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May 22, 2017, in a Maijuna village in the northwest Amazon, Peru.

It is a foggy morning. Romana1 gets up before dawn. It is her turn to 

prepare snacks and lunch for school  children. This  little village counts 

twenty- two elementary students, including her nine- year- old  daughter. 

She walks from her  house to the canteen, a  little  house on stilts made of 

wood and crowned with a thatched leaf roof next to the concrete school 

building. At the back of the canteen, in the kitchen,  there is some wood 

and a bucket of  water her husband brought the  evening before. She lights 

the fire. The teacher, Noe, climbs the few steps of the canteen, reaches the 

storage area, and with his key unlocks the heavy chain. He shows me 

the foodstuff from Peru’s National School Feeding Program, Qali Warma, 

which means “vigorous child” in Quechua.2 Among the tuna, sardine, and 

chicken cans, the pasta, rice, lentils, powdered eggs, and canned milk, he 

selects some ingredients based on the suggested menus sent by Qali Warma 

for Romana to prepare.

The menu of the day? For breakfast: porridge with milk, oats, and sugar, 

with quinoa cookies. For lunch: tuna, pasta, rice, and split peas. In a large 

metal pot, Romana pours the milk and lets it cook with the oats and sugar 

 until it has the consistency of porridge (mazamorra, or jùrù in Máíjɨkì, 
Maijuna language). She serves one cup for each child; meanwhile, the 

teacher distributes cookies wrapped in plastic. At 7 a.m.,  children dressed 
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in colorful and fluo rescent clothes— usually football  T-shirts and shorts 

for boys, shades of pink  T-shirts and shorts or skirts for girls, and shoes— 

sit on the bench at the  table to eat.3 The smaller ones eat on the floor as 

they do not reach the  table. Once breakfast is finished, they go to school. 

 Later, Romana prepares lunch. Since she fished the day before, she pre-

pares sudado de pescado (stewed fish) and puts the tuna cans aside. She 

adds some condiments: garlic she bought at the  little village bodega, 

sweet pepper, turmeric, and coriander from her garden. When the meal 

is ready (stewed fish with split peas mash, rice, and pasta), she serves it 

generously in individual plates. The  children eat a part of it at the can-

teen and save the rest to take home on plates they brought from home.4 

Members of their families share the food  later. Romana brings home the 

unopened cans of tuna she set aside, in case her  house hold runs out of 

game or fish.

This extract from my fieldwork notes describes how a  mother inhabit-

ing a Maijuna village has both applied and deviated from Qali Warma to 

realize her own vision of what school meals should be and to allot herself 

a compensation for her collaboration: the canned tuna. During twelve 

months of ethnographic fieldwork conducted from 2013 to 2017 in the 

lowlands of the northwest Amazon,5 I witnessed many  mothers adapt-

ing the program to their needs in similar ways. I was working in six dif-

fer ent villages in northeastern Peru, officially and locally called Native 

communities.6

Four  were Maijuna villages, and two  were Napuruna villages in the 

lower Napo River Basin. Located in the Loreto department, they lie in 

vari ous degrees of remoteness from the city of Iquitos, from five hours to 

a full day of travel by boat.  After receiving official authorization from local 

representatives and community assemblies, I collected data using ethno-

graphic methods such as participant observation and semi- structured and 

informal interviews. In this chapter, I draw on that material to analyze 

the implementation of Qali Warma at the local level, focusing especially 

on the role of the  mothers who almost always cook school meals.7 They 

are the last intermediaries between what the state provides and what ends 

up on  children’s plates. Within that  limited space for maneuver, caregiv-

ers8 both concretize and transform the school food program that has been 

designed by state policies.9 They engage in a complex negotiation with 
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the Peruvian government as they grapple with the constraints of the pro-

gram and deploy strategies to adapt it to their own agendas.

I use the term negotiation to emphasize the active  process deployed by 

 mothers, which does not involve  actual, verbal discussion between gov-

ernment representatives and beneficiaries. Rather,  mothers “negotiate” 

by preparing some supplied foods while expressing concern, or altogether 

avoiding  others; substituting local ingredients; and spreading rumors 

about the nature of government- provided food and its risks. I understand 

 these discrete  resistances as the “infrapolitics of subaltern groups,” that is, 

“ political acts that are disguised or offstage [that] help us to map a realm 

of pos si ble dissent.”10

Despite their concerns, both groups seem to embrace the program 

 because, like school itself, it allows their  children to acquire a mestizo social-

ization. In general, mestizo is a Spanish word that refers to anyone who 

adopts a be hav ior related to modernity, technology, or urbanity. It is also 

used as an adjective to indicate industrial or urban- style food (comida mes-

tiza). Caregivers believe that learning how to be mestizo, by adopting their 

cultural habits and eating the food,  will open up possibilities for  children, 

3.1  A Napuruna mother prepares sardines, rice, and plantains for a school meal. Stu-

dents harvested the plantains. Credit: Emmanuelle Ricaud Oneto.
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fostering less discriminatory and more egalitarian relationships with the 

mestizo and providing easier access to job opportunities in the mestizo 

world. The motivation  behind appropriating  these cultural habits is that, 

in the long term, it might serve the community’s best interests.

All this happens within what scholar Antonella Tassinari, writing about 

Indigenous schools, calls a frontier.11 Rather than seeing schools as merely 

imposed on from the top- down or appropriated or resisted from the bot-

tom-up, Tassinari writes, we should understand them as “an area of contact 

and exchange between  peoples, with translatable space, as creative situ-

ation in which knowledge and traditions are rethought, sometimes rein-

forced, sometimes rejected, in which ethnic differences both emerge and 

are built.”12 I argue that school meals constitute a similar space of exchange, 

interrelation, and negotiation between non- Indigenous and Indigenous 

worlds.

REGIONAL CONTEXT

 Mothers’ school food negotiations and the contours of the frontier that 

they shape are influenced by local geographies, histories, and cultures. 

The Napuruna are settled on the Napo River, a large commercial ship-

ping lane that connects the Andean Region in  Ecuador to the Peruvian 

Amazon. They call themselves both Kichwa del Napo [of the Napo River] 

and Napuruna, number around 7,600 individuals, and speak Kichwa and 

Spanish.13 The approximately five hundred Maijuna inhabit the more 

remote banks of the tributaries of the Napo and Algodón Rivers. Maijuna 

is their self- determined name, and they speak Máíjìkì and Spanish.

Both groups have a long history of colonial exploitation, discrimination, 

and disregard from external actors (colonial settlers to, more recently, the 

Peruvian government and extractive companies).14 However, their respec-

tive locations have contributed to diverging historical relationships with 

the mestizo. Napuruna are inclined to exchange, trade with, and marry into 

other ethnic groups and with mestizo  people.15 In contrast, the Maijuna, 

who have inhabited harder- to- reach interfluvial areas, have maintained 

more distant relationships with the mestizo. According to historical rec ords, 

during the colonial and missionary period from the sixteenth  century to the 

end of the twentieth  century, their ancestors, the Payagua,  were generally 
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depicted by missionaries and explorers as rebellious, unstable, and insub-

ordinate.16 In the last few  decades, however, the Maijuna have begun to 

establish more connections with mestizos in nearby towns.

Both the Maijuna and the Napuruna compose their meals from their 

large gardens where they grow a  great diversity of crops and tubers; with 

bushmeat and gathered fruits from the forest; with fish from rivers and 

lagoons; and, more recently, with industrial food purchased in cities or 

local bodegas. Forest resources are drawn from their Native communi-

ties’ territories and from the 391,000- hectare regional conservation area 

Maijuna- Kichwa, decreed in 2015 for their sustenance. Their dietary diver-

sity can be attributed to specific cultural knowledge of the area’s wide vari-

ety of species prepared using many culinary techniques that expand the 

array of meals.17 Both groups pre sent some noticeable food systems’ dif-

ferences, but from a broad perspective, their daily meals contain boiled, 

grilled, smoked, or steamed fish or game with plantains and cassava, the 

staple food.  Women also prepare juices and fermented drinks with cassava 

and other plants.  These shared traditions, as well as each group’s regional 

interethnic relationships, shape how they have received and transformed 

Qali Warma, a recent national policy that stems from a longer history of 

Peruvian school food politics.

OVERVIEW OF SCHOOL MEALS PROGRAMS IN PERU

During the 1950s, the newly founded US Agency for International Devel-

opment (USAID) began routing agricultural surpluses to developing coun-

tries, which meant the poorer sections of Peruvian society began receiving 

some food assistance.18 By the 1980s, as Peru emerged from twelve years of 

military rule (1968–1980), it underwent a profound  political, social, and 

economic crisis marked by market liberalization and economic adjustment 

policies. Like other Latin American countries, Peru could no longer borrow 

from foreign countries and implemented austerity policies to pay extant 

debts. To try to mitigate the effects of rising poverty, grassroots  women’s 

associations, first in Lima and eventually across the country, created com-

edores populares (community kitchens) that significantly increased food aid 

to poor families, as well as informal glasses of milk programs for  children 

and pregnant  women. The kitchens  were funded primarily by the USAID 
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but also by international  organizations, channeling food donations through 

local private agencies like Christian  organizations and NGOs.19

In a clientelist maneuver, or an exchange of public goods for  political 

support, the mayor of Lima announced the creation of Programa Vaso de 

Leche (Glass of Milk Program) for the city in 1984. The following year, the 

Peruvian president expanded the program to the national scale, morph-

ing into the first national food program. Through successive national gov-

ernments, several programs succeeded one another  until passage of the 

1992 Programa Nacional de Asistencia Alimentaria, PRONAA (National Food 

Assistance Program),20 which provided nutritional supplements for infants 

and pregnant  women as well as school lunches for  children in poor areas. 

PRONAA was, however, an inefficient and controversial program due to a 

combination of inadequate funding, poor  organization, and corruption.21

In 2012, the newly elected president Ollanta Humala terminated PRO-

NAA and launched a new package of social policies, including a  Mother 

Allowances Program, old- age pensions, and the National School Food Pro-

gram Qali Warma, which aims to provide meals for all  children in state 

nursery schools and elementary schools, and seeks to increase school 

attendance and food security by delivering “a sustainable and healthy 

quality food  service, adapted to local eating habits, co- managed by the 

community.”22

Before 2014, when Qali Warma extended to Indigenous communi-

ties in the Amazon,  children tended to eat before or  after class, returning 

home for meals during a school- day break. On days schools  were open, 

elementary- aged  children received both a breakfast snack (usually porridge 

with cookies) and lunch. Secondary schools did not receive Qali Warma 

food. Some students still returned home during breaks to eat with their 

families, and the ones living at boarding schools, since secondary school 

was far away from their families’ village, cooked dishes from ingredients 

provided by their parents.

Since 2014, Qali Warma was expanded for students in the Amazonian 

region to include lunch for elementary students (in addition to breakfast) 

and extended to  middle and high school students. In that year, the fed-

eral government conferred23 the status of “extreme poverty”24 on inhabit-

ants of Amazonian Native communities, thus automatically expanding 

Qali Warma’s reach. By 2017,  there  were 1.2 million  children in state 
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nurseries (from three to five years old) and 2.6 million  children in ele-

mentary schools (from six to eleven years old).25 Approximately 3.5 mil-

lion rations  were distributed  every school day throughout the country.26 

Qali Warma reaches 330,000 Indigenous students from Peru’s fifty- five 

officially recognized Indigenous  peoples.27

Qali Warma recipients at times must demonstrate that they meet vari-

ous requirements. More specifically, their  mothers must show proof of, for 

example, birth control use, infant and  children health controls and vac-

cinations, and ensure that  children attend school  until the age of fourteen. 

In some Napuruna villages,  mothers who do not come to prepare school 

meals on their assigned days have to pay a fine of around 10  soles (US$3), 

which is used  later for condiments. Teachers, nurses, and state representa-

tives have all been found to demand informal “shadow conditions.”28 For 

example, some teachers threaten to suspend food allocations if  children do 

not wear school uniforms, despite it not being mandatory for students to 

wear them. As scholars of Peru, and Latin Amer i ca generally, have pointed 

out, antipoverty social policies that promote co- responsibility mean, in 

practice, that the “burden of responsibility”29 falls on  mothers’ shoulders.30

Qali Warma’s structure reflects the global context of neoliberal gover-

nance, specifically the princi ple of co- responsibility with systems of co- 

management and cooperation with local actors. This model replaces direct 

social assistance from the central government, which policymakers argue 

creates  dependency on state welfare.31 As in other Latin American coun-

tries, new participatory committees oversee the local implementation of 

national government programs. The School Food Committee (CAE), com-

posed of parents and teachers, is responsible for receiving the food, control-

ling its quantity and quality, and cooking it. The Purchasing Committee 

(CC), composed of parent and teacher representatives working with local 

governments,  organizes the purchase of food to comply with menus sent 

from the Ministry of Development and Social Inclusion (MIDIS). Although 

the program’s guidelines state that MIDIS should source the products 

from within Peru, giving preference to local suppliers,32 small and  family 

farms rarely meet the required industrial standards regarding production, 

packaging, and transport.33 Thus, as MIDIS goes through rounds of public 

bidding,34 they source most food from large national and sometimes inter-

national agro- industrial companies.35
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Even though Indigenous communities— who hunt, fish, collect and 

cultivate fresh, nutritious food— provide large quantities of food to city- 

dwellers, they do not meet the government hygienic and logistical 

requirements to qualify as suppliers for Qali Warma. Neither are they 

involved or consulted36 in policymaking decisions that deeply impact 

their communities; despite policies stipulating participatory commit-

tees, Indigenous stakeholders are still excluded from the policy  process. 

The provision of fresh products sourced from beyond the region to Ama-

zonian villages is logistically challenging, so the government provides 

industrial canned or packaged food to the Maijuna and the Napuruna 

once a month by boat, the primary mode of transport in the region.

In villages, local leaders,  family farmers, and caregivers have complained 

both formally and informally about the quality of the food from national 

producers.37 Some parents complained about allergies their  children had 

when exposed to some products, usually canned food, and about low- 

quality food with a lot of fat and outdated expiration labels. In 2018, 

the Interethnic Association for the Development of the Peruvian Jungle 

(AIDESEP) published the Indigenous  Women of the Amazon Agenda to 

3.2 A Maijuna girl playing with school meal ingredients. Credit: Emmanuelle Ricaud 

Oneto.
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continue this demand for fresh, healthy, culturally responsive, and sus-

tainable school food: “To influence MIDIS so that social programs aimed 

at Native communities, such as Qali Warma and Cuna Más, acquire local 

products and prepare food in accordance with the cultural consumption of 

Indigenous  peoples.38 Though the Peruvian government has not changed 

its policies, the Maijuna and the Napuruna enact their communities’ 

Indigenous logics to rework the goals and implementation of Qali Warma 

at the local level to further their own aims for their  children’s learning: to 

embody and become mestizo by eating school meals.

EATING MESTIZO, BECOMING MESTIZO: AMAZONIAN 

INDIGENOUS LOGICS RELATED TO THE PURPOSE  

OF SCHOOLING

For the Maijuna and Napuruna  people, schooling is understood as highly 

impor tant for  children’s  futures. When I asked parents why they want 

their  children to study in the schools, they answered that by studying 

they can get a salaried job, which most parents do not have. For instance, 

an old man who had  adopted his grand child told me:

I do not want him to sweat in the garden. He should have a position, like work-
ing for the State and they give him a salary. Nowadays,  children should study to 
be able to earn a salary.  Because, if he does not study, he  will marry, go [to the 
garden] with his ax, his basket. For me, this is not good. I want him to complete 
his education (superar su educación). Working as a secretary, with computers, all 
of that, with papers. It seems to me that it is better. But living and gardening, 
no. He  will suffer a lot.

Most of my interlocutors stressed that they would like their  children to 

become professionals who,  after pursuing secondary education, would 

return to their villages to support their communities. When I asked Lucía 

what she expected for her  daughter’s  future, she responded, “I would like 

her to be what God wants: a nurse, maybe an engineer, a nurse. I would 

like that my  children move forward, that they study.” I asked if she wanted 

her  daughter to stay in the village, and she explained, “No. I would like her 

to work first to learn how it is to be a nurse, what pills should be used for 

what disease. And when she can return  here, she might serve  people.” Like 

other Amazonian Indigenous groups, the Maijuna and Napuruna seemed 
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to see school not as an essentially colonizing institution but as something 

to instrumentalize to meet communities’ needs and expectations.39

School physically and symbolically is a non- Indigenous arena within 

the community. While the local  houses are made of wood, the school is 

a concrete building. Inside,  children learn mestizo knowledge and mes-

tizo be hav iors, from clothing, language, and posture to food habits. At 

school, they have notebooks and pencils; they wear shoes, uniforms, or 

new clothes, and girls tie their hair.  After school, they change into used 

clothes, take off their shoes, and untie their hair. Parents insist on the 

importance of this knowing in order “not to be fooled.” Many of the 

adults in  these villages have suffered discrimination in cities when they 

needed hospital attention or asked for government support, and mes-

tizo retailers who sell Maijuna products have ripped them off. Parents 

hope that, if their  children learn about mestizo be hav ior, they  will be 

able to anticipate and avoid similar discriminations and injustices and 

they  will pursue secondary or higher education or find work in dif fer ent 

locales.

School food is a cornerstone of this  process of becoming mestizo. School-

children perform mestizo ways of eating, but they also embody mestizo 

identity and take a non- Indigenous point of view when they eat mestizo 

food. As Viveiros de Castro has written, “food and cooking regimes in Ama-

zonia” have a “symbolic importance,” such that “the set of habits and pro-

cesses that constitute bodies is precisely the location from which identity 

and difference emerge.”40 My Maijuna and Napuruna interlocutors revealed 

this too: when I asked them about what eating a specific food or diet means 

for them, their answers involved identity. For instance, a Maijuna man, 

Felipe, explained to me what kind of food he does not eat and why:

FeliPe: Salad, chopped leaf, I do not eat.

Do you not like it?

FeliPe: Do I eat leaves?! In Iquitos, I remove leaves, I am not a motelo 

(yellow- footed tortoise, Chelonoidis denticulata) that eats leaves! [. . .] And, 

another meal, ceviche. I also do not like ceviche. Ceviche you eat raw raw, 

with mere chili. It burns the meat of the paiche (a fish, Arapaima gigas). I 

am not a jaguar that eats that!
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In both Maijuna and Napuruna cosmologies, the difference between beings 

does not lie in their bodies, understood as substance or physiology, but 

rather in their be hav ior and food ethos— a concept Viveiros de Castro calls 

“perspectivism.”41 Thus, eating the food that a certain animal eats or per-

forming its habits means becoming this animal, adopting its point of view.42 

For instance, the Maijuna and Napuruna  people do not drink  water from 

the river like other Amazonian Indigenous groups  because, as they say, it is 

an animal habit.43 For most Amazonian groups, the Maijuna and Napuruna 

included, food be hav iors mark the bodily differences between  humans and 

animals, as well as distinct  human groups such as mestizo and Indigenous.44 

Regarding mestizo food, Lucía, a Maijuna  woman, said:

luCÍA: Mestizo food is motelo stew, of meat, of chicken. Mestizo food is 

made of chicken. They eat it in Iquitos.

Do you eat chicken?

luCÍA: Yes, I do. I am also mestiza!

Similarly, in a Napuruna village, when I was eating with María and her 

 children in the kitchen, she said that we  were eating as wiracocha, white 

or mestizo  people. She referred to the fact that we  were seated on a bench 

in front of a  table covered with a white table cloth, eating our fish soup 

with cassava flour on plates, with forks and spoons. The following day, 

she told me that she wanted to eat as a Nativa (Indigenous). Seated on the 

floor, we used our hands to eat boiled fish and cassava from one bijao leaf 

(Calathea sp.) placed on the ground between us. Ingredients themselves 

transform according to how they are cooked and served. When Romana 

added local river fish to the school lunch described at the start of this chap-

ter, she cooked it sudado de pescado, as a mestizo meal, and it was thus per-

ceived as mestizo or prepared food. Similarly, when Maijuna and Napuruna 

 mothers add to school meals local fresh ingredients from their garden— 

such as sweet pepper, cocona, a local tropical fruit, or sacha culantro (local 

coriander)— they are considered mestizo food, used in mestizo cuisine.

Like other Amazonian Indigenous  people, the Maijuna and the Napu-

runa do not just perform identity; they embody it. Enacting the school 

meal program, then,  children who learn mestizo eating habits are also 
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becoming mestizo.45 This allows them to experience social (state) policies 

not as interactive, not unidirectional. Although a few elders expressed con-

cerns that  children in school might learn to deny or depreciate their origins 

and their own culture, most of the parents with whom I spoke did not see 

the  process of acquiring mestizo knowledge, norms, and be hav iors as a 

way of forgetting or denying their own culture; rather, they presented it 

as a useful addition. Nevertheless, rumors about school food that circu-

lated throughout the villages reflected real concerns and fears about both 

mestizo eating and, more broadly, the pos si ble long- term consequences of 

becoming mestizo.

NEGOTIATING SCHOOL FOOD: NUANCING LOGICS  

AND STRATEGIES

The Maijuna and Napuruna  people value the food schools receive from the 

government for its role in the  process of becoming mestizo, for the variety 

it adds to school menus, and for its economic and practical benefits. When 

parents are working in the garden or in the forest, or when local resources 

are scarce,  children can still be fed at school. But the status of the food 

provided differs from one product to another. Overall, caregivers tend to 

value their own food resources over industrial or mestizo products, some 

of which— particularly canned food— they mistrust or altogether reject. 

They explain their judgment in terms of values, allergies observed  after 

ingestion, and a general distrust of the government. Even though Maijuna 

or Kichwa caregivers are not consulted and cannot become official Qali 

Warma suppliers, they develop strategies to participate, adapt, and trans-

form the program according to their Indigenous views and values.

For example, caregivers mostly appreciated white rice from Peru or other 

countries, which replaces plantains or cassava to accompany game or fish. 

White rice is often eaten during community gatherings when the hosts 

can afford it, providing dietary variety and a sense of prestige to the hosts. 

However, caregivers and some elders criticize the quantity of white rice 

 children are getting used to eating, noting that it should not be consumed 

 every day. A Maijuna man explained to me that eating natu ral food, not 

rice and sugar, should be the rule: “You are not  going to eat  every day just 
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that [rice and sugar], you should eat your natu ral food. When you are tired, 

you eat something  else. Varied, varied that is how one should eat.”

“Natu ral food” is the phrase both the Napuruna and the Maijuna use 

to refer to their normal diets, contrasting rainforest or garden food with 

the urban industrial food they pejoratively call comida química (“chemical 

food”). For instance, artificial flavors are considered chemicals and there-

fore make food unhealthy. Lucía, a Maijuna  woman, told me that she care-

fully limits the doses of ajino46 (monosodium glutamate) in her soups: “I 

put a  little bit of ajino in the food. I do not put a lot. If you put a lot, it gives 

you disease in your body. Some like it, they put half of it [the sachet]. I take 

care of myself, of my  children.” When I asked her what chemical food sig-

nifies, she said that it refers to “what food  causes disease,” which contrasts 

with the health value inherent in natu ral food.

Chemical/natural dichotomies within Indigenous food logics shape how 

Qali Warma is perceived and negotiated at the village level. For example, 

the  people I spoke with during fieldwork pointed to health concerns around 

the canned tuna provided by the government. Canned tuna is generally 

despised by adults and most  children. Although it is kept in school kitch-

ens in case of need, in practice,  mothers  either replace it with game, fish, 

or eggs when they collaborate or they tell their  children to eat only the rest 

of the meal, usually rice. Almost all the  mothers told me that students have 

suffered from allergies when they ate canned tuna. I have noticed several 

 children with the symptoms they described as signs of allergies: white spots, 

hives, itching, and diarrhea, symptoms that are likely due to preservatives, 

additives, other chemical substances, or expired tuna. The Maijuna and the 

Napuruna I spoke to added that eating canned food when they are sick risks 

aggravating their symptoms, an extension and adaptation of similar cultural 

knowledge regarding not eating the meat of specific animals when sick.

 These examples illustrate how caregivers set limits to the introduction 

of mestizo school food into their  children’s diets. Paradoxically, even as 

they value consuming a variety of “natu ral” food from gardens, forests, 

and rivers, they do not encourage their  children to orient their lives to 

obtain it: they prefer their  children to find salaried jobs instead of working 

in gardens, and they hope that a carefully managed mestizo diet  will help 

them achieve that goal.
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QAli wArmA And industriAl Food As AFAsi mikunA  

For nAPurunA

Many Napuruna consider industrial products like canned fish afasi mikuna 

(lazy food) as opposed to the more coveted game or fish, called prey, with-

out which an Amazonian meal is considered an incomplete “naked dish.” 

Only when no prey is available do the Napuruna choose to eat canned fish. 

In  these cases, despite being disliked, canned fish is a food security device 

that allows  women to prepare a “real meal.” When I asked a Napuruna man 

if he eats canned food, he answered, embarrassed:

If you cannot find any game, it is our afasi mikuna, afasi mikuna. Cans, rice, 
pasta and oil, and the meal is done. When you have nothing left in your kitchen, 
it is afasi mikuna, it is made with products from the bodega.

The Napuruna value system places a high value on sinzhi (strength) 

and hard work  whether in Indigenous locales or the mestizo world of cit-

ies.47 Men are expected to provide game and money for their families, and 

 women are expected to work hard in the gardens, chacras, for the same 

ends. Caregivers endeavor to “throw away the laziness” of  children by hold-

ing macerated tobacco or chili close to  children’s eyes, nostrils, or mouth, 

which  causes vomiting, urinating, or defecating.48 Such practice is believed 

to evacuate a phlegm that  causes laziness; they use the same method to 

improve dogs’ hunting abilities. Another practice is to give  children liquids 

to drink with plants considered “strong,” such as chuchuwasha (Maytenus 

laevis), early in the morning. Some Napuruna feared that Qali Warma’s 

canned, “lazy food” might make their  children become lazy or fragile. For 

instance, a  father criticized the nonchalance of schoolchildren who do “as 

they please” while parents must  labor hard.

To limit this transformation, caregivers maintain the local moral frame-

work at schools, and encourage  children’s autonomy in kind. At the can-

teen, for instance, older schoolchildren can gain some prestige when they 

bring fish for lunch. One day, a twelve- year- old boy told me proudly, in 

the presence of the male teacher and two  mothers who  were  there to cook, 

that he was used to fishing early and bringing his catch to school. Usu-

ally, he only had enough fish for himself, but on this day, he brought two 

fish, one for him, the second for the teacher, who thanked and praised 

him, as did the  mothers. All three caregivers  were balancing the school 

This is a portion of the eBook at doi:10.7551/mitpress/15426.001.0001

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-edited-volume/chapter-pdf/2374253/c002800_9780262378802.pdf by guest on 02 August 2024

https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/15426.001.0001


sChool Food PolitiCs, identity, And indigeneity  67

feeding program’s work to help  children become mestizo with their own 

Indigenous values and practices.

rumors As inFrAPo liti CAl disCourses Among mAiJunA

In general, when I asked Maijuna and Napuruna  people why they par-

ticipate in the Qali Warma program, they gave the same reasons as state 

representatives. They mentioned the risks of undernourished and anemic 

 children as well as situations where parents are not able to prepare break-

fast. Mealtimes are flexible, as it depends on the availability of fish and 

game; parents usually eat around 9–10 a.m., but school begins at 7 a.m.

Yet many Maijuna, mostly  mothers, expressed skepticism about Qali 

Warma, saying that they do not know the true reason the government 

has in providing the food. For instance, a young  mother, Lucila, told me 

that: “We do not know. For education, that is what they say, but we do 

not know why.”  After several months in Maijuna communities, during 

which  there was an increased number of state agents pre sent, I heard 

 mothers worrying and disseminating rumors about both the Qali Warma 

program and the broader set of social policies.

 These stories tended to follow one of two narratives. In the first, the 

state  will kidnap their  children, kill them, and return them to the village 

in tuna cans. The indefinable content of canned food and meat  under 

vacuum— which is  either minced meat or fish but not easily recognizable as 

such— sparks many rumors.49 In the initial years of the program, the Napu-

runa and the Maijuna told me they threw away all the cans  because they 

thought it was Indigenous  people’s flesh. Health controls for  children, such 

as  measuring their weight and height, are sometimes seen as a check of 

their fatness and suitability for the cannibalistic end of becoming canned 

tuna. Another study with the Maijuna details a rumor that “cans of tuna 

or sardines in oil are the favorite food of the whites in the forest  because 

they contain Indian meat.”50 Similar rumors have been in circulation for the 

last few centuries in the Andes and Amazon about the pishtaco, an outsider 

figure— sometimes a colonial settler, sometimes a boss, sometimes a gov-

ernment or NGO agent— who threatens Andean or Amazonian Indigenous 

lands.51 In this case, the pishtaco is a cannibalistic outsider threatening their 

 children and, by extension, their social reproduction and way of life.
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According to a second set of rumors, drawing on the Bible,52 the gov-

ernment conspires with merchants and bankers, and  people who receive 

government support ( family allowances or food)  will be marked by the 

 devil or the Beast. When the Apocalypse comes, all marked  people  will 

be killed.53  These rumors previously circulated among the Napuruna and 

are still shared among the Maijuna. However, the Maijuna do not seem to 

fully believe  these accounts: in some cases, Maijuna  women  were laugh-

ing when recounting the story, while  others seemed quite worried or 

suspicious. Each story can be understood as “a proposition for belief,”54 

rumors that reflect real fear felt by  women for their  children, and real 

distrust, suspicion, and  resistance vis- à- vis government institutions and 

actors.55 Andean and Amazonian Indigenous communities have under-

stood Qali Warma and other co- responsibility programs not  under the 

promoted logic of rights and duties, but rather as gifts “around which 

an exchange relationship is created and renewed with a power ful exter-

nal actor: the Peruvian state.”56  Under this logic of reciprocity, the gifts, 

supports, or aid of food and money can only be maintained by meeting 

official requirements, seen as compulsory and coercive.

One of  those perceived requirements seems to be eating the school 

meals. For example, a Maijuna  woman said: “We have to eat what the 

State gives, other wise it  will not send anymore [food supplies].” Another 

is the required maternal health controls to receive social policy supports: 

 women usually do not feel comfortable in mestizo health institutions. 

A third are school requirements, even  those that are not official, such as 

the threat that a teacher might suspend their allowances if their  children 

do not wear a uniform. Within this understanding, state agents such as 

Qali Warma officials, nurses, or teachers appear as intrusive and coercive 

actors,57 and the  mothers are self- policing by respecting the main pro-

gram guidelines and providing unpaid work at the canteen. At the same 

time, rumors indicate a form of  resistance.58

Such stories bring to light  mothers’ concerns for the  future of their 

 children in the mestizo world. Rumors that the state  will kidnap  children 

might be interpreted as  mothers’ expressions or feelings about losing their 

 children to the mestizo world, and more broadly, the loss of Indigenous 

knowledge and ways of being.  Mothers want their  children to study and 

find work but fear that they might continue to live far from their villages, 
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forget their culture, or even reject their origins. Although the Maijuna and 

Napuruna  don’t expect school to be the place where Indigenous knowledge 

and be hav iors are transmitted, some of them, mostly elders, do criticize 

 children for failing to re spect their Indigenous heritage. Taken as a  whole, 

rumors59 about school food reveal the power dynamics, questions, and strug-

gles between  mothers and government agents involved in the program.

CONCLUSION

In both Maijuna and Napuruna villages where this research was completed, 

most families seem not to directly question the provision of school food 

from the government: they openly ask for food supplies and sometimes 

even request larger quantities. They understand school food as providing 

sustenance and helping students pursue what they see as the main objec-

tive of schooling: becoming mestizo. Nevertheless,  mothers circumscribe 

this  process with precise limits to prevent unwanted effects of school food 

that their sociocultural values warn against.

Through the introduction of local food to provide more variety in daily 

meals, Indigenous  peoples support the resilience of their own diets and 

traditions, and by extension, their identities. They transform school food 

at the “frontier” between Maijuna and Napuruna and mestizo relational 

social categories. Their informal acts also push back against the bureau-

cratic apparatus that excludes Indigenous  peoples as potential school food 

suppliers. At the same time, rumors, as infra- political discourses, express 

skepticism and doubt about the  process of becoming mestizo and the ways 

that the program’s constraints risk preventing  mothers from providing for 

their  family and supporting their community. In other words, even as  these 

villa gers try to follow the basic contours of the program, beneficiaries feel 

threatened by, and resistant to, the dominant figure of the Peruvian state.

NOTES

1. All names are pseudonyms.

2. This is one of the dominant and Indigenous languages in Peru, but it is not the 
language of the Maijuna or the Napuruna.

3. Most school  children also have national uniforms that parents purchase. They wear 
them only on Mondays in this village as it is considered a more formal school day.
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4. Qali Warma provides cooking and eating utensils, but  because the  children bring 
food home, they use their own utensils and dishes.

5. Master’s fieldwork was conducted in 2013 with funding from the Research Insti-
tute for Development. From 2015 to 2017, doctoral research received financial sup-
port from the Interdisciplinary Institute of Con temporary Anthropology; two grants 
from the Lelong Legacy associated with the French National Center for Scientific 
Research; the Institute of the Amer i cas’ grant; the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ 
Aires Culturelles Grant; Île- de- France Regional Council’s International Mobility Aid; 
and the French Institute of Andean Studies Grant. I thank Matthias Teeuwen for his 
insightful suggestions on this chapter.

6. “Ley de Comunidades Nativas y de Desarrollo Agrario de la Selva y de Ceja de 
Selva” (Decreto- Ley No. 20653, Peru, 1974).

7. During the survey, only one Napuruna man told me he prepared school meals 
 because he was a cook in the National Army. Similarly, in Maijuna villages, no man 
cooks at the canteen, including a widower and single  father who relies on  women in 
the community to cook.

8. Instead of parents, this term points to all individuals involved in childcare.

9. As Weaver- Hightower and Robert argue, “School Food [. . .] Is Deeply  Political 
on  Every Level.” See Sarah A. Robert and Marcus B. Weaver- Hightower, School Food 
Politics: The Complex Ecol ogy of Hunger and Feeding in Schools around the World (New 
York: Peter Lang Publishing, 2011), 6. Guidelines and rules are not followed in the 
local context the way they  were meant to be followed as envisioned and introduced 
by state officials, illustrating the “deviations” (dérives) that Olivier de Sardan’s calls 
“the recurrent gap between expected be hav ior and real be hav ior.” See Jean- Pierre 
Oliver de Sardan, Anthropology and Development: Understanding Con temporary Social 
Change (London- New York: Zed Books, 2005), 28.

10. James  C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of  Resistance: Hidden Transcripts (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1990), 20.
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13. Irène Bellier, El temblor y la luna: ensayo sobre las relaciones entre las mujeres y los 
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