens that communal life is a component of the vital experience in the majority of 

Peruvians with peasant origins. That is to say, to be poor in Peru means to have inherited 

an [economic] tradition that combines [community] cooperation amplified with private-

familial accumulation. This tradition summarizes the peasants’ great facility to organize 

themselves in associative units of cooperation, integrated by familial nuclei of production 

and consumption (Zapata-Velazco 1997: 194). 

 

In fact, the communal work and property sponsored by CUAVES actively encouraged 

individual and collective profit as the basis for the general well-being of VES’ citizenry. 

Immigrants had to compete not only with nature, but with a broad socioeconomic regime that 

endorsed unequal forms of resource distribution. “In popular [rural] Peru,” Zapata-Velazco adds, 
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“there is a very active associative life, which unfolds at many levels. This associative life cannot 

be identified naively with communism given the fact that this [the VES economy] is a tradition 

that does not avoid the spirit of personal profit” (1997: 205). Conversely, in VES, such a spirit of 

personal profit needs to be understood not only as indicative of an incipient, capitalist mentality 

but, perhaps more accurately, as an expression of the Andean material, social, and moral 

technique described by Leinaweaver as the “improvement of oneself” (2008). Competitiveness, 

achieved through daily routines of personal improvement in various areas of life, was a major 

factor in the establishment of a successful corporative consciousness in the Tablada de Lurín. 

The second major factor helping to establish a strong sense of mutuality was CUAVE’s 

promotion of trust, networking, and cooperation among neighbors. Together, these two major 

premises—that is, individual effort and cooperative networking—ensured over time “the quality 

of the [VES] development process,” which was crystalized through the optimum interaction 

among available capital and actors (Chavez 2011: 12).  

Building upon the matrix of an innovative economy of reciprocity, the settlers employed 

the CUAVES ordinance to make explicit points regarding the political organization of VES, 

especially in terms of the ideal coded behaviors expected from inhabitants. Some of these ethical 

commands required that citizens had to integrate their individual aspirations and desires within a 

unified communal project, for the sake of laying down a long-lasting foundation to buttress 

economic growth. The CUAVES ordinance, in that regard, called all neighbors to devote their 

lives and work to construct a new social order based on these precise objectives: 

 

 To generate a productive source of income and economic support through 

communal enterprises owned by all neighbors 

 To master the mechanisms of local self-government as a revolutionary expression 

of a social democracy defined by citizens’ full participation 

 To always contribute as a community in order to reach and consolidate a socialist, 

humanist, and solidary society 

 To boost and modernize the communal enterprises by reinvesting the shared 

revenue, especially through creating novel forms of production 

 To promote the development of mutual aid and cooperation in different forms 
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 To invigorate the communal norms and values that are traditional to [Andean] 

Peru in order to fortify the organization of the people (CUAVES 1973) 

 

With this list of official expectations and guiding principles, the immigrants laid the 

foundations for an ethos that subsequently framed most of the district’s political and creative 

endeavors. The ethos explicitly promoted a search for innovation and a valorization of 

togetherness, reciprocity, and political outspokenness as effective tools for survival. Thereafter, 

these moral values and attitudes have been articulated and coded through performance practices 

such as the VES pasacalle. Additionally, the self-governing organisms established within 

CUAVES were deployed as an open form of contestation against the elites that controlled Lima’s 

vertical society. Therefore, the successful establishment of self-governed units for local political 

and social action was expected to be reached only through antagonistic attitudes towards Lima’s 

central government. In this regard, Montoya affirms that “in order to begin a new life in an 

empty desert [settlers] required a firm decision,” which traduced into an idiosyncratic phrase 

regularly utilized by immigrants who were in search of land: “let’s go to war!” (vamos a 

guerrear) (2010: 91). 

 

 

Fig. 2.8. The rifle and the shovel, official emblem of CUAVES, as established in the 1970s. 
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Fig. 2.9. Settlers arrive in the desert, 1971. Courtesy of CDVES. 

 

 

Fig. 2.10. Building the first shacks. Courtesy of CDVES. 
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The 1970s: Relationships between the Peruvian Government and the VES Settlers 

Even though General Velazco Alvarado and his leftist revolutionary regime, which ruled 

the country from 1968 to 1975, showed initial support to the VES settlers—for example, by 

sending troops to aid in the construction of roads and the distribution of food and water—in real 

terms, VES inhabitants built the city themselves. General Velazco Alvarado founded his initial 

support in his regime’s overt “anti-imperialist” and socialist agenda, which began with a military 

coup in the year 1968. The assistance to the VES people was primarily driven by Velazco’s fear 

of criticisms coming from the international community and, most especially, by the influence of 

local Limeño elites who refused the presence of immigrant peasants in high-scale residential 

areas of metropolitan Lima. As Montoya recounts (2010), on April 27, 1971, a coordinated 

invasion of urban land was carried out in an area known as Pamplona and at least two hundred 

families arrived to this sector that same day. Within the next two days, the settlement installed in 

Pamplona comprised of more than one thousand families that had arrived from rural areas and 

mountains outside the capital. There were also families coming from Lima’s pauperized urban 

zones. All these families were looking for a plot of land on which to build a home of their own. 

Pamplona, the area they captured, was located in the upscale neighborhood of Las Casuarinas-

Surco, next to the prestigious private Jesuit school La Inmaculada. In addition, the Pamplona 

terrain seized by the immigrants officially belonged to a private construction company, which 

planned to use it to build an exclusive residential complex. In the days that followed the 

invasion, the first elite sector to pose a public complaint against the Highlanders was the 

conservative Jesuit branch of the Catholic Church, which decried the existence of a squatter 

settlement next to a top tier school. In light of what was deemed an unacceptable disruption of 

traditional civil values, the Catholic branch proceeded to file a formal complaint to Velazco 

Alvarado’s administration (Montoya 2010: 25). The landowners of the occupied area also 

exerted their political and economic influence to pressure the government into evicting the 

settlers. To some extent, and despite the organized opposition against the immigrants, the arrival 

of the Highlanders to Pamplona marked the decline of a long-held structural order in the capital 

city: 

 

The threat was palpable for the higher classes of society in the country, since they were 

already suffering every one of the government’s reforms, which involved ferocious 
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attempts against private property. [The higher classes] watched with terror the resolution 

of a prophesy: the poor, the sierra people, the resented and angry cholos were seizing 

their city, to the point that [immigrants] were even invading their homes (Blonded 1991: 

26). 

 

The pressure exerted on Velazco Alvardo was high and came from several different 

sectors. As the president and leader of the revolution, Velazo could not afford a violent eviction 

of the trespassers, due to the fact that his dictatorship was built on the basis of a partiality 

towards the poor and the segregated peasant. On the other hand, during that week of April 1971, 

the city of Lima was holding a pre-eminent conference organized by the Inter-American 

Development Bank (IDB). This was a key event that the government hoped to utilize as a 

platform for spreading a democratic image of the country across the international community. 

This top-priority conference attracted journalists, analysts, and reporters from the national and 

international media. As a consequence, the events that took place in Pamplona, Surco, in which 

violent disturbances arose as an outcome of police repression, rapidly became a top news story 

broadcasted nationally and internationally. Sectors of Lima’s affluent society and diverse 

political groups responded by demanding that the government restitute the principle of authority 

and control the “chaotic social scenario” unleashed by the Pamplona invaders (Blondet 1991: 

26). Velazco Alvarado debated first between his socialist convictions and the strategic need to 

bend his authority under the elite’s pressure, but ultimately opted for a third solution. Seeking to 

avoid major incidents that would have been aired internationally (affecting his democratic image 

across the region), Velazco Alvarado ordered the relocation of the invaders into a wasteland 

south of Pamplona. He sent military troops to combat and take hold of the settlers, destroyed 

their precarious shacks, and transported them in open trucks towards La Hoyada Baja de Lurín. 

Ramos, who grew up in VES, recalls this episode: 

 

When people invaded the area of Pamplona, and were subsequently removed from there 

and taken to the deserts of Lurín, hundreds and thousands of workers and unemployed 

immigrants were relocated forcibly. It was a fight against the landlords and against the 

Government, who repositioned the migrants against their will in order to favor the 
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defenders of private property […] [Since that time,] the people of Villa El Salvador have 

never ceased to be in constant movement (Ramos 2010: 126). 

 

 

 

Fig. 2.11. Relocation from Pamplona to the desert, 1971. Courtesy of CDVES. 

The relocation process proved not to be peaceful. After having experienced a glimpse of 

how it feels to have a home, many settlers resisted the military intervention as well as Velazco’s 

relocation plan. As a result, there were casualties. An important figure within the progressive 

branch of the Catholic Church, Bishop Luis Bambarén (who was also known at the time as the 

“Bishop of the Poor”) intervened as a mediator between the military government and the settlers. 

Bishop Bambarén was one of the first Peruvian Catholic authorities who practiced the precepts 

of Liberation Theology proposed by Peruvian priest and philosopher Gustavo Gutierrez. It was 

Bishop Bambarén as well who, throughout a diligent negotiation, convinced VES leaders to 

peacefully accept the government’s proposal: pioneers would calmly abandon the area of 

Pamplona in order to be transferred to La Tablada de Lurin. In exchange, pioneers would receive 

free humanitarian aid including food, water, and clothes, as well as materials to build houses in 
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the desert (mainly straw mats to be used in the constructions of shacks). Bishop Bambarén was 

the first religious leader in the VES community. 

 

 

Fig. 2.12. The military forces the settlers to move to the desert. Courtesy of CDVES. 

 

He introduced the pioneers to the idea of spiritual redemption achieved through hardship 

and sustained hope. By facing scarcity with constant labor and relentless faith, Bambarén 

promised in his sermons, VES neighbors would be saved by the Kingdom of God. The oral 

history retained by several founding-members of the district points out to Bishop as the person 

who gave the district its official name. Bambarén described the area as “Villa El Salvador,” or 

Village of our Savior. Many VES inhabitants believe that the Bishop was alluding to the figure 

of Moses and the biblical image of the Egyptian desert as a promised land for the persecuted 

Jewish community, a desert in which the oppressed, the enslaved, and the ill-treated finally came 

to be free.  
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The VES Pasacalle before the Batucada: A Lineage 

After the formal institution of CUAVES, the workers and peasants of the district put the 

projected moral and economic system into practice. This foundational characteristic of the 1973 

convention embraced every aspect of the city in the years to come. For this reason, in order to 

understand the ethical underpinnings of the VES pasacalle it is necessary to trace its origins back 

to the ideological precepts laid down in the 1973 convention. As a ritual and communal art form 

influenced by Andean and transnational idioms, the pasacalle has pursued a fundamental social 

function since its inception, which was (and still is) the practicing of togetherness among 

neighbors. However, the pasacalle is also an eclectic cultural product. Its provenance is diverse 

and its aesthetic composition in constant evolution. The generic term used to label the practice, 

“pasacalle”, as well as a broad understanding of the genre’s attributes, came from Europe. It 

possibly originated at the outset of the 17th century in Spain. Silbiger affirms that the term stems 

from the Spanish verb pasar (to walk) and the noun calle (street) (2001: 1). In addition, the term 

pasacalle feasibly derives from 1) the standard practice of performing musical material outdoors 

or 2) a common practice maintained by Spanish popular musicians in the 17th century, who used 

to walk a few steps in front of their audiences in between a song’s strophes. Silbiger also notes 

that throughout its European evolution, the pasacalle has predominantly been an improvisatory 

genre (ibid.).  

On the basis of these broad attributes—that is, an unplanned quality and the customary 

outdoors, walking performance—it is possible to affirm that the Andean pasacalle is still linked 

to its European ancestor. After being brought by Europeans to the Latin American region, and 

especially to the South America continent, the pasacalle was gradually adopted as an indigenous 

ritual form. The characteristics that defined the genre in the context of regional Andean 

performances were also varied. Nonetheless, these performance modalities were unambiguous in 

essence; a pasacalle (also described as a comparsa) involved the movement of musicians, 

dancers, and passersby along the street. Both the formal performance practices across the country 

and the regional variations concerning melodic, harmonic, or rhythmic contents were never 

standardized by Amerindian practitioners. Due to this open framework, the pasacalle has 

maintained flexible aesthetic parameters, which further fosters the tendency to produce varied 

regional idioms. Specific musical elements, dances, instruments, and symbolic customs usually 

changed from region to region across the Andes. For these various reasons, I contend that the 
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pasacalle has functioned in Peru (and elsewhere in other South American countries as well) more 

as a “template for social and musical action” than as a musical genre per se. I borrow this 

concept from Bakan who, in discussing Ruckert and Widdess’ ideas about Hindustani classical 

music, places an emphasis on the view of raga as a “template for musical action” (2012: 133). In 

his understanding of raga as a template for action, Bakan recognizes the existence of 

standardized musical devices (scales, rhythmic patterns, melodic contours, motifs) which are 

available to improvisers prior to an unrehearsed performance. These pre-existent compositional 

motifs allow for the rapid, complex, and emotion-laden production of musical improvisations. 

According to Bakan, a raga is a “generating source from which musical ideas and inspirations 

grow and flow” (ibid.). Indian raga is also a collection of symbolic and musical materials that 

performers need to learn prior to public appearances, so that they can hone their ability to sound 

out original compositions in the moment. Similarly, both the Andean and the VES pasacalle can 

be understood, within all their eclectic and regional complexity, as templates that allow 

performers and audiences to re-imagine existing sonic traditions as well as social modes of 

interaction in creative ways, thus giving participants the tools to voice larger claims about social 

identity, political sentiments, and emotionality in an innovative and self-fulfilling fashion. 

Discussing the emergence of the pasacalle as a communal art form involves an analysis 

of several foundational narratives generated by the different actors involved. Throughout my 

fieldwork in VES, I collected an array of (sometimes contradictory) accounts, which chronicle 

the inception of the pasacalle from different perspectives and highlight dissimilar circumstances. 

Given this variety of opinions, I cannot endorse any particular story as more accurate than others. 

Instead, I wish to present—for the remaining portion of this chapter and continuing into Chapter 

IV—a choral texture comprising the various narratives I heard from VES activists.  

 

A History of the VES Pasacalle According to Arena y Esteras 

 

February 15, 1992: a death squad formed by members of the insurgent movement Shining 

Path (SP) infiltrates a fundraising event held in a small building located in the district of Villa El 

Salvador. Inside that building, a group of local activists is coordinating activities to launch a 

program intended to improve the children’s health and nutrition in the district. The program, 

known as vaso de leche (a glass of milk), aims to serve a glass of milk daily to every child in the 
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community at no cost. The SP squad breaks into the building and brutally machine-guns down 

the leader and organizer, Maria Elena Moyano, who had been leading the fundraising activities 

inside the building that day. Moyano, an Afro-Peruvian descendant and citizen of VES, had 

devoted her life to social work in the district since her teenage years. Her political legacy 

comprised not only the launching of the vaso de leche program and a proactive defense of local 

women’s right, but also leadership of a united resistance against SP’s military control of Villa El 

Salvador. After Moyano’s savage execution, the shocked attendees watch in horror as the SP 

squad drags Moyano’s dead body outdoors to a sandy area and blows it up with dynamite (CVR 

2003). The brutality of this act is calculated. Its unforeseen violence complies with SP’s politics 

of terror, which pursues a shattering of all civic institutions in the district, even if these 

institutions are intended to benefit the poor.21 By reducing the inhabitants’ effort to build self-

sustaining organizations to ashes, SP seeks to implant a repressive communist order from 

ground zero. Executing Maria Elena Moyano sends a clear ultimatum to the district’s residents: 

“do not attempt to organize and make decisions by yourselves. Any effort to develop grassroots 

organizations will be regarded as an overt act of opposition to Shining Path’s war on the 

capitalist state.”  

The assassination of Moyano accomplished its political goal, eventually: shortly after 

Moyano was killed, VES inhabitants confined themselves to their homes, fearing more deadly 

reprisals by SP squads. With the entire community withdrawn from the public arena, the future 

of VES, a district whose economy was based on collective reciprocity, seemed compromised. And 

so was the migrants’ chance to adapt and survive in the desert. The assassination of Maria 

Elena Moyano marked the pinnacle of SP’s tactics of terror in the area. Simultaneously, it 

signaled the beginning of SP’s occupation of the region. In response to the siege, the people of 

VES retired in fear, their spirit broken, and their vitality and agency thwarted. Nonetheless, this 

particular passage in the history of the district also fostered an enfranchising civil response 

coming from a group of self-taught young artists. These VES artists endeavored to reverse the 

                                                             

21
 Shining Path justified its opposition to grassroots organization in VES arguing that these 

organizations maintained a close connection with the central government. According to this 

view, the “capitalist state” would donate food, medicines, and construction materials to the poor 

in exchange for consented serfdom.  
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damaging social consequences of Moyano’s assassination through their invention of a 

communal art form. 

 

*** 

 

The preceding narrative—and the story that follows as well—build upon the account 

articulated by the directors/founders of the Casa Comunal Arena y Esteras (Community Arts 

House Straw Mats and Sand, AYE).22 On the basis of this narrative, the founders of this 

organization credited themselves with the original conception of the VES pasacalle. According 

to Ana Sofia Toguchi (Fig. 2.13), current director of the institution, the development of the 

pasacalle at first aimed to bring people back to the streets in order to reestablish the district’s 

economic system of reciprocity. Arena y Esteras, a prestigious institution that in 2012 won 

Peru’s respected National Cultural Award, was comprised in the year 1992 of a group of 

neighborhood friends. These friends, utterly shocked by the death of Moyano, felt the urgency to 

cooperate in any capacity to restore the district’s normal life. In several lengthy conversations, 

Ana Sofia mentioned to me that the origins of her organization are closely tied to the invention 

of the pasacalle practice. Her particular narrative interconnects three important events in the life 

of AYE, which are 1) the assassination of Moyano, 2) the subsequent dwindling of corporative 

life, and 3) the inception of the VES pasacalle as a creative/empowering ritual form: 

 

AYE was born on March 29, 1992. Those who created AYE already knew each other. I 

took a workshop with Yuyachkani23 here in CUAVES, when it used to function as a 

                                                             

22 The cultural organization’s use of the words “straw mats” and “sand” was a sort of homage 

paid to the humble basic materials present in the building of the first original VES settlement.  

23 The cultural organization Yuyachkani (a Quechua world meaning “I am thinking, I am 

remembering”) was founded in 1971. Since that year, this Peruvian organization endeavored to 

present theater plays that combine drama, dance, costumes, music, and poetry. The purpose of 

these works is to depict “Peruvian cultural diversity” by engaging audiences in a “reflective and 

emotional process;” this creative endeavor also seeks to produce socially inclusive works that are 

based on an exploration of Peru’s collective memory (Yuyachkani).  
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space for the neighborhood committees to gather and discuss communal businesses. This 

drama workshop, which I took when I was fourteen, motivated me a great deal. After 

completing the workshop, I entered the Centro de Comunicación Popular (Center for the 

People’s Communication, CPC), a space in which many training academies of guitar, 

radiobroadcasting, and the performing arts were offered at no cost. I took a short course 

on dance, another one in guitar…I was definitely immersed in a period of search. I was 

also part of my parish church. During those years, there was much enthusiasm regarding 

Liberation Theology, which they called the social and pastoral care branch. In such 

context, we [the AYE’s neighbor friends] started to relate with the local population. In 

1991, we did a project together, with a group of girls who were studying contemporary 

dance in the CPC. [I remember] we used to jump a lot; we didn’t have any experience in 

classical ballet, we simply jumped. Together, and later on, we composed a short play and 

performed it publicly. There were five or six of us girls. That group dissolved later, 

because that was the time in which the real hardship began in VES. Even though the 

killing of Maria Elena Moyano was the event that really hit the community, previous to 

that there were other [demoralizing] events. Here [in VES] there were rastrillajes [lit. 

raking, unexpected military security operations]. In the Parque Zonal [VES’ larger 

recreational park] a National Guard base was established. There was a curfew also. Some 

areas of the district had electric lights on only until five or six in the evening. Other 

times, SP used to detonate high voltage towers and we had blackouts. In the hills, we 

used to see the hammer and sickle symbol illuminated with fire. It was certainly a hard 

time for all of us.24 

 

In her narrative, Ana Sofia mentions her participation in the Center for the People’s 

Communication, an important institution created by the 1973 CUAVES convention. The CPC 

was formed by a team of local activists and educators whose main goal was to strengthen the 

cohesiveness of the neighborhood organizations. With the establishment of the Center, 

inhabitants sought to develop a local cultural consciousness. Immigrants from all ages, and 

                                                             

 

24 Ana Sofía Toguchi. Personal communication. June 2012. 
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especially the youth, gathered at the CPC’s installations to discuss, analyze, fine-tune, and spread 

the main ethical and organizational ideas purported in the CUAVES constitution. Importantly for 

the history of Villa’s expressive forms, the CPC’s means for developing cultural consciousness 

was the sponsoring of collective creations. These communal creations—which involved theater 

plays, songs, audiovisual presentations, radio shows, and dance choreographies—were done with 

the participation of families, students, educators, actors, Catholic activists, and diverse artists 

who attended weekly reunions at the CPC. The collective process demanded a preliminary work 

of reflection, which engaged artists and activists with the founding-members’ theoretical 

postulates and the everyday issues that had to be tended to by the community. Once a solution to 

any given problem was proposed by the founding-members and neighborhood coordinators —for 

instance, if CUAVES wanted to raise awareness on the need to maximize the use of water 

reserves—the solution was transmitted to the CPC creative team. In the Center for People’s 

Communication, neighbors, artists, and activists would collaborate to create plays, songs, or 

dance acts aiming to raise awareness on efficient water consumption. The collective work would 

be performed in the central parks of the neighborhood groups. For this reason, the creations were 

conceived as pedagogical in essence. Moreover, the artists in charge of performing the works 

were teenagers and young adults. Within the open dialog maintained among CUAVES founding-

members and the youth of the CPC, strategic organizational matters were successfully worked 

out through art-making. By attending the pedagogical/artistic performances offered by the CPC, 

neighbors were informed of different ways through which they could improve corporative work.  

This CPC-sponsored communal creativity became “the basis for the elders’ attitude of 

respect and recognition towards VES young activists” (Blondet 1991: 38). Such respect for and 

trust in the youth become an important milestone in the social history of the district. In the 

subsequent years, the CPC’s role of forming socially conscious young leaders grew 

exponentially. All the founders of today’s stronger cultural organizations (such as CIJAC, 

Vichama, and Arena y Esteras) were educated in the Center. The multiple workshops and 

courses given in this institution were a catalyst for the eventual development of an 

interdisciplinary and socially active aesthetic thought. As Ana Sofia recounts, she was also a 

product of the CPC. Her formation as a leader and artist were shaped by dissimilar (although 
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congruent) ideological branches, including Liberation Theology,25 an Andean reciprocal ethos, 

and CUAVES-rooted progressive political ideas.  

 

 

Fig. 2.13. Ana Sofia Toguchi Pinedo. 

After a few years of searching, Ana Sofia and her group of friends established a course of 

action that would eventually define their aesthetic and moral guidelines as a cultural 

organization. Finding that specific course of action was a life-changing event. Simultaneously, 

the decision “to act” concertedly and under pressing circumstances, led AYE’s founding artists 

to assume the responsibilities of full-fledged members of the CUAVES ideological community. 

Following Ana Sofia’s story, the beginning of Arena y Esteras’ creative and political activism, 

which was contingent on their first pasacalles in the district, also represented a coming of age 

period: 

 

                                                             

25 Among one of several ideas introduced by Gutiérrez in his Theology of Liberation, he 

demands Catholic Church authorities to use their resources to educate the poor and 

disenfranchised on the urgent need of liberating humans from economic and social oppression. 

He writes: “The goal is not only [to achieve] better living conditions, a radical change of 

structures, a social revolution; it is much more: the continuous creation, never ending, of a new 

way to be human, a permanent cultural revolution” (Gutiérrez 1998: 21). 
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The most shocking image I retain in my memory is the funeral procession that followed 

the assassination of Maria Elena Moyano. There was a sea of people. Thousands and 

thousands of people, and we were walking behind them. And obviously, we were hurt. 

Then, in the midst of that procession, there was a moment in which my peers and I saw 

that huge sea of people that was walking towards the VES cemetery in the Vallejo 

Avenue. The Vallejo Avenue is a road that goes down the hill. Therefore, you could truly 

observe from the top of the hill the immensity of that procession. We stopped and sat 

down there, on some rocks, and there was a dreary aura floating around us. I was sixteen. 

I think the fact that we all were so young led us to utter one single phrase, automatically 

and simultaneously: “we need to do something, we cannot remain with our arms 

crossed!” Shortly after being part of the procession, we began to get together. We were 

very afraid, yes, but we still went out to the streets. We painted our faces, a friend of ours 

wore stilts. I slipped into a yellow dress, the one I used for my contemporary dance class 

at the CPC. My partner wore a huge mask, which he put together using egg box foam and 

paper, and he also grabbed a snare drum. We went out to the streets in that way, holding a 

placard where we had written a slogan reading “for the right to smile.” Our first 

destination was the central park of a nearby neighborhood group. Everything was so 

intuitive at the time. We absolutely had nothing clear in mind in relation to what we 

wanted to do. We just told ourselves: “let’s do it,” this project. Simply put, we wanted 

people to come out of their houses. People were incarcerated, you know. They were 

afraid. In that way, Arena y Esteras was born. 

 

Here, Ana Sofia introduces the key elements that would define, in the years to come, the 

essence of the VES pasacalle. She highlights the role of the local youth as “performers” of the 

ideological commands devised by the founding-members. Through her coming of age 

experience, activated by the participation in Moyano’s massive funeral, Ana Sofia and her 

friends spontaneously developed the basis of the pasacalle communal art form. As she tells it, the 

pasacalle troupe did not follow an aesthetic creed per se, but just a clear-cut communal command 

that involved the need to act cooperatively. As young artists, AYE’s teenage members utilized 

their performance skills to accomplish the specific CUAVE mandate, which was to “contribute 
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permanently and as a community to the goal of reaching and consolidating a solidary society”26 

(1973). In subsequent conversations, Ana Sofia mentioned that, in fact, she and her team did not 

hold aesthetic preconceptions prior to their spontaneous performances. They merely wanted to 

grab the neighbors’ attention. In this way, members of AYE wished to have the community 

replenishing the streets with their presence. Such an “attention-grabbing” effect was a 

fundamental component in determining the choice of outfits, choreographies, and circus-like 

practices, which became customary in all early manifestations of pasacalle. Certainly, the use of 

bright colors, painted faces, and juggling routines was an ideal mode to call the attention of 

citizens, inhabitants who were used to the brownish and opaque landscapes of the dessert. 

Nonetheless, even though Ana Sofia’s account of the pasacalle origins seems to fit tightly within 

the context of historical events that delineated the year 1992, her narrative lacks information 

regarding the musical framework used in the parades. Other narratives I gathered, which were 

voiced by more contemporary pasacalle activists and musicians, have contradicted, amplified, or 

openly negated the accuracy of Ana Sofia’s story. 

 

Quique Valdez 

Quique Valdez is an accomplished guitarist of Aymara (indigenous Andean) origin, who 

was born in the Andean area of Puno but grew up in VES. He is also one of the AYE’s founding 

members, and was a member of the group led by Ana Sofia that first introduced the VES 

pasacalle phenomenon back in 1992. Quique and Ana Sofia were both sixteen years old when 

they met at a local church parish some years before. In that church, Ana Sofia was a singer and 

Quique a guitarist and instructor. They had been friends ever since. Furthermore, Quique has 

been the musical director of Arena y Esteras since its establishment. As such, through various 

formal and informal conversations, he was able to expand on some of the themes raised, but not 

fully developed, by Ana Sofia in my interviews with her, especially with respect to the defining 

musical aspects of the early pasacalle parades in VES. While Ana Sofia mentioned, in a 

subsequent conversation, that she and her friends utilized tambores and snare drums to 

accompany the walking parade, this reference was still generic and vague. She did not specify 

                                                             

26 Founders used the Spanish words sociedad solidaria, which describe a society whose members 

ideally base their relationships on values of solidarity, equality, and mutual help. 
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the usage of particular rhythms, styles, or borrowed musicultural traditions. I have additionally 

encountered these vague types of references to and description of the use of tambores or bombos 

in other narratives produced by early pasacalle activists. The non-specificity, I believe, reinforces 

the idea of the pasacalle being a template for social and musical action—a loosely articulated 

musical framework that gives room for practitioners to rework and improvise eclectic sonic 

idioms in the context of unscripted bodily movement. Ultimately, Quique was able to offer more 

insights in reference to the musical aspects of the practice prior to the addition of batucada 

drumming.  

 

 

Fig. 2.14. Quique Valdez. 

 

In his narrative, Quique established a connection between the VES pasacalle and another 

seminal Andean parade-like form known as the ritmo de Santiago (the Santiago rhythm). This 

tradition, he suggested, was the first musical influence adopted by AYE’s members for the 

shaping of pasacalle performativity. In addition, Quique introduced the role of a social program 

called Escuela Rodante (The Rolling School), which was a pedagogical/entrainment spectacle 
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performed by AYE artists during their first street pasacalles. These Escuelas Rodantes, according 

to Quique, functioned as the nexus between AYE’s team (clowns, musicians, actors) and the 

neighbors, who were affected by the post-Moyano events. (This was the period in which 

inhabitants feared walking outdoors.) By appealing to the children living in Villa’s most affected 

areas, AYE artists hoped to compel their parents to come back to the streets, especially to the 

central parks located at the core of residential areas. As Quique explains: 

 

I am a co-founder of the group. I joined it in the year 1992. What happened is that I used 

to participate in the church parish of my sector. I was a member of the [VES’s] Youth 

Pastoral Care dioceses. This Youth Pastoral had one distinctive element, which was that 

all the people there were influenced and formed by the ideas of Liberation Theology. For 

instance, in mass, we used to sing songs that were very revolutionary. We used to follow 

the style of Gilbert Torres and his group Siembra.27 I recall that we used to sing lyrics 

with a strong social message. In addition, the Pastoral had another interesting aspect; it 

sponsored a cultural division, something that other parishes in VES didn’t have. In that 

division, the youngsters were educated in the arts. They learned dance, drama, and music. 

Then, after they went through this education and completed different courses, they 

usually became animadores [lit. animators, presenters], social workers, or perhaps they 

ended up joining the Dioceses. And then, well, I had a social group in that parish. All my 

friends were from there, you know. Ana Sofia was in the gang too. We had all been 

together in the Parish since the year 1990. But she had previous experience working with 

                                                             

27 The Grupo Siembra (To Sow Ensemble) is a Peruvian, Lima-based ensemble that performs 

original music influenced by Andean indigenous styles and the Latin American trova (including 

artists such as Victor Jara, Silvio, Rodriguez, Pablo Milanés, and Violeta Parra). Similarly to 

Quique and Ana Sofia in the 1990s, the Grupo Siembra emerged in the 1970s as the musical 

ensemble of a church parish located in a squatter settlement north east from metropolitan Lima 

(Caja de Agua, San Juan de Lurigancho). The group’s lyrics explore themes taken from Andean 

cosmology and the Christian faith, as well as ideas coming from Liberation Theology—

especially those concerning the need of fostering solidarity and communal work among the poor. 
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Yuyatchkani in the Center for People’s Communication. In the parish, I was part of the 

chorus and sometimes intervened in the liturgy, during mass. I was so deeply engaged 

with the activities at that parish…I used to sing, play the guitar, and Ana Sofia was a 

children animadora. She taught the catechism and prepared kids for the first communion. 

One day, she told me, “look, I am putting together a group with some friends and I would 

love to have you in charge of the music.” At that time, the group [AYE] didn’t do theater 

yet. They did contemporary dance. So, our first collaboration was a dance and music 

spectacle called “Yo Fantasía” [I Fantasy], which involved most of the kids at the parish. 

After that show, we all split, but Ana Sofia, Arturo, Ramiro, and I remained together.28 

Ana, Arturo, and Ramiro also decided to switch gears and wrote a play. They called me 

again and asked me to compose and perform the music for this new work. It was a total 

success! “The Dreams’ Tumbril” was the name. It was a sweet and sour story, you know, 

something alike to Charlie Chaplin’s movies, with a strong social message. There were 

three clowns and the play was about the clowns’ experiences as they move from one 

human emotion to another human…joy, sadness, you know. [Ana Sofia and Arturo] were 

inspired by the troubles of the time, terrorism, and everything else. The play had 

excellent critiques, at a regional and national level. I played all the music live, using 

several instruments. I remember I had a small electronic keyboard in which I had 

previously programmed a bunch of rhythms I created. You know, circus-like music. The 

entire first part of the play had no text, only bodily expression and music. Eventually, that 

work was elected to be presented in the Peruvian National Theater Convention in the city 

of Yurimaguas. And so we all traveled there. That was the beginning of my work at 

AYE. 

 

As Quique recounts, writing drama, acting, and dancing were the favored activitites 

utilized in CPC. These disciplines were used for spreading the message of CUAVES across the 

                                                             

28 Later on, Ramiro also left the group. Arturo married Ana Sofia and became the senior drama 

director and creative writer of Arena y Esteras. His plays have been performed by the group in 

national and international festivals. He is recognized as an important innovator inside the circuit 

of social dramatists in Lima.  
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residential groups. Young actors trained at CPC—and later on in other cultural institutions 

sponsored by NGOs and Catholic organizations—had the responsibility to translate the ideology 

of CUAVES into plays and choreographies that effectually captured the neighbors’ attention. 

The initial preference for acting and dancing as pedagogical disciplines explains the prevailing 

presence of these arts, especially theater, within the district. Both Vichama and Arena y Esteras 

are cultural organizations self-described as proponents of Communal Theater. For this reason, 

acting has generally functioned as the main medium to communicate social ideas. The aesthetics 

concerning writing and performing theater in VES have been linked to the purpose of delivering 

moral messages. Similarly, the music performed in pasacalles, as Quique emphasizes, was also a 

medium to reinforce the parade’s sensorial appeal on street audiences:  

 

We used to rehearse in the street, in front of Arturo’s house, or wherever we could find a 

spot. We didn’t have a building at the time.29 I remember we used to do a lot of 

pasacalles during those years, pasacalles that we called Escuelas Rodantes. We visited 

squatter settlements. We arrived to the sandy plains wearing stilts and invited people to 

join us. And then, the kids would go out from their houses and we would play with them. 

We would teach them how to make puppets using disposable plates and wooden ice 

cream sticks. We would tell them stories. I was in charge of the music, and I used to play, 

you know, circus music. I played sounds that matched the walking. Sometimes, we would 

do the ritmo de Santiago, which is originally from Huancayo [a city located in the 

Mantaro Valley]. We always performed these festivals and used to visit many other 

places, only in Villa by the way. We visited the most far-distant and poor places in the 

district. 

 

The ritmo de Santiago, as Quique stated, is performed in the Andean city of Huancayo, 

and more broadly, across the Mantaro Valley, an area rich in pasacalle traditions. The ritmo de 

Santiago is a duple meter march-like genre, which is usually performed to accompany religious 

                                                             

29 Currently, AYE and Vichama own the two larger and better equipped auditoriums in the 

district. 

 



95 

 

festivities associated with Saint James the Apostle—a Catholic Saint seen as the guardian of the 

shepherds and livestock in Andean religious thought (Quijada 1965).30  

 

 

Fig. 2.15. Teenagers Ana Sofia and Quique with friends at the Pastoral Care dioceses (circa 

1990). 

 

Quique’s account, like Ana Sofia’s, is relatively vague accounting of the formal aspects 

of pasacalle music in early VES parades. His use of the term “circus-like music” opens up room 

for speculation. In his narrative, nonetheless, he at least highlights the freedom he enjoyed as a 

musician with the Arena y Esteras team. He was openly invited by Ana Sofia to try different 

formats and sonorities in his incidental music. Ana Sofia truly respected Quique’s talent as a 

                                                             

30 The standard rituality structuring festivities in honor of Saint James the Apostle involves 

pasacalles and walking activities. Furthermore, the Santiago festivities, more specifically, entails 

“[r]ituals of communal work” such as the marking of cattle and collective field labor (Romero 

2001: 141). 
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musician and, for this reason, she gave him complete authority to determine what to perform to 

accompany the parades at the Escuelas Rodantes. Jokingly, and with a smile on his face, Quique 

told me that during these parades he used to play this ambiguous style he labeled circus music. 

Building upon this statement, it is possible to affirm that Quique, and other musicians involved, 

felt free to be innovative and playful when performing pasacalle music in the year 1992 and 

thereafter. The music they improvised, furthermore, may have been influenced by certain 

Andean musical traditions such as the ritmo de Santiago, but ultimately it was defined by its 

eclectic and extemporaneous spirit.  

 

Modern Narratives and Contestation 

Ana Sofia’s and Quique’s narratives help to reconstruct the spirit of innovation, social 

consciousness, and cultural eclecticism that characterized VES youth in the 1990s. 

Simultaneously, their narratives position the appearance of the pasacalle as a political strategy 

that reinforced the ethos of togetherness and cooperation within the community. The corporative 

structure of the district was severed during the military siege of Shining Path and the Peruvian 

National Guard.31 Yet the narratives articulated by AYE’s founders are unclear when it comes to 

establishing a strong depiction of the music produced in the early parades. I may even speculate 

that the lack of specificity coming from an accomplished and trained musician such as Quique 

Valdez is evidence that music-making was perhaps not even a central component in the early 

performance of pasacalles. Since the founders of AYE were trained mainly in drama and theater, 

it seems logical to assume that pasacalle modalities were mostly influenced by acting techniques. 

The circus performing arts (juggling, clowning, puppetry, acrobatics, walking on stilts) that were 

incorporated by AYE later on were practical ways to capture children’s and adults’ attention. 

Ultimately, the absence of specificity regarding a musical framework points out the need of 

recognizing the incorporation of batucada music as the most recent, and perhaps the most 

definitive milestone in the emergence of a modern pasacalle rituality in Villa El Salvador. 

Without the syncopated and sonically powerful textures provided by batucada drumming, the 

                                                             

31 This military siege of the Peruvian National Guard was pointed out by Ana Sofia earlier, when 

she mentioned the illegal rastrillajes and paramilitary security operations carried out by the 

Guard in the VES Parque Zonal. 
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VES pasacalle would not currently be recognized as a truly local communal art form, as it is by 

audiences and leaders of cultural organizations.  

One way to complement AYE’s narratives regarding the inception of the pasacalle is to 

move the analytical lens to the present. For that purpose, I present a narrative articulated by 

Leonardo, a VES musician, age 21, who is recognized as one of the youngest masters of 

batucada drumming in the district. Leonardo is a professional percussionist who performs and 

teaches at Kilombo Percusiones y Artes Escenicas (Kilombo Percussion and Performing Arts). 

Together with Intinya-Batu, this is the oldest pasacalle organization using batucadas for their 

parades. Interestingly, even though both organizations borrowed the circus modality from AYE 

and Vichama, Kilombo and Intinya-Batu decided to substitute the use of “circus-like” 

extemporaneous music with a full Afro-Brazilian drumming ensemble. Despite this radical 

change, bigger organizations such as AYE and Vichama have not considered it essential to teach 

their members how to play batucada. Because of this passive response to the ongoing change, 

innovation in pasacalle performance has remained a prerogative of the younger generations. In 

this regard, pasacalle leaders affirm that the use of Afro-Brazilian drums is indispensable for 

pasacalle rituality and that the batucada has maximized the social impact of the parade on the 

social life of neighborhood communities. 

Leonardo was trained as a percussionist at the outset of the batucada movement. His 

education started during childhood when he began learning tambores in the Escuela Deporte y 

Vida (EDV, School of Sports and Life,). This was an after-school program led by a Roman 

Catholic organization from Italy that promoted the use of sports to instill discipline and moral 

values among at-risk youth. The organization was an NGO that recruited and educated children 

from impoverished areas. The NGO’s rationale was that instructors had to train their students 

with the aim of preparing them to become instructors themselves, provided that students exceled 

in their respective disciplines of choice. In that way, the NGO wanted to transform its 

educational program into a self-sustaining organism that could reflect the genuine interests of the 

local population. Given that soccer was the preferred sport among VES children and teens, in 

2000 the Escuela Deporte y Vida started to organize championships that generated healthy 

competition and camaraderie among the youth. In order to convert these contests into communal 

events—which ideally engaged not only the children, but their parents and friends as well—

soccer matches were conceived as big celebrations that included cheerleading and live music. 
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According to Pamela Otoya, Kilombos’s founding-leader—who was also educated within the 

EDV—batucada music was used by teenagers in order to animate the audiences at the soccer 

championships. Beginning around 2005, children and teens from Villa began to attend the EDV 

batucada rehearsals on a weekly basis. The intended goal was to have young musicians ready to 

perform at the pasacalles for the soccer championships. These were always highly anticipated 

events. Leonardo was among the children who performed in this first generation of batucada 

drummers. He was ten when he became part of what he and Pamela Otoya called the “first 

batucada troupe in the history of Villa.” 

 

The first batucada [in the Escuela Deporte y Vida] was done with Andean bombos with 

drums that were collected here and there, with simple snare drums. And they just tried to 

do music that way. That was the first batucada ensemble I witnessed when I was a kid. 

Later on, I joined this batucada, because they used to rehearse in the street next to my 

house. I loved to listen and enjoy their vibe. Usually, they started practicing around six in 

the evening. They used to do it in the pampa [a sandy area] because they didn’t want 

neighbors to complain. So, one day I walked down the hill in the direction of the pampa 

and asked them if I could join the group. I remember I did an audition and the first thing 

they asked me to play was the tarola. I think this happened because I already had 

experience playing the cajon in the school. Through the years, we did many, many, 

performances. I remember that the group used to hop in on trucks because we didn’t have 

money for transportation. There were so many pasacalles, man. Arena y Esteras, Cijac, 

and Vichama—all these organizations used to be very active in producing events. There 

was this kind of competition based on who did the best pasacalle of the year. And with 

that spirit of competition, Deporte y Vida became the pioneer, because we were the only 

ones featuring a cast of original batucada musicians. No other group in Villa had a real 

batucada group. And that’s why we always got invited to so many pasacalles. There were 

the people with stilts, the clowns, the dancers, the jugglers, and we were the ones opening 

the comparsa (the parade). This started to happen around the years 2004 or 2005. Arena y 

Esteras, I remember, used to have only quenas [Amerindian notched flutes] and bombos 

in their pasacalles. They played folk [Andean] music. Or, sometimes they had bombos 

and snare drums and improvised music following any kind of rhythm. 
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Leonardo’s story highlights some of the details recounted by AYE’s members. Pasacalles 

before the year 2005 were mostly organized by Vichama and Arena y Esteras. These parades 

initially had a walking troupe of clowns and circus artists as the main attraction, while live music 

remained a secondary background effect to accompany the activities. Groups such as Arena y 

Esteras utilized traditional folk sounds. Other times, they employed an improvisational style of 

playing to mark the walking pulse. The spirit of competition that Leonardo described, 

nonetheless, seems to be a new important element with a role in the diversification of the 

parade’s aesthetic priorities. Since the various cultural organizations in the district were 

implicitly competing to enact the best pasacalle of the year, there was also a correlated tendency 

to seek innovation. Surprising and powerful performances were successful in grabbing the 

audiences’ attention. Even though the circus performing arts, as Leonardo seemed to suggest, 

introduced colorful and striking elements, these disciplines nonetheless started to lose 

momentum. Neighbors and activists themselves needed an extra component to supplant or 

improve what they considered were loose and technically poor sounds produced by the original 

improvised pasacalle music. In answer to that need, the batucada Deporte y Vida, according to 

Leonardo, became the first VES organization to introduce Afro-Brazilian drums within the 

context of parade rituality. After this innovation, older organizations started to recognize the 

effectiveness of the “striking effect” of the tambores. The combination of circus performing arts 

and batucada walking musicians was accepted as a successful means to transform streets into 

communal spaces for celebration and togetherness. Furthermore, during these years (roughly 

2004-2009), Vichama and Arena y Esteras also adopted the habit of inviting emerging batucada 

groups to their own pasacalles, so that parades would turn into more striking (and as a result 

better received) events. In that regard, AYE’s practice of inviting young pasacalle organizations 

to their festivals has been openly criticized by today’s pasacalle leaders. Institutions such as 

AYE, leaders argue, employ their “big names” to coax batucada musicians. Young drummers, 

according to this view, sometimes work for the AYE unknowingly and without compensation of 

any kind. In fact, groups such as AYE, activists affirm, usually function as umbrella 

organizations, which often encompass several other sub-organizations. The sub-organizations 

habitually remain anonymous and, instead of using their performances for gaining recognition to 

ensure their economic survival, they only serve the purpose of advertising the formally 

recognized, older groups (i.e., Vichama or AYE).  
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Fig. 2.16. Successful VES percussionist Leonardo in front of his own batucada-fusion ensemble 

(2013). 

 

As I show in Chapter IV, this ancillary service provided by batucada players has become 

a necessity for Arena y Esteras, which maintains its high-profile public image through the annual 

organization of events such as the Festicirco. The latter is an important communal festivity that 

usually takes place in the month of June. In this celebration, numerous batucada performers and 

small pasacalle organizations (such as Kataplun Suena, Intinya-Batu, and La Retumba) are 

invited to perform. Despite their voluntary collaboration in the Festicirco, small pasacalle 

organizations complain about the lack of compensation or formal recognition for the aid they 

provide. Considering their unfailing and energetic devotion to weekly rehearsals, some pasacalle 

leaders believe their musicians are being exploited. For instance, Carlos Olivares from Kataplun 

Suena complained that what they get in exchange for their art is usually a “plate with food,” 

which is served after the Festicirco parade has concluded. Monetary compensation is not even a 

point of the discussion and typically the local media (television, newspapers, radio) praise the 

name of AYE as the sole organizer and producer of the grand pasacalle. The individual names of 
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people such as Jota, Michael, Leonardo, and Omar (whose narratives I present in the next 

chapter) are regularly omitted. Furthermore, the criticism put forth by pasacalle activists builds 

upon the fact that the Festicirco strongly depends on the batucadas’ performance. These 

ensembles are the sonic driving force of all parades. Without a batucada ensemble, as La 

Retumba’s leader Michel Ramirez affirmed during a conversation, “there could not be a genuine 

VES pasacalle.” Finally, even though Arena y Esteras’ directors are aware of the subsidiary role 

of smaller batucada organizations, AYE has not projected the creation of a strong batucada 

tradition within their own institution. Instead, they customarily resort to the skilled and up-to-

date musical knowledge maintained by smaller organizations.  

 

AYE: A Protective and Insular “Family”? 

The history of the pasacalle is still being written today. The gradual addition of new 

performative modalities, iconographies, costumes and attire, and artistic disciplines, as well as 

the novel adaptations of Afro-Peruvian genres such as festejo in recent years, are clear 

indications of an ongoing process of evolution and innovation. In terms of the genre’s history 

itself, the presence of competing narratives beyond those accounted thus far, ones that suggest 

quite different origins and trajectories of development, problematize any definitive sense of there 

having been an established, “unidirectional” lineage of the form. This conflicting set of accounts, 

ultimately, reinforces the eclecticism that characterizes VES culture. One of these competing 

voices comes from VES musician, activist, and educator Michel Rojas (31). Michel, who I met 

in 2012 during my second period of fieldwork in Villa, was the first local musician to introduce 

me to the complex world of politics and music in the district. Michel grew up in VES. He was a 

student of Quique Valdez, with whom he learned Peruvian folk guitar and Western music theory. 

As a regular student of Quique, Michel spent his teenage years in close contact with the people 

of Arena y Esteras. In fact, my first meeting with Michel took place inside AYE’s building. In 

that meeting, he described his years of studying and hanging out with Quique Valdes. Michel’s 

educational years in AYE (and in other socially oriented VES institutions) were crucial to his 

adoption of a strong political attitude towards the function and ethics of music in the district.  

From the time of our first meeting in AYE’s center, Michel and I developed a friendship 

that was nourished by our mutual love for the world’s music. Furthermore, for me, Michel has 

also been a sort of moral guide and commentator on my various explorations of Villa’s musical 
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scene. Throughout our many conversations, rehearsals, rambling walks, and splendid almuerzos 

(lunches) cooked by his mother, Michel has always shown himself to be committed to the ethical 

values that, according to him, every VES musician should defend (for instance, that musicians 

should use music to address and discuss social issues and not for profit). He has usually been an 

open and acute critic of local artists and institutions that he thinks disrespect the vital 

sociopolitical function of the arts. I still remember one evening in August 2013, when Michel 

and I stopped by a bakery near his house to have coffee and chat. At one moment in our 

conversation, which generally focused on his own compositional output and his successful work 

as a guitar instructor in the district, I told him I was curious about Ana Sofia Toguchi’s account 

of the VES pasacalle’s origins. This conversation occurred only a few days prior to my return to 

the United States. For that reason, the seemingly casual question I asked was actually my last 

resort to try to make sense of the multiple and differing accounts I had gathered on the 

pasacalle’s inception. As a friend and former student of Quique Valdez as well as an ex-

collaborator of AYE, Michel provided a narrative worth quoting at length. The story he told was 

a fundamentally different (and overtly critical) description of what, according to his assessment, 

happened during the early years of the pasacalle.32  

 

Well, I think that Ana Sofia is an excellent actress. Not on the stage, of course, but in real 

life. The pasacalle was also developed and performed by Vichama [in the 1990s]. That’s 

a fact. The pasacalle was not only performed by AYE. The story about Maria Elena 

Moyano was actually fortuitous. To be honest, the people of Arenas profited from the 

circumstances of Moyano’s assassination, in order to magnify the myth, to gain strength 

as an institution, to acquire momentum, to convey an aura of drama. That is something 

that is common here in Peru, right? Nothing truly works if you don’t have a myth. And 

people do like that kind of myth. But if someone seriously questions the true origins of 

things, [myths would not be necessary]. I feel that they [AYE] managed their histrionic 

skills very well in order to present this story and through that they were able reach the 

level of popularity they enjoy in the present. Their recognition outside Villa is doubtless. 

                                                             

32 In Chapter IV, I will present another comprehensive narrative presented by Pamela Otoya 

(Kilombo’s founder and leader).  
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Their honors are multiple. But their own people in VES don’t recognize them as 

important agents of change. The people who live in the same place where they do their 

social work don’t recognize them. Why? Because, this recognition would need to be 

shared with other important organizations [that also developed the pasacalle] or because, 

at the end, the people of AYE truly don’t believe in what they do. 

 

Michel openly opposes what he calls a form of artistic “slavery” enforced by Arena y 

Esteras’ educational agenda. From his years of experience visiting the institution and dealing 

with its directors and members, he believes that young students at AYE grow up thinking they 

are “good artists,” but that in actuality they are only regarded as such by AYE’s directors. Michel 

suggests that Ana Sofia and her group have instilled an emotional and professional dependency 

in their pupils, instead of preparing them to confidently “face the world out there.” The corollary 

of this situation is that teenagers at AYE, who endure years of training and material sacrifice, 

ultimately end up not prepared to compete with other artists either within or outside Villa. 

Instead, they are taught to become “eternal students” inside the complacent circle of the Arena y 

Esteras’ family. 

 

 

Networking, Cultural Diversification, and Multiplicity: Equivalencies between the 

Pasacalle Organization and the Amerindian Ayllu 

 

Michel’s and others’ narratives embody the complex fabric of events, dreams, and ethical 

orientations at the core of pasacalle performativity. The history of this communal art form 

reflects the pervading eclecticism of the district’s inhabitants as well as the ensuing role of the 

youth as cultural renovators. As seen above, VES teenagers and young adults have functioned as 

the performers and practitioners of the theoretical postulates designed by the CUAVES 

convention. The spirit of innovation framing pasacalle modalities has been driven by the youth’s 

moral task of putting the dreams and ideals of the founding settlers into concrete terms. As 

Peruvian anthropologists Montoya claims, the district of Villa was born as a social project 

aiming to recreate an Andean community in Lima (UCH 2010). This initial dream had 

nonetheless to be reworked into a pragmatic model that allowed VES settlers to accomplish the 
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ultimate goal of making the wastelands livable. It is in this context of theory translated into 

practice that the Andean model dreamed by the settlers became a novel (and applicable) 

economy of reciprocity. This economy, broadly outlined in the 1973 CUAVES constitution, was 

theoretically fashioned as an “Andean communal model” that nonetheless needed to be redrafted 

by actors. Throughout this process, the values of cooperation and togetherness that characterized 

the moral bedrock of the dreamed model remained actively enforced in the different modes of 

sociality that were experimented and fine-tuned.  

Furthermore, this economic organization was embedded with the fractal aspects that 

suffuse Amerindian consciousness and culture in the Sierra mountains. Throughout the process 

of fitting rural Amerindian models to the semi-urban coastal environment of Villa El Salvador, 

indigenous concepts regarding multiplicity and diversification were subtly adopted and rewritten 

by VES settlers. For this reason, the kind of responsive relationships promoted by CUAVES as 

the basis for reciprocal communal endeavors can be traced back to an overarching conception of 

social life maintained by Andean Quechua (or Quichua) citizens. “For Quichua speakers,” 

Uzendoski and Capalucha-Tapuy argue in this regard, “plants, animals, and the landscape are 

part of a much wider communicative landscape, where messages circulate among all living […] 

and some nonliving beings” (2012: 2). Significantly, this communicative landscape described by 

the authors usually also encompasses the expressive and ritual modalities that communities carry 

out within their living environments. Language and creative practices are “part of a larger, [and] 

more diverse communicative world that includes the sentient sociality and subjectivities of the 

vegetable and animal worlds as well as the landscape” (ibid.). In the dry and harsh environment 

of the Peruvian coastal desert, vegetation and wildlife are scant. However, as many VES 

testimonies seem to suggest, the communicative landscape of Villa has involved human 

subjectivities and their dynamic “sentient sociality,” as well as the embodied emotionality 

instilled by the wasteland (rocks, naked hills, sand, dust, occasional flora). In fact, the history of 

the district (and in turn of the VES pasacalle) cannot be separated from the visceral relationships 

maintained between the settlers and the land. Within this type of cosmological conversation held 

between settlers and their environment, the entire community of VES has moved deliberately 

towards its flowering into an urban, livable space. Practicing techniques for successful dialogue, 

networking, cooperation, and togetherness have eventually been useful for an adaptation to the 

originally unhospitable environment. These survival mechanisms involved interactive 
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negotiations accomplished through the repetition of verbal and non-verbal drills. Within that 

opened space of dialogue—a space in which settlers endeavored to inculcate and learn a resilient 

sense of community—togetherness and cooperation were assumed as key practices for the 

construction of a new social/natural ecology. 

The dream of the Andean community led to the development of an eclectic culture in 

which diversification and variance became the norm. This sort of fractality and continuous 

reworking of existential practices nonetheless is linked to stable rudiments of traditional Andean 

consciousness. For instance, the standard use of cultural, political, or neighborhood-oriented 

organizations that function as communicative networks (or families) in VES can be linked to the 

pervasive presence of the ayllu in the Sierra mountains. The ayllu, an Amerindian form of local 

government employed among the Quechua and Aymara people, encompasses the association of 

persons on the basis of blood ties, friendship, work duties, and a variety of economic/ethical 

obligations. In fact, the varied configuration of the ayllu accounts for an idea of kinship that is 

based on a “mutuality of being” (Sahlins 2011) and the reciprocal web of commitments and 

reciprocity that supports Andean societies. By practicing everyday tasks of subsistence, members 

of the ayllu instill and maintain a mutuality of being that functions as a space for shared belief, 

performed sentiment, and communal spirituality. Likewise, pasacalle cultural organizations in 

Villa can be approached as economic units that behave similarly to the interrelated system of 

households of ayllus in the Andean mountains. VES pasacalle organizations require the presence 

of “articulated” young individuals who are “interrelated […] with other households, their 

communities, and the commodity markets,” as a way to sustain a musical scene that ultimately 

fosters a technology of resilience among local inhabitants (Mayer 2002: xiii). During fieldwork 

in VES, I perceived this same sense of interconnected group-consciousness among native 

cultural associations. While in the Peruvian Highlands the ayllu (or household) maintains its 

political cohesiveness through the practice of strategic communal labor (harvesting, weaving, 

husbandry)—which are means of subsistence—in VES, pasacalle organizations engage artists 

and audiences through a focused collective endeavor that aims to manufacture unity and 

resilience. 

The idea of the ayllu transplanted and adapted into Lima’s wastelands is a hypothesis that 

helps explain the eclecticism of VES cultural idioms from a perspective that deals with cultural 

diversification. In their analysis of the ayllu configuration, for instance, Murra and Watchel 
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identify the existence of moieties that structure these small rural communities according to a dual 

cosmological framing. The authors, instead of focusing the analysis on the ‘discovery’ of kinship 

hierarchical models, utilize the idea of dualism to support a theory of eclecticism and 

diversification that, according to their assessment, determines a “global logic that permeate[s] 

both experiences and representations” in the Andean world (1986: 6). Reflecting on the role of 

“upper” and “lower” moieties within the dual structure of ayllu sociality, Murra and Watchel go 

on to affirm that: 

 

[…] the deeper meaning of Andean dualism surfaces in one of its most original traits, the 

mirror image. The component elements of any of the [binary] classificatory categories [of 

Andean dualism] can undergo endless bisection. Thus the upper moiety can be divided 

into a part perceived as the “upper upper,” whereas the other becomes the “lower lower.” 

Similarly the lower half can be partitioned into the “lower and upper halves of the lower” 

(and so on, indefinitely). Such subdivisions can overlap and cross each other, generating 

quadripartitions and devising multiple configurations, all of which depend on the 

observer’s stance33. Structuralist analyses […] can in certain cases clarify the internal 

logic of the permutations, a logic defined by its repetitive and relational character” (ibid.). 

 

In short, the dualism perceived by the authors is not static or confrontational—that is, opposites 

do not annul each other—but a dynamic equation that interrelates varied forces or elements in 

order to generate novel variations. This Andean cosmological vision of the world also affects the 

social organization and values: 

                                                             

33 Viveiro de Castro has proposed the idea of an “Ameridian perspectivism,” which is close to 

(and expands) Murra’s and Watchel’s view on the role of the subjective observer; de Castro 

writes: Western “(multi)cultural relativism supposes a diversity of subjective and partial 

representations, each striving to grasp an external and unified nature, which remains perfectly 

indifferent to those representations. Amerindian thought proposes the opposite: a 

representational or phenomenological unity which is purely pronominal or deictic, indifferently 

applied to a radically objective diversity. One single ‘culture,’ multiple ‘natures’—perspectivism 

is multinaturalist, for a perspective is not a representation” (1998: 478). 
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One can detect a structural homology in the processes of subdivision of opposed pairs, 

the nesting arrangement of social groups, and the closed economic circuit within the 

vertical archipelago [that is, the small ayllus spread and interconnected across the range 

of mountains]. The evidence seems to favor [the idea of] a self-enclosed circuit of 

production and exchange, which, we think, could not exist in the Andes unless it faced 

the reflection of a circuit formed by classificatory categories as well as systematic 

bisection of the ethnic groups. All could be dissected, indefinitely (ibid.). 

 

A basic premise of the present study is that the fractality of the social, economic, 

political, and spiritual domains of life in Villa El Salvador derives from this multipliable 

cosmology, which eventually is materialized by activists through the performance of resilient 

modes of communicative expressions. Such a generative logic, following Murra and Watchel, is 

applied and sustained by maintaining the repetitive practice of old and novel types of social 

relationships as well as their consequent self-enhancement. As a goal-oriented (and sometimes 

loose) activity, practicing implies the repetition of behaviors or thoughts aimed at producing 

forms of enhancement and psychosomatic change that sometimes might be unexpected (for 

instance, practicing certain musical scales could lead a musician to compose a new melody). The 

Oxford English dictionary defines “practice” as the repeated performance of an activity or skill 

“in order to improve or maintain one’s proficiency.” Within the musical domain, and among 

amateur and professional musicians, practicing is typically a highly esteemed activity. 

Dedication, patience, and passion are elements that drive a successful practicing routine. The 

number and frequency of rehearsals in which one participates is usually linked in music to a 

gradual self-enhancement in levels of musicianship. I contend that there is an analogous logic 

connecting the notions of practicing music and practicing sociality in Villa El Salvador; the 

multifaceted products of the Andean ayllus as well as the heterogeneous aesthetics developed by 

VES cultural organizations can be explained from a perspective that takes into account the role 

of repetition and variation as functional domains of action. Practicing, in VES, is the source of 

cultural variance and innovation. 
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                                                        Conclusion 

Back to the Ivan Elías Stadium: Eclectic and Young Voices Narrating the 

Unthinkable 

 

In one of my conversations with Leonardo, he described to me what he claimed was the 

first genuine VES pasacalle in the district. He chronicled this seminal performance in a way that 

emphasized the role of a leading batucada ensemble as a revolution in parade rituality. With this 

description, Leonardo suggested that the batucada that performed in this particular event 

effectively carried out a transformation of the art form’s sonic and social functions. 

 

[Around the year 2006], Deporte y Vida signed an agreement with Alianza Lima [a 

popular Peruvian soccer club]. Together with Alianza, Deporte y Vida organized a huge 

soccer competition. Of course, the batucada of Deporte y Vida was summoned to 

participate in the opening celebrations for the event. And we performed there, walking 

along the streets with all the other teams that were part of the competition. That was the 

first and biggest batucada group we could have ever gathered at the time. We were at 

least fifty kids playing together. We walked [the two kilometers] from the center of 

Parque Zonal Huascar to the Ivan Elias Stadium, which was the place in which the soccer 

competition was to take place. That was the biggest pasacalle we did with the Escuela 

Deporte y Vida, until the institution was shut down. 

 

This seminal comparsa had as a final destination the same place where I, seven years 

later, was to observe and listen to a multidimensional musical performance that embodied the 

same ethos of togetherness that shaped the 2006 batucada described by Leonardo above. The 

Ivan Elias Stadium, both in the years 2006 and 2013, seemed to have functioned as a key 

physical structure providing the space for practicing communities to rehearse experimental 

modes of communication. The sort of performative heteroglossia I witnessed at the stadium 

(Bakhtin 1981)—that is, the “congruent” coexistence of dissimilar sonic narratives performed 

simultaneously—conveyed an intergenerational and multifaceted fabric of cultural codes. 

Ultimately, the stadium’s performative heteroglossia served the purpose of furnishing functional 

spaces for the training of the VES youth, with routines that made them socially fluent and pliable 
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individuals.34 Due to their prominent role as expected practitioners of CUAVES’ ideals, the 

youth of VES (and not the senior founders) have comprised a real elite in the district. The youth, 

that is, those who nowadays lead and run the various cultural organizations and the thriving 

pasacalle movement—and those who in the past settled the standards for eclectic performance 

modalities (AYE, Vichama)—are in charge of enacting the pioneers’ long-held promise of a 

better future. Due to this important role, the youth of the district have also been the ideal 

recipients of all the honors inside the community. Reinforcing this notion, CUAVES specified 

the following in a crucial paragraph of its 1973 constitution: 

 

As a PRIORITY, CUAVES orients all its resources and actions towards the only 

PRIVILIGED sector of the community, that is, the children; CUAVES will also integrate 

the youth in every mechanism of self-government (CUAVES 1973).35  

 

Young practitioners of the pasacalle, in light of these ideas, have been the major 

advocates of a heterogeneous art that articulates the pioneers’ dream. Practitioners of the 

pasacalle form have contested the absence of metropolitan recognition by creating a plural 

narrative that asserts variety and aesthetic ambiguity as positive markers of identity. The VES 

youth have invented modes of generating spaces to construct a history of their own, a history that 

legitimizes their existence as practicing individuals within a socially contested environment in 

need of concrete civil actions. The invention of the VES pasacalle, from its early emphasis on 

circus-related arts to its eventual dependence on batucada drumming, has led to the appearance 

of a thoroughly original art form across the Peruvian nation. The history of the practice, for this 

reason, also records an account of the sweeping social changes that occurred in the wastelands; 

these changes brought with them an affirmation of voices that otherwise would remain culturally 

inaudible in a city dominated by master narratives with no room for ambiguous agents. 

                                                             

34 Agreeing in this regard with Bakhtin’s heteroglossia concept, Mead has defined sociality itself 

as “the capacity of being several things at once” (2002: 75). 

 

35 Upper-letter case in the original. 
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Moreover, the history of the VES pasacalle has not only been driven by the youth’s 

innovative initiatives, but by an Andean concept of change that implicates multiplying levels of 

social networking. As an embodied or pragmatic practice of thinking, this Andean concept 

becomes manifest through the repetitive and varying practice of social relationality in order to 

achieve functional intra- and inter-group communication. Practicing communities in VES apply 

this thinking, especially in the way they behave as small interrelated cells of social and political 

action. They build upon continuous self-enhancement and diversification to construct 

contrapuntal dialogue. Their practice of everyday routines for social transformation aspires to 

boost the cells’ pragmatic outcomes: communities employ interconnection and cooperation as 

ways to nourish the district’s various domains of collective life. Lastly, the fine-tuning of 

communication strategies among organizations relies on the performance of weekly rehearsal 

routines and the increase of human relationships. This multiplying factor is beneficial to affirm a 

sense of mutual belonging among neighbors. As families and reciprocal organisms, pasacalle 

groups build networks of sociality that sustain the continuous reformulation and innovation of 

the district’s varying cultural codes. The next chapter is devoted to the exploration of these 

various functions of practicing routines. 
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                               CHAPTER 3 

PRACTICING HOW TO BE TOGETHER IN THE PASACALLE OF VILLA EL 

SALVADOR 

 

 

Cultural practices express and embody the fluctuating nature of human experience. As 

behaviors that are performed in the immediacy of heightened circumstances, artistic, spiritual, 

and ritual modalities usually voice unscripted, perhaps unexpected emotions and cognitions 

linked to the places and times in which people exist. Yet, even though cultural practices convey 

the unpredictability of human thinking and sentience, they also foster stable channels of 

communication, thus nurturing affinities that become essential for the construction of social 

environments. In this chapter, I explore the communal art form of the pasacalle with a focus on 

the way this practice entangles participants within organic webs of relationships and sentiments 

that co-create a “mutuality of being” (Sahlins 2011), that is, a sense of communal belonging, 

while simultaneously opening up spaces for experimentation with different constructs of cultural 

identity. The sort of “experimental practice” (Mendoza 2000: 37) carried out by VES pasacalle 

cultural organizations occurs in the context of weekly rehearsals held in the streets of Villa. 

While practicing activities can be seen as the organizations’ most visible efforts to produce 

musical performances of high-quality during formal pasacalle events, I argue that practicing is 

what most centrally represents the foundations of communal membership. Practicing is done not 

only for the sake of improving musicianship, but also as a way to redefine and rework activists’ 

individual and collective identities. Pasacalle rehearsals engage musicians/neighbors in 

coordinated but also loosely structured shared motion, leading practitioners thereafter to develop 

skills for successful intragroup communication.  

 

 

Practicing Innovation: “We Always Come Out with Something” 

 

In June 2013, Michael Ramirez, a 19 year-old batucada musician and co-leader of La 

Retumba Casa de Arte (La Retumba House of the Arts) invited me to participate in a public 

rehearsal held in the streets of Villa. I met Michael through his Facebook page. In a series of 
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private messages, I explained to him my interest in learning about his organization’s role in the 

pasacalle scene. Michael was happy to share his experience. “We are delighted that you spread 

the word about the art of our district,” he replied in a message. We agreed to meet one evening at 

the intersection of Avenida El Sol and Ruta C, a location usually traversed by heavy traffic. 

These two main avenues interconnect metropolitan Lima—the older urbanized city inhabited by 

the higher socioeconomic sectors of the population—with the district of VES. The traffic 

becomes heavier in the later afternoon, when VES blue-collar workers return home from their 

day jobs in the metropolitan area. The day of my meeting with Michael, I arrived at the arranged 

location a bit earlier than scheduled. I wanted to make sure I had time in case I got lost during 

my hour-long trip from the affluent district of Surco, fifteen miles away. I arrived early, 

however, and used my extra time to walk along Avenida El Sol and to write some fieldnotes. It 

was a typical cold winter afternoon in Lima: moderate in temperature at about 55 degrees 

Fahrenheit, but rather bone-chilling on account of the characteristic mist, light rain, and humidity 

of this coastal city, where asthma rates are high and other respiratory problems abound on 

account of the damp climate. 

Walking east across the wide lane that divides Avenida El Sol into two separate 

corridors, I looked at the crowded rows of unfinished brick-and-cement houses that stand on both 

sides of the main road. I sat down on a wet bench and contemplated the modest houses protected 

by unpainted facades. These were reddish and uneven brick domiciles washed with the gray 

luminosity descending from a cloudy sky. The light effect produced a gloomy panorama. I had 

never liked winters in Lima. During my teenage years, I used to perceive an almost 

metaphysical, melancholic sentiment in the monochromatic landscapes of winters there. As a 

city, Lima does not favor the use of vivid colors either. Its houses and buildings are rigorously 

coated with a grave palette. White, dark green, gray, and a limited spectrum of ocher tonalities 

usually decorate the front of commercial and residential buildings. Not many metropolitan 

residents dare to break the norm of using opaque colors in order to paint a house with a warmer 

color. As a result, the withered hues of Lima’s sky during the winter, which spans from May to 

December, acquire a somber aura when projected over the surface of its urban geography.  

The houses at Avenida El Sol radiated that melancholic aura. Puddles of mud and spots 

of brown soil dotted the cracked pavement, adding a murky undertone to the street. Nonetheless, 

while looking at these unpolished structures—clothed, as they were, with the sky’s gray 
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luminescence—I also perceived a sort of redeeming quality about them. The brick walls and 

sharp-pointed crests of iron bars protruding from the houses’ roofs were evidence of VES 

inhabitants’ ability to endure and to maintain a thriving hope for a better future. This intuition 

was related perhaps to sociologist Sujatha Fernandes’ belief that “[t]he histories of the urban 

shantytowns are marked on their physical spaces” (2010: 39). All the gradual efforts made by 

local neighbors since their arrival to the inhospitable area in the 1970s are visible in the 

aesthetics of unfinishedness that dominates the built, urban landscape. Gradual steps taken 

towards building, extending, or finishing their homes are visible in the uneven walls, stairs that 

lead to nowhere, and empty foundations of a yet-to-be second floor. The continuous modification 

of these shelters certainly demanded a strong determination from working families.  In order to 

afford construction materials, settlers had to save for months. Building an extra room in the 

house for the newborn or setting up stairs for a second floor are expenditures families earning the 

minimum wage cannot cover without added efforts. Saving money in Villa involves uninsured 

families working multiple jobs, children selling candies or other merchandise in the streets, and 

teenagers dropping out of school to help parents in their businesses.  

 

 

Fig. 3.1.  Aesthetics of unfinishedness. 
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The structures’ unfinished aesthetics attested to the spontaneous mobilization of physical 

manpower to cope with immediate necessities. Houses in VES do not have uniform architectural 

patterns. They are mainly conceived of in purely functional terms, as shelters per se rather than 

as places for shelter that simultaneously are admired as aesthetic objects. Therefore, the urban 

landscape does not follow particular architectural styles and each building appears different, 

unique, essentially unrelated in style to the others. In addition, according to VES and 

metropolitan citizens, the absence of external house paint often has a practical motivation: it 

helps the homeowners to avoid paying municipal taxes. According to the city’s policies, a house 

that is not painted on the outside is technically unfinished and therefore it cannot be subjected to 

full taxation. Beyond such practical considerations, my research indicated that having a 

“finished” house was a much lower priority for most VES residents than the acquisition of 

certain items and services: cable TV, internet connection, and a flat screen TV (a dream of 

luxury in almost every household). Finally, the idea of unfinishedness applied to the Avenida el 

Sol houses came to my mind when thinking about the pedagogical philosophy of Freire, who has 

influenced many educators and students in the district. Freire wrote:  

 

Problem-solving education affirms men and women as beings in the process of 

becoming—as unfinished, uncompleted beings in and with likewise unfinished 

reality…In this incompletion and this awareness lie the very roots of education as an 

exclusively human manifestation (Freire 2005: 84).  

 

As I was walking across the street and looking at the houses, Michael called me. I met 

with him a few minutes later. He was tall, young, and thin, with a windswept shock of abundant 

dark hair. Michael introduced himself as one of La Retumba’s founding members. He asked me 

to follow him to Omar’s house, a couple of blocks away. Omar, a short and muscular man of 23, 

is another founding member of the group and also the official keeper of the ensemble’s 

instruments. Waiting for him to come out of the house, and for the other members to arrive, 

Michael and I had a conversation that dealt with the group’s regular activities in the district and 

the difficulties and rewards they experience as an independent cultural organization. In VES, 

municipal authorities prefer to support infrastructural investments and neglect offering support 

for the arts. Michael explained that his group is not only a musical ensemble, but a “true family” 
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that wants to thrive. He and his friends enjoy getting together every week to learn and perform 

tambores. Learning tambores, Michael said, is a way for them to “avoid wasting their time in the 

streets.” According to him, a large part of the school- and college-age population in the area 

spend long hours surfing the internet and “killing time” (haciendo tiempo) in unproductive and 

risky activities (such as joining street gangs). Members of La Retumba want to take advantage of 

their free time creatively, rehearsing two or three times a week. As a cultural organization, their 

activities center on these training sessions, which involve stilt-walking, juggling, and batucada 

drumming.  

“We invest our free time doing these [activities] because that’s a good way to distract the 

mind, to get rid of stress and negative thoughts,” Michael said. Furthermore, members want their 

art to be inspired by the honorific mention granted to VES by the United Nations in 1987. This 

mention, which reads “Villa El Salvador, Peace Messenger City,” was conferred by the UN 

because of Villa’s “high level of communal organization and its effort to resist Shining Path’s 

violence.”36 The UN award highlighted and praised the community’s action against the Maoist 

insurgent movement, which starting in 1980 sought to overthrow the state apparatus and to build 

a communist, classless society. This period of violence left serious scars in the memory of VES 

inhabitants. In present times, the traumatic effects of the war get mixed with other negative 

sentiments related to the economic inequality that persists in Lima. The disparity is continuously 

highlighted by the opulence enjoyed by citizens in the metropolitan area, just a few miles away 

from VES. Witnessing and experiencing economic disparity has led numerous teenagers to 

express their anger by developing local gang-violence cultures (Abad 2006). Therefore, the 

traumatic experience of political violence and poverty are in a sense events that explain the 

emergence of pasacalle organizations. As Michael emphasized, organizations aim to tackle the 

proliferation of gangs by capturing the attention of the at-risk youth. It is through practicing 

pasacalle music and related arts—plus other constructive pursuits like soccer, dance, or social 

theater—that an effective response to everyday violence and social discrimination is being 

achieved. 

                                                             

36 Pressenza, International Press Agency, “La ciudad mensajera de la Paz,” 

http://www.pressenza.com/es/2009/05/la-ciudad-mensajera-de-la-paz. (Accessed February 1, 

2014). 
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Communities of Practice 

La Retumba members are aware of the traumatic past as well as the economic disparity 

that frames the present. As Michael affirmed, he and his friends use tambores and zancos (stilts) 

to combat social unrest. In a conversation we held that day, La Retumba co-leader Omar 

mentioned that his work as the group’s coordinator involves “finding the means for members to 

feel at ease in this space,” that is, in the practicing space opened up by the community of artists 

that form the association. With this statement, Omar was not only referring to a physical building 

or designated area in which members endeavor to master their skills—as a matter of fact, La 

Retumba does not own a physical space. Both Omar and Michael consider the organization as a 

“space” for members to “grow as artists and citizens and to develop values over all things.”37  

The group emerged spontaneously and has developed largely informally, an affiliation of 

neighbors and friends interested in learning and performing Afro-Brazilian drumming. This 

affiliation, nonetheless, transcends the sole purpose of mastering batucada styles. The 

overarching function of rehearsing is, as members recognize themselves, the nurturing of 

“families.” I see this endeavor as a construction of mutuality, shared meaning, and identities that 

take place around and within the performance of training actions. Such articulation of meaning 

around a training routine has been described by Wenger (2010) as a prerequisite for the 

foundation of what he calls a “community of practice”. Communities of practice are defined as 

“social learning systems” which possess and generate “emergent structures, complex 

relationships, self-organization, dynamic boundaries, [and] ongoing negotiation of identity and 

cultural meaning” (Wenger 2010: 1). The rehearsal space generated by La Retumba members 

throughout their weekly gatherings provides musicians with the opportunity to see and feel 

themselves as a family united by mutual memories and experiences. Ultimately, the goal, 

according to Omar, is that members can construct a large-scale web of practicing musicians 

across the district. He envisions his group’s future as one in which “every member can become a 

leader,” helping to pass the drumming knowledge to other neighbors and newer apprentices. 

Omar wants his group to promote cultural diversification and variation. “Our aim is to create 

more leaders and to propagate tambores,” he stated, arguing that this is the best way to 

collaborate in the expansion of a stronger cultural movement in the district. He suggested that 

                                                             

37 Omar Salazar. Personal communication. August 2013. 
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having more teenagers establish their own batucada groups and their own communities of 

practice in VES will help reinforce the webs of reciprocity that were common in the past, when 

the first settlers arrived to the desert. But in order to allow this free association of musicians to 

take the form of strong cultural organizations, Omar argues, it is necessary that groups function 

as arenas for creative expression, as spaces mutually articulated by a constant negotiation of 

interests between members. 

This negotiation of personal and communal meaning is undertaken on a weekly basis in 

the streets of Villa. Practicing tambores is a social practice. It engrosses young musicians in 

musical/ritual performances that instill fluent relationships cemented in values of intra-group 

dialogue and camaraderie. Additionally, as various pasacalle leaders revealed, the public 

performance of tambores and circus arts allows members to achieve a sense of prestige in front 

of other organizations and neighbors. In part, organizations gain new activists in that way, by 

showing off their skills in the public arena. Many of the practitioners I interviewed affirmed that 

they chose to join a given organization after watching a performance in the streets. Both the 

skillful coordination and the sonic power of the drums (“the energy,” as many members describe 

it) displayed by groups constitute a fascinating element to the eyes of the local youth. Perhaps for 

this same reason, Michael and Omar named their organization La Retumba. The Spanish verb 

retumbar means both to rumble and to reverberate. Transforming this verb into a self-describing 

female noun (La Retumba) was their way of highlighting the organization’s conscious 

association between the strong physicality of the batucada sound and the spirit of outspokenness 

and collective alliance that unites La Retumba’s members.  

Every week, pasacalle cohorts invaden (lit. invade) the streets of Villa with their 

impromptu rehearsals and parades. Invadir is a Spanish verb that activists from diverse 

organizations utilize in order to describe their public appearances. Invadir is also an action that 

denotes strong determination and personality. Local inhabitants see their district as the realized 

product of their parents’ and grandparents’ historical invasion and transformation of the desert.38 

Therefore, the covert aura of unlawfulness that infuses street rehearsals recreates a sense of 

                                                             

38 Legally, the territory sized by the 1970s immigrants (Hoyada Baja de Tablada de Lurín) 

belonged to the Peruvian State.  
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fortitude rooted in the original political attitude of the settlers. Organizations such as La Retumba 

deliberately intersperse notions of sonic power, camaraderie, and non-conformity as defining 

traits of their public art. They inscribe meaning by presenting themselves as socially engaged 

actors, who courageously perform on the drums to call people’s attention to the need for 

collabortive action against economic disparity, poverty, and street violence. Pasacalle 

organizations invade the troubled reality of the street; they contest the unequal regime of an 

underdeveloped urban setting, with its noisy traffic, the constant hazard of street gangs, and the 

lack of material support for the arts. As Michael affirmed, batucada drumming enables 

practitioners to achieve self-actualization because of “the potency of its sound.”39 The 

“outspokenness” of the drums voices members’ political claims by “liberating the minds” of the 

players (ibid.). Nonetheless, this same outspokenness sometimes also hinders the group’s ability 

to gain respect from older (and perhaps more politically-empowered) VES citizens. While 

walking from Omar’s place towards the rehearsal point in the avenue, Michael explained to me 

that his group is constantly searching for areas to practice. For instance, even though his grupo 

residencial, like every other grupo in the district, owns a small communal building intended to 

fulfill various needs—these structures may be used as health facilities, daycare centers, or pre-

schools—the neighborhood committee that supervises Michael’s grupo has not allowed La 

Retumba to use the building for rehearsal purposes. The neighbors’ main concern is precisely the 

amount of sound produced by the drums. Consequently, the ensemble is in constant need of 

alternate rehearsal spaces.  

Some days, the organization performs in the grupo’s central park, next to the communal 

building, and remains there until neighbors start complaining. Other times, they find available 

areas in the wide shoulders and sidewalks that traverse main roads such as Avenida El Sol. In 

these settings, the organization may face rain and cold humidity, which peak during the late 

afternoons of wintertime (usually this is the time of the day when organizations meet). “We don’t 

own a place like Kilombo does,” Michael said, referring to one of the oldest and foremost 

batucada organizations in the district. After years of gaining recognition as a serious cultural 

organization, Kilombo can now afford to rent a small house in Avenida 200 Millas, which 

functions as an instrumental storage area and occasionally as a rehearsal space as well. 

                                                             

39 Michael Ramirez. Personal communication. July 2013. 
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3.2. Michael playing the tarola (snare drum) in a formal pasacalle. 

 

Nonetheless, as I verified weeks later in my conversation with Michael and Omar, 

Kilombo still holds public rehearsals out in the streets. This situation confirms the important 

connection between the street as a public arena and the drumming rehearsal. As Michael and 

other pasacalle leaders asserted, especially through their recurrent call for ‘invading the streets,’ 

public practicing has become the means by which organizations in Villa El Salvador spread their 

political message while also instilling interpersonal skills in their practitioners. 

 

The Street 

“We always need to adapt,” affirmed Michael while approaching the intersection of 

Avenida El Sol and Ruta C, the week’s designated area for rehearsals. These two main roads 

have heavy traffic and the noise produced by the honks and roaring engines usually saturates the 

soundscape. Besides the overwhelming noise, members of La Retumba also had to contend with 

light rain and cold temperatures on this particular evening. In other cases, they deal also with 
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neighbors’ hostile attitudes because of the loud drumming. Batucada players, nonetheless, 

usually manage to solve these issues. “We always come out with something,” concluded Michael 

with no affectation, while other members of the group were already in position to start the 

session. Standing up on the dusty shoulder of the road, flanked by roaring trucks and old public 

buses that expelled gusts of smoke, the members of La Retumba held their tarolas, repiques, and 

bombos. They wore white and yellow t-shirts stamped with the organization’s logo: a round 

shape encircling both the names of the group and the district (VES), plus the image of a juggling 

man wearing stilts and a hat. At the side of these figures in the logo, the two theater masks 

associated with Greek comedy and tragedy completed the imagery. 

During the rehearsal, La Retumba grooved fluently and boisterously. Their rhythmic 

power contested the flood of noise unchained by roaring vehicles. No one sound can mute their 

playing,I thought while listening to them. They swing and they play loud, with a full voice. They 

are together. By interweaving the different rhythmic patterns produced by each of the heavy 

drums strapped to the players’ shoulders and necks, musicians interconnected with each other 

and interacted in pulsating, syncopated ways. Omar was leading the rehearsal at the time and was 

calling different styles, focusing on practicing the cortes (breaks) and transitions. “Nowadays, 

the batucada has become a tradition in VES,” Michael told me while both of us observed the 

practice. He decided not to be part of the rehearsal that afternoon. He wanted to chat with me at 

length. “There cannot be a pasacalle without batucada and zancos,” he added. In the meantime, 

the ensemble, consisting of ten drummers—plus other attendees who were chatting, juggling, or 

exercising next to us—followed Omar’s instructions. The musicians spent several minutes 

working on a batucada pattern. While the group struggled to stitch together the various rhythmic 

patterns, one of their overarching goals for the session started to show in the general spirit of the 

performance. They wanted to polish and hone the rhythmic texture of one particular style as a 

whole. This style’s related cortes were repeated over and over so that the troupe could achieve a 

collaborative focus on bodily, emotional, and cognitive communication. The concerted 

repetition, and progressive modification of behavioral/rhythmic patterns, aimed to transform 

individual players into a functional sounding unit. The session, then, comprised a feisty non-

verbal exchange of personal emotions and aspirations, an affirmative event in which 

“communicative action” was being driven by instruments and bodies (Habermas 1984: 337).  
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Immersed in the chaos of a congested road, La Retumba’s practicing selves produced an 

interlinked texture of bodily/drumming patterns. They engaged drumming as a fiery conduit for 

re-claiming the surrounding space as their own. By silencing and redefining the intrusive noise 

of the traffic with their powerful playing, batucada players transformed everyday urban reality 

into a space for social interaction. “Batucada is an eminently physical activity,” Michael said, as 

if he was reading my thoughts at that moment. In fact, the vibrant physicality of the sound 

produced by the young players was not only an essential component of the group’s music—

swaying, as they were, with their bodies and drums in coordinated and pliable ways—but also a 

means for members to communicate with each other non-verbally. Through the assembly of 

dissimilar rhythmic patterns characteristic of a particular drumming style, players inscribed a 

musical dialogue in the training space. Their combined bodily/rhythmic phrases bloomed into a 

full sonic texture that overpowered the blasting sounds of the street.  

 

 

Fig. 3.3. Omar directing a rehearsal on Avenida El Sol. 
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The Intinya-Batu Family: Practice as the Production of Cultural Capital 

 

This first meeting with La Retumba helped me to realize that the emergence of pasacalle 

organizations in VES was part of an overarching movement involving an increasingly socially 

conscious youth. Towards the end of our conversation, Michael recommended that I contact 

members of Intinya-Batu. Using Facebook messages once again, I was able to find Jota, the 

leader of this group, and to set up a date for me to attend a street rehearsal. He and his friends 

meet every Thursday in the afternoon and every Sunday evening as well. “We are an 

organization formed by kids from the barrio (neighborhood),” Jota wrote in an online chat we 

held previous to our encounter in VES. “The kids are educated in different categories, from 

music and theater, to circus and related arts. We also own a drum shop where we build our own 

instruments. And we also sell these tambores, using the money to cover some of the group’s 

expenses.” Since this first conversation, Jota has always struck me as a self-confident and 

energetic individual. He is twenty two years old, dark-skinned, and has a sturdy constitution. His 

eyes are always vivacious and his gaze quite intense. Despite his youth, when talking, Jota 

exudes a great deal of life experience. He started learning percussion (specifically, Peruvian 

cajon) when he was three years old. His mother, a painter educated at the National Academy of 

Fine Arts, encouraged him to pursue a career in the arts, despite the fact that this has never been 

a profitable career path in VES. When Jota was a kid, he would spend his time with members of 

Arena y Esteras. Arena’s musical director, Quique Valdez, trained Jota as a percussionist. Since 

then, Jota has pursued a self-taught career as an artist. He has never had the money to afford 

formal training nor has he been willing to compromise his artistic intuition by following others. 

When Jota turned fifteen he started traveling. He knows almost every corner of the 

country and has traveled abroad as well, visiting Chile, Bolivia, Germany, and Holland. All of 

his traveling expenses were covered by his work as a juggler and percussion teacher. In addition, 

he has received monetary aid from foreign fellow musicians and artists. More importantly for 

Jota, the main ambition driving his trips has been to learn more about batucada and circus arts. 

From an early age, he was assured that the best way to become an artist was to see what others 

do elsewhere, in other societies and parts of the world since, he thinks, Lima is not an exciting 

place for emerging artists. Besides having a government that does not offer any financial support 

to low-income (self-taught) artists, in the capital city music and the performing arts are used as 
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markers of social status. In 2005, when Jota began his education in batucada music, the sole 

school available was La Malandra, an academy located outside VES, in the bohemian and 

traditionally wealthy district of Barranco. La Malandra was directed by Argentinean traveling 

musicians who charged high tuition fees for brief and intense two-week courses on Afro-

Brazilian music. La Malandra provided instruments, taught private as well as group lessons, and 

used to close their workshops with public street performances in Barranco’s prestigious central 

park. “These workshops,” Jota said, “were available only to the pituquitos (snobbish, arrogant, 

affluent people) who could afford the admission fees.” Furthermore, since batucada was at that 

moment a rather unknown and intriguing art form in Lima, La Malandra’s students usually 

presented themselves as “full of themselves and superior.” Knowing how to play tambores, due 

to the high cost of learning the art, was a skill that became a symbol of status among wealthy 

Limeños. This attitude, according to Jota, contradicted the true nature of batucada drumming, 

which for him and other leaders is principally a communal and democratic art form. 

 From 2005 onward, Jota established a web of contacts in different Peruvian cities and 

abroad. The artists he met were all part of an international batucada and social circus movement. 

These were people who, like Jota himself, were interested in traveling and learning from 

different cultures and communal art experiences. From this, Jota fashioned an informal exchange 

program that offered free room and board to traveling musicians and jugglers visiting Lima. The 

program’s implicit requirement was that travelers would “pay” for their room and board by 

serving the community as teachers. Even though the exchange program did not receive all the 

attention it deserved—considering the quality of international artists who resided and taught in 

Villa for several months—through that experience, Jota was able to study and master several 

batucada genres. He was also keen to memorize the various circus tricks he learned from the 

travelers. Through such means, Jota became an artist, that is, someone who, according to his own 

definition of the term, is able to combine a variety of performance expressions. For instance, he 

sees himself as a professional clown and juggler, and as a drummer and community leader as 

well. 



124 

 

 

Fig. 3.4. Jota sitting on the bench, coaching a rehearsal in the central park of his residential 

group. 

 

After a period of active traveling and learning, Jota decided to launch a larger project. 

Based on his rich exchange experience and his desire to create a family of friends/performers, he 

instituted a cultural organization in the district. In this new organization, Intinya-Batu, friends 

from the barrio started to learn from Jota’s experience. They absorbed the skills he had gained 

during his intensive traveling and exchange with foreigners. Presently, those skills are still being 

passed aurally through weekly rehearsals and performances. However, one important point 

highlighted by Jota in this regard is that his organization has no intention of becoming 

professional, as La Malandra did years ago. Jota strongly opposes this professionalization of the 

art; instead, he perceives rigorous practicing and continuous goal-oriented work as the main 

assets generated by members through their weekly involvement. Showing his fellow neighbors 

how to practice efficiently in order to become good performers, Jota thinks, is the best he can do 

to meet the social needs of the community. 
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Family Bonds: Practicing with Devotion and Respect as a Moral Mandate 

I met Jota and his friends on another gray and humid afternoon. The members of the 

organization were all teenagers and children. In contrast with La Retumba, the group of fifteen 

artists wore casual clothes and not uniforms. Sitting or standing up around a concrete bench in 

their grupo’s central park, the members of Intinya-Batu listened to Jota’s instructions. He divided 

the cohort into two sections: those who would practice tambores and those who would exercise 

juggling. There were bystanders surrounding the members, children and teenagers, who would 

hang out around the performers showing a mixture of curiosity and excitement. Among these 

bystanders was a male teenager who looked particularly interested but shy enough to remain 

silent and distant (later I learned his name was Lucho). Jota started giving instructions to the 

tambores section. Drummers were expected to rehearse new breaks and transitions for a style 

called batucada son. Performers configured themselves in a semicircle around the bench where 

Jota was sitting while he made comments and gave further instructions. The focus of that 

afternoon’s session was to reach a correct interlocking of the various rhythmic patterns, so that 

all the inner syncopations and voices of the batucada son could fit compactly. Once Jota asked 

the sectional group to spend thirty minutes working on this, he stood up, delegated a provisional 

coach, and began juggling next to the drummers. Jota’s graceful juggling being carried out 

against the backdrop of the percussionists’ rehearsal was a colorful and synergetic image. 

Perhaps, I thought, the fascinating and swaying fabric of bodily movements woven into pasacalle 

performances—such as that which I was witnessing—was central to what accounts for the 

growing popularity of this new tradition. 

Sitting on the bench next to the players, I felt embraced by the physical power of the 

drums. The alternating accents created by the various instruments spread across the park, 

ultimately reaching the houses that surrounded the open perimeter. The reverberating sounds 

formed an organic mass of low and high frequencies, which was rhythmically controlled by the 

teenage players. The ability to regulate the cascade of strong sounds produced by Intinya-Batu 

was a visibly rewarding experience for the musicians. In fact, a survey I carried out afterwards 

among members of pasacalle organizations suggested that such enactment of energía (lit. 

energy) reached through a robust display of physical movement constitutes one of the members’ 
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preferred experiences.40 Beyond the organic and thundering drum dynamics, a great deal of 

excitement was also created by the group’s cortes and transitions. In these well-coordinated 

breaks, all rhythmic voices seemed to go off in different directions, only to land together on a 

strong downbeat together just seconds later. The emotional effect produced by the cortes was one 

of energetic joy and fulfilling accomplishment. For that reason, possibly, Jota deemed it 

important to concentrate the practice on achieving correct timing and pattern alternation. At one 

moment, he stopped juggling and talked to Lucho, the bystander who remained all this time 

staring at the practicing musicians. Jota and Lucho had an interesting exchange: 

 

Jota: So, what do you want do? 

Lucho: I don’t know. Maybe juggling. I have never tried. 

Jota: Well, if you want to join us, then you should start with tambores. 

Lucho: But, I don’t know how to play. 

Jota: They [the other members] will show you. Don’t worry. It’s all fine. 

 

At first, this conversation slipped my attention. Lucho had been present in the rehearsal 

space since our arrival at the park. I assumed that he, as a current member of Intinya-Batu, had to 

remain attentive to all that was being done and said in the session, even if he was not actually 

participating. While standing up silently, Lucho’s timid but passionate eyes suggested that he 

was eagerly waiting for an instrument to become available. However, what I realized moments 

after the short conversation above was that Lucho was not a formal member of the organization. 

He was actually becoming a member of Intinya-Batu. When Jota invited him to try the drums, 

using an almost authoritative tone, he was applying his position as a leader to open up a new 

space for Lucho to become a practitioner. Jota stressed in this short conversation that, even 

though Lucho was a neophyte, he would receive instruction and guidance from his peers. 

Becoming an affiliate of Intinya-Batu involved then just the decision to try the instruments and 

to engage in a learner-instructor relationship with older associates. In the subsequent chapters, I 

                                                             

40 See Chapter IV for an in-depth discussion of the pasacalle “energía” concept. Broadly, the 

term may be said to denote a mixture of power, movement, agency, and flow enacted through 

bodily and cognitive activity.  
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will spend more time discussing the implications of intergroup relationships and how hierarchy, 

conflict, and agreement are negotiated in the context of daily training routines. 

Intinya-Batu is, in the words of its leader, Jota, a “group and a circle of friends who are 

[also] family, without masks and always original.”41 Building from this premise, the group 

demands peers to observe certain moral mandates, something that ensures the healthiness of their 

familial bonds. For instance, Jota and older members of the organization expect new initiates to 

maintain due respect and dedication in all practicing activities. Members see the rehearsal space 

as a shared realm in which knowledge and information are passed down for the purpose of 

enriching practitioners’ civil and emotional lives. Moreover, for Jota, batucada drumming 

possesses a truly ritual and spiritual function. The sacrality of their practicing environment can 

be further explained through Klassen’s view on ritual performances. Klassen builds upon the 

foundational work of Arnold van Gennep and Jonathan Z. Smith to argue that a ritual “occurring 

within a particular space, acts as a focusing lens, a call to pay attention to a particular person, 

deity, relationship, or transition” (2007: 145). In Jota’s group, practicing intensifies mental, 

emotional, and cognitive energies. These energies are acutely directed towards the achievement 

of proficiency in drum playing but also in the fine-tuning of group rhythmic coordination. The 

rehearsal space serves the purpose of focusing practitioners into a shared pleasing activity. 

Within that joint attentiveness fostered in the practice session, participants have transcendent 

experiences that reinforce the ritual aspects of pasacalle training. 

The ritual aspect of the pasacalle is also explained by Jota in connection with ancient 

Andean symbolism. In Quechua language, the words inti and tinya mean “sun” and “drum.” The 

word batu is an abbreviation of batucada. To create a rich descriptive name for his group, Jota 

combined the three words into the neologism Intinya-Batu. He chose this name in order to 

highlight what he sees as the “cultural and religious side of the drums.” In ancient Quechua 

cosmology, the universe is divided into two complementary realms/forces. When these embrace 

each other, they produce life. Traditionally, the upper realms/forces are symbolized with the inti 

or Father Sun and the lower realm with the pacha or Mother Earth. Both deities/forces have been 

(and still are) the focus of sacred rituality in the Andean world. In this light, Jota believes that the 

tambores, as sacred and musical artifacts, serve as the nexus between the inti and the pacha. 

                                                             

41 Jota, Facebook post, 24 December 2013. 
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Fig. 3.5. Members of Intinya-Batu rehearsing cortes (June 2014). 

 

For Jota drumming functions as an interconnecting activity that enables practitioners to 

embody the embracing susceptibility of the two complementary forces. Although this religious 

vision has not been further developed by him or the organization, members’ devotion and respect 

to practicing exemplifies the moral quality endowed by training every day. By becoming 

proficient in batucada styles, cortes, and transitions, drummers raise the possibility of rendering a 

flowing, metrically unbroken performance. As a consequence, drummers may also achieve 

strong group cohesion; they can accomplish this through a unified effort that shines with each 

member’s energetic playing.  Their familial bonds are strengthened and nourished through this 

means. The devotion paid to weekly rehearsal thus can be seen as a mandate that ensures the 

spiritual wellbeing of the organization. 

 Furthermore, it is within the shared space of the practicing community that Intinya-

Batu’s members demonstrate their real commitment to their pasacalle family. During training, 
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musicians and jugglers use the organization’s space as a safe haven to release their physical, 

mental, and creative energies. Practice is, according to Jota and his friends, the activity that 

permits communication among members. For that reason, weekly sessions are carried out with a 

type of devotion that reflects the awareness of the drums as symbols of unity. From a larger 

perspective, this thinking reflects Jota’s attitude in relation to the situation of poverty and lack of 

support in VES. “My perspective is that the talent of the youth has much more value than the 

pity and compassion outside people can feel for us,” he said. Not only that, “with practice,” he 

thinks,” everything can be done,” and some negative aspects of reality can be reworked. These 

statements were triggered by Jota’s concern about the presence of non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) in the district, which according to him exploit and endorse an essentialist 

image of the local youth as poor and powerless. Through this imposed and paternalistic 

presentation of the youth, Jota argues, NGOs profit from international donations. NGOs seek to 

capture monetary support by forging a diminishing (one-sided) depiction of VES inhabitants. 

Making an effort to avoid this type of essentialism, Intinya-Batu encourages associates to value 

themselves as creative individuals and not as poor and handicapped beings. Through 

strengthening a sense of social and cosmic unity enacted through everyday training and 

performing, members of the organization generate personal and communal value. They empower 

themselves with the certainty that creative music-making done in the context of non-

individualistic goals positions the group as a dynamic generator of cultural capital. The 

organization intends to revalue practicing itself as a way to enrich artists’ social and spiritual 

lives. In doing so, Jota and his peers keep Intinya-Batu out of the circuit of local cultural 

organizations that profit from NGOs’ donations. Their rehearsing space has become the means 

through which they collectively co-create a sense of togetherness while contesting outside 

paternalistic views of VES youth as powerless. Practicing has been adopted as a ritual means to 

obtain an embodied knowledge that enriches members’ lives in different ways.  

 

 

Kataplum Suena: “A Multifaceted Name, a Name with Energy” 

 

Kataplum Suena is a newer pasacalle organization that also holds weekly rehearsals in 

the streets of VES. It was founded by Carlos Olivares in 2009, after he left his position as leader 
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of La Retumba Casa de Arte. In leaving La Retumba, Carlos aimed to establish a new group 

premised on notions of working for the community and “for the love of art.” After an internal 

dispute that involved various pasacalle leaders in La Retumba, Carlos decided to develop his 

own project, defined by a personal view of what an ideal cultural organization should do in a 

troubled district such as VES. When recalling Carlos’ departure, Omar pointed out that “Carlos 

was the one responsible for La Retumba. He was the president and one day he just decided to 

quit, because he had his dreams; and this was a huge surprise” for members of La Retumba. 

During his time with that group (mainly during and around the year 2005), Carlos worked 

together with Omar, Michael, and another important co-leader, Jesus Peña, who nowadays run 

his own group, Steabays. These leaders, who later on became important promoters of batucada 

art in the area, have also partaken in intermittent intergroup confrontations, which I will discuss 

in Chapter IV.  

When Carlos was in charge of La Retumba, he and his co-leaders shared many 

aspirations and expectations in terms of what they hoped to accomplish as a group. The initiative 

to establish the first incarnation of La Retumba (when Carlos functioned as president) originated 

at a first meeting during a political campaign for the election of the district’s Mayor in 2010. In 

this campaign, Jaime Zea, a VES Andean immigrant and founder of one of the first local youth 

organizations in 1979, was campaigning for reelection. He had previously held the position of 

Mayor in 2002 and 2006. Building from his experience as an activist and social art promoter, Zea 

was keen to recognize the strength with which pasacalle groups were starting to emerge in the 

area. Zea witnessed how the pasacalle practitioners were transforming the sonic/social landscape 

of the district at the moment of his campaign. For that reason, he valued the spontaneous 

appearance of batucada musicians in the streets of Villa as an effective way to engage the youth 

in goal-oriented and community-building activities. In order to amplify the goals of his 

campaign, Zea summoned local pasacalle musicians and asked them to perform during his 

rallies. In exchange, he promised, that if he won organizations would receive support from his 

administration. This vow represented a great stimulus for people such as Carlos, Omar, Michael, 

and Jesus. In VES, successive municipal administrations have devoted mostly their resources to 

improving the city’s infrastructure. In the meantime, education in the performing arts has been 

promoted only (and with great sacrifice) by independent and self-sustaining organizations with 

no political affiliations. The possibility of gaining support (and recognition) from a governing 
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body of the district gave pasacalle leaders the confidence to believe that their work could be not 

only meaningful for members of the community, but sustainable and viable as well. 

Zea’s 2010 campaign was an active period for the emergence and consolidation of 

pasacalle cultural organizations. The campaign functioned as a conduit for young musicians and 

artists to meet fellow artists in the district. The multiple rallies, vigils, and parades launched by 

Zea gave local artists the possibility of networking and performing publicly. New friendships and 

alliances surged in the context of the culturally rich political environment. Musicians, dancers, 

acrobats, jugglers, clowns, and other non-traditional artists, who had previously found 

themselves isolated or unrecognized by the community, came together as a group defined by 

similar political interests. Eventually, they started to develop the idea of a cohesive movement. 

In the meantime, pasacalle practitioners invested their creative energies and organizing skills to 

strengthen Zea’s message, especially by performing in multiple parades across the district. The 

reelection of Zea, who was interested in bringing to light the importance of art and culture in 

Villa, was deemed a necessity among young artists. The former Mayor promised a brighter 

future to those who had been practicing the arts merely as a means for emotional survival. 

Among these non-traditional artists, the idea of performing eclectic parades then became a 

guiding force strengthened by the successful reception they received from street audiences. The 

attention-grabbing effect of pasacalles, actively promoted during this period, involved the 

committed work of various artistic disciplines. Members of incipient organizations endeavored to 

capture the interest of undecided VES voters by carrying out visually striking and compelling 

performances. Carlos, Omar, Michael, Jesus, and many other local teenagers who met during this 

time remember the period as key in the history of the pasacalle movement. Although Zea 

eventually lost the 2010 elections, young artists who met during the political campaign were 

nonetheless able to establish strong roots and connections, thereafter paving their way to 

centrality among the current, thriving culture of local groups. 

 “We all met there,” said Carlos. “We were a group of youngsters from different sectors 

of the city, but we wanted to differentiate ourselves too.” For this purpose, Carlos, Omar, 

Michael, and Jesus decided to create a distinct name, a brand by which they would be able to 

present themselves as unique in the community. Thus was born La Retumba Casa de Arte. 

Despite their excitement and expectations, Carlos affirmed, Omar and Michael were novices at 

the moment of founding the group. They were just learning the basics of batucada drumming and 
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getting used to the way a cultural organization needs to be run to be successful. Carlos’ 

perception of his co-leaders as inexperienced led to multiple misunderstandings and weakened 

the momentum gained by the group during Zea’s campaign. After a short period of activities, 

Carlos and Jesus decided to leave La Retumba seeking to establish a better organized troupe. In 

that way, they also sought to accomplish some of the hopes and dreams that started to take shape 

during Zea’s summoning in 2010. The alliance between Carlos and Jesus, nonetheless, was 

short-lived. Carlos said that a serious confrontation between the two leaders led both to the end 

of their professional association and their friendship.  

 

Jesus started stealing money from the organization and giving [monetary] tips to the 

youngsters. I absolutely disliked that. What I did is that I just simply left. I said “this is 

it.” There was a terrible bronca (a fight), a bronca that lasted three years. I left and then I 

suddenly realized that half of the group I had put together with Jesus was following me. 

They were with me. So, what I did is that I told myself, you cannot leave these guys 

adrift, without a leader. They want to do art and I have to make myself available to them. 

None of them, [after leaving Jesus], had the initiative nor the force to lead a group. They 

didn’t have the experience. Perhaps I was of their same age, but I had much more 

experience. They didn’t have instruments. But since at that time the presidential elections 

were also getting close [2011], candidates used to hire us to perform pasacalles [at their 

rallies]…we needed to have instruments [to fulfill these commitments]…During this 

time, no one, no one supported us. I was the one standing up for the entire group.42 

 

This period of continuous formation and dissolution of institutional bonds affected almost 

every pasacalle organization in the district. Intinya-Batu was the single exception. Linked as it 

was to a network of international traveling musicians, as well as to Jota’s negative position 

regarding the professionalization of their art, Intinya-Batu managed to keep a distinctive, almost 

marginal attitude towards the pasacalle movement. Since their founding of the group, Jota and 

his friends encouraged a rather parallel (and aesthetically diverse) approach to evolving the VES 

pasacalle genre. This parallelism responded to the direct influence received from international 

                                                             

42
 Carlos Olivares. Personal communication. July 2013. 
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circus and batucada artists (especially from Chile and Argentina). Such influence involved the 

idea of using the arts to the benefit of disenfranchised or poorly served communities. In the case 

of other organizations, their emergence and learning processes have been shaped by other 

interests including by pedagogical and political agendas. Specifically, La Retumba, Kilombo, 

and Kataplum Suena, are projects strongly connected to the work of older cultural institutions in 

Villa El Salvador. According to their leaders’ self-narratives, these organizations are direct 

emanations of earlier communal experiences carried out at the once famous Casas de la Juventud 

(Houses of the Youth). These were neighborhood community arts centers sponsored by the 

municipality and by international donations that were devoted to providing instruction in 

performing arts to the youth at no cost. All the leaders I interviewed for this project with the sole 

exception of Jota, have been involved with these art centers in various capacities. Finally, as 

mentioned above, the period of political reformulation triggered by the electoral campaigns 

fostered the appearance of cultural associations such as La Retumba and Kilombo. In turn, these 

associations became an incentive for members to seek unique, expressive modalities that could 

serve as emblems of local identities and prestige. In order to define and position themselves as 

part of a general movement, but also as original sounding and social units, pasacalle 

organizations developed distinctive ways of presenting themselves in street rehearsals and 

parades.  

When Carlos founded Kataplum Suena, after the split with Jesus, his goal was to 

establish a new space for wide-ranging art-making, a space he thought was not available at the 

time. He envisioned an organization defined by values of determination, camaraderie, and an 

interest in doing creative work with non-monetary compensation. Carlos created the words 

“Kataplum Suena” to suggest this mixture of personal drive, creativity, energy, and willingness 

to innovate as the main characteristics defining the group. The groups’s name, according to him, 

was intended to be “catchy.” The name also denotes the swift, bursting quality of sounds created 

by batucada drums, as “Kataplum” is an onomatopoeia that conveys a hasty, sometimes 

accidental event in which a loud sound is produced, for example, when someone trips and falls to 

the floor; suena is the third person conjugation of the Spanish verb sonar, which means to sound 

or to ring. In this fashion, by inscribing a name laden with implicit expectations and aesthetic 

ideals—such as, “drumming has to be powerful, graceful, fluent”—Carlos designed the 

conceptual guidelines that are now adopted by his followers. These guidelines instruct activists 
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in the pursuit of goals that the group as a whole deems laudable: to perform batucada sounds that 

awaken people in the streets and to be innovative and eclectic at all costs. These goals also define 

the group’s identity in front of other local organizations such as Intinya-Batu and La Retumba.  

I met Carlos during a Kataplum Suena rehearsal held several days after my reunion with 

Michael and Omar. They were rehearsing on Ruta C Avenue, within the green space of an ample 

roundabout surrounded by traffic.  At the center of this raised roundabout there was a tall, thin 

column topped with a sculpture of a white, open-winged dove symbolizing the bird’s readiness 

to take flight. Similarly to La Retumba, the drummers of Kataplum were all teenagers and 

included both female and male players. While Carlos’ pupils were rehearsing cortes and 

transitions in the roundabout, he stood apart from the ensemble in order to give me some details 

about his group’s participation in an upcoming event in a colegio (school). While talking, Carlos 

looked a bit skeptical about my research intentions. I had made sure to tell him in advance about 

my interests in doing fieldwork in Villa. I told him I wanted to explore the origins of the 

distinctive musicultural movement of which he was an integral part. For me, I said, the types of 

pasacalles performed by local organizations such as Kataplum were exceptionally innovative and 

channeled the creative impetus of young musicians in the district. Even after learning about my 

passion for the pasacalle scene in Villa, Carlos remained cautious about the information he 

shared with me. This situation changed, eventually, when I mentioned to him my work as a 

music instructor at Arena y Esteras. The authoritative position of Arena in matters of arts and 

culture is strong in Villa. Carlos’ change of attitude in relation to my goals as a researcher was 

linked to his perception of Arena y Esteras as an impeccable reference. As seen in the previous 

chapter, because of its established reputation working in the field of art and communal activism 

(24 years) and its dominance over smaller organizations, Arena y Esteras is a source of 

inspiration but also of controversy among locals. Further evidence of the mixed reception 

associated with AYE’s influence over smaller organizations (e.g., admiration/disapproval) 

became evident to me when, in a later conversation, Carlos described AYE as an institution that 

exploits batucada musicians.  

Throughout our conversation at the roundabout, Carlos smiled at the jokes made at his 

expense by fellow group members. “As you see, I am not a serious leader,” he said ironically and 

mockingly, “and that’s because I don’t want them to feel like they’re in jail. This is my second 

family.” Carlos’ leadership encompassed a resilient attitude towards the affective and real-world 
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demands of the members. This type of friend/leader position involves his role as a spiritual 

guide, a sort of father figure who situates himself as an adviser in matters of everyday life 

decisions. On the pragmatic side, Carlos excels as an effective administrator too. As I was able to 

verify during ethnographic work in subsequent rehearsals and performances, he manages to 

maintain an unequivocal position as a leader of Kataplum Suena, especially during training 

sessions and pre-pasacalle gatherings. Some of his functions as an administrator imply 

occasionally getting paid gigs for the group, building or buying instruments, dealing with inter-

organizational affairs, and keeping a busy agenda for street rehearsals. Simultaneously, Carlos 

recruits newer members and runs his own business as a traveling salesman. “I had to begin 

working when I was fourteen,” he explained.” Because of this, I learned to do a bit of everything. 

Because of this, too, I look much older than I am,” he concluded with a burst of laughter. His 

early introduction to the professional world of adults, he affirmed, gave him the experience and 

the tools to carry out business transactions efficiently. Even though he envisions Kataplum as a 

non-profit organization (a family of friends), he is aware that the cost of maintaining the group 

demands certain commitments. To this end, Carlos balances the amount of non-paid pasacalle 

performances with paid jobs in which every member receives a small compensation. This 

practical attitude has guaranteed that the organization meets its material needs while also 

remaining actively engaged in community matters. 

That afternoon, the roundabout provided the space for Kataplum’s practicing. While 

talking with Carlos, the cohort of drummers divided and subdivided into different configurations 

(see Fig. 3.6). The drummers joined in duets, trios, and bigger ensembles. Other percussionists 

arrived later too. They seemed to be older and more experienced players and showed younger 

percussionists how to perform some patterns correctly. These older drummers transmitted their 

skills commandingly but jokingly, as if they both wanted to show off while also reinforcing a 

sense of commitment and friendship with Kataplum’s apprentices. All the musicians, a total of 

approximately fifteen, formed clusters of players that interacted collectively. Some members 

formed semi-circles. Others regrouped into larger combos. Practitioners demonstrated a 

willingness to learn their parts by carrying an active movement across the rehearsal space. There 

was a appealing and proud attitude infused in the way the musicians continuously reworked the 

ensemble’s format. This subgrouping into smaller cohorts was a technique not employed by La 

Retumba and Intinya-Batu, organizations that promote a more cohesive ensemble format during 
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training sessions. The freedom to use the rehearsal space creatively, working and reworking 

relationships performed in the context of training activities, was a revealing trait of Kataplum’s 

performativity. I use this term in the sense Butler (1993) ascribed to it, that is, in reference to 

bodily actions that are discourses themselves, corporeal movement that produces and articulates 

power, identity, and knowledge. The creative nature of training (a modality of performance 

itself) was evident in the way Kataplum’s members enjoyed their corporeal interactions, which 

were also responses to their struggles learning the material. Practitioners related to each other 

spontaneously and musically. Witnessing this subgrouping strategy led me to think about the 

emergence of experimental identities among pasacalle organizations. These identities, I 

perceived, were themselves action-discourses carried out through bodily and musical 

performance. They are worked out in the intimacy of rehearsal spaces, but also in the outward 

performance modalities that structure training sessions. The space opened up in rehearsals, once 

again, was revealed to be a field of action in which members of distinct organizations construct 

meaning through experimental performance. Disregarding particular agendas in their training 

processes, a common factor shared in La Retumba’s, Intinya-Batu’s, and Kataplum ’s rehearsals 

was the use of the physical/conceptual space as an “experiential metaphor” (Johnson and Lakoff 

1980) embraced, performed, and interiorized by associates. Using the space as a metaphoric, yet 

concrete domain of action, members constructed and reworked personal and communal realities 

through diverse practicing approaches. In every case, the freedom to construct, dissolve, and try 

out musical/corporeal discourses (as well as interpersonal relationships) constituted a prerogative 

of pasacalle organizations. Based on the conversations I held with practitioners, I argue that the 

use of training spaces among batucada practitioners has become an experimental and 

pedagogical strategy. When being deployed, such strategy empowers young VES learners with a 

sense of “unfinishedness.” By this, I mean that unfinishedness (a rewarding feeling of constant 

becoming) is embodied in practicing activities as a positive asset. Unfinishedness enables 

practitioners to be confident about the value they gain as individuals in their weekly activities.43 

The acquisition of cultural capital, of assets that transform drummers into more valuable 

individuals, can be explained with Freire’s idea that true learning experiences begin when actors 

                                                             

43 As seen earlier, this sense of unfinishedness in music could be equated to the aesthetics of 

unfinishedness that characterizes VES urban topography. 
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acknowledge their condition of “beings in the process of becoming” (2005: 84). Freire traces the 

transformative power of learning as an ongoing reinvention of the self, a process that takes 

people back to their discovery of their own incompletion as historical and social individuals. He 

writes: “In this incompletion and in this awareness lie the very roots of education as an 

exclusively human manifestation” (ibid.). This partiality for incomplete self-definitions and 

unfinished performance aesthetics is exhibited in the organizations’ tireless reinvention of the 

batucada styles. The addition of novel Afro-Peruvian derived genres, the search for extravagant 

costumes, the inclusion of far-distant symbolisms (such as the Chinese dragon) are actions that 

attest to this ongoing process of innovation. I also observed peers’ tendency to produce 

incomplete self-definitions in the narratives I gathered through structured questionnaires. These 

narratives showed that most of the members proudly recognize being immersed in a continuing 

search to find out who they are. For instance, narratives indicated an exciting interest in trying 

different professional options and the (sometimes simultaneous) study of multiple careers (e.g., 

dance, graphic design, tourism, drama, music). 

 In the practicing spaces opened up by pasacalle organizations, the awareness of human 

incompletion is played out every day. The improvisational, self-taught, and freely structured 

quality of training procedures such as the one pursued by Kataplum Suena matches the resilient 

attitude of the learners. The construction of cooperative networks based on reciprocal and ethical 

expectations (such as the importance of the family or community over the individual) is carried 

out through the performance of innovative practicing procedures. Ultimately, these procedures 

foster activists’ awareness of their own situation in the world, as young musicians and citizens of 

a disenfranchised community within a highly discriminatory society. Playing the drums and 

practicing togetherness becomes a focused communal practice that reverses negative self-

perceptions of their social condition. As Leinaweaver (2008) affirms, 

 

[I]mproving oneself is a material, social, and moral process that resonates among urban 

migrants in the Andean countries, and it is particularly meaningful for young people. 

Coming of age, for this population, represents becoming cognizant of the effect of 

poverty. Young people understand and respond to the imperative of getting ahead, which 

itself has become significant in the Peruvian political economic context (66-67). 
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Through daily training, peers “get ahead” of demeaning self-perceptions, which are promoted by 

the unequal character of life in Villa el Salvador and the wealthiness of metropolitan Limeños.  

 

 

Fig. 3.6. Kataplum Suena rehearsing at a roundabout. 

 

Interpretative Considerations 

 The system of relationality that engages pasacalle associates in the context of 

performance and rehearsal can be approached from the vantage point of Sloterdijk’s (2013) 

“comprehensive theory of practicing existence.” In Sloterdijk’s view, practice is defined “as an 

operation that provides or improves the actor’s qualification for the next performance of the 

same operation, whether it is declared as practice or not” (2013: 4). Embodied and ritual 

practices, using this lens, can be explored not only as cultural manifestations susceptible of 

aesthetic analyses, but also as proactive modes of constructing social worlds. Working on the 

basis of behavioral repetition, concentrated mental and physical energies, the production of 

shifting performance parameters, and a constant fine-tuning of interpersonal skills carried out 

through cooperative training, batucada learners embody a systematic theory of practiced 

existence. Experimentation enables practitioners to hone the communal art of social engagement, 
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ensuring that mutual bonds are still strong for the maintenance of a healthy and supportive 

family/community. 

 

 

Fig. 3.7. Leader Carlos Olivares coaching the rehearsal. 

                     

 

Fig. 3.8. Practicing following the subgrouping approach. 
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Fig. 3.9. Older member helping a novice. 

 

Cultural organizations construct eclectic identities and modes of communication through 

practicing routines that are also dependent on the training environment. In VES, such an 

environment is defined by the street. Working in the public arena—yet establishing a parallel 

conceptual milieu for members to feel comfortable—organizations balance out their desire to be 

unique with an overarching obligation to the community. For this reason, the training 

environment may be seen as liminal; it helps practitioners to negotiate freedom and creativity 

together with the ethical mandate subsumed under theories about mutuality and cooperation. 

Ultimately, this space provides a realm for social and personal transcendence. Among pasacalle 

musicians, a good rehearsal is one in which drummers are able to present a show that impresses 

followers and absorbs the attention of those passing by. Practitioners first need to integrate their 

skills and come together to accomplish this. Coordinated activities that in the rehearsal contexts 

are always open to variation then help associates to co-create emotion-laden experiences of 

belonging. As McNeill affirms in relation to group activities that contain this type of 

psychosomatic synchronization, “[m]oving our muscles rhythmically and giving voice [to 

individual efforts] consolidate group solidarity by altering human feelings” (1997: viii). VES 
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street parades show in this way that feelings of joy habitually emerge from simple but 

meaningful accomplishments: having attendees showing their support for the musicians, the 

visions of young and healthy drummers blasting their instruments at full voice, the movement of 

clowns and jugglers filling the usually gray landscape of the district with color and arabesques 

are all steps taken towards the building of communitas, “the sense felt by a group of people when 

their life together takes on full meaning” (Turner 2012: 1). These experiences are concomitant to 

the enactment of a practicing existence, which unfolds within the spaces opened up by cultural 

organizations. 

The perception of physical/conceptual spaces as domains for the enfranchisement of 

performing agents has been articulated by various authors. For instance, Nachmanovitch (1990), 

an improvisation theorist, invokes the Greek notion of temenos to describe the sacred aura that 

pervades physical/conceptual areas within which a musician prepares for an impromptu 

performance. In Nachmanovitch’s thought, bodily and spiritual practicing are interlinked 

procedures. Together they provide the means through which performers produce fulfilling 

sensorial and cognitive experiences in the context of a sacred rehearsal space. Discussing his 

own pre-performance experience, he writes: “[t]he specific preparations begin when I enter the 

temenos, the play space. In ancient Greek thought, the temenos is a magic circle, a delimited 

space within which special rules apply and in which extraordinary events are free to occur” 

(1990: 75). Bakan et al. present an analogous view of the “play space” as an extraordinary field 

in which music-making is deployed as the cognitive and emotional means to produce sociality. 

Bakan’s applied research on the use of “music-play” activities intended to contribute to the 

“quality of life for children on the autism spectrum” explores the nature of physical/conceptual 

spaces as enfranchising fields full of possibilities (Bakan et al. 2008: 167). This work suggests 

that there is a transcendent quality inherent in musical activities that are carried out in spaces 

structured within the logic of playing. Instead of conceiving of the performance space as one in 

which musicians are moved by concepts of duty, obedience, hierarchy, rigidity, and repetition, 

Bakan’s Music-Play Project emphasizes the creative nature of human sociality. Bakan perceives 

this space as a “playground environment” and as a place to “nurture and support musical/social 

interactions” (2008: 176). Similarly, in her research on liminal musical spaces, Boyce-Tillman 

proposes that:  
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Music has the possibility of creating a liminal space and the perceived effectiveness of a 

musical experience is often closely related to this area. [Furthermore,] in so far as a 

musical experience takes us out of everyday consciousness with its concerns for food, 

clothing, and practical issues and moves us into another dimension, we regard the 

musical experience as successful, whether we are a composer, performer, or listener 

(2009: 6).  

 

In this fashion, Boyce-Tillman and other authors highlight the role of ritual spaces as 

enfranchising domains of possibility. 

 

Conclusion: A Theory of Practicing Existence 

 

Since its appearance in the year 1992, the chief goal of the VES pasacalle has been to 

invigorate neighbors’ corporative affiliations by providing physical/conceptual spaces as 

domains for enfranchisement. According to the local activists, musicians, and cultural promoters 

I interviewed, the genre’s parade-like format seeks to effectively bring inhabitants out of their 

ordinary routines, inviting them to leave their homes and everyday tasks in order to conjoin a 

marching cohort of drummers and circus artists. Within the political domain, the function of this 

ritual and expressive form is to foster the practicing and polishing of intersubjective relationships 

among community members. In this way, the pasacalle movement has become a strategy for the 

maintenance of social resilience among its associates. As seen in the previous chapter, the history 

of the district has been tied to the development of an ethos of reciprocity and communal work 

that permitted immigrants to survive using only the limited means available to them. For this 

reason, I perceive the pasacalle as a practice that conveys and reaffirms mutual bonds of 

cooperation and sensorial participation within a shared celebratory activity, one in which people 

interact while trying out novel cultural personae and synergetic modes of interaction. The 

experimental nature of the parade is another feature that inserts its practitioners into an older and 

broader tradition of expressive forms developed in the Peruvian Andes. For instance, as 

Mendoza notes in her study of Highland modern comparsas in Cuzco (walking dance troupes), 

these Andean ritual events function as sites and means of generating and releasing creative 

tension and engaging in experimental practices within indigenous communities (2000: 37). In 
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VES, the novel non-traditional parade affords a safeguarded sphere for experimenting with and 

negotiating innovative modes of relationality. Furthermore, Mendoza describes Andean parade-

like events as people’s mode to “assume their roles as representative of one whole social and 

performing unit” (2000: 103). Along these lines, I perceive the VES pasacalle as a sensorial and 

performative enactment of communal bonds geared towards the generation of sounding units. 

These units assemble each affiliate’s voice and energy to sum them up for the purpose of 

fortifying collective expression. Together, as a single sounding unit, members reclaim the public 

space for political and collaborative action. Drumming, dancing, acting, and the coordinated 

physical movement of practicing musicians are therefore expressions of what I see as a 

comprehensive yet unfinished system or relationality. 

In the next chapter, I continue exploring the dynamism of social constructions fostered by 

pasacalle activities. Specifically, I build upon a particular theme and concept proposed by 

important local pasacalle leader Pamela Otoya, who describes the standard batucada/parade 

performance as “a total experience of energy.”44 As I will show, energy, suppleness, and 

movements are not only aesthetic and conceptual categories that shape ideal performance codes 

in the VES musicultural tradition, but also intricate indexes of racial and phenotypic 

essentialisms.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             

44 Pamela Otoya. Personal communication. August 2013. 
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CHAPTER 4 

PRACTICING AGREEMENT AND CONFLICT: THE PASACALLE AS A “TOTAL 

EXPERIENCE OF ENERGY” 

 

 

Pasacalle organizations of Villa El Salvador are more than self-sustained institutions 

devoted to the organization and performance of street parades; they are also communities of 

practice, thriving familial cells, spaces for the articulation of the youth’s eclectic identities, social 

units sponsoring togetherness and cooperation, and platforms for cultural experimentation and 

innovation. In short, pasacalle organizations are synergetic nodules in which interpersonal 

encounters serve to construct open-ended life-processes. I contend that because of the imprint 

left by the collective experience of migration and adaptation on residents of Villa El Salvador, 

the set of practices that shape the everyday life of pasacalle organizations shows a proclivity for 

continuous re-invention.  

In this chapter, I focus generally on the idea of movement as a life-process integral to the 

basic human impulse to migrate (in both symbolic and geopolitical ways). Specifically, I zoom in 

on the notion of bodily, emotional, cognitive, and ritual movement as primordial processes 

enacted in pasacalle activities and in the multilayered aesthetics that fashion this practice. My 

basic understanding of the term “migration” implies that this is always a conscious and costly 

endeavor by which agents grapple with (and ultimately seek to control) heretofore unknown 

social/natural environments. Consequently, migration is a type of reactive action intended to 

transform and improve people’s conditions of life. These assumptions about migration can be 

linked to the previous idea of movement as a universal life-process. As Jackson affirms in his 

study of global migration flows, “critical to these processes of capturing or commanding life 

[during migration and adaptation developments] is a capacity to move to where life appears to be 

most abundant and accessible, or to orient45 oneself so as to see what other possibilities may 

exist where one is” (2013: 3). Thus, both movement and migration are primal modes of human 

agency. When efficacious, these allow individuals to orient themselves towards the 

maximization of life and the expansion of nourishing human experiences.  

                                                             

45 Both words italicized in the original. 
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Open and Dissenting Voices of the Andean Fiesta 

 

The idea of movement as a life-process will be reviewed in this chapter from two 

perspectives. First, I discuss at length the problematic aspects concerning pasacalle activists’ 

discourses about race, music, and performance. As I show below, the construction of racial 

identities through performance modalities—e.g., bodily movement, choreographic display, 

rhythmic nuances, management of stage persona—plays a crucial role in “liberating” members 

from modes of psychological and corporeal suppression learned in the context of a 

discriminatory society.46 Nonetheless, this same attitude towards the construction of racial self-

images leads pasacalle activists to employ spurious and biased typologies to explain how a good 

sound and a successful performance depend on the incorporation of “Black” in-born attitudes 

and the avoidance of “Andean” traits.  

Second, I interlink the ideas about liberation and movement proposed by pasacalle 

activists with the theoretical conceptualizations developed by Andean poet Fredy Roncalla in 

relation to the Andean fiesta complex and processes of migration (1988). In Roncalla’s thought, 

the building of a modern Andean identity and culture is in itself an impelling, dynamic, and 

flexible creative process that, as Uzendoski also affirms, does not oppose locality and globality. 

Importantly for this research, such a view of Andean modern civilization is ingrained in the 

acknowledgment of geopolitical and conceptual migration as one of the generative cultural 

forces among Amerindians. In this light, a general notion of Andean consciousness is embedded 

within a migratory reconceptualization of culture and sociality as an open processes; movement 

is the common denominator unifying the development of expressive culture among otherwise 

diverse Amerindian communities, cultures, and groups. Furthermore, Andean people, who in 

today’s world constitute a growing diaspora disseminated not only along the coastal boundaries 

of Lima but around the globe, assumed themselves to be a displaced network of human groups. 

For Roncalla, nonetheless, expressive culture, and more specifically the fiesta complex—which 

encompasses the type of rituality mobilized in the pasacalle—was seen to serve the purpose of 

situating and revitalizing the Amerindian diaspora. He believes that the fiesta provides a 

                                                             

46 Pamela Otoya, leader of Kilombo. Personal communication. July 2013. 



146 

 

synergetic nodule within which migrants in Lima and worldwide are able to recreate, adapt, and 

reclaim the core aspects of a shared Andean consciousness.   

Here, I present these two perspectives to explore the notion of movement in the 

construction of pasacalle aesthetics and sociality. On the one hand, the racial discourses 

proposed by pasacalle activists posit intricate folk theories regarding the alleged attributes of 

Black and Andean individuals. These misleading conceptualizations, nonetheless, have the 

purpose of impelling musicians to adopt a more energetic, affirmative, and flexible attitudes in a 

society that has taught them to remain “quiet” and submissive. On the other hand, Roncalla’s 

ideas about migration, global flows, and the role of the fiesta in establishing a “center” within 

which an endangered Andean consciousness can be revitalized, together constitute an alternative 

and empowering vision of the role of movement in Amerindian culture. Building upon these two 

major ideas, I show how pasacalle performativity serves as a platform for the articulation of 

multiple and contending voices in a democratic fashion. Ultimately, I believe, VES associates 

agree on the notion of movement as the quintessential positive factor favoring the improvement 

of social life in the district. 

 

“We Don’t Want Little Trees Playing Batucada” 

 

In what follows, I address the importance of movement in VES pasacalle organizations 

from the vantage point of a particular concept articulated by Pamela Otoya, the founder and 

leader of Kilombo Percussion and Performing Arts. In an interview held at a small cafe in front 

of the Municipality of Villa El Salvador building, I asked Pamela why she habitually included 

certain acting exercises in her weekly batucada rehearsals at the Parque Zonal Huascar (the 

biggest public recreational park in the district). A few days prior to this conversation, I had 

attended one of Pamela’s rehearsals and observed the following walk-run-freeze routine carried 

out by her team. Kilombo’s young percussionists were sitting down in a green space in the park’s 

amphitheater, forming a semicircle. Their tambores and snare drums were lying to the side. 

Pamela stood up in front of the percussionists. She asked the participants, a group of thirty or 

more youth ranging in age from eleven to seventeen, to stand up and either walk, run, or execute 

some random sort of erratic behavior in an improvisatory manner. At certain moments, while the 

percussionists were already in motion, Pamela would shout the word “freeze!” and the 
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participants would then stand still no matter what their body posture was. After a few seconds, 

Pamela would ask them one more time to continue the unplanned movement. This exercise was 

celebrated laughingly by everyone. At the word ‘”reeze,” the percussionists would stop and try to 

forcibly maintain awkward bodily postures, some of which could not be kept for a long time. 

Those who were not able to stand “as still as statues” would lose the round and have to sit down 

on the grass. 

Pamela’s reply to my question regarding the reason for this routine offered a narrative 

that revealed the rich meaning ingrained in the individual and collective corporeal movements 

that are a staple of pasacalle practices. Her response was illuminating in explaining three 

important elements: 1) the social and cultural significance conferred by Kilombo (and other 

pasacalle organizations) on those who are able to achieve flowing or supple states of movement 

in pasacalle routines; 2) pervasive preconceptions, essentialisms, and judgments organizations 

hold in relation to certain bodily praxes and the particular “techniques of the body” (Mauss 

2006) ascribed to idealized Andean and Afro-Brazilian expressive codes; and 3) the notion of 

energía as the quintessential key term to denote freedom and movement in batucada 

performativity—she used the word energy to depict a type of pre-linguistic element associated 

with the spontaneous, unrestrained, and sensuous corporeal movements pursued by Kilombo’s 

players in their playing. I reproduce a portion of her narrative below: 

 

We understand the batucada as a total experience of energía. It is, definitely, not only a 

musical experience. With this, I mean that we cannot have introverted musicians in the 

group. I mean, we are playing carnival, right? Ours are dancers-musicians, actors-

musicians, different musicians. That’s what we understand when we think about an ideal 

batucada player. These are attitudes that are inborn in Argentinean or Brazilian people, 

for example. I have lots of experience playing with Argentineans and Brazilians 

and…you wouldn’t dare to ask them to be quiet! They always possess a whole lot of 

energy, they are always moving and openly expressing themselves…That’s something 

that tambores in Peru don’t have, something that tambores can’t transmit here in Lima. 

Sometimes we see people playing and we say, “Man, we don’t want little trees playing 

batucada! We don’t want stiff people playing tambores.” For this reason, in Kilombo, we 

mix drama techniques with music, we want to teach the kids how to loosen themselves 
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up. You saw our kids that day [when you visited the Parque Huascar’s rehearsal]. They 

moved and danced. You could see them smiling all the time. That’s real entertainment! 

You could see the guys smiling and having lots of fun, but they didn’t arrive at the group 

like that. When they crossed our door they were not like that. They were kids that, while 

playing, would look fixedly at their instruments, they could not look at the audience. 

They could not even manage to be on the stage. So, what could you do to solve this 

issue? 

 

To trace the history of the pasacalle is not difficult in Villa. For example, you know 

which group introduced the stilts, which group introduced the circus arts (and now 

everyone does circus), who introduced theater, who introduced the batucada…those kinds 

of things are not difficult for us to know.47 For starters, here in Villa all things related to 

the arts begin with the notion of escuela [school], that is, if you were taught something as 

a teenager, you had an experience on the basis of your education. Then, when time goes 

on and you grow up, you’ll teach someone else what you learned as an adolescent. This 

kind of doing is not a ‘mandate,’ you know, but every artist here, directly or indirectly, 

teaches younger generations by just doing and performing [his/her] art in the community. 

Performing is a way to teach other groups how to build upon what was done in the past, 

how to innovate. In this sense, I can tell you right now that, when I got involved in the 

batucada, I was not purposely seeking to change the face of the pasacalle. I didn’t assume 

my musical career as part of a task to innovate (although, deep inside, we all have a 

desire to innovate and to collaborate). It was the real needs of life, the need to analyze our 

reality and why things happen in such a way in Villa that led us to innovate. And I’ll tell 

you why. Everything started with a real desire to improve our [artistic] space. I asked 

myself, ‘how can we make the pasacalle sound better? Since the time I got to hear the 

sound of batucada for the first time, I always thought that, as a rhythm, the Brazilian 

batucada could very easily mobilize people and things in Villa. And yes, the batucada 

could mobilize many things! I know that nowadays you can listen to batucadas 

                                                             

47 As shown in previous chapters, most pasacalle leaders articulate unique and differing 

narratives regarding the inception of the VES communal art form. 
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everywhere in Villa, but years ago people in the streets would hear tambores and would 

be like ‘What on earth is this?!’ These kinds of things are crucial in a social reality and a 

nation such as ours. Our people tend to be repressed and closed. When deciding to 

introduce batucada ensembles into the pasacalle we reflected deeply upon this. We 

wanted our reality to change. We wanted people to get excited and to move around. 

Encountering the batucada was for us not only to discover a kind of folklore or ritual, it 

was a matter of getting acquainted with a set of codes that could be used to modify or to 

enrich our [regressive] local codes.  

 

For instance, the batucada comes from Brazil, from a festive type of culture. Singing and 

dancing are natural traits among Brazilians. So, how do you take a practice such as the 

batucada and adapt it to a place like Villa, which is completely different? Peruvians don’t 

sing. The average Peruvian doesn’t celebrate, doesn’t socialize with others. Peruvians are 

super introverted! Despite all this [that is, the tendency to be introverted], we 

implemented the batucada in VES, an art that expresses a super extroverted culture. And 

we did this looking to enrich [the ways of our people] […] [We used the batucada as a 

tool, because] in VES, culture and art are always understood as a means to transform and 

liberate people. Here in Villa we do art because we feel that, ultimately, art-making 

would open opportunities for many kids, opportunities to foster developing communities. 

 

Pamela’s account is a rich and controversial one on many levels. As such, it deserves a 

full-fledged analysis, which I provide below. It is important, however, to first contextualize the 

numerous racial/ethnic essentialisms that she invokes. In doing this, I intend neither to disparage 

Pamela for her views nor to suggest that I share them (which I do not). As I explain below, these 

types of “Black” vs. “Andean” essentialisms are commonly espoused by Peruvians; they are by 

no means unique to Pamela or to any other individual with whom I engaged in this research who 

voiced them. The type of thinking expressed through her description and judgment of people’s 

skills and psychosomatic tendencies on the basis of race is, in fact, pervasive among Lima’s 

criollos. Furthermore, its propagation and reinforcement has been integral to the state’s 

educational curricula and political policies, to the point that it pervades “common sense” notions 

of racialized ontologies profoundly. This has brought as a consequence an undesirable 
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standardization and systematization of racial essentialisms among Limeños. In the capital city, 

the deployment of stereotypical—and often demeaning—racial typologies is part and parcel of 

everyday life, be those stereotypes utilized by criollos against Andeans, mestizos against Blacks, 

or Blacks against Andeans. In Lima, racial typologies are very frequently ingrained as part of a 

matter-of-fact attitude, and raised with neither shame nor a sense of irony. 

 

 

 

4.1. Performing “Blackness” in VES: “We don’t want stiff people playing tambores.” 

 

It begins at the top. Consider the case of Alan García Perez, who served not one but two 

terms as the President of Peru (1985-90, 2006-11). His views on race and ethnicity may be seen 

to reflect—and also to have strongly influenced—the sentiments of many of his fellow criollo 

citizens (a sector of the population he might be considered to represent). Notably, García Perez—

a widely published author who holds a Ph.D. in constitutional law from the Spanish Universidad 

Complutense and a degree in sociology from the Sorbonne in Paris—has been accused by at least 



151 

 

one prominent Peruvian journalist of espousing “racial determinism.”48 The following passage 

from a speech by García Perez offers a good example of his perspective in this area: 

 

For me the most important goal is to utilize the [ongoing] economic crisis as a way to end 

once and for all the culture of defeatism and fear. This is especially important in our 

[Peruvian] society, which has defeatist psychological inclinations that are a bit [with an 

ironic tone] deeper than the ones possessed by the people of Brazil. [In Brazil] they have 

more sunlight, more Black [phenotypical] traits, and they are more joyful than we the 

Andeans are […] We are an Andean country, that is, a country essentially sad. We are not 

a happy country such as Brazil or the Colombians [sic], for example, who had the mixed 

blood heritage of Northern Spaniards, the Basque Country, Cataluña, and a heavier Black 

trait, with a bit of primitive anthropophagous [sic], that is, [Colombians are] hyperactive. 

They have more sunlight and they have the Caribbean too. [On the other side, here in 

Peru] we still have Indians who grow coca leaves. The hyperactivity is there [in Brazil 

and Colombia], and that is simply explained by the physical hyperactivity associated with 

race. 

 

It is against the backdrop of such egregious excesses of racial essentialism, coming from 

the highest levels of official Peruvian culture, that one must contextualize, for example, the 

racialized discourse of Pamela Otoya. Moreover, it is important to recognize that such discourse 

and attitude is not only pervasive among the criollo elite in Lima, but has in many cases been 

internalized by the very communities—including Andean Amerindians—that it most assiduously 

denigrates. 

 

Being Black, Being Flexible 

Suspending whatever criticisms of Otoya’s racializing essentialisms may be warranted. I 

would like to focus here on her idea of movement and energía as positive conceptual/embodied 

states, which are sought after and during training and performance in the Kilombo context. The 

                                                             

48   Rosa Maria Palacios, “Carlos Bruce habla sobre exabrupto de Alan García,” YouTube.com. 

Video. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pJuUF_0Z1ek. (Accessed 3/19/2014). 
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achievement of a flowing or supple quality conveys not only an aesthetic index, but also an 

important social attribute. For this reason, Pamela ties the quality of “being stiff, closed, or 

repressed” in music to a particular social reality that has reinforced introverted personalities 

among the local youth. According to Pamela, the switch from improvisatory Andean percussion 

patterns to Afro-Brazilian batucada traditions in pasacalle activities is derived from Kilombo’s 

goal of attacking stiffness. The batucada features highly choreographed and syncopated music 

that, according to Pamela, could potentially transform the youth’s habitual rigidity into 

something more fluid, more imbued with energy. Furthermore, she mentioned that teaching 

batucada has been difficult due to the culture clash generated by the encounter of an introverted 

culture (Peru) and an extroverted culture (Brazil).  

Ultimately, Otoya may be said to utilize her racializing discourse, flawed as it is, to 

achieve positive outcomes for the members of Kilombo. She pursues the practical goal of 

transforming pasacalle routines into a medium of expression that emphasizes suppleness, 

enjoyment, and pleasure among young practitioners. Calling for the need to combat the 

purported lack of social skills (labeled as introversion) associated with Peruvian ontologies, 

Pamela ideated not only the absorption of batucada ensembles into the VES parade but, more 

importantly, a teaching curriculum that includes acting techniques intended to relax bodily 

posture and reduce performance anxiety. As she emphasized in the passage above, this 

curriculum involves a conscious search for a type of training that instills psychosomatic attitudes 

that oppose the ostensibly undesirable norm in the district (shyness, absence of self-confidence, 

sadness). Turning stiffness into suppleness, for instance, is seen by Pamela as a means to 

“transform and liberate” people from modes of oppression that originate inwardly, in a day-to-

day education carried out in the school, at home, and in the streets of the district, and that 

thereafter convert the children into “mechanical” individuals.  
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4.2. Batucada drumming: An “art that expresses a super extroverted culture.” 

 

A Culture of Domination and Postcolonial Stiffness 

The Peruvian philosopher Augusto Salazar Bondy explains Peru’s structural ideology of 

domination as an outcome of a socioeconomic model that emerged during colonial times and 

remains pervasive still. Such postcolonial order, Salazar Bondy argues, renders a large part of the 

Peruvian low-class indigenous population dependent on the judgment, approval, and 

condescension of an elite criollo group. In this vein, he posits that the Peruvian nation consists of 

“a human group, or a set of groups, economically dominated first by the Spanish power, then by 

England, and now by the United States” (1969: 68-69). He adds that this kind of historical 

dependence “has had critical effects on our condition” and “[f]or this reason, the only definite 

diagnostic [we can claim] about our condition is that [Peru’s] culture of domination is tied to the 

past and it does generate our [ensuing] underdevelopment and alienation” (ibid.)  Aligning his 

view with the notion of stiffness and mechanical performance pointed out by Pamela Otoya, 

Salazar Bondy goes on to say that Peru’s culture of domination is characterized by hindering 

“original [cultural/economic] developments, which,” according to him, “are neutralized in the 
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present because of the effects of [Peruvian citizens’ repressed] condition” (ibid.) Furthermore, he 

affirms that Peruvians “have a [collective] personality shaped by the illness we suffer, a 

personality made of imitation and scarcity, and we will not have any other personality—that is, 

our own legitimate personality as a manifestation of free, fully realized individuals—until we are 

able to cancel this situation” (ibid.). 

 I disagree with Salazar Bondy’s ideas on two levels: first, that Peruvians have not 

generated “original developments” in the areas of economy and culture—Villa El Salvador is a 

clear example that debunks this claim; second, that the country’s “illegitimate personality” is 

caused by the international hegemony of the United States—certainly hegemonic impacts have 

been decisive on many levels and with negative effects in many cases, but as I explain in this 

dissertation, eclectic Andean cultures including that of Villa El Salvador are able to navigate 

multiple transnational influences without compromising their own sense of authenticity as well 

(therefore, a one-dimensional equation of hegemony with oppression and disenfranchisement is 

overly simplistic and misleading). Despite these points of disagreement, however, I would 

maintain that Salazar Bondy’s basic argument tying ideas of alienation and imitation to a 

generalized condition of repression (or closure) experienced by disenfranchised Amerindian 

populations is insightful and illuminating.  

In this light, a recent article published in El Comercio, currently the most prestigious 

Peruvian newspaper, suggests that claims like those made by Otoya regarding the Peruvian 

national personality, as it were, contain some grain of truth, even if they are based on fallacious 

theories of race and ethnic identity. This article was based on a study carried out by a United 

Nations team of researchers led by American economist Jeffrey Sachs between the years 2010 

and 2012. The study describes Peru as “the unhappiest country of South America.”49 The peer-

reviewed document ranked Peru as the least happy country of the region based on Peruvian 

people’s opinions of themselves in relation to issues of “life expectancy, perception of 

corruption, individual monetary income, freedom for decision-making, social support, and 

generosity” (ibid.). Within my present analysis of Lima’s standardized racial typologies, freedom 

                                                             

49 “El Peru es el pais menos feliz de Sudamerica, segun la ONU,” El Comercio, Tuesday 10, 

2013, http://elcomercio.pe/mundo/actualidad/peru-pais-menos-feliz-sudamerica-segun-onu-

noticia-1629414. (Accessed March 20, 2014). 
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for decision-making is one of the variables that can be incorporated to explain the levels of 

frustration and stiffness Pamela perceives as defining, and negative, traits affecting the youth of 

VES and young Peruvian Andeans more broadly. Understanding the practice of batucada and 

pasacalle routines as pragmatic vehicles for liberating people from this type of learned 

introversion and negativity allows one to see how the lack of a perceived freedom in the process 

of decision-making (that is, a fundamental mode of agency) may have an impact on the alleged 

sadness of Andean Peruvians. 

 

A Process of Liberation through Embodied Energy: Bodily Pleasure versus Stiffness 

For Pamela Otoya, “African” bodily praxes connote freedom, pleasure, and flexibility. 

Andean bodily praxes, on the other hand, express closure and sadness. Her defense of batucada 

routines and acting exercises as modes that contest stiff modes of being relies on the 

irreconcilable confrontation between these opposite racial categories, the Andean and the 

African. According to this view, being Black in pasacalle rituality means to enact “natural” 

corporeal postures and to achieve agile rhythmic coordination, both performative codes that are 

synonymous with freedom and joyfulness. They key term utilized by Pamela in relation to this 

issue—that is, the agentic benefits of a flowing musical/bodily condition—is energy. Energía 

conveys in this sense the fundamental state of pre-linguistic flow and transcendent joy achieved 

by pasacalle paraders in both formal performances and practice sessions. Accordingly, as the key 

term in Pamela’s model, energy needs to be connected to other related issues surrounding the 

structural components of pasacalle culture in VES. For instance, among members “attaining 

energy” implies the necessary abandonment of the Andean heritage (which is tied to sadness and 

closedness) and a subsequent embodiment of a newly achieved “African’ persona”—at least 

symbolically and throughout the duration of given performances. Consequently, the innovation 

posed by the appropriation of batucada tambores must be related not only to a switch in aesthetic 

preferences; the reformulation of the VES parade, previously conceived as fully Andean and 

therefore detrimentally sad or stiff, responds to a collective effort for fine-tuning the 

community’s social performance. In light of this idea, Pamela’s theory of innovation embraces 1) 

the performers’ transition from a state of handicapped closure to one of agentic openness, 2) a 

rebuilding of the youth’s race identities through performance, and 3) the paraders’ sweeping 
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contestation of hegemonic discourses linked to the standard performative codes assigned by 

power elites to low-class Andean migrants in Lima. 

The criollo hegemonic discourse that constrains the permitted forms of creativity among 

migrants has had a harmful effect on the educational process of the next generation of Limeños. 

The complex interplay of bodily praxes and the contested (and essentializing) assumptions 

regarding romanticized perceptions of race identity inside pasacalle organizations allows one to 

visualize the synergetic dimension from which pasacalle activists emerge to construct an eclectic 

and sometimes conflicting social reality. Pasacalle organizations in VES have essentially 

reclaimed key elements of their own hegemonic disenfranchisement, however, paradoxically 

relying on the very same types of racial essentialisms that have traditionally been used to 

marginalize them for the purpose of combatting that marginalization. In adopting “Black 

power”—vitality, strength, joyfulness—as an antidote to “Andean weakness”—they have in at 

least some sense managed to circumvent centuries of repression and oppression at the hands of 

criollo and dominant foreign powers, in the process claiming some significant measure of power, 

agency, and pride for themselves. 

Pasacalle organizations such as Kilombo work in accordance with an infrastructure 

determined by weekly practicing sessions. In the particular case of Kilombo, musical routines are 

mixed with drama-acting techniques that aim to cultivate a more sensual and extroverted style of 

playing. In general, VES pasacalle organizations depend on the establishment of these sorts of 

physical and conceptual spaces that serve as platforms for the daily improvement of practitioners 

in matters of intragroup communication and self-realization. These infrastructures consist of 

repeated, self-enhancing routines and various spaces that function as platforms for 

experimentation, can be further described as forming synergetic nodules for interpersonal social 

action. These nodules comprise areas of action in which agency is deployed to construct dynamic 

community cells and networks of shared knowledge. In the long run, effective communal 

interaction and self-improvement serve the purpose of building open-ended life-processes 

informed by practitioners’ particular views and aspirations. Moreover, these nodules are always 

interactive and communicative; they depend on the partners’ collaboration in order to make 

sense of the world from a social and aesthetic point of view. From within this synergetic activity 

emerge life-processes defined by an idealized search for movement or energia as epitomes of 

self-actualization. 
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Movement all throughout: A Saturday Afternoon Pasacalle with La Retumba and 

Kataplum Suena 

 

I viscerally experienced the particular feeling—rather than just the idea—of movement as 

a vehicle for self-liberation when I participated in my first pasacalle in June 2013. Carlos 

Olivares, the leader of Kataplum Suena, invited me to an event organized by a school located 

next to Avenida Separadora Industrial (Industrial Divider Avenue), a main street on the east side 

of the district. This street literally divides the residential area of Villa El Salvador from the 

developing Parque Industrial (Industrial Park), an extended commercial zone housing a large 

number of medium-size workshops, factories, and stores owned by home-grown guilds of 

workers and craftsmen. The construction of the Parque Industrial began in 1987. Since that time, 

the ongoing planning and construction of this major developmental project has been a milestone 

in the history of the district; local residents and founding citizens show how proud they are when 

talking about the Parque. This was a project imagined by the founders of CUAVES founders and 

envisioned as the ideal self-sustained economic organism that would provide jobs and steady 

income for the community, as well as help the district to reduce its dependency on metropolitan 

Lima. In addition, the Parque was planned for the specific goal of fostering the economic growth 

of the small and medium sized businesses launched by manual laborers and craftsmen shortly 

after their settlement in the desert. Building upon its relentless grassroots political activity and its 

various international connections with transnational NGOs, CUAVES managed to provide 

economic incentives and facilitate the acquisition of land for the non-traditional local 

entrepreneurs, that is, the Andean businessmen who would normally not qualify for financial 

support in metropolitan Lima’s formal banking system, which has been dominantly reserved for 

criollo or white elites. Ultimately, the multiple associations of neighbors/entrepreneurs who 

aided in the gradual development of the park were able to achieve significant economic growth. 

Notably, entrepreneurs undertook the project on the basis of communal cooperation, which was 

exemplified by a well-organized and self-managed union of workers. For these reasons, the 

rising success of the Parque Industrial speaks to the people of VES about the positive and real 

rewards that can be formed through maintaining the local ethos of mutuality and cooperation. 

Today, the project has become Lima’s central location in the areas of carpentry and handmade 

wood furniture. As a commercial center, it is still growing fast and generating thousands of job 
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that are filled almost entirely by local residents. The event I was invited to attend was a pasacalle 

held in the Colegio Emmanuel, a K-12 school located in the vicinity of this important industrial 

complex. 

During a street rehearsal a few days before this event, Carlos Olivares and I agreed to 

meet at his house, located in Cerro Lagarto (Alligator Hill). “It is a humble place on the hill,” he 

cautioned me, while the band was grooving and having fun with their tambores in the middle of 

the street. “There is a tree outside my house and an anvil that we use to fold construction iron 

bars,” he continued, while I wrote down the directions. “My house is made of wood and you will 

see an old sweater hanging out on the front.” He was very specific about these things, perhaps 

fearing I would not be able to find his place—especially because, as I learned later, most houses 

in this area lack address plaques. The original idea was to depart together with the entire troupe 

from Carlos’ house the day of the performance. This would allow me to follow the members’ 

actions throughout the day and to observe the kind of process that engrosses organizations every 

time they carry out a formal pasacalle. This process would typically involve the assembly of 

musicians, the transportation of the instruments to the performance location, a quick and 

informal in-situ rehearsal prior to the parade, and finally the actual pasacalle followed by a lunch 

celebration called compartir (sharing).  

On Saturday morning of that same week, I visited Carlos’ house on Cerro Lagarto. The 

time he spent giving me all the detailed directions transcribed above proved to be born out of a 

real concern. It took me at least forty minutes to find his home, after the torito dropped me off 

some blocks away, at the foot of the hill. Due to the fact that houses in Cerro Lagarto lack 

addresses, I had to look for the anvil and the sweater hanging on the front door. While looking 

around, thinking that perhaps I would miss my first pasacalle (Carlos was not answering his 

phone either) I spoke to a group of women who were knocking on doors in the neighborhood. 

They were Christian evangelists spreading their biblical message, and one of the women kindly 

tried to help me using her personal map, which included various houses not formally registered 

in the municipal records. Following her recommendations, I decided to climb up the hill even 

further. A few minutes later, I found a pebbly path surrounded by big gray stones and ramshackle 

shelters that crowned the slope. A group of teenagers was hanging out in this area, standing up 

around a large boulder. I recognized some familiar faces in that group: they were some of the 

musicians I had seen rehearsing with Kataplum Suena at the roundabout a few days earlier. I 
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approached the group and asked for the whereabouts of Carlos. They directed me to his house, 

which was actually located next to the big boulder. 

 

 

4.3. Gathering at Cerro Lagarto with members of Kataplum Suena. 

 

Inside Carlos’ home there was a lot of activity going on. He asked me to wait for him in 

the small area next to the front door while he finished some business in the back. In this front 

area, there was a table with a few chairs and a television playing cartoons. Two small children 

were playing around. This caused me to remember Carlos mentioning in a previous conversation 

that his sister had a family and that he was single, but that he also wanted to raise his own family 

in the future. The living room was separated from the rest of the house by a blanket that hung 

from an electric cord extended beneath the calamina celling (corrugated iron). There were other 

cords and other blankets hanging on in the back of the building, which helped craft different 

spaces and rooms. The walls of Carlos’ house were made out of a combination of different 

construction materials: cardboard, wood, and sheets of calamina. The floor was mostly made out 

of the hill’s natural soil. There was sand and dust everywhere. The humidity and mist of the 

winter, plus the pervasive dustiness of the desert, made the house look murky from inside.  
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After thirty minutes of waiting and jotting down thoughts in my notebook, Carlos 

returned from the back of the house and asked me to go outside. Now there were other members 

of the organization waiting around the boulder. Carlos had some words with them, finalizing 

details about the best way to transport the instruments to Separadora Industrial. Carlos was also 

making calls to other members of the group to make sure that they were on their way to Cerro 

Lagarto. Finally, after an hour or so of waiting and gathering up the tambores, the group decided 

to depart. We all walked down the hill carrying tarolas, bombos, and repiques. Among us there 

was a smiling young member of the group, a short boy probably nine or ten years old. He was 

Carlos’ nephew and was in charge of carrying the snare drum. He was wearing the organization’s 

official t-shirt, which together with his assigned duty as the carrier of the snare drum seemingly 

made him proud and happy. As we reached the paved road, the next goal was to find a taxi large 

enough to transport all of us and all of the instruments to Separadora Industrial. After some 

failed attempts, Carlos made a good deal with the owner of a station wagon. Amazingly, we all 

managed to squeeze into the vehicle with the instruments and departed, laughing all the while at 

the ridiculousness of our extremely cramped condition. 

 

 

Fig. 4.4. Carrying tambores down the hill. 
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Fig. 4.5. Carlos Olivares’ nephew. 
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Getting Together, Getting in Shape 

When Carlos invited me to join his group for this parade, I became especially curious 

about the reasons behind this particular event. I asked him what was the purpose or the goal of 

the pasacalle and he replied with a generic statement: “this is to help a [female] friend.” He did 

not add more specific information, nor did he seem to feel the need to add anything else in order 

to explain the ultimate purpose of the parade. The logistics necessary to have the organization up 

and ready to perform were certainly taxing: it was a long and exhausting day of carrying heavy 

equipment, rehearsing, walking, and performing, as well as investing some precious soles 

(Peruvian currency) in transportation. These taxing demands made me think about other possible 

rewards besides the moral appeal of helping a dear friend. Throughout the day, and with 

continuous surprise at the various stages that structured the communal event, I got to learn more 

about the specific ways in which Carlos Olivares and his group helped this anonymous friend by 

performing the drums and their choreographic routines. The idea of helping someone, as I 

understood later on, was connected to the notion of gaining prestige, a notion that is held among 

most batucada players in the district. A successful, fluent, and sonically powerful performance 

was given that July morning for the purpose of assisting Carlos’ friend in gaining prestige as a 

school teacher of Colegio Emmanuel. The batucada performance was also useful for highlighting 

and spreading the name of Kataplum Suena as a leading ensemble of its kind across the district. 

Importantly, on this occasion, Carlos Olivares joined forces with La Retumba. Together, these 

two groups sought to turn the street performance into a propelling source of communal energy. 

As I explain later, the cooperative work carried out by both organizations aimed at forging a 

synergetic batucada act. In addition, their vigorous choreographic display of movement and 

sound intended to support the sport-themed procession organized by teachers and parents of the 

school. The parade, I learned later, was a celebration for the opening of Colegio Emmanuel’s 

annual Olympic Games. The coordinators of the event asked each of the school’s teachers to 

feature and develop with their students a theme based team which needed be inspired by a world 

nation (for instance, first grade students represented Peru, eight grade students Chile, and so 

forth). Carlos’ female friend was the coordinator of the kindergarten section, which represented 

Paraguay. Throughout the parade, both Kataplum Suena and La Retumba walked and performed 

together with the children of the “Paraguay” team. The show presented by the troupe formed by 

these two organizations was energized by the presence of stilted acrobats, jugglers, adults 
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carrying balloons and banners, and the school’s children wearing diverse costumes. All this 

regalia and activity helped the “Paraguay” team to gain recognition as one of the most 

impressive groups in the opening parade for Colegio Emmanuel’s Olympic Games. 

When Kataplum Suena arrived at the school, the first step was to find an open space for 

the group to rehearse and warm up prior to the pasacalle. While the members I accompanied in 

the cab were stepping out of the car and arranging their instruments in front of a house next to 

Colegio Emmanuel, other members of Kataplum Suena were arriving by foot carrying more 

tambores. Carlos’ friend, the kindergarten coordinator, came to the street to greet Carlos and his 

group and handed them a stack of plastic banners that they subsequently pasted to their drum 

basses. The banners spelled: “Kindergarten 5 Paraguay.” These would help identify the 

musicians of Kataplum and La Retumba as specific members of the kindergarten team and in 

that way would advertise among other participants and street audiences the quality of the artistic 

material presented by this troupe. In doing so, the “Paraguay” team attempted to gain prestige 

and excel as a leading ensemble in the performance. While Carlos and his friends were attaching 

these labels to their drums, I detected Michael Ramirez’s silhouette coming from a distant point 

in an adjacent street. He was carrying a huge bombo. At that time, I did not know that La 

Retumba was planning to join forces with Kataplum—this collaboration was not mentioned at all 

by Carlos Olivares in the morning. When Michael arrived at the rehearsal area, I welcomed him 

and told him that I was very excited about the event and that I was very much looking forward to 

seeing the two groups in action. 

The presence of La Retumba at Colegio Emmanuel was also surprising to me because 

during an interview with Michael a few days before, I pled with him to let me know whenever 

they were to perform a formal pasacalle. My ethnographic work, until that point—that is, before 

the day of the event at the colegio—had mainly focused on attending street rehearsals and 

training sessions. For that reason, I was eager to see the people of La Retumba and Kataplum in 

action, assuming that their continuous practicing in the streets of Villa was contingent on a busy 

agenda of more formal performances and presentations across the district. However, when I 

asked Michael Ramirez to offer me the dates of some future performances in that interview, he 

seemed rather ambiguous with his answer. He said that he and his group had organized a huge 

pasacalle several weeks ago, but that now he did not know exactly when they would be able to 

perform other pasacalles again. La Retumba did not have any official event scheduled for the 
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month of July, he added. However, just a few days after having this conversation, Michael 

arrived to Colegio Emmanuel with part of his team in order to fully collaborate on an extensive 

pasacalle. Seeing him arriving at the location made me reflect on the possible reasons why he did 

not call or ‘Facebook me’ to let me know about his participation in this event, as he said 

repeatedly promised that he would. Talking to him briefly prior to the Colegio Emmanuel 

parade—but also during another formal interview carried out on August 2013—I began to 

formulate a theory for Michael’s reserve to sharing information about his performances with me. 

It seemed to me that Michael and I had dissimilar definitions of what a performance was. 

Because of my education and professional development as a musician, my idea of a musical 

performance was closer to what Turino (2008) describes as an instance of “presentational music” 

(e.g., a concert given on a venue in front of a seated audience). Michael, perhaps, intuiting that I 

was looking to see La Retumba performing a concert in a formal pasacalle event featuring 

trained professional musicians in front of a savvy seated audience, politely refused to invite me 

to the type of minor pasacalles enacted at the colegio. For example, in the interview we carried 

out in August, Michael actually mentioned that they had also performed for the Municipal 

inauguration of a paved road, but he did not think this would interest me as a researcher, nor the 

pasacalle at Colegio Emmanuel. This attitude reflects the actual role of the audience in VES 

pasacalle rituality: there is never a clear distinction between performers and listeners in these 

kind of events. Furthermore, the street audiences most frequently do not formulate aesthetic 

judgments or expectations about the skills of pasacalle troupes.    

The act of performing a formal pasacalle was perhaps shaped in my mind by a biased 

perspective forged through many years of working as a professional musician in the United 

States. As I intuited in the subsequent days, after reflecting on the strong (and ambiguous) 

connections between practicing and performing as ensuing modes of presenting formal social 

interactions in VES rituality, the idea of offering a concert (un concierto) was for the most part 

not appropriate to pasacalle organizations in the area. When Michael and the teens of La 

Retumba arrived at Colegio Emmanuel walking through a dusty lane flanked by isolated bushes 

and big brown cactuses, the group rapidly disbanded and integrated with the members of 

Kataplum Suena—who were already warming up in the street. As La Retumba’s players 

managed to promptly assimilate themselves into the existing cohort of musicians, I perceived 

how their idiosyncratic ties as members of discrete cultural organizations were blurred and 
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reworked for the purpose of furnishing, right on the spot, a new batucada/pasacalle ensemble 

featuring the name of the “Paraguay” team as a foremost conceptual theme. La Retumba’s 

assimilation into this new team was carried out for example through their willingness to paste 

banners around their instruments already painted with organization-specific designs; but also, 

more importantly, the assimilation was accomplished by La Retumba leaders’ (Michael, Omar) 

openness to maintain a laid back conversation with Carlos Olivares in order to determine the best 

course of action to provide energetic music for the pasacalle—they spent several minutes 

discussing the rhythms and cortes that would be used during the parade.  

 

 

Fig. 4.6. Gathering before the pasacalle: musicians, neighbors, food vendors. 

 

Fiesta in a Trans-Territorial and Conceptual Ritual Space 

While the members of both organizations were transforming their respective and discrete 

groups into the composite “Paraguay” team, the surrounding space of the street next to Colegio 

Emmanuel started to evolve into a festive celebration 
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Fig. 4.7. Attaching labels to the drums. 

 

Drummers were hanging out in small practicing cohorts across the dusty lane, many school 

children surrounded or looked at them with an attentive glaze. Some parents and teachers were 

also finalizing details regarding the costumes, balloons, and face painting featured in the parade. 

Neighbors were popping out from their home’s windows or flat roofs trying to follow the train of 

events. Various food vendors had already arrived on the scene and started heating their grills to 

cook and sell sausages, picarones, and anticuchos.50 Pockets of practicing musicians were spread 

across the lane following the subgrouping rehearsal approach used by Kataplum Suena on its 

weekly rehearsals (see Chapter III). These isolated groups of drummers were playing diverse 

interlocking patterns and periodically repeating a few cortes. There were also at least five male 

                                                             

50 Picarones and anticuchos are traditional criollo dishes (respectively, fried doughnuts made 

with sweet potato flour and covered with assorted fruits syrup and grilled beef heart brochettes). 
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jugglers tossing clubs to the air, while two acrobats were working collaboratively on a routine 

consisting on maintaining equilibrium on jumping stilts.  

 

 

Fig. 4.8. Acrobats working collaboratively. 

 

While the drummers were warming up, they consistently raised the volume and intensity 

of their playing. The excitement and passion associated with loudness in pasacalle performativity 

was clearly being deployed as an introductory stage to the grand parade. In this fashion, the 

“Paraguay” team was already performing/practicing with enthusiasm when unexpectedly this 

caused a minor incident involving a local resident. This person, a middle-age man and neighbor 

of Colegio Emanuel, came out of his house stating authoritatively that the drummers should stop 
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playing. The way in which the man demanded this was menacing. He said that his wife was 

trying to get their baby to sleep in the house and the noise was obnoxious. The drummers, 

consequently, stopped for a few minutes and socialized in the street. This evolved into an 

engaging gathering filled with chatting and profuse laughing. It seemed clear to me that every 

musician in the street knew each other well and that, even though they belonged to 

different/competing organizations, they were tacitly part of a larger web of pasacalle artists who 

supported and encouraged each other no matter the undercurrent rivalries.  

At some point, we all were invited to enter Colegio Emmanuel. In the interior of the 

building, students and teachers were getting ready for the inauguration of the Olympic Games. 

The kickoff for the opening ceremony was the grand pasacalle, which would travel around the 

residential group where the school was located. The courtyard at the center of the school building 

was filled with rows of students wearing colorful costumes, waving diverse national flags, 

holding balloons, chatting aloud, and showing a contagious excitement about the celebration 

soon to come. The environment was bursting with energía and teachers did their best to keep 

students within their respective teams. A female teacher stood up on a balcony on the second 

floor of the building and, holding a megaphone, spoke to the students commandingly. She 

required everyone to stay put, to stop talking, and to allow other teams to get in their respective 

places so that the Olympic Games could be launched. This teacher even mentioned specific 

names stating that these particular students would be reprimanded if continuing with their 

disruptive behavior. Once a bit of order and silence was accomplished, the teacher with the 

megaphone asked everyone, students and teachers alike, to recite the Heavenly Father prayer as 

an introduction for the kickoff. In that moment, while all students (and especially the youngest 

ones) started to pray, I witnessed a scene that impacted me profoundly. A very small six or seven 

year-old child from the “Uruguay” team, who was dressed as an impersonation of the 

Argentinean soccer star Diego Maradona, showed himself deeply engulfed in the recitation of the 

prayer.51 His eyes were closed, his hands in prayer position, and he was holding an Uruguayan 

flag. The student wore a thick black curly hair wig (mimicking Maradona’s famous hairstyle) 

                                                             

51 The fact that soccer star Maradona is originally from Argentina did not seem incongruent 

among the adults in charge of the “Uruguay” team. 
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and a white-light blue striped soccer t-shirt. His face and body, disguised as they were with those 

bizarre items, transpired nonetheless peaceful beatitude. 

 

 

Fig. 4.9. A praying child. 

 

Once the praying came to an end, a shy adolescent wearing a short skirt and a red t-shirt 

with the word España (Spain) stamped on the front came running from outside the building 

carrying the Olympic torch. This marked the inauguration of the games and subsequently the 

teacher with the megaphone invited everyone to celebrate the kickoff with a grand pasacalle that 

she described as a “parade of the countries.” In this parade, each grade of Colegio Emmanuel 

would do its best to show their energy and enthusiasm through a flamboyant display of bodily 

demeanor, unapologetic joy, and colorful costumes. The backbone of this choreographic 

spectacle was of course the “Paraguay” team’s batucada comprising La Retumba and Kataplum 
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Suena. The “Paraguay” team, for this single reason, was already gaining a great deal of attention 

as one of the most energetic grades in the Olympic Games, even though the students lining up in 

its ranks were among the youngest ones in the school. Following the praying and the last 

announcement from the teacher in the balcony, the batucada cohort started to roar their bass and 

snare drums. The teacher called everyone to begin the walk and to “dance to the sway of the 

music.” Parents and students were blowing whistles and plastic cornets creating a profuse texture 

of sounds that sometimes was piercing and other times fused into a cacophonic stream of 

overlapping rhythmic patterns. The energía, a term understood here as the quality of being in 

movement and in consonance with a driving communal experience, was high, and this reflected 

on the transformation of the soundscape. When the turn came for the “Paraguay” team to join the 

walking line of the parade, the bursting activity of the pasacalle organizations’ members 

overtook the courtyard of Colegio Emmanuel. The members in charge of the bass drums 

produced an explosive groove. On the top of this wavy pulse, Omar, who was leading the cohort, 

laid down an intricate repique solo. The snare drums helped to multiply the timbral shades of the 

group’s dense sound. Ahead of the musicians, in the front line of the formation, the unexpected 

figure of a Chinese dragon emerged. It was carried out by six crouching teenagers and was 

painted with green and red colors. The members in charge of carrying the dragon alternated 

bending down and standing up in order to make the long costume wave as a flying snake. Two 

other members wearing spring-like tilts were jumping next to the dragon. The remaining 

attendees at the event joined the lane formed by the batucada group and the acrobats and 

thereafter exited Colegio Emmanuel to take to the adjacent street and to continue around the 

neighborhood carrying forward the grand parade. 

While walking in the front of the batucada cohort, Omar balanced his arms sweepingly, 

marking the march’s pace while also blowing a metal whistle that invigorated the musicians’ 

playing with its high-pitched percussive sound. This sound of the batucada, together with the 

many other aerophones played by the remaining walking participants (whistles of diverse kind, 

cornets, horns), called the attention of neighbors inside their houses. They opened their front 

doors and came out to see what was going on in the street. They also leaned out from their 

windows or climbed up on their rooftops observing and listening to the walking fiesta, which 

was ostensibly the opposite of the normal state of affairs on a typical Saturday afternoon. When 

the parade reached a main paved road, the walkers turned right and continued the march. A car, 
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probably driven by a parent or another teacher, was parked in the middle of this road blocking 

the traffic in order to protect the children. Several vehicles were obstructed and drivers 

insistently honked their horns adding even more layers of sounds to the pasacalle’s already thick 

sonic texture. The fact that every team in the parade featured a dissimilar dominant color—or a 

combination of colors—in their outfits (light blue, burgundy, orange, white) instilled a 

transformative element in the streets of the residential group, normally filled with gray and dusty 

tonalities—the costumes altered the characteristic everyday landscape tinted with the dry reddish 

colors of the brick walls of the unfinished homes. One of the first grade coordinators was holding 

a banner that read “there is no failure until we stop trying.” This was the “Peruvian” team. There 

were not many children in this group, but mostly young women marching to make up for a 

number of absent children. The “Greece” team, wearing shinny light-blue shirts and walking 

next to the “Peru” team, was supported by an adult fully dressed as a cartoon-like wolf who 

would dance and jump next to the children. A short distance ahead, the “Holland” team, all in 

orange and white, was accompanied by another adult wearing a Winnie the Pooh costume. Other 

teams had their children shaking metal cans that were filled with noisemaking materials. The 

view of these various characters and participants wearing dissimilar outfits and producing 

cracking noises and sharp whistles created a kaleidoscopic multisensorial effect. 

 

 

Fig. 4.10. Chinese Dragon. 
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The pasacalle continued moving and swaying with all its colors, sounds, and multimodal 

expressiveness along the paved road until it turned right once again in order to reach the street 

market in the residential group. In this area, the path became a dirt road and there were many 

people shopping for groceries. Carlos Olivares was exerting a great deal of physical energy as a 

rhythmic anchor at the back of the batucada line. Contrary to the usual way pasacalle 

organizations deploy their drummers, Carlos was carrying two big bombos instead of one. The 

belt that supported both drums was fixed around his waist and his t-shirt noticeably showed 

marks of the instruments’ heaviness. Despite the great effort spent on carrying these instruments, 

while also keeping a steady march’s pace, Carlos was able to hit the drums loudly; he projected 

vigor. Behind the batucada troupe, other teams were making an effort to capture the attention of 

the passersby in the street market. For instance, the students of eleventh grade (the Spain team) 

featured three pasacalle members wearing Sesame Street’s Elmo, Winnie the Pooh’s Tigger, and 

Mickey Mouse costumes. Female students had painted their faces with yellow stars and adorned 

their long dark hair with red and yellow ribbons. Behind these line of participants, the students of 

the “Germany” team were proudly showing off with the tallest stilted clown of the parade. The 

clown was wearing a crown made of interwoven balloons and was rhythmically waving the 

German national flag. This team even boasted with the presence of two drummers who were 

playing the son montuno Afro-Cuban clave and improvising different rhythms upon it.  

At the front of the line, pedestrians were becoming disordered. The street market was full 

of people and there were many food vendors placed on the sides of the road, making it difficult 

for the participants to continue the march in a cohesive manner. At the back of the line, 

concurrently, the school children kept walking and holding their colorful national banners. The 

low frequencies of the “Paraguay” team’s bass drums could be heard powerfully and robust 

coming from the front line and embracing the neighborhood’s space. Interestingly, the two 

teenagers who were playing snare drums on the back line of the parade (with the “Germany” 

team) were visibly and energetically competing against the overwhelming sound of the batucada 

formed by La Retumba and Kataplum Suena. In this manner, the “Germany” team attempted to 

gain a noticeable place in the soundscape, especially by punctuating their variations of the son 

clave with passion and command. Nonetheless, the overpowering sound of the “Paraguay” team 

largely dominated and therefore kept their prestige among the event’s participants. This 

particular passage of the pasacalle was especially interesting because it involved a transient 
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moment of dissolution (of the chief parade line) and encounter (with the market’s passersby): 

walking across the street market, in a sense, forced the participants to get in close proximity with 

the neighbors who were attending the street market. There were many vendors on the sidewalks: 

fruit and vegetable sellers, locksmiths, clothes and toys merchants; there were prominent piles of 

potatoes and other tubers covered with brown soil displayed in the middle of the row (something 

that duplicated a common scene in rural Andean street markets). A group of children passed by 

walking near the piles of tubers; they were chanting and repeating over and over the word 

Holanda! (Holland) with a tuneful phrasing. Another woman in the street was selling poultry in 

her stand and she seemed captivated by the look of the students strolling down the road with 

colorful banners and balloons. Some automobiles and minivans were parked in the middle of the 

street, blocking the free flow of the walkers.  

The “parade of the countries” organized by Colegio Emmanuel and energized by the 

“Paraguay” team’s musical and acrobatic troupe, proved to be a synergetic nodule for the 

encounter of neighbors and walkers. While running from one end of the pasacalle to the other 

holding my video camera and trying to capture every detail in the texture of the communal ritual, 

I only perceived smiling, curious, and surprised faces emerging from the diverse audiences 

standing up in corners, running along the sidewalks, and relaxing at the front doors of their 

houses. The unusual display of a myriad of colors accentuated by the teams’ use of different 

motifs—which ranged from variegated colors of national flags to iconic international mainstream 

imagery—led to transform the everyday outlook of this otherwise average VES residential 

population. The explosive playing of the batucada also helped to attract people who came from 

adjacent alleys to follow the chain of events. Adults arrived with children to witness the passing 

troop. Shoppers at the street market had to go around the musicians and children in order to reach 

the vendors. I perceived a general sense of communion based on the nearness of the neighbors’ 

and performers’ bodies moving in different directions but nonetheless embraced simultaneously 

by the sounds of the batucada ensemble. Such a communal encounter was promoted by the 

enactment of movement and the expressive codes accomplished through sound and body 

performance. Inhabitants and passersby engaged in a transient space defined by open eclecticism. 

The school’s students and the pasacalle organizations brought about a branching out modality to 

express instances of personal and collective energy. For instance, some children articulated their 
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personal sense of pride and their search for prestige by repeating in a tuneful but vehement 

manner the names of their teams.  

Others would blow sonorous cornets or shake metal cans to show the street audience that 

they could deploy booming energy. Additionally, some other teams would carry banners with 

cryptic but expressive messages such as “First grade: present!” Such form of a self-defining 

badge (a written slogan that communicates a basic and profound existential statement) revealed 

to me the importance of understanding physical (as well as emotional and spiritual) presence as 

an embodied political statement within VES ontology. The actual being there of the participants, 

the sounds they produced, their colorful clothes, the balloons, the chants, and the synergetic 

choreographies they deployed, all these accounted for an essential principle that enriched the 

aesthetic diversity of the ongoing event: participants were proving their existence by performing 

with energy and passion. This idea came to my mind when reflecting upon the historical impact 

of the VES migratory experience in the 1970s and 80s, when citizenship was granted (and legally 

recognized) in the district by merely being there. The CUAVES convention specified that the 

only requirement for pioneers to gain citizenship and to be recognized as parcel owners was to 

stay in their huts and precarious constructions until a census was done. This notion of being fully 

present in a given situation was recreated in the “parade of the countries;” it granted actors the 

ability to create a ritual space in which energy produced dissimilar artistic shapes. In his 

important ethnographic work focused on Andean trans-territorial communities, Paerregaard notes 

that Amerindian “[m]igrant societies are made up of distinct and dissimilar groups of people” 

(1997: 47) and therefore this differentiation validates the argument that “[o]nly by studying the 

complexity of relations that either unite and bind or split and separate groups will we be able to 

understand the true nature of contemporary Andean culture” (ibid.). Paerragaard makes a case 

when he relates contemporary Andean consciousness to the trans-territorial nature of its evolving 

and innovative cultural projects. Encounters and dis-encounters are the basis for awakening 

social change and political organization among Amerindians; therefore, the social mechanisms 

that are rehearsed by VES migrants also reflect the sphere of conflict and reconciliation 

permitted by the co-creation of spaces in pasacalle rituality.     
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Flexibility 

The parade of the countries provided pasacalle participants with the opportunity to branch 

out in order to articulate expressions of energy and movement. In their aesthetic makeup, these 

branching out modalities correlate to a definition of modern Andean culture as trans-territorial 

and kaleidoscopic. The central eclecticism found in Amerindian notions of performance relate 

therefore to Paerregaard’s assumption that this same cultural variability is fundamental to 

supporting the emergence of disenfranchised indigenous people in an unequal national 

panorama. “Andean people,” he writes, “practice apparently incompatible life-styles while rising 

above Peru’s economic, social and ethnic boundaries and the historical divide among its people 

in their endeavor to create new livelihoods and forge new identities” (1997: 20). On a similar 

issue, but more specifically related to sound performance, Alan Merriam has discussed the 

expressive capabilities of music-making as an open medium for furnishing contestation and/or 

agreement in matters of social communication. He argues that “meaning in music is not fixed by 

the common consent of those who create or listen to it; rather it is emotions and general meaning 

sets which are expressed [through music]” (1964: 233). Quoting Susanne Langer, Merriam adds 

that music is an “unconsummated symbol” and that “articulation is its life, but not assertion” 

(ibid.). Musical routines and drills (as well as choreographic bodily designs) usually enable 

pasacalle practitioners to articulate their vital experiences of life using individual and borrowed 

expressive codes without the need of adhering to or defending particular pre-existent models. 

Pasacalle performativity, in this regard, becomes meaningful because of this same potential to 

“articulate rather than assert” subjective contents. Moreover, the multiple and overlapping sonic 

utterances, choreographic displays, and thematic developments advanced by the participants at 

the parade of the countries dramatically embodied “apparently incompatible” aesthetic 

constructions that nonetheless were cohesively congruent with notions of movement and 

invention characterizing Andean communities’ strategies for migratory adaptation. 

On the issue of resilience and aesthetic eclecticism, Michael from La Retumba made an 

insightful statement regarding the importance of flexibility as an embodied practice that 

functions also as a referential mark in the ideals of pasacalle organizations. Talking about his 

learning process and practicing routines, he recounted the story of his first visits to the Casas de 

La Juventud and how he got acquainted for the first time with the sounds of a batucada 

ensemble: 
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Encouraged by my brother, I went to this Casa de la Juventud and I saw that people there 

were rehearsing batucada. Of course, it was not like today. Because, in the past, batucada 

groups used to play only percussion not the real batucada music [sic]. They would 

perform ritmos bases [basic rhythms] and then they would make up cortes. Today is 

different. Now the majority plays rhythms that are strictly from there, from the place in 

which batucada was born […] I really liked what I saw during that visit to the Casa de la 

Juventud and I came back soon. I used to listen to every sound they performed and 

learned some things in that way (although I was not performing, I was just a listener). 

One day there was a musician missing and I said “sure, I’ll cover for him.” I started to 

play what we call the compas [meter, timing], the marcación [pulse] using the fondos. 

And I quickly learned the trick. Because, you know, people who listen to music and 

human beings in general always have compas, it is just a matter of logic and to work on 

it, to develop the ear and the innate ability. That’s the way I learned all the instruments. I 

used to hear and learn everything from my place in the band [that is, Michael learned to 

play the snare drums and the repique listening, while simultaneously playing the bass 

drum]. And I liked that, because when we do pasacalles we need to play hard and 

continuously, and when you have to carry your instrument all the time it kind of blocks 

your movement a lot. But when you play the bombo, you can use one hand to hit it and 

the other one to support yourself. So, I learned to play by ear. However, my peers helped 

me a great deal by telling me things like “your tonada (tune), that is, your compas and 

armonia [harmony] is too dry, too robotic.” This pushed me forward to improve myself 

and to learn other patterns and instruments. 

 

When talking about the issue of playing too robotically, Michael described this as the last 

stage in the learning process prior to mastery, which establishes a clear divide between the 

condition of being an apprentice and that of a real batucada player. For him and his peers, being 

a percussionist means not only being able to memorize and master the different rhythms and 

cortes of the batucada tradition or merely mastering related techniques or even the development 

of endless stamina, but gaining flexibility to express the colorful nuances defining the style—

what Michael described as the “harmony, tune, or timing” elements produced by non-pitched 

instruments. In the same interview, Michael went on to describe the elements of pasacalle 
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performativity, elements which convinced him about the importance of keeping a regular 

schedule of practice inside his own organization and, furthermore, about the necessity of 

becoming a leader to spread the communal art among the youth. 

 

What I like the most about the batucada is the ganas52 [the energies, the willingness to 

perform, the appetite], the harmony, the ambience, you know […] Look, when I am about 

to go out and play batucada in the street, I usually listen to hard and potent music, like 

rock, trance, or maybe a reggaeton, a Colombian or Mexican rap […] Also, what I like is 

the fact that we can be playful with what we know. But to be honest, the best thing is the 

ganas, the potency that batucada awakes in you. It liberates your mind. My friends in the 

organization feel the same. Since there is a lot of physical activity, they have to use their 

arms and apply a lot of strength, this kind of thing helps to get rid of tension.  

 

Ganas, harmony, and tuneful playing, I would contend, are synonymous with energía and 

fluency at the level of cognitive/somatic performance. These are enjoyable features, but also 

manifestations of energy that nourish the branches of multimodal musicality found in pasacalle 

activities. By multimodal musicality I refer to the integrated ensemble of activities, sensations, 

behaviors, thoughts, and creative manifestations that are enacted during rehearsals and parades 

and that engage participants in a state of continuous inner/outer movement, which are musical. 

Experiences of embodied power and rhythmic attunement among participants are also 

demonstrative of the pasacalle’s ability to foster diverse modes of communication. These 

variegated (and seemingly incongruent) palettes of expressive codes were present at the Colegio 

Emmanuel’s parade and in other pasacalles I attended during fieldwork. They account for VES’ 

ethos of reciprocity, which as an overarching (but by no means rigid) social standard permits and 

                                                             

52 To some extent, the meaning of the Spanish words ganas in Michael’s usage has a similar 

connotation to that of energía; both terms denote an inner driving force, excitement, or positive 

and constructing impetus. However, the word energía encompasses a much broader spectrum of 

metaphorical overtones related to positive (psychosomatic) movement and agency, which 

subsumes the somehow narrower meaning of ganas—a Spanish noun that ultimately merely 

describes a bodily condition. 
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even impels the diversification of expressive vocabularies for the purpose of achieving highly 

adaptable communal textures. Throughout my fieldwork in the district, I came to realize that this 

tenuous conception of social structure—perhaps better described by using Sahlins’ 

reconceptualization of kinship as mutuality of being—relates to the search for a flexible mode of 

being as an all-encompassing (and ethically idealized) process of human adaptation.  

 

 

 

Fig. 4.11. Parade of the countries. 

 

Flexibility as an embodied practice and conceptual reference has been a focus of the 

recently emergent discipline of medical ethnomusicology. Important theories on this subject 

were furnished by Gregory Bateson during the 1970s, when he proposed the “practice of 

flexibility” (1972: 494) as a fundamental practice that facilitates societies and cultures to achieve 

ecological health: 
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I suggest then that a healthy ecology of human civilization would be defined somewhat as 

follows: A single system of environment combined with high human civilization in which 

the flexibility of the civilization shall match that of the environment to create an ongoing 

complex system, open-ended for slow change of even basic (hard-programmed) 

characteristics (ibid.). 

 

Bateson’s point of view allows for an understanding of cultural innovation as an essential 

tool for survival. The VES communal practice of the pasacalle, in that regard, reflects a 

consciousness of cultural transformation that is tied to Bateson’s take on flexibility as an 

“uncommitted potentiality for change”53 (1972: 497). The ideological foundation of dense sound 

quality scenarios in the music produced by Andean local and trans-local communities relies on 

people’s search for (sonic) spaces that nourish a plurality of agreeing and conflicting voices. As 

shown in the ethnography of Colegio Emmanuel’s pasacalle, VES parades are characterized by 

their fractal performativity: participants, listeners, passersby, and organizers remain 

fundamentally open to the various cultural idioms that may arise in the spur of the moment. 

Pasacalle performativity indeed possesses a potentiality to rework and rephrase embodied 

subjective and shared discourses. Participants are tacitly permitted to borrow international 

popular iconic imagery (such as Walt Disney’s characters) or to rehearse non-traditional musical 

expressions as long as these revitalize the important goals of the performance, which are 1) to 

collectively promote a spirit of mutuality and 2) to individually articulate a search for prestige 

and personal pride. These two goals are pragmatically intertwined. The spirit of improving 

oneself, which is tied to the social attitudes maintained among the Peruvian rural youth is also 

pursued in Villa El Salvador. In order to freely and collaboratively engage practitioners and 

neighbors in the self-sustained web of reciprocity that supports the district’s economy, these 

same agents must develop a sense of personal power and self-determination. As Pamela Otoya 

suggested, a pedagogical aim of the batucada has been to empower young musicians with forms 

of energy that relate, within VES’s ontology, to bodily, cognitive, and emotional suppleness. 

Against enculturated behaviors of introversion and uncertain decision-making, practicing the 

                                                             

53 Italicized in the original. 
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Afro-Brazilian drums posits an integrally dynamic attitude that engages body, spirit, cognition, 

and emotion. This, according to organizations’ leaders, ultimately leads to strengthening the 

entrepreneurial spirit of the youth with creativity, flexibility and assertiveness, prompting 

initiative, good teamwork attitudes, and critical thinking. In short, openness to contribute and to 

collaborate is dependent as well on the re-energized self-esteem sought by pasacalle activists. 

But potential for change requires more than the interconnection of communal and 

individual projects. The type of suppleness activated by the pasacalle’s eclectic and permissive 

aesthetic framework can only be supported by practicing that embeds all related activities. From 

such a perspective, practice becomes the finalized, formal performance itself, while also 

allowing ample room for experimentation, a lack of constricting goal-oriented behaviors, and a 

willingness to agree and divert with (and from) others in spontaneous ways. Being together in the 

context of a VES parade does not limit participants to playing the same rhythmic patterns; 

beyond the immediate musical components shaping the style, being together implies a 

physical/emotional closeness among participants and passersby, a closeness that can successfully 

reabsorb any incongruent overlapping of cultural, generational, or ideological expressions. 

Furthermore, the type of ruptures and interconnections enacted among participants during 

performances involves an unconcealed disregard for held notions of correctness in Andean or 

criollo music traditions. Pasacalle players are interested in maintaining, on the other hand, a fluid 

agenda of practicing sessions and formal performances as long as these two activities remain 

coupled to the enactment of the overarching ethos constructed by the founding pioneers and 

maintained subsequently by younger generations of migrants. As Bateson affirmed, “[t]o 

maintain the flexibility of a given [cultural] variable, either flexibility must be exercised, or the 

encroaching variables must be directly controlled” (1972: 503). In other words, the musical 

variables or idioms utilized by performers are consistently reworked and re-phrased helping in 

this way to preserve the spontaneous drive for personal change.  

An example illustrating the pasacalle’s inner variability was seen in the replacement of 

the Andean-derived improvisatory percussion for the Afro-Brazilian batucada. The insertion of 

“Blackness” into music, according to Pamela’s view, aimed at contesting Lima’s post-colonial 

notions of Andeaness. As discussed, Amerindian inhabitants, in this view, are perceived as 

ethnically stiff, cowardly, lacking confident, and sad. On the other hand, the idealized traits 

associated with an “Afro-Brazilian race” become the opposite: supple, confident, and joyous. 
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Therefore, batucada players necessarily had to endure a transformation of their cultural personae 

if they were to master the communal art form. Simultaneously, pasacalle organizations are 

bodies of social and cosmic interaction that are shaped by a contemporary Andean 

consciousness. For this reason, the associates’ membership in a network of cooperative entities 

must necessarily maintain a continuous practice of mutability (an enduring reworking of identity 

that manifests in the eclecticism of agents’ expressive modes). I perceived this willingness (and 

skillfulness) to move from one cultural or ethnic mode to another as a clear display of flexibility. 

As Koen (2006; 2008; 2013) and Hinton (1999; 2008) have shown in their research regarding 

mechanisms of healing through culturally-situated sonic practices, music-making can become a 

means to transform lives positively, especially when fostering lithe mind/body attitudes in 

musicians and listeners. When confronting disadvantaged political, social, or economic situations 

such as the ones that are pervasive in a place like Villa El Salvador, sometimes the healthiest 

response could be not to attack the undesirable situation but to navigate it. This is exactly the 

point Hinton makes when explaining the way listening to (and performing) music can spur 

modes of inner transformation: 

 

Within musicology, certain authors suggest that listening to music is a kind of practicing 

cognitive flexibility: when one shifts the attentional focus from one to another of several 

melodic lines, a kind of figure-ground reversal occurs […]. Several patterns may be 

present simultaneously, and the person may attend to all the patterns dimensions at once; 

in a kind of gestalt. But then, inevitably, the mind attends to one and then another of these 

layers. As attention shifts from one pattern dimension to another, there is a great sense of 

transformation—of parallel universes of possible meaning. One learns a lesson: each 

situation has multiple meaning dimensions, each of which may be engaged. The present 

mind-set is not the only possible one. With a shift of attention, a new dimension may be 

discovered and engaged (2008: 132). 

 

It can be said that pasacalle practitioners rehearse attention shifts and identity mutability 

through the various modalities of performance encompassed in parade rituality. Furthermore, the 

open aesthetic framework that shapes pasacalles is interlinked with the ideal goal of “learning” a 

lesson in adaptability through cultural innovation. Koen argues that, as certain “music 
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encourages states of flexibility in specific areas or the whole of a person’s being, new generative 

cognitive material can be introduced through exemplars of the desired state, quality, or outcome, 

and the multiple associations they evoke” (2013: 195). Convinced that Afro-Brazilian batucada 

music and circus-related arts help to insert a transformative element in pasacalle 

performativity—that is, a reversal from Andean stiffness to African suppleness—VES 

organizations promote activities that habitually foster a continued shift in attentional focus and 

the acquisition of cultural mobility. The desire to educate eclectic young artists has led people 

such as Kilombo’s Pamela to apply this sort of thinking to their practicing routines. Lastly, the 

repetition and gradual variation of bodily and instrumental drills is also an applied mechanism 

that fosters the type of cognitive flexibility discussed by Koen and Hinton. In the particular case 

of the pasacalle, the cultural foundation for this systematization of change lies within the 

historical context of the district and the ideological postulates introduced by the founding 

pioneers. 

 

A Vision of the Past and a Held Notion of Sharing 

 

When the parade, at its conclusion, wound back around to the residential area and arrived 

at its commencement point, the musicians ended their performance and the student teams 

returned to the Colegio Emmanuel. The entire event, I felt, was a celebration dedicated to the 

children themselves. The long line of participants invaded the dusty streets of the neighborhood, 

sorting through vendor’s stands, automobiles, toritos, undulating amid other walkers who were 

crossing the market, ultimately grabbing the attention of most inhabitants in the area. Among this 

cohort of voluntary and involuntary contributors, the children stood out as the central piece in the 

visual and emotional display of the show; the children were the ones wearing the most colorful 

costumes, the paint on the face, and they were the ones carrying most of the national banners and 

the balloons. The pasacalle line presented the children of the neighborhood to the walking 

audiences in a mode of ritual fiesta that implicitly paid homage to the new energies and the 

emerging pride promised by this younger generation of VES citizens. In addition, the parade 

became a platform for performers (musicians, clowns, acrobats, noise-makers) to show their own 

animo (courage, soul, positive attitude, zest) especially through a demonstration of physical 

stamina and choreographic fluency. The drummers maintained a forceful playing and rhythmic 
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pace throughout the walk, making their living presence in the neighborhood known. As 

suggested before, the pasacalle possesses a presentational character in which attention-grabbing 

sounds and visual cues serve the purpose of producing constant shifts of focus on both 

performers and audience alike thus instilling embodied modes of flexibility. The presentational 

character of the pasacalle also encompasses a rotund authentication of participants’ living and 

sentient bodies, which inscribe their presence across the urban landscape. This inscription of 

experience is always spontaneous and non-robotic, to use a descriptor employed by La 

Retumba’s Michael. The walk across the grupo residencial was then also a testimony that 

interconnected the lives of inhabitants within an intergeneration and intercultural enmesh of 

knowledge. The children, in the case of Colegio Emmanuel’s celebration, assumed an iconic role 

as the carriers of the incoming energy, as the incarnate promise of a better future in a district that 

is still immersed in a challenging developmental process. 

When the “Paraguay” team’s batucada reconvened in front of the school, the cohort of 

musicians split up and became once again the two original pasacalle organizations, La Retumba 

and Kataplum Suena. Drummers, acrobats, stilt-walkers, and the Chinese Dragon’s haulers put 

their instruments and paraphernalia on the floor to rest for a few minutes while discussing 

something I was not aware of at the moment. After a brief talk, Michael approached me and 

invited me to join the group in a compartir at Paul’s house (Paul is an older affiliate of La 

Retumba, who has supported this and other organizations through logistic and counseling 

activities). I had heard that phrase before among pasacalle activists, “to have a compartir,” (lit. to 

share something) but its meaning was not clear to me as yet. Michael said that everyone, that is, 

the members of the two organizations, were to meet at Paul’s home to have a pequeño compartir 

(a little sharing) and that I should come with them. I accepted the invitation and joined the group 

in a walk that took us to the long and wide Separadora Industrial Avenue where Paul lives. In 

order to reach the avenue, we had to traverse several alleys and neighborhood groups. The 

members carried their instruments and costumes on their shoulders or used belts to affix them to 

their bodies; in both cases, the effort to bear the instruments was taxing. In one of the small lanes 

at the core of a residential group we encountered a gang of teens who were hanging out next to 

an empty lot. The teenagers looked at us while saying something I did not catch to the female 

members of the cohort. Following this episode, some of the male members of the pasacalle group 
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got closer to the females in a protective way. The incident did not have major consequences 

beyond this. 

When we reached the Separadora Industrial Avenue there was, however, another incident 

that did affect me in a profound and lasting way. I refer to this incident as a “vision of the past,” 

a vision that has regularly come to mind, when thinking about the district of Villa El Salvador 

and, especially, its inhabitants. Among anthropologists, and particularly those who practice 

reflexive ethnography, there is frequently a reference to those sudden blinding insights that aid 

researchers in fathoming the subject of study. These types of unanticipated moments of 

enlightenment provide emotional and cognitive modes of knowledge that prove to be beneficial 

in allowing more rounded and all-embracing interpretations of reality. These moments, too, are 

sometimes experienced as cognitive movements beyond the realm of the hard evidence. They 

have the benefit of positioning the ethnographer in close vicinity to an inner self that intuits 

broader interconnections between economic, political, social, ritual, historical, and spiritual 

variables. As Benedict has affirmed, “if we are interested in cultural processes, the only way in 

which we can know the significance of the selected detail of behavior is against the background 

of the motives and emotions and values that are institutionalized in that culture” (1934: 49). The 

intuitions embodied by the ethnographer during these moments of non-ordinary learning help to 

distinguish, at least ambiguously and as embroiled within the naturally complex make-up of a 

culture, the motives and emotions but also the historical tendencies that generally define the 

aspirations of people within given geographical boundaries. This is not to say that people should 

be profiled or classified according to the average attitudes maintained by their biological (or 

ideological) ancestors. It is to say that history, as the product of human volition enmeshed within 

the ongoing transformation of the natural world, comprises a window from which to observe and 

perhaps intuitively understand the behavior of most human groups.  

I experienced my vision of the past when walking with the pasacalle cohort along 

Separadora Industrial. That particular day of June 2013, in the middle of Lima’s cloudy and gray 

winter season, the sky above Villa El Salvador turned unusually clear in some sectors of the city. 

There were a few holes in the sky, which made it possible for pedestrians to witness the light 

blue clarity of the horizon—a phenomenon that is always a treat in a monochrome city like 

Lima. Walking down the hill on Separadora Industrial, we all were able to see the shadows of the 

Pacific Ocean trembling less than a mile ahead. We could also observe the two prominent rocky 
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islands that comprise Isla Ballena (Whale Island) next to the beach’s shoreline. Far off in the 

horizon—positioned, as we were, on the top of a raised hill—we could see the gloomy shapes of 

other geographical formations that I could not discern very well at first. It was in that particular 

moment when I realized that the closer geographical formation I was observing during our walk 

down the hill across Separadora Industrial was in reality not an actual hill; astonished, I realized 

after some thought that this ominous and dark forms comprised one of the pyramids located in 

the ancient Temple of the Sun in the Pachacamac pre-Hispanic archeological sanctuary. This 

realization took my breath away and accelerated my heartbeat. I suddenly remembered (and 

recognized) that Villa El Salvador is adjacent to the ancient sanctuary. An avalanche of thoughts 

and emotions invaded me as a result of this realization; I started to think hastily about all 

possible historical connections that could be traced between the past and the present of 

inhabitants who populated the area, in the modern district of Villa El Salvador that hundreds of 

years before was also the sanctuary of Pachacamac. 

The pyramid and shrines of the sanctuary comprised the chief pre-Hispanic religious 

temple in the Peruvian central coast for more than fifteen hundred years—the first settlers in the 

area probably arrived around 5000 BCE. Over the years, the remaining structures, constructed 

mostly with adobe bricks and mortar, were visited by numerous pilgrims who arrived from 

distant areas in the Andean range of mountains. According to archeological studies (Pozzi-Escot 

2010), the sanctuary of Pachacamac housed a powerful oracle famous because of its power to 

control and predict the life of people and the natural elements. For that reason, pre-Hispanic 

Amerindians used to travel to this particular area facing the Pacific Ocean seeking to solve their 

problems or to answer their existential questions. The quechua word “Pachacamac” literally 

means “the Earth’s Soul” (pacha = earth, qamac = soul). The oracle, then, was known as a force 

that animated and controlled the destiny of every creature in the world. When the Spaniards 

arrived in the area (1533), the existing sanctuary was deemed equally important in fame and 

power to the one located in Cuzco, the capital of the Inca Empire. However, the existence of the 

Pachacamac building dates back way before the rise of the Inca civilization. As a revered and 

feared sanctuary that existed throughout most of the recorded history in ancient Peru, 

Pachacamac was progressively transformed by the many cultures that inhabited the zone—for 

instance, the sanctuary was physically modified with the addition of newer edifices and shrines 

by the Lima Culture (100-650 CE), Huari Culture (650-900 CE), and the Incas (1450-1532 CE). 
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Nonetheless, the continuous modification of its edifices and layout did not affect the attraction 

the sanctuary exerted over the numerous pilgrims who traveled across the Andean range seeking 

its holy assistance. This is, perhaps, the most impressive circumstance surrounding the sanctuary 

of Pachacamac: that the geographical boundary that comprises it (the Tablada de Lurin) has 

remained populated by Amerindian pilgrims and immigrants since pre-colonial times to present 

day. As the research shows (Franco Jordan 2004), active migration to the Tablada de Lurin 

effectively transformed the area and led to the advent of villages and camps that sheltered the 

pilgrims throughout their stay nearby the sanctuary. Accessing the oracle was not an easy task. 

Many visitors had to wait patiently until being allowed to enter the shrine. This led to the 

formation of settlements that constantly changed in number and form depending on the human 

groups that arrived in the zone across time. 

 

 

Fig. 4.12. A vision of the past: Discovering the pyramids of Pachacamac on the horizon. 

Thinking about the history of Pachacamac and the history of Villa El Salvador in 

parallel—one a modern city of immigrants and pioneers who moved to Lima seeking to improve 
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their lives, the other a village of pilgrims who arrived searching for religious guidance—made 

me reflect upon the nature of culture and the ensuing influence that physical space can exert on 

people’s destinies. The Tablada de Lurin, that is, the geographical area that houses the emergent 

district of VES was populated in the past, for several hundred years, by visitors seeking comfort 

and improvement in their lives. The spiritual aura infusing this area south of Lima can be said to 

be real in terms of the direct and palpable impact it had produced on Peruvian Amerindians (in 

both the past and the present). To what extent could the sounds and social ethos practiced in 

present day VES be related or compared to those from the past? Would it be fair to assert that 

there is a kind of proclivity shared by ancient and modern inhabitants in the area, a type of 

tendency based on ethnic provenance? These questions arose in my mind while walking to Paul’s 

house, watching the adobe pyramids of the temple rising up over the backdrop of the ocean. I felt 

overwhelmed by this intuition that somehow connected my own self to a broad perception of 

history that in my mind was not chronological any longer, but rather ahistorical, timeless. I asked 

myself, at that moment, looking at the pasacalle young musicians carrying their instruments and 

walking down the street, if, perhaps hundreds of years ago, other teenagers traversed that same 

terrain carrying somewhat similar musical instruments after finishing a communal event. The 

material connections between past and present in a place such as Villa might remain strong as 

long as the sanctuary of Pachacamac exists. These interconnections provide VES inhabitants, and 

their experiences of life, a type of cultural identity that I can only describe as epic: the process by 

which settlers endeavored the taming of the desert to build a city—plus a social and political 

organization, a moral ethos, and a diverse array of expressive and cultural codes—is for me an 

episode of a larger epic history, a saga that connects the lives of pre-Hispanic pilgrims with 

modern pioneers who in recent decades have traversed the Highlands and contested the rules of 

Lima’s Spanish descendants to make their dreams come true.  

The saga of Villa’s pioneers currently involves the presence of a leading cultural 

movement driven by the local youth who had developed a flexible attitude of acquiring, 

appropriating, and reworking national and transnational codes in matters of expressive culture. 

Golte and Leon have explained this tendency shared by young second-generation Amerindians in 

Lima by comparing their behaviors to facets. These researchers argue that Lima’s second-

generation teens are “multifaceted” and that they “develop diverse facets that can be 

contradictory but that ultimately are used depending on the various contexts in which adolescents 
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spend their lives” (2011: 17). The authors, however, limit their analysis to the extant influence of 

the mass media (television, internet, social networking sites) on the formation of Lima’s 

multifaceted individuals: 

 

Most of the nearly 10 million inhabitants living in the city of Lima can trace their origins 

to remote Andean villages. Their insertion into the city has demanded of these inhabitants 

a pronounced cultural change. Until the decade of the 1990s, they maintained a strong 

nucleus of cultural elements derived from village and rural modes of living. Nonetheless, 

during the last decades it is noticeable that there has been a pronounced separation from 

the customs of the preceding generations and a strong influence coming from the mass 

media (Golte and Leon 2011: 15). 

 

I agree with the idea that the mass media, and mostly the Internet, has promoted forms of 

multicultural action in the arts and music among second-generation immigrants. This is evident 

in pasacalle activists’ appropriation of the batucada tradition, which many of them learned by 

watching instructive videos posted in video sharing websites such as YouTube.com. Despite this, 

a propensity to eclecticism needs to be understood not only as the outcome of an external (and 

somehow involuntary) influence by the mass media. More importantly, VES multifaceted 

attitudes are per se forms of innovation and adaptation rooted in a very malleable but nonetheless 

influential nucleus of Andean practices. Amerindian thought has been characterized historically 

because of its tendency to rework and self-define itself through unlimited and unconstrained 

transformations. Golte and Leon, notwithstanding their limited analysis in regard to the cultural 

diversity and contradictions practiced by Lima’s youth, make a valid point when asserting that 

second-generation immigrants employ digital social networking and the appropriation of 

transnational cultural codes as ways to contest racial discrimination. “The city of Lima,” they 

claim, “possesses special characteristics that make the youth, who have usually been victims of 

exclusion (e.g., racism), strikingly susceptible to accepting—and of course to re-elaborating as 

well—the messages coming from the mass media, but especially the Internet, which becomes an 

alternative to the cultural modes of previous generations” (Golte and Leon 2011: 16). From such 

a perspective, the alternative multiculturalism practiced by young musicians in VES can be seen 

as a political strategy seeking retaliation against the racism enforced by criollo elites. But, 
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building on fieldwork experience, I argue that even though ideas about race and the oppositional 

dyad of Blackness-Andeaness plays a fundamental role in shaping forms of local expressive 

culture, the eclecticism of VES aesthetic codes relates more strongly to the logic of a historical 

continuum. On this point, I have been influenced by my readings of Amerindian poet and scholar 

Fredy Roncalla. An immigrant himself (he has written most of his work in the United States), 

Roncalla argues for the need to move away from learned or imposed notions of alterity that have 

framed the perception of Andean consciousness among scholars and lay people—both within and 

outside Amerindian societies. The spurious notions of alterity Roncalla contests posit a radical 

difference and incompatibility between the projects generated by Andean agents and the West. 

According to this predicament, Roncalla affirms, Andean inhabitants learn that their Andeaness 

is in fact an obstacle that prevents them from becoming modern individuals (that is, a burden that 

prohibits them to feeling at ease navigating Western culture). In addition, imposed alterity leads 

to a situation in which the subtle poetic sensibilities and the symbols that comprise Andean 

subjectivities cannot be described, approached, or fathomed using Western-derived 

conceptualizations. Alterity has established then a definitive separation and opposition among 

indigeneity and Western modernity.   

However, through a series of essays and poems that seek to integrate Spanish and 

Quechua language (as well as Andean and Western sensibilities), Roncalla develops what he 

calls a “post-modern Andean poetic.” His project is intended to rise above the alienated 

predicament of an inescapable otherness that isolates Amerindian subjects from the 

contemporary global flow. Roncalla writes: “To be in a good place, the chief task of Andean 

thinkers and creators, as well as other mestizos or Amerindian individuals, is that of 

understanding and transcending the rhetoric of alterity: to stop being the other while 

simultaneously remaining being it” (1988: 60). He goes on to call Andean creators and thinkers 

to “imaginatively accept the alterity of the West […] as well as that of the rest of the world in 

order to dynamize the identity and to not occlude it with merely non-conformist discourses,” 

discourses that ultimately produce the adoption of “ethnic cleansing” (ibid.) thinking and 

practices—e.g., to erase the Andeaness from oneself seeking to avoid discrimination.  

Roncalla’s thought can be inserted within the ontology of movement and flexibility that 

sustains notions of life among Highland migrants in Lima. In the specific case of Villa El 

Salvador and the culture of pasacalle, alterity and otherness have been embraced as tools for 
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political empowerment. As Kilombo’s Pamela explained, Blackness has become, more than an 

actual phonotypical marker, a primer that instructs and guides batucada musicians on the need to 

become flexible and to avoid emotional or physical stagnation. Furthermore, energy is a broad 

construct used among pasacalle activists to refer to people’s ability to mobilize and to act as self-

actualized agents. But Roncalla’s post-modern Andean poetic also refers to the integral ethos of 

togetherness; he draws upon the Amerindian fiesta complex to investigate the diverse modes by 

which expressive rituality helps rural immigrants to co-create sociality within usually fractured 

urban communities. In an important passage, the poet expounds his view on the role of 

communal rituals as nodules for the revitalization of communal sentiments and the ever-

changing structures of mutuality. Interestingly, in this statement the metaphor of energy as 

movement is also used to frame iconoclastic or non-conformist political attitudes in relation to a 

discriminatory status quo. Roncalla fuses in this manner the practicality of communal art rituals 

with important notions of communitas, innovation, and mutuality held by Andean agents while 

simultaneously framing these through the lens of the conceptual/physical platforms provided by 

ceremonial activities: 

 

If something has to be learned out of the displacement [and migration] of the Andean 

communities towards the metropolis it is precisely the form by which the fiesta always 

returns us to the center; it does not matter what occupation or ‘culture’ we uphold in the 

everyday world of the metropolis and its ‘Modernity.’ The fiesta defines a space of 

encounter within which we return to the center accompanied by our music, our singing, 

our dances, our quarrels, and our tenderness. It allows us to recharge our energies so that 

we can return to the fight, as a wayki would say [Quechua word meaning ‘brother’ or 

‘friend’]. But it does so because [the fiesta] enables us to transcend the official and 

immediate levels of our everyday tasks. In that way, it breaks with the obsolete paradigm 

that sanctions a clear-cut division between ‘modernity’ and ‘tradition’ (1988: 62). 

 

According to this reading, communal arts activities like the VES pasacalle are utilized by 

Andean migrants to reenact the complexities and fractality of the Amerindian experience. 

Practicing quarrels and tenderness are modes by which immigrants reinvigorate webs of 

relationships while rising above alienated dichotomies that confront Western modernity 
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(symbolized by the metropolis) with Highland rural customs. In addition, Roncalla embraces the 

idea of migration as an all-encompassing referent that helps describe the open eclecticism 

existing at the core of modern Andean poetic sensibilities. It is not only that physical migration 

across the land and geo-political boundaries has immersed Highlanders in processes of cultural 

transformation (thus allowing them to re-define a modern identity); perhaps more importantly, 

migration is a master metaphor used by Roncalla to access key facets of Andean consciousness 

that relate to its inherent cultural/aesthetic plasticity. Movement, energía, suppleness, and 

unfinishedness are similar referents that permit the encapsulation of an Amerindian 

predisposition to adapt to novel environments, whether these are ecological, social, political, or 

economic. Villa El Salvador is an example of this self-enhancing proclivity. Moreover, the 

process of settling down in uninterruptedly foreign spaces across history and geography is aided 

by the communal practice of fiesta rituals. Rehearsing of alliance and conflict becomes here a 

procedure carried out through expressive codes that allow sonic or visual conflict (such as the 

coexistence of varied and cacophonic sonic statements seen in the Ivan Elias Stadium). This 

process is in itself a “rich field of mediation” that posits a “creative demand” upon the 

Amerindian diaspora and for these various reasons Roncalla calls for an embrace of culture as a 

“creative and poetic process” (1988: 62): there is a need for the performance of an “open Andean 

voice that is flexible and capable of sharing common aspects” with the West (Roncalla 1988: 

xiii). In sum, migratory concepts of culture and sociality play a crucial role in the formation of 

expressive modalities among the displaced people of the Peruvian Andes. Simultaneously, the 

fiesta complex serves the purpose of situating the ambiguous co-existence of dissimilar cultural 

expressions (e.g., Afro-Brazilian drum traditions, Andean ritual codes, and Walt Disney and 

American mainstream imagery); it provides a center within which agents may reach an emotion-

laden sense of mutuality.  

 

 

The Rehearsal of Quarrels and Competing Authority 

 

The rehearsal of agreement and dissent are integral to the development of an open and 

flexible Andean voice in the metropolis. VES pasacalle organizations are usually engaged in 

dealings that involve quarrels for the gaining of prestige or authority in the field of public 
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performance. Michael from La Retumba, for instance, communicated to me some of the ideas 

and experiences that exemplify the conflicting area of mediation opened up by batucada and 

circus practicing activities; this area of mediation, nonetheless, remains overtly circumscribed by 

an ideal of togetherness and cooperation that helps subsume social dissent within a larger 

community-building project. In fact, quarrels for prestige are forms of operation that enable 

pasacalle activists to voice their individual sentiments and critiques while simultaneously 

respecting a larger communal integration. In the same manner that pasacalles confer room for 

multifaceted expressions of music- and art-making within single physical/conceptual spaces 

(alternate body choreographies, contrasting visual discourses, interlocked rhythmic layers), 

dissent and agreement permit fine-tuning strategies for civic cohesion. In the passage below, 

Michael points out that pasacalle (and cultural) organizations uphold rivalries on a daily basis; 

nonetheless, he adds, the ideal goal behind these quarrels lies in the hope that all organizations 

can eventually mollify their competing drives in order to “add up to” or “join in” (sumarse) a 

more coherent and joint network of members. 

 

What we want [as pasacalle leaders] is all of us to join in. I need to explain this. There are 

organizations that have just emerged. We want these organizations to add to the 

movement, so that they can gain experience, and more important, that they become not 

only ‘another organization’ but that they effectively become organizers themselves. 

Because it is one thing that I add to your event [e.g., a pasacalle] and another thing that I 

organize the event with you. When this kind of collaborative work happens, both the 

small and the big organization benefit. This is what we all want to accomplish. 

 

You see, it would be nice to form a network of activists. However, there is also 

something else to consider. Some people here have different opinions about the word 

‘network.’ Does it disconnect or connect people? For example, here in Villa there is 

already a network devoted to theater, I think it is call Network of Communal Theater of 

VES. And this [supposedly comprehensive] network only includes three cultural 

organizations, which have been there for a long time [Vichama, Arena y Esteras, and 

Cijac]. For this reason, we don’t know if this kind of network really connects or 

disconnects people [...]. Why do we not make progress? Why don’t the organizations join 
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in to face problems together, as a whole? Sometimes, organizations that have a lot of time 

in the field think that they know everything, that they have lots of experience and for that 

reason they shouldn’t join in with the smaller and younger organizations with less 

experience.  

 

[In relation to the Festicirco, which took place on July 2013,] I can give you an example 

of a batucada friend who did not assist the event. He decided not to play there because he 

was not invited and he thought this was a form of discrimination. Arena y Esteras [the 

organizers of the Festicirco] opened a discussion board on their Facebook page. Several 

organizations were involved in this discussion. The people of Arena posted a signup form 

and required everyone interested to fill in that form and submit it online. However, they 

also mailed hard copies of formal letters to other [more prestigious] organizations. La 

Retumba didn’t’ receive any formal letter by the way, but we still decided to join in 

through signing up via Facebook. Moreover, in the Festicirco the most noticeable 

absences were Vichama and Cijac, which you know are older and maybe more important 

[than AYE]. And this is because there is an ongoing quarrel among them. That happened 

in the past. They had some misunderstandings. When the pasacalle ended the day of the 

Festicirco, all the pasacalle organizations that collaborated in the parade got together in 

the loza deportiva. Immediately after this happened, Arena y Esteras went ahead with the 

circus show. While the show started, the members of the pasacalle organizations 

remained together and chatting. They preferred to turn a blind eye to [Arena’s lack of 

diplomacy]. The people of Arena should have done the following. Their leaders should 

have approached the pasacalle organizations to tell them ‘thanks for all your help, you 

can now leave if you wish to, or you could stay and watch the show.’ It is important that 

they need to communicate, because some of our friends in the organizations are young 

and don’t understand things. 

This episode shows an instance of how the search for prestige is sometimes positioned 

against the consolidation of a cohesive network of artists/activists in VES. Arena y Esteras 

launched the Festicirco annual celebration. In this event, Arena assembles a vast cohort of 

batucada players, acrobats, and clowns to perform the biggest pasacalle of Villa El Salvador for 

the year. Since AYE does not maintain a permanent group of percussionists inside its own 
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institution the launching of the Festicirco always requires the help of smaller pasacalle groups 

which thereafter become a sort of non-salaried ancillary association. These small groups perform 

the drums to ensure that the pasacalle can be carried on, but, as Michael explained, they do not 

receive the credit they feel they deserve in exchange for their hard work. The particular 

occurrence described by Michael refers to the attitude AYE leaders hold towards the newer and 

smaller cultural associations in the district. Michael’s concern arose when he noticed that AYE 

leaders decided not even to say thank you to the batucada players after the pasacalle was 

successfully accomplished in Cerro Papa (the event’s location). AYE neglected to acknowledge 

the musicians’ role in the pasacalle, even though the parade is by all means the most important 

stage of the Festicirco and it could not occur without a solid batucada ensemble; the intended 

mission of the parade is to call neighbors out to the streets so that they can later attend the circus 

show that takes places after the parade. AYE’s prestige locates its leaders and members in a 

situation of vertical power over smaller groups, leading sometimes to the exploitation of young 

activists. Despite the disparaging situation, the Festicirco, as a major annual event, seeks 

ultimately to engage the VES community in a vast ritual for the strengthening of cooperative 

civic bonds. 

A second episode recalled by Michael shows yet another instance in which agreement 

and dissent were deployed as ways to reinforce structures of mutuality. 

 

What we want as an organization is that the kids get informed about what our culture is, 

what the real problems affecting Villa El Salvador look like. Inside our group, we have 

never removed members, but some people have decided to leave voluntarily. For 

instance, Enrique, a friend you know, began learning batucada in La Retumba. And, you 

know, we work a lot with the idea of identity inside our organization. There are some 

kids like him, who learn a whole lot when in the group, we invested months, almost a 

year training him to make him a proficient player. But then, one day, he saw Kilombo 

playing. He got so excited, you know, because Kilombo is an older organization [that 

holds more prestige in VES] and he just left our group to join them. I think he thought he 

knew a lot of things and he could just go there and start playing the repique for starters. 

As I said, this is an issue of identity. When he was already inside the Kilombo team, he 

began coming back to La Retumba sporadically, to join us for specific pasacalles. Well, 
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one of the Kilombo members happened to see him and then he informed his leaders about 

Enrique’s double life. They dismissed him. Next thing we knew, he wanted to become a 

member of la Retumba once again. I said “ok,” but first we had a serious conversation. 

We told him “we do not want you to go out there and join other organizations while 

being with us.” 

 

This kind of things also happens because some organizations are too strict. Yes, they can, 

if they wish to, expel people from their ranks, but I think it is too much of a burden that 

they do not even allow their members to participate temporarily in other groups’ 

pasacalles which at the end of the day aim to help family and friends. This is another 

topic, the issue of rivalry. Some organizations don’t allow members to be with other 

groups.  

 

In this case, Enrique left La Retumba in search of prestige and authority among its peers 

because of the proved reputation of Kilombo. Notwithstanding the fact that Enrique was 

accepted into the prestigious group, he could not help but remain emotionally attached to his 

former friends of La Retumba—Michael specified that Enrique had previously joined La 

Retumba through a school friend who was already part of the group and therefore the 

brotherhood he shared with his La Retumba associates dated back to early childhood. As a 

consequence, Enrique felt compelled to keep playing for pasacalles prearranged by La Retumba, 

because he considered members of this organization to be his true family. On the other hand, 

Kilombo was not his real family but just an effective means for him to gain prestige as a 

pasacalle activist. The tensions between being “with the family” and gaining authority led 

subsequently to Enrique’s dismissal from Kilombo and his return to his original cohort. 

The day of the pasacalle at Colegio Emmanuel, nonetheless, the spirit of togetherness 

dominated the ritual activities. The ease with which both Kataplum Suena and La Retumba 

joined forces to enact a successfully diverse parade depended a great deal on the organizations’ 

willingness to sacrifice their individual search of prestige for the common goal of helping a 

friend. This friend, I learned later, was not only a grade coordinator at Colegio Emmanuel, but a 

close relative of Paul. As we walked towards the latter’s house, after our walk along Separadora 

Industrial and after my vision of the past in front of the Pachacamac sanctuary, I got to know 
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more about who Paul was and why he was wearing a La Retumba’s member t-shirt during the 

communal celebration. His presence in the pasacalle was certainly noticeable. He walked along 

the drummers and acrobats videotaping the entire performance. At the end of the parade, he 

helped members to gather all the heavy equipment and to carry it to his house. When we arrived 

at his place, I noticed that there was an area of the house’s patio devoted to storing batucada 

instruments as well as circus gear. We all went up to the second door and sat down on the 

various chairs and sofas arranged in the living room. As soon as we all found a seat, Paul and his 

daughters started to distribute to-go plates filled to the brim with rice, steamed yucca, and 

carapulcra, a criollo adaptation of a traditional pre-Colonial Andean dish consisting of a spicy 

and hearty stew made with pork, dehydrated potatoes, peanut paste, hot peppers, and other 

spices. The food was delicious and all the participants felt reinvigorated and satisfied with it—

especially after an intense session of drumming, walking, and carrying weighty equipment. To 

this day, the serving of carapulcra after a pasacalle is a tradition among organizations. This is, I 

understood, what Michael meant with the phrase un compartir: the sharing of food after an 

intense energy-costly performance. In the following weeks, I was also part of other similar 

compartir sessions, for instance after the performance of the Festicirco pasacalle and after the 

parade for the anniversary of Intinya-Batu. On these two other occasions, the same carapulcra 

dish was served.  

While we ate, Paul called for everyone’s attention and gave a little speech. His words 

were warm but also commanding. He had the natural gift of leadership. In a matter of seconds, 

everyone in the room stopped chatting and paid attention to the speaker. First, Paul thanked 

everyone for helping to make the pasacalle a total success. He said that the collaborative work 

done at Colegio Emmanuel was a perfect example of what people can accomplish when doing 

things together, through mutual help and selfless effort. Thereafter, Paul moved to a broader 

issue concerning the crucial need of fomenting this kind of affinity among the different 

organizations in the district. He emphasized that pasacalle activists and VES artists in general 

could only emerge as a strong movement if everybody was capable of integrating into a solid 

network of members. Everyone listened attentively to these words. As Michael explained later, 

Paul has been instrumental in aiding La Retumba and Kataplum to find ways for improving their 

management as self-sustained organizations. Not only that, as an established business owner in 

VES, Paul has offered paid jobs to some of the groups’ leaders (for instance, La Retumba’s 
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Omar works with him on a regular basis). In addition, Paul frequently organizes free “leadership 

workshops” at his home, in which young activists receive psychological counseling by a credited 

professional. These workshops deal with issues of self-esteem and aim to foster emotional 

stability and clear oriented goals among the members. As I heard Paul speak, I could perceive in 

his speech the moral voice of the founding-pioneers being articulated (and brought back from the 

past) in the message of working together as a means to enact political agency. The youth who 

participate in the various cultural projects in the district often need this kind of ideological 

reinforcement coming from a more experienced neighbor, an authentic Villa citizen who 

demonstrates through his own life that it is certainly possible for everyone to emerge from 

poverty when following a set of moral precepts—even though Paul is by no means rich, he has 

nonetheless a stable job and owns a two-story family house (something that only few local 

residents can claim). 

 

 

Fig. 4.13. Compartir at Paul’s house. 

 

The compartir came to an end and I left Paul’s house saying goodbye to everyone. Many 

of the members came out of the house with me and we all walked together in the direction of the 

next bus stop. The activists were thrilled with their plans for the night: they were traveling to 

Downtown Lima in order to attend a rock music festival in a public park. A bus arrived soon and 
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I hopped in to come back home to Surco. During the trip back to the metropolitan area, I 

reflected on this recent experience and on my own feelings and intuitions regarding the various 

episodes of the day. The idea of movement and the total experience of energy appeared to me as 

a theory that conveyed all the nuances, ambiguities, and expressiveness at the core of the 

pasacalle. The word energía communicates a process, not a finished event. The experiences of 

practicing activists within the batucada and circus arts scene account for modes of social and 

bodily action that are never completed, that certainly cannot be described as traditional. In that 

regard, an ethnomusicology that takes into account the unpredictability of human sentience and 

volition as the defining drive of musical activity has to be cautious about formulating models or 

structures to explain the mechanics of performance. These models eventually may end up 

sanctioning particular theories that do not recognize the unfinished autonomy of musical agents. 

As Blacking aptly puts it, “music is too deeply concerned with human feelings and experiences 

in society, and its patterns are too often generated by surprising outburst of unconscious 

cerebration, for it to be subject to arbitrary rules” (1973: x). Furthermore, humans everywhere in 

the world are characterized by their perennial self-reformulation; we all are thinking and feeling 

bodies that grow and decay, while also reaching peaks of self-actualization when maximizing our 

creativity. For this reason, change is inevitable at all levels of culture. In the case of the 

communal art form of the pasacalle, its self-enhancing and self-evolving quality is rooted in the 

practicing bodies of those who design, perform, and enjoy it following the particular local 

ontology. This does not mean that pasacalle culture is formless or disperse. I have argued that 

pasacalle culture possesses certain modalities and structures of action but these, nonetheless, 

cannot be determined from a Western theoretical purview (or, at least, utilizing univocal 

formulations). Instead, I perceive pasacalle culture in general as a bundle of social networks and 

nodules oriented by multifaceted ideological orientations, the same types of orientations that are 

shaped by modern Andean consciousness, as well as being informed by political and cultural 

ideas derived from Western and transnational cultures. These bundles of tendencies crystalize, 

somehow contradictorily, at the level of movement or embodied energy, that is, they acquire 

situated meaning when fostering change and innovation, when setting the lives of pasacalle 

practitioners in synergetic movement.  
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Interpretative Considerations 

VES pasacalle’s ontology of movement can be framed as well from a historical analysis 

that contextualizes the new modes of urban living carried out by immigrants. Matos Mar has 

described these modalities as expressive of a social, political, economic, and cultural “overflow” 

that attacks the lack of spaces for self-actualization among Andean citizens. Overflowing the 

traditional (arguably modern) civic and political intuitions defended by the Western-educated 

denizens of metropolitan Lima has devolved into a whirl of sometimes non-desired cultural 

transformations. Communities like Villa El Salvador, for instance, flourished in direct defiance 

of the regulations autocratically established by Lima post-colonial urban elites. Matos Mar 

writes: 

 

One of the fundamental processes that configures Peru’s present situation is the growing 

acceleration of an extraordinary dynamic that affects all the country’s social, political, 

economic, and cultural structure. This is indeed an overflow, in its entire dimension, an 

overflow of all institutional norms that shaped the national society and on which it was 

based since the modern Republic was constituted. These dynamics come from the 

spontaneous mobilization of the masses who, questioning the authority of the State and 

appealing to multiple strategies and parallel mechanisms, are altering the established 

rules of the game while changing Peru’s outlook (1986: 17). 

 

The multiple strategies and parallel mechanisms pointed out by Matos Mar refer to the 

expressive forms that have appeared in districts like VES, forms that effectively instill an anti-

normative creative sensibility among practitioners. By anti-normative, I mean an intentional 

(although not always conscious) avoidance of idiomatic reproduction of musical/performative 

mainstream models. Instead of copying the sanctioned (and permitted) codes that according to 

conventional criollos and acculturated immigrants correspond to a true cultural and ethnic make-

up for the second-generation laypeople, pasacalle activists mix and rework expressive codes at 

their own will. They mobilize these expressive modalities sometimes randomly, other times 

vaguely, even other times clearly determined to achieve certain outcomes; the goal is ultimately 

to practice movement as an initiative that produces social cohesion. Only by feeling in tune with 

a flowing stream of “unconscious cerebrations,” to use Blacking’s words, and in connection with 
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a self-adapting and self-enhancing driving impulse learned through processes of adaptation, can 

pasacalle activists truly posit their political claims against a society that marginalize every 

cultural expression that does not fit the norm. Movement, in the case of young musicians and 

artists of the district, equals agency; movement is the medium by which music and art become 

vehicles for the construction of politically empowered selves whose aesthetic and ideological 

thought is simultaneously honed by the local and the global. This is the formal dynamism of 

culture and identity-formation that was ideologically set up by the earlier Amerindian pioneers in 

the wastelands. 

The practicing of pasacalle routines and the performance of parades in Villa El Salvador 

demonstrate that the tendency to develop multifaceted and unfinished products still dominates 

processes of cultural innovation among Andean descendants. This tendency has been constant 

throughout the second half of the twenty century. All waves of Amerindian immigrants arriving 

into the capital city have sponsored subsequent reformulations of the social and cultural 

landscape of a city once considered the stronghold of the Spanish Viceroyalty. These successive 

transformations have resulted thereafter in the establishment of new colloquialisms that describe 

the Peruvian capital not as a “City of Kings” (as it was during the Colony and in the early 

Republican period) but as “Provincial Lima” or “Andean Lima,” an idea that just fifty years ago 

might have sounded like an improbable joke among criollos. Nowadays, Lima is a city populated 

by a majority consisting of first and second generation Andean immigrants. The radical 

transformation that Matos Mar described in the 1980s has growth exponentially since those 

years. The number of new neighborhoods, communities, and consequently related socio-cultural 

formations multiply every day. A reason for this enlargement of the city’s demographical index 

is the expansion of the local economy. Starting in the first half of the 2000s, Lima has housed a 

growing population with increasing purchasing power. This became an incentive for young rural 

and provincial inhabitants, who encouraged by the thriving situation decided to migrate to the 

capital searching to insert themselves into the process of expansion. However, the promising 

panorama may have been deceptive. Most of the statistics that confirm the improvement of the 

Peruvian economy build upon percentages of purchasing power pumped out by the profit made 

by a reduced elite. The wealthy sector of Lima has certainly enlarged their revenue while also 

shrinking in demographical number; the number of under-paid blue collar workers has, on the 
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other hand, increased drastically. Today, in Lima, socioeconomic inequality is perhaps wider 

than ever. 

Against this climate of political and economic disparity, pasacalle organizations of VES 

mobilize their multiple and contending voices. The movement and the energía they deploy 

through their self-evolving practices have turned into one of the most ground-breaking efforts to 

democratize the area of culture since the flourishing of chicha music in the 1980s. This 

determination to enliven the available platforms for identity construction among Amerindian 

descendants is palpable in the potent expressiveness of pasacalle rituality. Being a participant 

(and an audience member) within a VES parade means to immerse oneself in a total experience 

of energy. Movement is all around: a cascade of inter-locking patterns performed by passionate 

drummers, a kaleidoscopic mosaic of colors, costumes, and corporeal movement displayed by 

clowns and acrobats, the supple display of swaying bodies transpiring liveliness and urge, the 

ensuing network of young neighbors getting together and walking across the make-shift 

scenarios of a city that is synonymous with courage and determination. Music-making and ritual 

both frame and spur that simultaneity of conflicting orders that according to Attali can grow into 

a fluid structure of sociality that is never resolved and is never pure. 

 

Conclusion: An Emerging World Set in Motion 

 

In this chapter, I analyzed from different perspectives the particular notions of bodily, 

emotional, cognitive, and ritual movement found in pasacalle. I perceive movement to be a 

primordial process and cultural primer that defines performativity as well as the ideological 

foundation of pasacalle activities. Part of this indigenous theory of action relates to VES 

inhabitants’ shared experiences of migration and adaptation, and the tools they deployed while 

learning how to live in a new habitat. Because of this historical heritage, movement, innovation, 

and change have become important primers in VES expressive arts; these primers have turned 

into aesthetic and ethical markers that transform communal art forms into primal modes of 

agency. Practicing the pasacalle allows individuals to orient themselves towards the 

maximization of life, especially when rehearsal activities and neighborhood performances are 

instrumental in fostering spaces for rituality, spaces in which inhabitants enact communitas. As a 

cultural primer, movement demands from pasacalle activists that they rework their notions of 
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Andeaness. Due to Lima’s generalized view of Amerindians as unhappy or apathetic individuals, 

young pasacalle practitioners seek to adopt Black personae through embodying certain emotional 

and bodily codes. The transformation of Andeaness into Blackness is an important referent to 

understand more deeply the notion of movement utilized by activists. This is a form of 

transformation that I see as reversible in most cases, due to the fact that many other practices and 

ideals shaping the daily activities of VES organizations also derive from Amerindian and rural 

communal customs. And this is precisely why movement is adopted among activist as an all-

inclusive and intersubjective mode of being: it allows for an eclectic re-formulation of the 

cultural and subjective self in ways that do not clash with existing notions of tradition, 

modernity, ethnicity, or racial identity.  

In the following two chapters, I offer an ethnographic description of the important annual 

celebration known as the Festicirco (Chapter V) and, subsequently, I close this dissertation 

offering some concluding remarks (Chapter VI). Building upon a specific event I witnessed in 

the wealthy district of Miraflores, in Chapter VI I further discuss the importance of the political 

messages delivered by the VES pasacalle movement. Born in the midst of a devastating civil war 

and at the core of an unequal society, this movement has partially ensured the formation of new 

social agents among Lima’s second generation Amerindians. The new cultural scenarios forged 

by the movement—the “new path” searched for by successive waves of migrants—are 

nonetheless far from being finalized or standardized. In this vein, pasacalle activists continue 

expanding their reach and fortifying the aesthetic/ethical bricks that have buttressed their 

advocacy since the 1990s. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



203 

 

       CHAPTER 5 

INTERLUDE: PERFORMING THE SIMULTANEITY OF COINFLITING ORDERS     

IN CERRO PAPA 

 

 

The political and economic disparity instituted by the criollo citizens of Lima over Villa 

El Salvador (and other former squatter-settlements) has ultimately fostered a stronger communal 

organization among migrants. The rise of a cooperative system described by Quijano as “direct 

democracy” has become fertile soil for the growth of an expressive system that favors the 

coexistence of dissent and alliance among actors. Precisely, the VES pasacalle is a medium by 

which aesthetic conflict or incongruences are permitted and moreover, highly respected (i.e., the 

simultaneity of dissimilar codes being enmeshed or stacked together without following the 

dictate of standard forms). For this reason, this same communal art that invokes deep values of 

cooperation and mutuality might be looked down upon by criollo Limeños on the basis of its 

overt disrespect for tradition. But as this dissertation shows, beneath the most obvious aesthetic 

elements indexed as traditional and authentic by criollos—for instance, the presence of the 

typical brass band orquesta or the use of regional outfits, which are representative of a legitimate 

and state-sponsored Andean folklore—there are other less obvious elements that insert the VES 

pasacalle into the long-lasting continuum of an Amerindian consciousness. This profound level 

refers to ethical/aesthetical components that I have described, for instance, as a propensity to 

diversification, continuous adaptation, and the unrestricted borrowing of local, regional, and 

transnational popular codes.  

Furthermore, VES activists show a determination to enliven their expressive culture in 

ways that permit the formation of novel platforms for identity construction. The fostering of 

eclectic racial/cultural identities has become a strategy to help locals navigate the thorny social 

landscape of Lima, swamped, as it is, with discriminatory racial discourses. Changing or 

improving oneself is then a key principle behind the eclecticism of the pasacalle. This manifests 

through the boisterous and kaleidoscopic expressiveness of VES parade rituality. Together with 

the incorporation of communal values of mutuality, the contestation of racial essentialisms is an 

important referent to understanding the particular notions of beauty deployed by pasacalle 

activists.  
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*** 

I envisioned and embodied all these various layers of social and ethical activity in one 

particular celebration that has become a milestone in the culture of VES pasacalle. Culturally-

specific ideas about race, energy, mutuality, eclecticism, and Andean rituality were integrated 

into a fluid structure during my participation at the Festicirco annual pasacalle celebrated in 

Cerro Papa (Potato Hill). On the morning of July 2013, when the Festicirco took place, I met 

with the members of La Retumba outside their leader Omar’s house. When I arrived, the 

members were rehearsing on the street while waiting for an Arena y Esteras’ van to pick them 

up. Arena y Esteras, one of the most prominent cultural organization of VES, had promised La 

Retumba that they would provide free transportation for all the pasacalle members and their 

equipment so they could reach Cerro Papa, located a few miles from there. While some of the 

Retumba members where warming up with their tambores on the sidewalk, others were juggling, 

painting their arms with colorful designs, or getting their hair braided. After having a brief chat 

with me, Omar went into his place and came back carrying an electric guitar. He started playing 

a few chords for me and asked if, next time, when I come back to Villa, I could teach him and his 

friends how to play more “jazzy” chords and bossanova. 

 

Fig. 5.1. Members of La Retumba warming up before the Festicirco. 
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Fig. 5.2. Leaders Omar (left), an unidentified La Retumba member, and Carlos (right) 

waiting for the transportation. 

 

Fig. 5.3. Preparing for the pasacalle. 
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Fig. 5.4. First AYE vehicle arrives. Michael helps to load the instruments. 

 

The first AYE transport vehicle arrived and some members got inside making sure to 

allow room for a few drums. The vehicle began driving and we swiftly traversed a portion of the 

district until reaching the foothills of Cerro Papa. From that point on, the vehicle struggled a 

great deal in order to move forward due to the heavy weight of the people and equipment it was 

carrying and because of the slope’s steep incline. While climbing Cerro Papa, I realized that the 

people living on the hill belonged to the poorest sector in the district. There were many 

precarious and provisional structures along our way up to the top of the hill. The common pattern 

was that the higher we went on the road, the more humble the houses were that we encountered. 

Furthermore, the paved road soon transformed into a dirt road and subsequently was truncated in 

the midst of our way up to the peak. Neighbors in this area had to use long and narrow stairs to 

get to their houses at the top of the hill, a task they accomplish after taxing physical efforts at the 

end of the day, when they still have to conquer the stairs. 

When we arrived at the reunion point, there were already people preparing for the grand 

parade. The chosen area was the loza deportiva (sport field) in the local residential group. It was 

a cancha de fulbito (five-a-side soccer) made of concrete and placed next to the hill’s vertical 
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slope, which permitted the attendees to witness a magnificent view of the entire district of Villa 

El Salvador and the surface of the Pacific Ocean in between clouds and pockets of fog. The 

location was impressive, indeed. This was my first ever opportunity to look at the many areas I 

had visited during fieldwork from such a comprehensive vantage point. Meanwhile, many 

batucada players were gathering in the loza deportiva rehearsing the rhythms they would feature 

during the parade. Musicians had formed a circle and were looking at each other while practicing 

specific cortes and transitions. Since Festicirco celebrations always rely on the involvement of 

several pasacalle organizations from within and outside VES—therefore grouping musicians 

who had never played together before—it was important for participants to have a clear idea of 

what musical material would be featured during the performance. On one side of the fulbito field 

there was an abandoned small building, whose walls were being used as a canvas by some artists 

and children who were painting a graffiti mural on them. Many people still arrived during this 

preparatory portion of the event. At the loza deportiva, I observed the presence of various key 

VES organizations with their respective leaders. I saw the people of Rumba Urbana with Jesus 

Peña, Kilombo with Leonardo, and of course La Retumba with Omar and Michael. Jota, the 

leader of Intinya-Batu was also there, but he had decided to work alone this time, as a master 

juggler. His batucada group did not attend the event due to the lack of coordination between 

them and the people of AYE. There was another pasacalle group also, Pario Paula (lit. Paula 

Gave Birth), an all-women batucada ensemble that came from the middle-class district of 

Barranco, in metropolitan Lima.  

At one point, Jesus, Leonardo, Omar, and the female director of Pario Paula had a brief 

conversation at the center of the batucada circle. They were finalizing the details regarding the 

chosen rhythms to accompany the walk around Cerro Papa. While this conversation took place, 

all the remaining young musicians who were summoned to the loza deportiva continued 

rehearsing and practicing. The strength of their sound grew and overtook the surrounding space. 

Several neighbors began to come out of their houses to see what was going on. Jota, who was 

wearing a colorful pair of plastic sunglasses, went ahead performing an extraordinary routine at 

the center of the batucada circle. The musicians of Pario Paula seemed especially focused on 

presenting themselves as serious and passionate drummers. They were wearing distinctive t-

shirts with their organization’s logo and their playing was strong and fluent. It seemed to me that 

they did not want to be perceived as the pituquitas from Barranco (the rich, spoiled girls from 
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Barranco), which is pretty much the stereotype held in VES regarding Barranco people. Many 

children were hanging out next to the canvas/wall on the side of the loza deportiva. They were 

grabbing brushes and plastic cups with paint and two adults were helping them to mix colors and 

to apply these with brushes to the wall.  

 

 

Fig. 5.5. Loza deportiva at Cerro Papa. Warming up before the pasacalle. 

 

The highly anticipated arrival of the AYE circus troupe took place some minutes later. 

The circus show to be carried out by the troupe was a main act featured by AYE organizers that 

day. The Festicirco had been structured in this same fashion for the last eight years: wherever it 

is held, the Festicirco habitually begins with a grand pasacalle that passes through several near-

by neighborhoods. The colorful costumes of clowns and jugglers moving together along with the 

sonically astonishing beats of the batucada drums served the purpose of summoning everyone’s 

attention and bringing people out to the streets to enjoy the circus show afterwards. Commonly, 

during the parade’s itinerary across the neighborhoods there are AYE leaders holding 
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megaphones and inviting people to attend the circus show that begins right after the pasacalle is 

done. The 2013 Annual Festicirco followed this same protocol. The members of AYE’s circus 

troupe arrived wearing their distinctive outfits that fuse Andean traditional garments with 

international circus and clown designs. Arturo Mejía, founding leader of the organization, 

arrived with the troupe dressed with his traditional clown outfit, which is well-known among the 

locals. The young female members of this AYE troupe were carrying big and multicolor 

umbrellas that they would rotate over their heads to produce a swirling effect. Interestingly, their 

role in the pasacalle was strictly visual. These female clowns would walk behind the batucada 

section showing their umbrellas and their painted faces, but they would not dance or play an 

instrument.  

 

 

Fig. 5.6. Leaders Leonardo and Jesus discussing the material to be performed in the pasacalle. 

 

Once the main circus cast arrived on the scene, the musicians and leaders got ready to 

start the walk. In the loza deportiva, other AYE members were in charge of setting up a tent and 

a stage, and getting the amplification system working. While I was looking at the towers of 

loudspeakers that were in place next to the stage, I oversaw Quique Valdez, the musical director 

of AYE, setting up the sound levels in the mixer. He also saw me and ran towards me smiling 
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and waving something in his hand. He had a free ticket for me to be part of the compartir that 

would be held after the pasacalle. “The food is great,” he said, “carapulcra and sopa seca.” 

Quique was very excited about the upcoming circus show and was meticulous in his work as a 

sound engineer. But our conversation was interrupted suddenly by the voice of Arturo Mejía 

talking trough the megaphone. He announced the commencement of the grand parade. At that 

precise moment, as in a sort of magical or unforeseen event, every pasacalle organization in the 

loza deportiva united in a solid assemblage and broke into a boisterous and well-coordinated 

grooving performance. The sound of their fiery interlocking drumming patterns emerged as a 

tight mass with almost a physical presence. The pasacalle, shortly after, began walking to the 

brisk pace of the batucada multi-ensemble, which was being led by Leonardo, the young 

Kilombo leader. Many participants and walkers were holding cameras and taking pictures (there 

was, in fact, an ongoing photography competition with prizes being offered to the authors of the 

event’s best shoots). The drummers aligned in a compact unit that managed to fit into the narrow 

dirt road that bordered the hill. To the left, there were brick-and-cement makeshift houses 

flanked by patches of sand and rocks. To the right, the abyss, and a majestic view of Villa El 

Salvador extended onto the horizon. Neighbors of Cerro Papa were already seated or standing up 

on the side of the road, awaiting with curiosity the arrival of the pasacalle. Children came 

running from the foot of the hill to observe the musicians and clowns passing through. The sandy 

and rocky surface of the path made it difficult for the players to maintain close ranks.  

Vigorous jugglers and acrobats walked in and out of the main batucada formation 

weaving their presence, as in a sort of filigree of bodily routines that outstood due to the vibrant 

tonalities of their clothes. The clowns had a special role of their own. Some male and female 

actors were impersonating impudent pranksters who would get closer to the adult audiences in 

the street and enact enticing movements charged with innuendo. They would apply these 

movements jokingly and successively would demand that all adults should bring their children to 

the free circus show to be held thereafter. In the meantime, the constant stream of syncopated 

patterns performed in the tarolas continued piercing the soundscape, while the bass drums 

produced a sort of trembling and tangible torrent of low frequencies that framed the walk. At the 

back of the parade line, the members of Arena y Esteras, dressed in their multicolor clothes, 

maintained a sharp concentration on their routines. As attempting to imitate the widely known 

rainbow-colored flag of the Tahuantinsuyo (the Inca Empire), AYE’s troupe dressed in a stirring 
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gamut of rainbow colors that set them apart. Close to them, the Barranco all-women’s batucada 

displayed a well-choreographed and effortless sway that added a dimension of suppleness to the 

march. Children kept running on the slant of the hill in order not to miss the tricks done by the 

jugglers in different sections of the line. Further ahead, some areas of the road were blocked by 

small busses and toritos, which required pasacalle participants to narrow down the formation and 

to get closer to the steep cliff—as I was walking and videotaping the event, sometimes I caught 

myself approaching too close to the sharp precipice. All along the walking line, it was possible to 

see the jugglers’ clubs being launched into the air and spinning over the heads of the musicians. 

In the meantime, the leaders of the four main organizations preserved their roles as directors 

trying to uphold the coordination of movement between players. They would use a whistle to 

mark the drumming-walking pulse with piercing shrieks. They would also raise their arms and 

count with their fingers in an obvious way to announce the proximity of a corte or transition. 

Sometimes, leaders would count aloud as well, making sure that the performed breaks would be 

tight and that the entire cohort would continue moving as one.  

Yet again, walking together with the parade line and along the slant of the hill, I was 

nothing less than astonished when observing the view of the district from above. All the houses 

with their irregular walls, colors, and architectural designs, enclosed by the almost perfectly cut 

squares of the neighborhood groups’ architectural layout, put me in awe. The vicinity of the 

Pachacamac sanctuary, the roaring shadows of the Pacific Ocean, the living testimony of the 

countless makeshift structures surrounding Cerro Papa led me to embody, once again, that 

particular sense of endless process and historical recurrence that I experienced when 

“discovering” Pachacamac from the Separadora Industrial Avenue.  

Suddenly, from within the pasacalle line, shouts emerged as the drummers reached new 

peaks of intensity. A muscular male acrobat ran to the front line and stood on his hands. A 

smiling and excited kid walked close to him waving the red and white national Peruvian flag. 

During that moment, the batucada cohort launched a new rhythmic style that began with a 

sequence of heavy whole notes that punctuated the crisp fills featured by the snare drums. This 

musical effect generated a strong rhythmic movement causing expectation and tension. As I 

realized later, it anticipated a new stage in the performance. This occurred a few minutes later, 

when the pasacalle line observed its first stop in a highly symbolic area of the Cerro Papa road. 

This stop was taken as an opportunity by Leonardo, who promptly used the break time to give 
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further instructions to other leaders. Even though he was the youngest among all batucada 

directors, his recognized expertise vested him with authority to critique the technical issues 

affecting the performance and to suggest workable solutions: “What are we doing?” he shouted 

to the cohort. “Here in the front line we are rushing and in the back they are slowing down, they 

are not walking fast enough!” He continued shouting: “Guys, do not guide yourselves with your 

ears, just pay attention to what is happening here in the front, follow our pace!” This was an 

interesting realization: Leonardo called for musicians to feel and not hear the music. But it was 

difficult to hear all of Leonardo’s remaining words, since a woman was simultaneously talking 

through a megaphone. She called all adults and children in the area to come to the circus show. A 

clown broke the ice created by Leonardo’s criticism by screaming with a hilarious and imposing 

voice: “Hey you! Why the hell did you stop! Keep working, dammit!” Everyone laughed at this 

and the screams and drum playing began one more time. A municipal police patrol that was 

following the pasacalle from behind the ranks sounded its siren purposely as to add another layer 

of color to the soundscape. The jubilance was at its peak at this moment. The cohort was 

swaying and marking the pace as one while also entering a small field next to the side of the 

road. A woman with three children who was sitting down on the porch of her house smiled and 

observed how the parade line walked by her house and moved onto the annexed area in which 

the performance continued with renewed energies. 

 

 

Fig. 5.7. Jota. 
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Fig. 5.8. The pasacalle begins. 

 

 

Fig. 5.9. Young neighbors come out of their houses. 
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As the pasacalle of the Festicirco approached that small field next to the dirt road and the 

people who followed the parade line continued marching forward, I recognized that something 

different was happening. The terrain adjacent to the road protruded from the slope and, I learned 

soon, it served a specific purpose in the community: this was a Catholic shrine, a pilgrimage 

location. When I stood up on this terrain contiguous to the hill, I could observe from high above 

the thousands of irregularly constructed houses across the district as well as in other adjacent 

districts. At the center of the shrine, there was a wooden, humble cross covered by a small roof. 

The participants’ screaming, howling, and shouting were getting louder and this expressed 

growing tension and excitement as everyone approached and surrounded the holy structure. 

Upon reaching the edge of the hill in the neighboring terrain, the batucada cohort stopped in 

front of the cross and remained stationary for several minutes. Acrobats and jugglers encircled 

the structure too and reinvigorated their routines. Bass drums thundered all over the place while 

leaders called for exciting breaks and transitions that impelled the music forward. During the 

brief moments of silence produced by the breaks, other participants would loudly shout as a way 

of making sure that the soundscape would not be empty, as if they abhorred those instants of 

momentary absence of movement and sound. Whistling could be heard from everywhere in the 

parade line while photographers kept shooting and shooting pictures to capture the rising 

intensity. In front of the cross, and simultaneously facing the thousands of houses that extended 

across the former desert of Villa and into the ocean, the pasacalle troop multiplied their energies. 

Leonardo, once again, took the lead and climbed on one of the short walls that encircled the 

shrine. He elevated a pair of drumsticks upon his head and vehemently marked a new pushing 

tempo for everyone to follow. This was the cue that called all people in the ensemble, with the 

only exception of the bass drums, to begin an extended roll that developed into a portentous 

crescendo. Jesus from Rumba Urbana also elevated his hand grabbing a drumstick and counted 

with his fingers to announce the arrival of the bass drums beats seconds after. The crescendo 

kept growing as the bass drums accelerated their patterns. Finally, in a gush of energy, the 

complete pasacalle troop burst into a roaring stream of sonic movement while the female 

members of Parió Paula disbanded from the central formation in order to dance and jump and 

play their drums with almost chaotic joy around the cross and alongside the other organizations. 

The shrine, a common pilgrimage destination that habitually becomes the focus of activities in 

pasacalle rituals across the Andean mountains, was also being used here in Cerro Papa as the 
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utmost stage for the performance of bodily, sonic, emotional, spiritual, and cognitive 

transformation, as the platform for the practicing of intersubjective communicative drills. The 

essence of the VES pasacalle, that is, the practicing of togetherness and cooperation through a 

fostering of individual and collective flexibility, took the shape of a fleeting and sonically 

powerful instant in which shared joy and rapture integrated performers and audiences alike in an 

open-ended life-process.  

 

 

Fig. 5.10. Climax of the pasacalle: the arrival to the shrine. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

 

 

The morning after my arrival in Lima I took a cab and went sightseeing in the city. It had 

been almost nine years since my departure from my hometown and I felt excited about the 

prospect of walking along the streets of the old Capital, this hectic metropolis of nine million 

people in which I had spent my childhood and adolescent years. For a long time I had planned 

this reencounter. As a matter of fact, doing fieldwork in Villa was in a sense an enterprise I 

deliberately related to my coming to terms with some troublesome memories of this city. Writing 

and reflecting upon the work of the VES pasacalle activists have been the means by which I have 

also fathomed my own experiences as a Limeño. In this light, re-visiting Lima—its people, its 

spaces, and the way in which inhabitants relate with each other and construct forms of sociality 

through expressive culture—became an obsession that fed my research drive. Consequently, this 

dissertation focused on the emergence of new cultural scenarios and the relationships that are 

enacted by people in a changing world, especially as these are expressed through art and music-

making. However, in many senses too, the research is about the workings of memory and the 

fragile structures that support people’s notions of culture, identity, race, and society. Scholars’ 

efforts to interpret and clarify the complexities of the myriad of worlds humans create are 

perhaps destined to end up with the sole conviction that change is a rule of thumb. For this 

reason, I have chosen to build my research upon the idea of practicing culture and sociality. I 

contend that this approach allows for an understanding of people’s lifeworlds as paths that are 

continuously reworked and redirected. The approach also emphasizes the more stable role of 

ethics in determining the way in which individuals practice their lives and try to make sense of 

the many ambiguous ideas we sometimes uphold as universal knowledge. 

Lima, the city I left years ago, is now a space of remembrance. It is a cloud of 

interconnected and sometimes antagonistic reminiscences and feelings, which I constantly reflect 

upon wishing to reach a stage of closure, a sense of understanding. That is the way in which I 

have been “feeling” Lima all these years throughout my voluntary exile in the United States: the 

city as a problem, as a conundrum, but also as a center to which I return repetitively in order to 

re-charge energies and through this means re-define my own identity. And this is perhaps the 
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way thousands of other Peruvian migrants living abroad feel in regard to the country they left 

behind searching for a new path.54 Migrants, who, like myself, were unable to find the most 

fulfilling life paths amidst the thorny social and economic enmeshment that clouds the future of 

many. Coming back to reflect upon the lyrics of the famous song written by chicha icon 

Chacalon, “Muchacho Provinciano” has been a constant throughout the four years of 

investigation involved in this dissertation. I have been attentive in discussing the nature of those 

“new paths” searched for by Andean migrants in the urban boundaries of Lima and all of the 

complex social and cultural outcomes an enterprise of this kind has brought about.  

 

 

The Face of Legality and Discrimination in Lima 

 

That morning I left my dad’s home located in the district of Surco and took a cab. I had 

decided to make an excursion into the appealing district of Miraflores, next to the shores of the 

Pacific Ocean and surrounded by an impressive circuit of neat parks and rocky abysses that flow 

into the dark, green waters of the beaches nearby. Miraflores, which literally means “look at the 

flowers,” is an upscale district. It enjoys a strong iconic meaning within Lima’s collective 

imaginary. As a geopolitical area connected to the power of the wealthy, educated, and 

politically-empowered criollos who inhabit it, the district’s origin and history have been 

concomitant with the complex cultural processes taking place in the capital since the emergence 

of the Spanish Viceroyalty. From the time of its founding and selection as a preferred residence 

                                                             

54 On the issue of the Peruvian diaspora, Durand writes: “Since the 1980s and especially the 

1990s, Peru has become a nation of emigrants. Emigration has become massive over the past two 

decades, and the Peruvian populations of the United States, Japan, and Spain have tripled in less 

than a decade […]. The economic, political, and social crisis brought about by a change in the 

economic model, two decades of terrorism, and a succession of failed democratic administrations 

[Alan Garcia Perez in 1985-90 and Alberto Fujimori in 1990-2010] has affected the society as a 

whole, and international migration seems to operate as an escape valve” (2010: 12). Ex-president 

Fujimori is now serving a 25-year sentence for authorizing death squads against civilian suspects 

of terrorism during his presidency. 
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for political authorities, wealthy businessmen, and a mostly white conservative population, living 

in Miraflores has been one of the foremost symbol of socioeconomic status in the country. In 

Lima, being a miraflorino (someone from Miraflores) means to be important, to be influential, 

and, for these reasons, to be also protected against diverse forms of discrimination. But 

nowadays, the process of Andeanization in Lima—exemplified by the rise of alternative cultural 

scenes like the one developed in VES—has been acknowledged as an attack on the conservative 

criollos of Miraflores. Because of this, the sense of losing a city to the hands of the “uncivilized” 

is palpable in the political attitudes adopted by representatives of the criollo neighbors who 

reside in this district.   

While walking across attractive Kennedy Park, a foremost sign of the western aesthetic 

standards upheld by the local neighbors, I paused to observe the surroundings. The park is indeed 

a beautiful place to visit. There are benches placed along bricked sidewalks shadowed by the 

copious foliage of old trees. Small red carriages are used by food vendors who sell traditional 

turkey and ham criollo sandwiches as well as desserts, whose recipes we created during colonial 

times. In the middle of the green areas, the Iglesia Virgen Milagrosa (Miraculous Virgin 

Church), built in 1930, stands out with its gray and ochre colors among the trees. Next to the 

church, there is a boulevard. It is devoted to street artists selling their paintings. Along this lane, I 

observed rows of easels featuring colorful artworks in the indigenista style, characterized by 

vivid representations of a pastoral Amerindian rural world in a stylized manner that reminded of 

me Paul Gauguin’s famous depictions of Tahitian landscapes. Most of these paintings are usually 

bought by the many tourists who visit the area every day. 

Kennedy Park also features green gardens protected by iron fences. These gardens offer a 

view of patches of assorted flowers kept in perfect bloom. Many people walk across the bricked 

walk and calmly relax on the benches. Around the park, cafes, restaurants, and bars have tables 

placed on the outside, and people sit down there to have a glass of wine and contemplate the 

park’s beauty. In this area, the vision of crowded shopping malls, jewelry and souvenirs stores, 

banks, and American fast-food chains speaks about the district’s constant inflow of monetary 

resources. Certainly, the municipality of Miraflores has invested a good amount of money to 

efficiently manage the district’s infrastructure. Its parks, houses, buildings, and streets always 

remain in a neat condition, a situation that cannot be seen in other less-wealthy districts of Lima. 
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Days after this visit to the Miraflores district, when I had already carried out my first 

explorations of Villa El Salvador, I could not help but think that the former district has remained 

in a sense untouched’and protected from the ongoing Andeanization of the metropolitan area. To 

be sure, this type of protection has been enforced by robust municipal policies against the 

presence of unauthorized street sellers working in Miraflores’ streets. Those responsible for 

enforcing these policies are the serenzago, municipal patrol guards, who administer zero-

tolerance policies to informal street-vendors, as well as to all forms of soliciting, drinking 

alcohol in public, and drug dealing. Miraflores’ municipal authorities are well-known in other 

areas of Lima because of their efficient strategies to preserve the traditional outlook of the old 

colonial and republican Lima. Nonetheless, many of these strategies sometimes openly violate 

the rights of Amerindians or mestizos, who are discriminated against and ousted from the district 

on the sole basis of their skin color. 

During this first visit to Miraflores, I witnessed the draconian policies enforced by the 

local serenazgo in their quest to maintain a district that was clean from the Andean invasion. 

While walking along Avenida Larco, the main street of the area, I saw an Amerindian woman 

sitting down on the edge of a sidewalk, next to a small tree. I had seen this same action being 

carried out by tourists who, tired of walking and sightseeing, sit down on the paved walk and 

catch their breath. This particular woman was probably in her sixties and was wearing a typical 

Andean garment: a pollera (Amerindian traditional multilayered skirt), a blouse, ojotas 

(rudimental sandals made with rubber), and a manto (blanket) attached to her back. She was 

sitting down silently looking at the cars driving past in the direction of the impressive Larcomar 

mall some blocks away, a modern building situated upon the rocky Costa Verde abyss facing the 

ocean. This seemed to me an uneventful picture. However, seconds after seeing the woman 

sitting on the sidewalk, a blue pickup truck arrived swiftly to the scene and stopped next to her. 

Eight uniformed municipal men jumped out of the car, carrying sticks and walkie-talkies. Their 

promptness and brisk behavior made me think that a robbery was taking place nearby and I got 

curious. Contrary to what I was expecting to see, that is, some kind of police chase, the 

policemen approached the Amerindian woman and asked her to stand up and leave the area. The 

woman, who had remained silent and calm until that point, refused to do so. She replied: “¿acaso 

estoy robando?” (do you think I am stealing something?). The eight policemen insisted and 

forced the woman to stand up and leave. But she kept refusing, stubbornly. Minutes after, 
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another pickup truck arrived and other municipal men approached the woman. They kept talking 

to their portable radios and surrounded her. Eventually, and against her will, the woman stood up 

and left. I was paralyzed while observing this incident. One of the guards looked at me 

cautiously. He was wearing sunglasses. I did not know what to do or how to react to the 

threatening attitude of the officials. I wanted to step up for the woman and defend her right to sit 

down there to rest, as tourists and miraflorinos constantly do. She was at least sixty years and old 

and was not illegally selling any kind of merchandise. But I did not step up. I only observed the 

policemen doing their “job.” This was the true face of the legal system in the district of 

Miraflores and, in general, in the criollo state that has governed Peru since the colony. 

 

*** 

The above incident left a powerful imprint on my subsequent research. I contend that the 

encounter of Miraflores’ law enforcement with the harmless Andean-looking woman can 

summarize the culture clash that has shaped both the emergence of a neo-Andean consciousness 

in Lima and the repressive attitudes harbored by governing elites. Nowadays, gradually smaller 

groups of criollos struggle to keep alive particular notions of tradition, beauty, and knowledge 

that were established during the period of colonization and reworked throughout Peru’s modern 

history. This has led to a situation in which the physical presence of Amerindians is perceived as 

a threat, as disruptive and illegal. Race triggers deeply disturbing emotions and is connected to 

such notions as illegality when ascribed to the migrants. In places like Miraflores, an archetypal 

stronghold of Lima’s criollo mentality, migrant’s phenotypical traits, as well as their hybrid 

cultural and social expressions, are deemed unacceptable and coarse. These expressions are 

looked down upon because criollos believe they mock the Western-derived aesthetic framework 

upheld as a sign of progress, modernity, education, and high-class status. 

In retrospect, my own passive response to the event I witnessed in the streets of 

Miraflores reflects the attitude that many of my fellow citizens adopt in relation to the (legal) 

abuse exerted by criollos against Amerindians and mestizos. A stagnant and permissive 

toleration of the values and norms imposed by elite groups has led to the standardization of 

discrimination. Various forms of discrimination have been adopted at the racial, cultural, and 

political levels in Lima and throughout the country as natural components of social life. 



221 

 

However, as I showed in this research, the passivity that characterizes the traditional 

metropolitan Limeños has not been endorsed by the migrants, by the pioneers who invaded the 

empty and barren lands surrounding the urban boundaries of the capital city. These migrants (and 

their succeeding generations) have come to the conclusion that only through the development of 

a novel and eclectic expressive culture, based upon an open and energetic display of communal 

emotions and solidarity, the passivity that supports the discriminatory status-quo can be stirred 

up. The pasacalle movement of Villa El Salvador is a clear example of how energy, movement, 

cosmopolitanism, eclecticism, and collective engagement are deployed altogether to provide a 

bold statement concerning Andean migrants in Lima: they are now part of the city and they are 

(and will be) actively transforming its cultural and social landscape. 

 

 

Drumming a New Path: The Practice of Culture and Sociality in the Pasacalle 

Movement of Villa El Salvador 

 

I started this research building upon a basic assumption that helped me to integrate the 

various fields of action concerning the VES pasacalle activities: cultural practices express and 

embody the fluctuating nature of human experience. Practice is the prevalent mechanism by 

which pasacalle members shape sociality and culture in their district. Instrumental and 

choreographic drills, rehearsals, gradual variations of routines, as well as the resulting 

improvement of technical skills are utilized by batucada musicians and circus artists to re-work 

their performance expertise. Importantly, this gradual fine-tuning also impacts the polishing of 

communicative actions that furnish group solidarity. For this reason, I began my research with 

the assumption that, as a kind of unscripted social improvisation, VES pasacalle practices 

conveyed the unpredictability of human thinking and sentience while also fostering channels of 

intersubjective communication that are essential for the construction of sociality. Practicing 

routines allows for the experimentation of a neo-Andean musicultural tradition defined by 

eclecticism and translocal aesthetic priorities. Furthermore, the communal art form of the 

pasacalle is also a dynamic and strategic tool that fosters a sense of belonging among the 

members of a disenfranchised community, a tool that ultimately intends to amplify members’ 

political voices across Lima’s hierarchical society. In that regard, my main argument has been 
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that practicing refers to a broad repetitive and self-enhancing process that ultimately concerns the 

construction of more positive lifeworlds. Batucada drumming and circus routines are the means 

by which VES activists pave the road to new cultural platforms for the future of their 

community. They literally drum new paths of action across the streets of Villa and now across 

metropolitan Lima as well. Their weekly rehearsals constitute the chief mode by which they 

redefine and rework their racial and cultural identities as cosmopolitan Andean and mestizo 

migrants in the city. Through this avenue, many peers reach a sense of self-actualization that 

helps thereafter to create strong social consciousness and solidarity. 

The process by which the rural Andean pasacalle—an early and important musical/dance 

tradition maintained by rural and Highland Amerindians—has morphed into the VES pasacalle 

involves a complex interplay of social and political events. In Chapter II, I chronicled what I call 

the impossible history of the VES pasacalle. I argued that the musicians, actors, and circus artists 

who established the VES movement when it first appeared in the early 1990s were themselves 

actors with no history. Their lack of political and social recognition was a consequence of the 

official metropolitan policies enforced by power elites. In this sense, the material culture brought 

about by Andean citizens in Villa and other migrant areas could not be legitimized by Western-

educated Limeños. Importantly, this impossible history also conveys a gradual movement from 

imposed coercion to self-liberation. During the 1990s, pasacalle activists established a strategy to 

translate into musical terms the ethical communal guidelines designed by the first settlers of the 

district. That is to say, the evolution of the VES pasacalle illustrates the way in which migrants’ 

initial lack of agency and political recognition were reverted into communal empowerment. 

Pasacalle activists drew upon ideas introduced by the early pioneers, ideas that integrated 

Andean communal life values, socialist ideology, and the teachings of Catholic Liberation 

Theology. Ultimately, the connection between aesthetic components and an ethical ontology 

involving the importance of communal enfranchisement over individual profit is what confers 

upon pasacalle its particular significance and vitality among Villa residents. The communal art 

form is a mirror of the historical process that led the migrants to produce a novel form of social 

organization based upon mutuality and cooperation. The ethical values that supported this 

spontaneous system of local governance are the spinal cord around which the eclectic visual and 

sonic cues of the pasacalle spin in constant change. 
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This neo-Andean ethical ontology has had, then, a crucial role in articulating the 

pasacalle aesthetic developments. The ethical ontology also molds the social formations that 

appear at the nucleus of the pasacalle movement. In Chapter IV, I argued that pasacalle 

organizations of Villa El Salvador are synergetic nodules in which interpersonal encounters serve 

the purpose of constructing open-ended life-processes. While practicing tambores and circus arts 

is the means by which activists construct culture and sociality, cultural organizations function as 

the basic bricks for the building of social relationships. Pasacalle cultural organizations are 

communities of practice that foster familial bonds. They also function as conceptual/physical 

spaces for the articulation of the youths’ eclectic identities, especially when it comes to the 

reworking of accepted notions of race and ethnicity. Moreover, the organizations exemplify the 

current influence and permanence of the founding pioneers’ legacy: the utmost purpose of these 

entities is to sponsor cooperation. Rehearsing batucada drills and choreographic bodily 

movement has become an everyday activity for members that reinforces a sense of camaraderie 

and intra-group synchronization. 

Weekly rehearsals mold the everyday life of pasacalle organizations and they also 

promote a proclivity for continuous re-invention of cultural, aesthetic, and racial ideas. Thus, the 

idea of movement as a life-process is integral to pasacalle activists. Movement, or more precisely 

energy, is an element related to the basic human impulse to migrate that has been recurrent in the 

neighbors’ shaping of the local consciousness. Energy explains the proclivity for aesthetic 

diversification within the VES pasacalle tradition. Fluid bodily, emotional, cognitive, and ritual 

movement are sought after and purposely deployed in pasacalle events because flexibility is a 

much appreciated trait in the art form.  The equation energy=flexibility=cultural dynamism is 

played out in the development of racial and social categories. Standards regarding the accuracy 

of rhythm in batucada music, the presentation of stage personae in boisterous performances, and 

the ideal archetypes of outspoken beauty in pasacalle performative codes are thought of among 

activists in terms of a Black and Andean dichotomy that determines what is good and bad in 

artistic terms. However, even though these racial discourses are built upon obvert essentialisms, 

the dynamic energy stirred at the core of pasacalle organizations permits a back-and-forth 

embodiment of various racial typologies. In short, pasacalle activists remain flexible and produce 

energy by being able to assume dissimilar and complex racial/cultural identities. This 

embodiment of dissimilar and hybrid identities is enacted through practicing, performing, and 
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gathering together for everyday rehearsals and formal pasacalle events. In this light, movement 

has become a manifestation of vitality and a way to contest standardized criollo racial categories, 

which posit the alleged stagnancy and reclusiveness of Amerindian culture.  

Practicing is a generative mechanism that allows pasacalle activists to rehearse cultural 

products and social configurations; it also helps to articulate the local ethos of togetherness and 

cooperation. As an overarching ethical framework shared by VES inhabitants and produced by 

the first Amerindian settlers, the ethos connects the economic and artistic innovations produced 

in the pasacalle movement with an idealized Andean consciousness associated with rural 

Highland life (especially in relation to communal work and ritual festivities). Consequently, the 

eclectic and transnational aesthetics that shape the VES parade are ultimately rooted in an 

Andean sensibility that has evolved into an alternative, but nonetheless legitimate, expression of 

contemporary Andeaness. This is, in fact, the belief held by many of my informants. As I posit in 

this dissertation, some common elements that relate the neo-Andean culture of VES with the 

rural Highland traditions are:  

 

1. The preference for a dense sound quality observed in many Sierra musical 

ensembles (e.g., thick textures that condense clashing tuning systems).  

2. The preference for participatory over presentational music (e.g., in both the Andes 

and Villa El Salvador, pasacalle musical ensembles’ goal is to engage street 

audiences). 

3. Pasacalle organizations follow a kinship system based on a mutually of being that 

is also practiced in the Sierra mountains (e.g., organizations are conceived as 

“families” and “households,” while the existence of real blood ties is not 

mandatory). 

4. A fractal cosmology that produces culture and society following a multiplying 

approach (e.g., in both the rural Andes and VES cultural/biological diversification 

is sought after). 

 

In this fashion, practicing has permitted the establishment of novel expressions while 

simultaneously furnishing bridges to interconnect and revitalize traditional Andean practices 



225 

 

within the emerging, cosmopolitan communities of migrants that are transforming the face of 

Peru’s capital. 

 

Practicing Spaces: Producing Liberated Social Worlds  

I posit that the dynamic foundation of the pasacalle organization nodule lies in the 

repetition and variation of the “intersubjective phenomenon” enacted by its practitioners (Schutz 

1967: 32). This phenomenon refers to a social transaction in which meaning is both constituted 

and multiplied by codependent actors (ibid.) Out of this pivotal encounter between two or more 

agents, who are engaged in practicing routines, emotional, cognitive, and spiritual exchanges 

arise. Meaning, in pasacalle ritual, refers to those lived, mutual, and ongoing units of embodied 

knowledge that flow and reverberate among peers within the passing moment of the 

performance. The liberated social worlds enacted by pasacalle activists depend a great deal on 

the corporeal (non-verbal) communication established among actors. Achieving an embodied 

and mutual heightened sense of dependence and complementarity is in most cases then the goal 

of practicing routines. It is in that regard that I equal the experiential quality of sense with that of 

space due to the fact that sense and space are both experienced in the rehearsal context and are 

integral parts of the communicative intersubjective phenomenon. The practicing space in which 

pasacalle activists achieve mutuality is the type of “epiphany” or “revelation” that philosopher 

Emmanuel Levinas has depicted as a “pre-linguistic, pre-conceptual, and pre-theoretical […] 

encounter with the face,” an undefinable episode he perceives as a totality or infinity embodied 

by humans who transcendentally encounter each other (Morgan 2011:44). This mode of 

encounter is ritually played out by members of organizations through their bodily, 

choreographic, and unspoken routines charged with energy. The structures of meaning they 

continuously forge, dissolve, and reimagine as part of their communicative dealings involves 

dialogic epiphanies that aid entrenching mutual experiences of life. These experiences are 

reworked and deciphered collectively in the form of interlocked rhythms, instrumental 

techniques, performance sensibilities, and choreographic movements that need to be learned and 

improved on by the cohort as a unit. Lastly, the type of pre-verbal meaning produced through 

pasacalle choreography is liberating because it enables practitioners to embody (i.e., to 

experience, to understand, to anticipate, to intuit, to sense) forms of knowledge that were 

unknown until the actual moment of group synchronization. This embodied knowledge “should 
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not be reduced to a sign which, as it were, lies on a separate plane outside the immediate domain 

of an act” (Jackson 1983: 328). In other words, the non-inscribed quality of pasacalle routines 

(its unfinishedness) accounts for structures of meaning that are continuously reinstated and richly 

interwoven with the variability of changing emotional, cognitive, and social experiences. As 

many of my interviewees affirmed, these changing experiences constitute the kernel of the 

pasacalle self-actualizing capability. The mutual experiences that are embodied during 

performance are fleeting. They do not imply the crystallization of an authoritative sense of 

tradition among associates. Therefore, rehearsals and performances liberate practitioners from 

stagnant or imposed structures of knowledge and endow them with novel conceptions of the 

world that are subjectively and collectively designed. For this reason, meaning articulated in 

pasacalle performativity defies univocal explanations or precise cultural translations. 

Consequently, the notion of movement or energy proposed and articulated by organizations’ 

leaders is adequate to convey the continuity and simultaneous re-formulation of knowledge 

deployed in VES pasacalle activities. 

Building on this notion of intersubjective creativity and transcendence, I maintain that 

pasacalle communities employ their training drills and routines to co-produce “not a world of 

being, but a world that is at every moment one of becoming and passing away—or better [yet], 

an emerging world” (Schutz 1967: 36) that lasts for the time of the performance that brings it 

into being. This notion of a shared emerging world helps to stress the dynamic forces that 

operate at the core of the reciprocal lifeworlds sustained by VES pasacalle institutions, forces 

that usually become distinct through the articulation of unfinished or eclectic cultural products. 

Moreover, these supple lifeworlds (supple in the sense suggested by Kilombo’s leader Pamela) 

are determined by “a movement of opening” and “not of closure,” that is, pasacalle practitioners’ 

lifeworlds do not “begin here or end there, or connect a point of origin with a final destination,” 

but rather they keep on going, “finding a way through the myriad of things that form, persist and 

break up in [their] currents” (Ingold 2011:4). Experimentation, repetition, and gradual variability 

of performance codes are therefore custom procedures that instill an eclectic vision of existence, 

a vision that is also an exercise in resilience and progressive movement. 
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Practicing Hard for the Future: New Developments and Further Research on the 

VES Pasacalle Movement 

 

The pasacalle movement continues to grow and diversify in Villa El Salvador and 

beyond. At the moment of writing these concluding remarks (July 2014), the pasacalle leaders 

with whom I worked during my fieldwork (2011-2013) are engaged in increasing work 

expanding their organizations. The clearest example of this tendency is the work presently 

carried out by Kilombo Artes Escenicas, the institution directed by Pamela Otoya and Leonardo. 

As a consequence of their much-desired cosmopolitanism, this group continues breaking local 

pasacalle conventions. Currently, they perform not only in the streets of Villa, but also in the 

barrios pitucos of metropolitan Lima (Lima’s wealthy and snob neighborhoods). Kilombo has 

taken its music and circus art to traditionally criollo districts such as Miraflores and Surco, where 

activists share with these new audiences their original communal art form. Moreover, the move 

towards innovation proposed by Pamela Otoya is evidenced nowadays in Kilombo’s 

incorporation of instruments that no other organization have used in the past: trumpets, chapitas 

(jingles), the timba drum, and cowbells. In addition to this, building upon Pamela’s ideas about 

the importance of the body and the display of energy as a manifestation of freedom and agency, 

the organization continues to incorporate more coordinated choreographic movements to their 

performance routines.  

To some extent, Kilombo has assumed the leadership of the VES pasacalle movement 

when it comes to one of the fundamental goals pursued by this and other organizations, of 

multiplying the affiliate’s networks. During my last interview with Pamela Otoya, which took 

place in a hasty trip from Villa El Salvador to Surco—when I had to follow her while she rode 

two buses and a taxi cab on her way to meet a friend—she revealed the extent of Kilombo’s 

prospective expansion. Pamela had been in direct conversations with Susana Villaran, current 

Mayor of metropolitan Lima,55 who was aware of the scope of the pasacalle movement in Villa. 

Villaran, a center-left politician who had recently become the first female Mayor in the history of 

                                                             

55 The Municipality of Metropolitan Lima’s jurisdiction embraces every district within 

the geographical boundaries of all metropolitan, rural, and emergent areas in the capital city (a 

total of 49 districts with a population of 9.5 million people). 
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Lima, recognized the interest that the VES communal art form has awakened in the local youth. 

For this reason, Villaran appointed Pamela Otoya with directing a vast cultural initiative the 

Mayor’s team calls “Batucada and Fusion Crea-Lima.” This program is sponsored by the 

Municipality of Metropolitan Lima and endeavors to train teenagers age thirteen to seventeen in 

the art of batucada and circus disciplines. The main goal of the program is to develop in 

disenfranchised and peripheral areas of Lima a grassroots movement similar in scope and 

direction to the one that appeared in VES. Pamela is the coordinator and director of the program 

while Leonardo is the chief instrumental instructor. The two of them are now working together, 

professionally hired by the Municipality, to help the Crea-Lima program move forward. They 

both have busy schedules and are well known and respected in the emergent pasacalle movement 

that is growing in the cono norte and cono sur, areas that, similarly to Villa, were born out of 

migrant invasions. Ultimately, the Crea-Lima program envisions the formation of a huge inter-

district pasacalle formed by teenagers coming from the three conos areas (south, north, and 

center). Villaran is the first Mayor to recognize the importance of Andean migrants in the 

shaping of a new Provincial Lima, that is, a Lima that is not criollo dominated anymore but 

Andean at large. The plan to develop an inter-district grassroots pasacalle movement based on 

the VES experience promises the arrival of a new era and further developments in the neo-

Andean parade tradition. This promising scenario would offer the possibility of using the present 

research as the foundation for a more comprehensive study addressing the resulting musicultural 

changes that may be brought about by Villa’s activists across the capital city and beyond the 

reaches of their home-based district. 

Kataplum Suena, the organization directed by Carlos Olivares, has also continued 

expanding. Building upon Carlos’ conception of Kataplum as a family, rather than a business or 

troupe, the group has maintained a busy schedule of recruitment. This has helped them to 

diversify even more their web of associates throughout the district and to recharge the needed 

energies for carrying out weekly activities. Recruiting new, young members for the family is 

especially important, since Kataplum’s aesthetic standards are based on the achievement of 

potency and energy. According to my conversations with Carlos, much of the spirit of his 

cultural organization relies on the energy and youthful attitude its members maintain as well as 

on the strong familial ties they develop at the core of the institution. An illustrative example of 

this last characteristic, the group’s dependance on familial ties, was shown to me when an 
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exchange of Facebook posts appeared on the group’s website on July 2014. The exchange of 

posts addressed the celebration of national teacher day in Peru (July 6th). On that day, the crew of 

Kataplum Suena uploaded a photo collage showing several images of Carlos Olivares directing 

and performing with his ensemble. The images depicted moments of live performances with the 

band captured in full swing. Other images featured Carlos surrounded by his pupils, smiling to 

the camera and making funny faces. All these photos were artfully placed around a caption in 

bold and clear font stating: “When you feel that everything is finished, that’s the right moment 

for you to start again” (cuando creas que todo ha terminado, ese es el momento de empezar). 

The collage was also posted on Carlos Olivares’ personal Facebook website and included a warm 

message from an affiliate who represented the entire group: 

 

Happy teacher’s day!...Thanks for making yourself available to us! I am talking not only 

for me, but for all the group! You are so important to us. Our teacher, our friend, our 

brother! We are a family, we are thankful for your teachings. From all the members of 

Kataplum Suena, we wish you a happy day!56 

 

To this caring message, Carlos replied: “Thanks! I love you all, Kataplum Casa de Arte, you are 

my family and I’ll always have time for you all.” And later, in a separate comment, he added: “I 

will improve myself for you.”57 

These exchanges show the true nature of Kataplum in relation to the core family values 

they pursue. Perhaps, distancing themselves from Kilombo’s main goals—which include a larger 

dissemination of pasacalle knowledge, innovation, professionalization, and advocacy for identity 

and self-esteem programs—Kataplum aims to remain a compact yet strong VES organization. 

This does not mean that the group is not open to new venues and audiences. In fact, as of today, 

most of the professional gigs performed by this organization are held outside Villa El Salvador. 

Among their favorite destinations in this regard are public and private schools, where Kataplum 

performs not only batucada numbers but also carries out drama workshops. Additionally, they 

                                                             

56 Posted in Kataplum Casa de Arte’s Facebook page. July 6. 

 

57 Carlos Olivares. Facebook post. July 6. 
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have been hired to perform for important governmental institutions such as the National 

Organization of Electoral Processes (Jurado Nacional de Elecciones) and the Chorrillos Military 

Academy (Peru’s foremost military academy), which attest to the groups’ professionalism and 

goal oriented rehearsal agenda. Nonetheless, this professionalism and commitment to their art 

seems to differ in one important aspect form Kilombo’s activities. In her capacity as coordinator 

of an inter-district pasacalle program, Pamela Otoya has focused her work on training new 

pasacalle artists to ideally have them join the inter-district pasacalle movement. This intended 

broad scope of action has affected the development of a type of familial intimacy developed at 

the core of smaller and more traditional VES pasacalle organizations such as Kataplum Suena, 

La Retumba, and Intinya-Batu. To some extent, one could argue that Kilombo’s family has 

grown so large that the quality of relationships maintained by its members now resembles more 

closely those held by large professional ensembles (i.e., professional comradery is valued over 

intimate familial ties). At any rate, Kataplum Suena still follows a well-conceived ethical policy 

that builds upon the maintenance of friendship, the generation of energy, and the encouragement 

of intra-group cooperation. In addition to these values, the goal of self-improvement continues 

being a fundamental motivation among its members (as Carlos Olivares showed with his reply to 

the group’s warm wishes). Subsequent posts written by Carlos in his Facebook website serve to 

further enlighten and exemplify these various ethical and conceptual precepts that regulate the 

institution: 

 

Taking our art everywhere, we fill all districts with joy, to the rhythm of our percussion, 

we move forward sounding out everywhere, always with the blessings of our celestial 

Father.58 

 

Our family grows, thank God for so many blessings.59 

 

                                                             

58 Carlos Olivares. Facebook post. June 24, 2014. 

 

59 Carlos Olivares. Facebook post. January 12, 2014.  
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Welcome to our beautiful family, my new brothers, you are greeted with joy.60 

 

Thanks for always staying by me and never failing me, there are not many loyal friends 

like you in the world, thanks for valuing me as a person, I love you my brothers.61 

 

Together with Kataplum members’ message to their leader, Carlos’ words reveal the successful 

work of the organization. The formation of familial ties and the sponsoring of togetherness and 

cooperation are the main index by which Kataplum members gauged the outcomes achieved 

through weekly rehearsals. While their primary goal is not that of growing as a large professional 

institution, something Kilombo is pursuing, Kataplum keeps building quality intra-group 

relationships as a means to ensure a solid presence in the VES (and now Lima’s) pasacalle 

movement. 

 

 

Fig. 6.1. Lima's Mayor Susana Villaran (wearing a white t-shirt) awards the work of Pamela 

Otoya (second from the left) and Leonardo (to the right). 

                                                             

60 Carlos Olivares. Facebook post. June 20, 2014. 

 

61 Carlos Olivares. Facebook post. June 19. 2014. 
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Intinya-Batu, another leading VES organization, is also striving to maintain a level of 

accomplishment that, again, is gauged according to this institution’s own values and ideals. As 

seen Jota, the founding leader of Intinya-Batu, was characterized by his disregard for monetary 

success within the boundaries of Villa El Salvador. Of all things, he favors the performance of 

art itself and the authenticity of the material he and his followers present to their audience. Even 

though Jota is concerned about increasing or refreshing the skills of his personnel, he has not had 

much success in recruiting new members as Kataplum and Kilombo. But this situation, perhaps, 

is not that negative according to his and the organization’s goals. As a small ensemble consisting 

of senior members with at least two or three years of experience playing in the group, the quality 

of the music and circus routines Intinya offers is high. Furthermore, Jota wants to imprint a 

specific image and personality on his organization. In this light, much of his essential work as a 

leader is intended not merely to increase the number of associates or to reinforce their intra-

group familial ties (although this is nonetheless a vital component), but to develop a concept 

through performance, to make the organization unmatchable by other local groups. This 

enterprise is linked to Jota’s particular notions of prestige based upon of the appraisal of his 

musicians’ knowledge of the repertoire. For him, Intinya-Batu continues being a platform for a 

type of practicing that is imbued with devotion and respect, an attitude that ritualizes (and even 

makes sacred) everyday rehearsal routines. Jota builds this ritual notion of practice on the idea 

that “practice can accomplish everything” and therefore can become a tool for self-actualization 

among members who grew up and live in a disadvantaged world.  

Furthermore, Jota’s ideas about the imperative of making a name in VES is not opposed 

to the practicality of becoming professional in a growingly competitive pasacalle scene. In fact, 

Intinya-Batu does maintain a schedule of paid performances outside Villa. They are known 

because of their avant-garde, flamboyant, colorful, and robust aesthetics and they usually are 

hired by metropolitan corporations and night clubs interested in adding an exotic flair to their 

events. Regarding this exotic view of the pasacalle among criollos and metropolitan Limeños, it 

is important to acknowledge the surge of a new trend in the market of Lima’s private and 

corporate event planning. This trend consists of a festive segment that is inserted in a specific, 

usually unexpected, timeline of a given event (e.g., a wedding reception, anniversaries, private 

parties, cocktails, corporate gigs). During this segment, which usually lasts for an hour, a cohort 

of clowns, batucada musicians, and circus performing artists invade the private event’s space 
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with a boisterous performance, which features confetti rain, clown routines, dances, juggling, 

and, of course, loud batucada music. Known among metropolitan Limeños as the hora loca 

(crazy hour), this practice has become very popular among event planners. Consequently, 

pasacalle artists from areas such as VES are now actively hired to perform horas locas. Similarly 

to what the pasacalle does in the streets of Villa El Salvador, the hora loca produces a moment of 

strangeness and specialness among metropolitan citizens’ private events. A symbol of status and 

cosmopolitanism itself, the hora loca has become a trending entertainment commodity that 

eventually ensures a source of income for emerging artists such as Jota and his fellow ensemble 

members. Precisely, most of the group’s resources come from these type of activities and not 

from the street parades and festivals they organize in their Villa neighborhoods. 

Intinya-Batu will commemorate its fourth anniversary on August 4th, 2014. As it 

happened one year ago, the group will celebrate with diverse activities involving circus routines, 

stilt races, juggling, and a grand pasacalle that will pass through Jota’s neighborhood group. The 

commemorative celebrations I attended in 2013 constituted a successful collaboration of Intinya 

and other cultural organizations. All these organizations literally closed the streets in order to 

launch the events for the day. The pasacalle that I attended that day was also one of the most 

eclectic and visually-diverse I saw during my fieldwork. Now, in order to celebrate this 4th 

anniversary, Jota and his friends are launching an active campaign through their Facebook page. 

Some of their posts in this regard state: 

 

And celebrating big time once again, in our hood, our anniversary. Come and join us, 

have fun, entertain yourself, escape from routine sharing our happiness, this will be our 

4th anniversary and we would love to see you there, we will have an apparel fair, 

workshops, wall painting, circus competition, variette62 [sic], and a after party with 

bandas [bands, ensembles] and more surprises, because what we do, we do out of love, 

alrighty?63 

                                                             

62 Referring to a variety of short circus and clown acts. 

 

63 Intinya-Batu. Facebook post. July 13, 2014. 
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The drums keep sounding out against everything and, with the most sincere spirit of the 

drum and circus.64 

 

Intinya-Batu offers a break in routine and features events such as circus competitions and 

a “variette” (i.e. clowning and juggling) both of which I have not seen in other organizations. 

This demonstrates that Jota is still pushing the envelope of what purports to be a traditional 

pasacalle organization in the district. His effort to distance his activities from other local 

organizations in aesthetic terms was seen recently as well when he and his team launched the 

first Cultural Carnival Dreams (Carnaval Cultural Sueños), which took place on February 16 th, 

2014. This was the first event of its kind and was thoroughly designed, organized, and performed 

by Intinya-Batu with the support of other organizations. The slogan that was used to promote the 

event was: “recuperando viejas costumbres” (recovering old traditions). The main idea behind 

this event was to bring back from the past the tradition of the carnival practiced by Lima’s 

criollos and Spaniards during colonial times and the early republican years. This type of carnival 

was associated with the Catholic Lent period and involved what Limeños considered at the time 

a form of socially-accepted debauchery, which was expressed through street festivities that 

featured costumes, masks, heavy-drinking, and, most especially, the tradition of throwing water 

and paint over neighbors faces and bodies. During the last decade, these activities have been 

banned by local authorities in the belief that it promotes violent behaviors. However, in a move 

that is both controversial and thought-provoking, Intinya has organized its own carnival festivity 

reminiscent of an exemplary criollo tradition showing an instance of a colonial practice being 

adopted by a neo-Andean community in the capital city. According to Jota, the event promised: 

 

An afternoon of carnival, a Sunday with music, circus, lots of art, water, paint, only for 

one moment we will bring back from the past that tradition of throwing water at each 

other, painting each other, and what is more fun than doing this in the presence of artists 

and neighbors, artists who join us from everywhere, everyone is welcomed, we will have 

an after-party featuring the best of our underground culture, rap, hip hop, rock, Brazilian 
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music, clowns, everything, join us!, this will make our voice stronger and you’d make it 

possible.65  

 

This event, like others organized by Intinya, has been unique among its kind. It expresses 

the particular aesthetic and conceptual spirit of the group, which seeks to be marginal and 

popular at the same time. Ultimately, the work carried out by Jota and his team continues 

diversifying the cultural contributions of the VES pasacalle movement as well as strengthening 

the communal goals of togetherness sought by local activists inside their communities. Every 

day, more and more, the cultural innovations and aesthetic reformulations pushed forward by 

groups such as Intinya seem to respond to the contemporary tastes of younger generations in the 

district, showing that the pasacalle movement is still a grassroots effort concerned with 

benefiting Villa’s youth. 

Finally, La Retumba Casa de Arte, the fourth most important pasacalle organization in 

VES, is following a somehow similar line of development as  Kilombo. Even though La 

Retumba, led by Michael and Omar, does not enjoy the financial support of the Municipality of 

Lima, they still are successful in recruiting new young members and organizing pasacalles inside 

and outside their home district. Like all other VES pasacalle associations, La Retumba faces 

undeniable economic and infrastructural challenges that make their work commendable. 

However, as La Retumba has shown through their daily activities, the successful strategic 

management of cultural organizations demands that they need to establish liaisons with 1) 

businesses owners, 2) public and private schools, 3) political organizations, and 4) public 

administration entities. Through these liaisons, cultural organizations such as La Retumba are 

hired to perform paid pasacalles. The popularity of the VES pasacalle (and other related 

performance practices like the above mentioned hora loca) is growing in Lima. Now, the 

pasacalle is not only a communal art of Villa El Salvador. Different types of businesses in 

metropolitan Lima area look to the Villa’s batuqueros to perform at their private parties and 

celebrations. Political parties incorporate the energy and boisterous sounds of the tambores in 

their campaign rallies. School boards employ pasacalle artists to organize workshops that engage 

their student population with activities that are fun and appealing.  
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In this light, La Retumba and its various sister organizations keep up an agenda of 

activities that focus on developing and strengthening liaisons with potential affluent customers. 

This constitutes the most important avenue for future infrastructural developments inside the 

pasacalle movement. Nonetheless, the establishment of a solid client portfolio might also 

represent a major change in the nature of the movement. Moving from a solidarity-based 

movement to a movement founded on the professional development and achievement of 

individual artists would most probably affect the aesthetics of the practice. Currently, not all 

activists agree on the potential professionalization of the pasacalle. There are several activists 

who still advocate for a communal approach in which music and circus arts are performed only 

for the benefit of the neighborhood as a whole. Yet, there are other activists who understandably 

demand to be paid monetarily as recognition for their everyday hard work. Ultimately, there is 

much to accomplish in terms of achieving a situation in which pasacalle artists can make a living 

from their art. With the sole exception of a few organization leaders (Pamela and Leonardo, for 

instance) no other activists can afford to support themselves by performing tambores (for this 

same reason, such professional batucada leaders are sometimes criticized).  

But a strategic management of the VES cultural organization also depends on one 

additional factor, one that constitutes in itself the basis of its present success as a collective 

movement: an all-embracing hope for a better future engaging every affiliate in a profound way. 

This dissertation investigated the origins of the pasacalle movement from different angles, 

emphasizing the ethical foundation of not only this art but on the related forms of sociality and 

political organization developed by the 1970 pioneers and their descendants. Therefore, I want to 

close this last chapter quoting the words of Omar Salazar, co-leader of La Retumba Casa de Arte. 

In a Facebook post written in July 2014, Omar expressed the generalized view about the goals 

and ethical spirit shaping today’s pasacalle movement. His post also shows that the many social 

issues I addressed in relation to the historical disenfranchisement of VES inhabitants are still an 

ongoing problem. Poverty, delinquency, street gang-based violence, discrimination, and 

economic inequality affect the lives of most of the batucada practitioners and their street 

audiences. The pasacalle movement has become a way to generate spaces where the local youth 

can flourish, experience power, and embody an efficacious sense of agency. As I showed, this 

embodied agency has become the VES youth’s means to construct lifeworlds of their own, 

conceptual and physical environments in which the practicing and performance of the communal 
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art becomes a liberating and self-actualizing movement based on energy flows. In order to 

warmly welcome the arrival of a new pasacalle organization to the district’s scene (Colectivo 

Pacha), Omar wrote in his Facebook page: 

 

A new group, a new batucada, new people who want a better development of our city. To 

generate spaces where adolescents and the youth can grow up without violence. Art is 

power and through this means the cultural groups [of Villa] want to change the 

district…Welcome...associates! Artist brothers and batuqueros, lets join our energy 

together to kick hard the everyday violence…66 

 

Art is power and a source of change. This is the fundamental principle that confers moral 

strength upon the unrecognized and unpaid work of all activists in the pasacalle movement. 

Despite its marginalization, the movement is still growing and newer cultural organizations are 

emerging. Following the Andean-derived principles of diversification and multiplication adopted 

by VES inhabitants, pasacalle activists continue expanding their webs of relationships, which are 

sponsored by the practicing and performance of pasacalle routines. Life within these networks 

grows, multiplies, subdivides, and ensures in that fashion the creation of additional 

intersubjective relationships among activists. The mutuality that articulates social organization at 

the core of the movement is cyclically nourished through this means.  

Practicing batucada and circus arts has become the means by which activists envision 

(with no false idealisms) the arrival of a better future. In a city like Lima, plagued as it is by 

everyday street violence, standardized forms of discrimination, and recurrent violations of 

citizens’ rights, the hope for better conditions of life demands perseverance. The history that 

opened this last concluding chapter showed the extent to which discrimination and inequality 

have become a defining trait of the criollo-dominated Peruvian legal state. The image of that 

Amerindian elderly women being expelled with coercive force from the sidewalks of Miraflores’ 

clean and modernized streets exemplifies the ongoing policies the country’s political authorities 

are imposing. A general disregard for indigenous culture and rural life is paired with the 

authorities’ trending interest in fostering a macroeconomic national growth, a phenomenon that 
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ultimately has not yet improved the lives of the poor. Nonetheless, the attitude adopted by the 

VES pasacalle activists differs significantly from the attitude assumed by the Amerindian woman 

in the streets of Miraflores who, understandably, conceded to the orders of a threatening police. 

Showing a different attitude, activists engage their disadvantaged reality by deploying 

perseverance. They practice self-improvement techniques that give them a sense of self-

determination and embodied power. They do not acquiesce and leave the streets to find another 

place to rest, far from the eyes of the wealthy and powerful. Activists “invade” the streets, as 

their parents and grandparents did in 1970s. They produce vigorous sounds that mobilize the 

city. They march and dance and dislike silence, because, for them, silence equals submission. 

Furthermore, activists do not fail to notice the reality of discrimination. They are aware of the 

inequality from which Peruvian social issues spring. Consequently, they respond to it and assert 

themselves as worthy social beings by producing flamboyant and boisterous sonic/visual 

statements that help strengthen their communities’ political voices in a muffled, subservient 

environment.  

The pasacalle movement is therefore a direct expression of people responding to and 

improvising political strategies against the rigidity of a coercive system. Based on practice and 

innovation, the work of VES organizations focuses on transforming and revitalizing the 

mentality of racially and culturally complex individuals in order to provide a socially aware 

generation of local citizens. Such work is essentially played out through the rehearsal of physical 

bodies sounding out and moving together on the streets. Within the spaces opened up by cultural 

organizations, practicing enables actors to enjoy the fruit of their actions in real-time. The 

practice of musical and choreographic routines involves the self-enhancing performance of not 

only technical procedures but, more importantly, the formation of intra-group social skills and 

positive communal values. It is for this reason that, in the long run, pasacalle activists have 

endeavored to create of a new hybrid art form: the original Andean pasacalle tradition was 

transformed into the VES communal art form of the pasacalle in an attempt to furnish a platform 

for the development of a stronger and more civically engaged youth. Only through this means, 

that is, 1) the fortification of communal consciousness shaped by kindred values of cooperation 

and 2) the awareness and performance-based challenge of discriminatory policies imposed by the 

criollo state, the youth of Villa El Salvador may achieve the dream of a better future. Pasacalle 
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activists are practicing hard to endure the long voyage. Together, they are simultaneously 

searching for and paving the new path. 
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