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The Changing Values and Institutions of Vicos

in the Context of National Development

MOBE THAN fifty per cent of the world’s population

is peasantry, the large majority of whom are living
in the so-called underdeveloped countries or newly emerg-
ing nations under natural conditions and social structures
that have denied them effective participation in the mod-
cernization process. In the context of a modern state, this
peasantry plays little or no role in the decision-making
process; its members enjoy little access to wealth; they
live under conditions of social disrespect; a large majority
of them are illiterate, unenlightened, and lacking in mod-
ern skills; many are victims of ill health and disease.
Characteristic of this sector of the world’s population is
a deep devotion to magico-religious practice as a means
of mitigating the castigations of a harsh and cruel world
over which it has little or no control. Such, in fact, were
the conditions of life on the Hacienda Vicos,' a com-
munity which is the subject of this paper and those to
follow.

Operating on the assumption
that these conditions of human in-
dignity are not only anachronistic
in the modern world but are also
a great threat to public and civic
order everywhere, Cornell Univer-
sity, in 1952—in collaboration with

Former Prime Minister of Peru (right)
cramines documents connected with the
purchase of VFicos land title by its
Indian occupants, Allan Holmberg
(fowrth from right), Prof. William F.
Whyte and Mrs, I'hyte, and Vicos leaders
look on.

Allan R. Holmberg

the Peruvian Indianist Institute—embarked on an experi-
mental program of induced technical and social change
which was focused on the problem of transforming one
of Peru’s most unproductive, highly dependent manor
systems into a productive, independent, self-governing
community adapted to the reality of the modern Peruvian
state”

Up until January, 1952, Vicos was a manor or large
estate, situated in a relatively small intermontane valley
of Peru, about 250 miles north of the capital city of Lima.
Ranging in altitude from about 9,000 1o 20,000 feet,
Vicos embraced an arca of about 40,000 acres® and had
an enumerated population of 1,703 monolingual Quechua-
speaking Indians' who had been bound to the Lud as
serfs or peons since carly colonial times.

Vicos was a public manor, a type not ucommon in
Peru. Title to such properties is frequently held by
Public Benefit or Charity Socictics which rent them ot
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to the highest bidder at public auction for periods rang-
ing from 5 to 10 years. Each such manor has particular
lands, usually the most fertile bottom lands, reserved
for commercial exploitation by the successful renter who
utilizes, virtually free of charge for several days of each
week, the serf-bound labor force, usually one adult mem-
ber of every family, to cultivate his crops. The rent from
the property paid to the Public Benefit Society is sup-
posed to be used for charitable purposes, such as the
support of hospitals and other welfare activities, although
this is not always the case. Under the contractual arrange-
ments between the renter and the Public Benefit Society
(and sometimes the indigenous population) the former
is legally but not always functionally bound to supply,
in return for the labor tax paid by his serfs, plots of land
(usually upland) of sufficient size to support the family
of cach inscribed peon.

Manors like Vicos are socially organized along similar
lines. At the head of the hierarchy stands the renter or
patron, frequently absentee, who is always an outsider
and non-Indian or Mestizo. Ile is the maximum authority
within the system and all power to indulge or deprive is
concentrated in his hands. Under his direction, if absen-
tee, is an administrator, also an outsider and Mestizo, who
is responsible to the renter for conducting and managing
the day-to-day agricultural or grazing operations of the
property.  Depending on the size of the manor, the
administrator nay employ from one to several Mestizo
foremen who are responsible for the supervision of the
labor force. They report directly to the administrator on
such matters as the number of absentee members of the
lubor force, and the condition of the crops regarding
such factors as irrigation, fertilization, and harvest.

Below and apart from this small non-Indian power
clite stands the Indian society of peons, the members of
which are bound to a soil they do not own and on which
they have little security of tenure. The direct link be-
tween the labor force and the administration is generally
through a number of Indian straw bosses, appointed by
the patron and responsible for the direct supervision of
the labor foree in the fields, Each straw boss or Mayoral,
as he was known at Vicos, had under his direction a
certain number of peones from a particular geographic
arca of the manor. In 1952 there were eight straw bosses
at Vicos, with a total labor force of about 380 men. In
addition to the labor tax paid by the Indian community,
its members were obligated to supply other free services
to the manor such as those of cooks, grooms, swincherds,
wittchmen, and servants, The whole system is maintained
by the application of sanctions ranging from brute force
to the impounding of peon property.

In matters not associated directly with manor opera-
tions, the Indian community of Vicos was organized along
separate and traditional lines. The principal indigenous
decision-making body consisted of a politico-religious
hierarchy of some seventeen officials known as Varas or
Varayoc,’ so named from the custom of carrying a
wooden staff as a badge of office. The major functions
of this body included the settling ot disputes over land
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and animals in the Indian community, the supervision
of public works such as the repair of bridges and the
community church, the regulation of marriage patterns,
and the celebration of religious festivals, The leading
official in this hierarchy was the Alcalde or mayor who
assumed office, after many years of service to the com-
munity, by a kind of clective system and who occupied
it for only one year. The Varayoc were the principal
representatives of the Indian community to the outside
world.

In 1952 all Vicosinos were virtual subsistence farmers,
occupying plots of land ranging in size from less than one-
half to about five acres. The principal crops raised were
maize, potatoes and other Andean root crops, wheat, bar-
ley, rye, broad beans, and quinoa. In addition, most
families grazed some livestock (cattle, sheep, goats, and
swine) and all families raised small animals like guinea
pigs and chickens as a way of supplementing their diet.
and their incomes. After thousands of years of use and
inadequate care, however, the land had lost its fertility,
seeds had degenerated, and the principal crops and ani-
mals were stunted and discased. Per capita output was
thus at a very iow level, although the exact figure is not
known.

In addition, many Vicosinos suffered from malnutri-
tion;" most were victims of a host of endemic discases.
Studies in parasitology’ demonstrated that 80 per cent of
the population was infected with harmful parasites, and
epidemics of such diseases as measles and whooping
cough had been frequent over the years, There were, to
be sure, native curers employing magico-religious prac-
tices and ineffectual herbal remedies to cope with these
well-being problems but it can be said that the com-
munity had little or no access to modern medicine. The
goal of the traditional Vicosino was simply to survive as
long as he possibly could, knowing full well that he might
be a victim of fate at any moment.

The principal avenue for gaining respect in traditional
Vicos society was to grow old and to participate in the
politico-religious hierarchy, the top positions of which
could be occupied only after many years of faithful ser-
vice to the community. Wealth was also a source of
gaining prestige and recognition but it could not be
amassed in any quantity, by native standards, until one’s
elders had died or until an individual himself had lived
frugally and worked very hard for many years. In other
words, the principal role to which high rank was attached
was that of a hard working, muscle-bound, virtual sub-
sistence farmer who placed little or no value on other
occupations or skills. Consequently there was just no
place for a rebellious or symbolically creative individual
in traditional Vicos society. The manor system was, of
course, in large part responsible for this. It needed few
skills beyond brawn, and enlightenment could not be tol-
erated, because the more informed the population, the
more it might become a threat to the traditional manor
system. Records show® that all protest movements at
Vicos had been pretty much squelched by a coalition of
the landlords, the clergy, and the police. As a result,
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over a period of several hundred years the community
had remained in static cquilibrium and was completely
out of step with anything that was occurring in the mod-
ern world. The rule at Vicos was conformity to the status
quo. It pervaded all institutions and dominated the social
process. The peon was subservient to the overlord; the
child, to the parents; and both were beuten into sub-
mission. Lven the supernatural forces were punishing,
and the burdens one bore were suffered as naturally or-
dained by powers beyond one’s control.,

Intervention From Without

The Cornell Peru Project intervened in this context in
1952 in the role of patron. Through a partly fortuitous
circumstance—the industrial firm which was renting Vicos
on a ten year lease that still had five years to run went
bankrupt—we were able to sublease the property and its
serfs for a five year period. For a couple of years prior
to this time, however, the Peruvian anihropologist, Dr.
Mario Vazquez, had conducted a very detailed study of
this manor as a social system, as part of a larger compara-
tive study of modernization of peasant societies that the
Department of Anthropology at Cornell was conducting
in several arcas of the world, Thus when the opportunity
to rent the hacienda arose, we seized upon it to conduct
our own experiment in modernization. In its negotiations
prior to renting the hacienda, Cornell received full sup-
port of the Peruvian Government through its Institute of
Indigenous Affairs, a semi-autonomous ageney of the Min-
istry of Labor and Indigenous Affairs. In December,
1951, a formal Memorandum of Agreement was drawn
up between Cornell and the Institute of Indigenous
Affairs, and the Cornell Peru Project became a reality at
Vicos on January 1, 1952,

Scveral months prior to assuming the vesponsibilities
of the power role at Vicos, a plan of operations was drawn
up* which was focused on the promotion of human dig-
nity rather than indignity and the formation of institutions
at Vicos which would allow for a wide rather than a
narrow shaping and sharing of values for all the partici-
pants in the social process. The principal goals of this
plan thus became the devolution of power to the com-
munity, the production and broad sharing of greater
wealth, the introduction and diffusion of new and modern
skills, the promotion of health and well being, the enlarge-
ment of the status and role structure, and the formation
of a modern system of enlightenment through schools and
other media. It was hoped that by focusing on institu-
tions specialized to these values as independent variables
this would also have some modernizing effect on the more
dependent variables, namely, the institutions specialized
to affection (family and kinship) and rectitude (religion
and cthics), which are sensitive areas of culture in which
it is gencrally more hazardous to intervene dircetly.

In designing our program and a method »f strategic
intervention, we were very much aware of two, among
many, guiding principles stemming from anthropological
research: First, innovations are most likely to be accepted
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in those aspects of culture in which people themselves
feel the greatest deprivations; and second, an ntegrated
or contextual approach to value-institutional development
is usually more lasting and less conflict-producing thun
a pieccmeal one. Consequently, we established cur oper-
ational priorities on the basis of the first principle bul
tricd to optimize change in all areas at the swme time,
realizing, of course, that with scarce resources. all vilues
could not be maximized concurrently. Perhaps u few ex-
amples will best illustrate our use of the method of stra-
tegic intervention.

Our first entry into more than a rescarch role at Vicos
coincided with a failure of the potato harvest of both the
patron and the serf community due to a blight which had
attacked the crop. The poor of the community were
literally starving, and even the rich were fecling the pinch.
Complaints about the theft of animals and food were rife,
At the same time, previous study of the munor had en-
lightened us about the major gripes of the serfs against
the traditional system. These turned out not to be such
things as the major commitment of each head of houschold
to contribute one peon to the labor force for three days
of each week, but the obligation of the Indian houscholds
to supply the extra, frec services to the manor previously
mentioned. Since we were in a position of power, it was
relatively easy to abolish these services. A decision was
made to do so, and volunteers were hired to perform these
jobs for pay. Tnus an immediate positive reinforcement
was supplied to the community in our power relationship
with it.

An added incentive to collaborate with the new admin-
istrution resulted from the fact that we as patrones reim-
bursed the serfs for labor which they had performed under
the previous administration but for which they had nat
been paid for approximately three vears. Under the tradi-
tional system, each peon was entitled to about three cents
per week for the work performed under the lubor tas.
In some Peruvian manors this is paid in the form ol coca
leaves, which most adult males chew, but at Vicos it was
supposed to have been paid in cash. By deducting the
back pay from the cost ¢f the transfer of the manor to
our control, we fulfilled carlier commitments, with the
money of the previous administration, and received the
credit for it. Through such small but immediately rein-
forcing interventions, a solid base for positive relations
with members of the community was first established.
In this regard, of course, we were greatly aided by Dr.
Vazquez, who had previously spent almost two years in
the community, living with an Indian family, and who
personally knew, and was trusted by almost every one of
its members.

Increasing Agricultural Productivity

As mentioned above, one of the most immediate and
urgent tasks at Vicos was to do something about its failing
economy which, in reality, meant increasing its agricul-
tural productivity. Manors like Vicos are never productive
because the renter during his period of tenure puts as
little as possible into the operation and exploits the prop-
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erty for as much as he possibly can. The serfs, on the
other hand, make no improvements on their lands, or
other capital investments, bezause they, too, have no secur-
ity of tenure. As a consequence, most such manors are
in a very bad state of repair.

Since the Cornell Peru Project possessed funds only for
research and not for capital development, the wealth base
lad to be enlarged by other capital means. It was de-
cided, in consultation with Indian leaders, who were early
informed about the goals of the Project, that no major
changes would be initiated immediately in the day-to-day
operitions of the manor. We cven retained the former
Mestizo administrator, a close friend of the Project Direc-
tor and Ficld Director, who agreed to reorient his goals
to those of the Project.

The principal resources available to the Project were
the labor of the Indian community and the lands which
had been formerly farmed by the overlord. By employing
this labor to farm these lunds by modern methods (the
introduction of fertilizer, good sced, pesticides, proper
row spacing, ete.), and by growing marketable food crops,
capital was accumulated for enlarging the wealth base.
Returns from these lands, instead of being removed from
the community, as was the case under the traditional sys-
ten,, were plowed back into the experiment to foment
further progress towards our goals. Profits from the Proj-
cet’s share of the land were not only employed further to
improve agricultural productivity but also to construct
health and educational facilities, to develop a wider range
of skills among the Indian population, and to recenstruct
what had been a completely abandoned administrative
center of operatiorfs, At the same time, new techniques
of potato production and other food crops, first demon-
strated on Project lands, were introduced to the Indian
houscholds which, within a couple of years, gave a sharp
hoost to the Indian cconomy. In short, by 1957 when
Cornell's lease on the land expired, a fairly solid economic
underpinning for the whole operation had been estab-
lished, and the goal of considerably enlarging the wealth
base had been accomplished.

Devolution of Power

From the very first day of operations, we initiated the
process of power devolution. It was decided that it would
he impossible to work with the traditional Varas as a
leadership group, because they were so occupied during
their terms of office with religious matters that they would
have no time to spend on secular affairs. On the other
hand. the former straw bosses, all old and respected men,
had had a great deal of direct experience in conducting
the affairs of the manor for the patron. Tt was decided
not to bypass this group cven though we knew that its
members had enjoyed the greatest indulgences under the
traditional system and, being old, would be less likely to
be innovative than vounger men. Under prevailing con-
ditions, however, this scemed to be the best alternative to
pursue. As it turned out, it proved to be an effective
transitional expedient, Gradually, as success was achieved
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in the economic field, it became possible to replace (by
appointment) the retiring members of this body with
vounger men more committed to the goals of mo-erniza-
tion. For instance, men finishing their military service, an
obligation we encouraged them to fulfill, returned home
with at least an exposure to other values and institutions
in Peruvian society. In pre-Cornell days such returning
veterans were forced back in the traditional mold within
a few days time, with no opportunity to give expression
to any newly found values they may have acquired. Inso-
far as possible, we tried to incorporate people of this kind
into decision-making bodies and tried to provide them op-
portunities to practice whatever new skills they had ac-
quired. In the first five years of the Project, not only did
age composition of the governing body completely change,
but decision-making and other skills had developed to a
point where responsibility for runniug the affairs of the
community was largely in indigenous hands. A complete
tansfer of power took place in 1957, when a council of
10 delegates, and an equal number of sub-delegates, was
clected to assume responsibility for community affairs.
This council, elected annually, has performed this function
cver since,

In the arca of well-being it was much more difficult to
devise a strategy of interventicn that would show imme-
diate and dramatic pay-off. This is a value area, to be
sure, in which great deprivation was felt at Vicos, but it
is aiso one in which the cooperation of all participants in
the community was necessary in order to make any appre-
ciable impact on it. The major well-being problems at
Vicos, even today, stem from public health conditions.
All individuals are deeply concerned about their personal
well-being but are unwilling to forego other value indul-
gences to mak:: this a reality for the community as a
whole. Nor were the resources available to do so at the
time the Project began.

A varicty of attempts was made to tackle the most
urgent health problems. In collaboration with the Peru-
vian Ministry of Health and Social Welfare, a mobile
clinic was started at Vicos, which made at least one visit
to the community each week. Support for this effort came
frem the community itself in the form of the construction
of a small sanitary post at which the sick could be treated.
1t was hoped to staff this clinic through the Public Health
services of Peru, but all attempts to do so were frustrated
by lack of budget and responsibly trained personnel. In
Peru, such services seldom extend into rural areas because
the preferred values of the medical profession are, as
almost everywhere, associated with city life. Conse-
quently, no major public health effort was launched and
the community’s state of well-being has shown little net
gain. What gains have been made stem principally from
improved nutrition, but as enlightenment about the germ
theory of disease diffuses and the results of modern medi-
cine are clearly demonstrated, through the application of
public health measures that take native beliefs into ac-
count, we expect a sharp rise in the well-being status of
the community to follow.
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Optimizing Goals

Strategies for optimizing Project goals for the respect,
affection, and rectitude values, first rested heavily on the
examples sct by Project personnel. From the very begin-
ning, for example, an equality of salutation was intro-
duced in all dealings with the Vicosinos; they were in-
vited to sit down at the tables with us; there was no segre-
gation allowed at public affairs; Project personnel lived
in Indian houses. At the same time, we attempted to pro-
tect the constitutional rights of Vicosinos, which had been
previously flagrantly violated by the Mestizo world.
Abuses by Mestizo authorities and army recruiters were
no longer tolerated. The draft status of all Vicosinos was
regularized; they were encouraged to fulfill their legal
obligations to the nation. While not dircctly intervening
in the family, or tampering with religious practice, the
indirect effect of optimizing other values on the respect
position of the community soon became ecvident. As
Vicosinos mastered modern techniques of potato produc-
tion, for example, they were approached by their Mestizo
compatriots in the surrounding area, seeking advice as to
how to improve their crops.

Even the rectitude patterns at Vicos began to change.
When we first took control of the manor, rates of theft
were extremely high, Every peon farmer, as his crops
were maturing, had to keep watchmen in his fields at
night. As the Indian cconomy rose and starvation was
climinated, this practice disappeared completely, Even
the parish priest became an enthusiustic supporter of the
Project. His services were more in demand, to say nothing
of their being much better paid.

A strategy of promoting enlightenment at Vicos was
initiated through the adaptation of a traditional manor
institution to goals and values of the Project. In most
Andean manors run along the lines of Vicos, the peons,
after completing their three days labor, must report to
the manor house where they receive their work orders for
the following week. This session of all peons, straw
hosses, and the patron is known as the mando. We de-
vised a strategy of meeting the day before the mando
with the mayorales or decision-making body and utilizing
the mando to communicate and discuss the decisions taken,
Since heads of all houscholds were present, the mando
provided an excellent forum for the communication of
news, the discussion of 1lans, progress towards goals, etc.

A long-run strategy of enlightenment rested on the
founding of an educational institution at Vicos that could
provide continuity for Project goals, training of leadership
dedicated to the process of modernization, and the forma-
tion of a wide range of skills. Through collaboration with
the Peruvian Ministry of Education and the Vicos com-
munity itself, this became a possibility. Within the period
of Cornell’s tenure, levels of enlightenment and skill rosc
sharply and their effects have been substantial throughout
the society.

Transfer of Title

In 1957, at the time Cornell’s lease in Vicos expired,
the Project made a recommendation to the Peruvian Gov-
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ernment, through its Institute of Indigenous Affairs, to
expropriate the property from the holders of the title,
the Public Benefit Society of Huaraz, in favor of its in-
digenous inhabitants, By this time we felt that a fairly
solid value institutional base, with the goals of moderni-
zation that we had originally formulated, had been estab-
lished in the community. The Peruvian Government acted
upon the recommendation and issued a decree of expro-
priation,

It was at this point that the experiment became os-
pecially significant, both in the local arca and througheut
the nation, for national development, Prior to this time,
although considerable favorable national publicity had
been given to the Project. little attention had been paid to
it by the local power elite, except in terms of thinking
that the benefits of the developments that had taken place
would eventually revert to the title holders. It was in-
conceivable in the local area that such a property might
be sold back to its indigenous inhabitants, Consequently.
local power clites immediately threw every possible legal
block in the way of the title reverting to the Indian com-
munity, They set a price on the property that would have
been impossible for the Indian community ever to pay;
members of the Project were charged with being agents
of the communist world; the Vicosinos were accused of
being nawns of American capitalism: Peruvian workers in
the field were regarded as spies of the American govern-
ment. Even such a “progressive” organization as the
Rotary Club of Huaraz roundly denounced the Project,
accusing its field director of being an agent of communism,

Fortunately, the Project had strong support in the in-
tellectual community of the capital and among many of
Peru’s agencies of government. The co-director of the
Project and President of the Indigenous Institute of Peru
(also an internationally recognized scholar in high alti-
tude biology), Dr. Carlos Monge M., was tireless in his
effort to see justice done to the Vicosinos, But even his
efforts did not bear fruit until almost five years had passed.
The reason for this was that not only were the legal blocks
of the resistance formidable, but the central government
of Peru at this time was an clite government, which, while
giving great lip service to the cause of the Vicosinos, was
reluctant to take action in their favor, It is a matter of
record that many high officials of government were them-
selves hacendados, hesitant to alter the status gquo. Con-
sequently, they were able to delay final settlement.

Meanwhile the Vicosinos, now renting the manor di-
rectly, were reluctant to develop Viecos because of the
danger of their not being able to enjoy the fruits of their
labor. While agricultural production rose through the
stimulation of a loan from the Agricultural Bank of Peru,
other capital investments were not made because of the
fear that the price of the property would rise with every
investment made. Finally, through pressure exerted by
th> President of the Institute of Indigenous Affairs and
U.S. government officials in Peru, an agreement was
reached between the Public Benefit Society and the
Vicos community for the direct sale of the property to the
Vicosinos at a price and on terms that they could realis-
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tically pay. Thus, after a five year wait following the
devolution of power, the community actually became
independent in July, 1962. Since that time Cornell has
plaved largely a research, advisory, and consultant role,
although the Peruvian National Plan of Integration of the
Indigenons Populations has had an official government
program of development at Vicos since Cornell relin-
uished control in 1957,

Results

\What can be said in a general way about results of the
Vicos experience so far? In the first place, if one criterion
of & modern democratie society is a parity of power and
other values among individuals, then vast gains have been
made at Vicos during the past decade. Starting from the
hase of a highly restrictive social system in which almost
all power and other value positions were ascribed and
very. narrowly  shared, the Vicosinos have gradually
changed that social system for a much more open one
in which all value positions can be more widely shared
and they can be attained through achievement. This in
itself is no mean accomplishment, particularly since it
was done by peaceful and persuasive means.

In the second place, the position of the Vicos com-
munity itself, vis-a-vis the immediately surrcunding area
and the nation as a whole, has undergone a profound
change. Starting at the bottom of the heap, and employ-
ing a strategy of wealth production for the market place
and enlightenment for its people, the community of Vicos
has climhed to a position of power and respect that can
no longer he ignored by the Mestizo world. This is
clearly indoxed by the large number of equality relation-
ships which now exist at Vicos (and in intercommunity
relationships between Vicos and the world outside),
where none existed before.

THE AMERICAN BEHAVIORAL SCIENTIST

Finally, of what significance is Vicos in the context of
national development? Peru is a country with a high
degree of unevenness in its development. The highly
productive agricultural coast, with off-shore fishing
grounds that are among the richest in the world, is
moving ahead at a modern and rapid pace. In contrast,
the overpopulated sierra, containing major concentrations
of indigenous populations, many of whom live under a
medieval type agricultural organization, such as exists at
Vicos, is lagging far behind. The major lesson of Vicos,
for Peru as a whole, is that its serf and suppressed peasant
populations, once freed and given encouragement, tech-
nical assistance and learning, can pull themselves up by
their own bootstraps and become productive citizens of
the nation. It is encouraging to see that the present
Peruvian Government is taking steps in the right direction.
Its programs of land reform and Cooperation Popular
may go a long way towards a more peaceful and rapid
development of the country as a whole.
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