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1. Tourism, street vendors 
and poverty dynamics

Every day a considerable group of street vendors make their way down to the city centre 
of Cusco, one of the most touristy cities of Latin America.1 The city attracts more tourists 
annually than there are residents. The street vendors come to this Peruvian city to scour its 
streets, hoping to get a piece of the tourist pie. In Spanish these street vendors are called 
ambulantes, a denomination which finds its roots in the Latin verb ambulare, which means 
to walk or move about (Hays-Mitchell, 1993: 1088).2 A short walk through the streets of 
Cusco brings every passer-by in contact with ambulantes vending small arts and crafts, sweets 
and cigarettes.3 Children skipping around in second hand clothes approach you with their 
postcards, sweets or handmade finger puppets of llamas, monkeys, sharks and turtles out of 
school hours. Boys search for potential clients to shine their shoes. Young male and female 
vendors, dressed in jeans, t-shirt, sneakers and fleece jacket, stroll the streets with tarjetas 
or painted postcards, watercolour paintings, CDs and DVDs, or with a wooden tray with 
cigarettes around their neck. Women – quite often single mothers – accost tourists with 
children on their back and with trays of silverwork and shopping bags filled with carved 
gourds and other handmade arts and crafts, including woven belts, muñecas or dolls 
representing Andean people, and textiles. Most of these vendors sell during the day, but 
around sunset a new shift of evening vendors relieve the day sellers. They are constantly on 
the move, not only because they are itinerant workers, but also because they are often chased 
away by the local authorities. This dissertation is about this heterogeneous group of street 
vendors, the dynamics in their livelihoods and the way they try to make a living in tourism.

1 Flores Ochoa and Van den Berghe indicate that the city has three different forms of spelling: Cuzco, Cusco 
and Qosko. The first spelling is the traditional Spanish one, used for several centuries. The Cuzco Provincial 
Council and the central government have claimed Cusco the second orthography in an attempt to lose the 
colonial connotation. However, it has no historical or linguistic basis. Qosqo, the third orthography, has 
the object of differentiating the pronunciation in Quechua of the city’s name from the hispanicized gloss 
(2000: 11). In this dissertation I prefer to write “Cusco” with an “s” because it is the official spelling of the 
moment.

2 The terminology ambulante encompasses many more types of street vendors than the itinerant ones only. 
However, it is the latter type of street vendors this dissertation is about. 

3 Spanish words in italics are explained in a glossary in Appendix 2. 
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“Tourism: passport to development?”4

In the last 50 years tourism has become booming business on a worldwide scale. Both 
the number of tourists as well as tourist expenditures have increased significantly. The 
international tourist arrivals jumped from 25 million in 1950 to an estimated 806 million 
in 2005 (WTO, 2006). The international tourism receipts augmented from $ 2.1 billion to 
a whopping $ 682.7 billion over the same period (ibid.). After oil and vehicle production, 
tourism is the world’s third largest industry (WTO, 1987). While initially the flows of 
tourism were restricted to close to home destinations, more and more distant areas are being 
introduced to the tourist map every day. Although the developed countries still dominate the 
tourist market in terms of arrivals and receipts, developing countries are proving to be more 
and more popular tourist destinations. They have become ever more accessible and affordable 
for international tourists. The tourism industry has become an increasingly important factor 
of the GNP of these countries (Brohman, 1996: 52). After all, international tourism involves 
them in the path of development by linking them to international markets and giving them 
the opportunity to participate in the global economy.

National governments and international organizations have high expectations of the 
potentials of tourism and consider it as an important vehicle for economic development 
(Keune and Vugts, 2002: 12). Tourism can contribute to development in terms of currency, 
income and employment because it is alleged to create job opportunities, to bring in foreign 
exchange and to be fruitful for the local economy in general (Sinclair, 1998: 5). Tourism 
generates income and employment. Foreign currency receipts from tourism have proven to 
be important for the economic development of these countries. Latin American governments 
consider tourism as an important source of wealth creation, which is especially the case 
for Peru. As the former president of Peru, Alejandro Toledo, stated in his National Plan of 
Tourism:

Tourist activity can be an important tool in reaching certain development 
objectives, such as the generation of decentralized employment, the conservation 
of our cultural and natural patrimony with the participation of civil society, and 
the strengthening of small business, among others (Alejandro Toledo in PENTUR, 
2005).5

From this point of view, tourism can be considered as a good strategy for development and as 
a possible source for economic growth.

However, while the importance of tourism for local economies of developing countries 
is unquestionable, the picture has not been as rosy as proponents and local governments 
have often let on. De Kadt (1979) is one of the first authors to add critical comments to the 
economic impact of tourism and to point out the limits of the positive effect of tourism in 

4 See De Kadt (1979). 
5 All quotes in Spanish have been translated into English.
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general.6 He questions if economic returns from tourism compensate for its economic costs 
and states that economic growth is not the only requirement for development. Through the 
lens of the dependency theory, he wonders who could benefit from tourism and its trickle 
down effect, thus taking an important first step in a further debate. The positive effect of 
tourism on the local economy of developing countries is ambiguous, because companies from 
Europe and the United States control the largest part of the tourist industry. Tourism tends 
to favour large-scale multinational enterprises (Brohman, 1996). As Briton’s study in the 
Pacific reveals, the tourism industry is dominated by multinational companies, which control 
the airlines, the travel agencies, hotel cooperations and cruise ships (Britton, 1982). Mowforth 
and Munt (2003) speak in terms of neo-colonialism. Because of the high degrees of so-called 
leakage, the bigger part of international tourism revenues will neither stay nor arrive in the 
countries of destination (Keune and Vugts, 2002; Gmelsch, 2003; Dulón, forthcoming). Local 
participation in the tourism industry is limited because of the high rates of foreign ownership 
(Brohman, 1996). Western expatriates occupy most of the highest managerial positions in the 
developing countries (Sinclair, 1998: 31). Tosun (2000) argues that the benefits from tourism 
go to either the international companies or the local elites.

In other words, to state it euphemistically, not everybody benefits equally from tourism 
development. Gmelsch clearly indicates that the impact of tourism is asymmetrical and 
states that, “while all citizens of island destinations must put up with the negative impacts of 
tourism, only some share in its profits” (2003: 12). The tourism sector does require various types 
of skilled labour and this is often the reason why local elites benefit far more from tourism 
development (Sinclair, 1998). They can enhance their socio-economic position because they 
have the economic resources to invest in tourism by opening tourism facilities, such as hotels, 
restaurants and arts and crafts shops.7 The result is that tourism creates “winners” and “losers” 
among the local residents, and that it often reinforces patterns of socio-economic inequality 
(Brohman, 1996). As Mowforth and Munt (2003) indicate, tourism often leads to increased 
wealth discrepancies in host communities, ultimately sparking or exacerbating social conflict. 
These observations raise questions about the position of the local population in tourism 
development. What about the people who do not have the financial and human capital to 
open a tourist accommodation? How can poor people benefit from tourism development?

Pro-poor tourism

With the above questions, the debate on the economic impact of tourism shifts from the 
broad discussion about the potentials of tourism for economic development, to the specific 
discussion about its potentials for poverty alleviation and the way poor people can benefit 
from tourism. From a theoretical perspective, as indicated by Ashley et al. (2000), tourism 
has several potential advantages to benefit the poor or for pro-poor economic growth. 
Because consumers come to their destination, there are no real geographical trade barriers 

6 Although from the late 1970s through to the 1980s the main focus of sustainable tourism debates was on 
the environmental impact of tourism, De Kadt’s comment focuses on a later debate about sustainable 
tourism (see Mowforth and Munt, 2003). 

7 These labour sectors do indeed receive the most attention in tourism studies.
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and local people have the opportunity to link into this sector. Tourism is an important way 
of livelihood diversification, because it can develop in poor and marginal areas with few other 
export and diversification possibilities. Tourism is a labour intensive industry which creates 
job opportunities for marginalized, low paid and unskilled labourers. These jobs are accessible 
for the poor and a high proportion of the women. Tourism products can be created from 
natural resources and culture, some of the few assets belonging to the poor (Ashley et al., 
2000: 1-2).

Because of these job creating potentials tourism has in developing countries, international 
organisations consider it to be an important strategy or force for poverty alleviation. Tourism 
creates jobs and other opportunities for people to increase their income and living standard. 
Tourism is more and more being perceived as an important tool in this struggle against 
poverty, especially since the United Nations Millennium Declaration of September 2000. 
The Declaration states that reducing extreme poverty worldwide is a major concern in the 
international development program. With the recent Sustainable Tourism-Eliminating 
Poverty (ST-EP) initiative, the World Tourism Organisation emphasizes the importance of 
sustainable tourism and of directing tourism receipts to the poor (WTO, 2004: 3). Another 
indication of the worldwide urgency of making tourism beneficial to the poor is expressed 
in the “pro-poor tourism” agenda. Pro-poor tourism is a form of tourism development which 
attempts to improve linkages between tourism and poor people in such a way that the poor 
are able to participate more effectively in this industry and thus improve their financial 
rewards from it (Pro-Poor Tourism, 2005). Pro-poor tourism attempts to change the nature 
of tourism development in such a way that the flow of income to poor people rises, together 
with their assets and their level of participation.

However, despite the potentials and hopeful expectations surrounding pro-poor tourism, 
the relationship between tourism and poverty alleviation is in reality not a self-evident one. 
Sánchez et al. state that, “despite the fact that the tourism sector brings local economic 
benefits, there is no guarantee that the growth of this sector alone will bring an automatic 
reduction in poverty” (2006: 15). In general, it requires active state intervention or support 
from international and non-governmental organizations to make tourism more pro-poor or 
to allow local residents to take better advantage of tourism opportunities (Brohman, 1996: 63). 
As the ODI reports indicate, without active intervention, opportunities for poor people to 
benefit from tourism are often missed. This call for intervention clearly illustrates that pro-
poor tourism remains a poverty reduction strategy rather than a true focal point in academic 
studies. To shift the practical discussion about the benefits of tourism for the poor to a more 
theoretical one, more in-depth research about the impact of tourism on the local level of the 
economy is needed.

To investigate the general tourism potentials for poverty reduction, macroeconomic studies 
mainly focus on sub-industries within tourism, such as the hotel industry, the transport 
sector or the travel agency industry. However, these statistical analyses do not provide us with 
an understanding of the benefits of tourism for poor people, and the dynamics of tourism 
on the local level. To gain a better understanding of these aspects of tourism, one needs to 
look further than the macroeconomic level of its impact. There is a need for more in-depth 
studies about tourism employment in the margins of the tourist economy. Only a limited 
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number of authors have provided us with an insider’s view of how a globalized economy 
affects local lives, by investigating street vendors, unofficial tour guides, prostitutes, chamber 
maids, or other workers in the more accessible tourist labour sectors (e.g. Chung-Tong, 1982; 
Wahnschafft, 1982; Cukier and Wall, 1993 and 1994; Timothy and Wall, 1997; Gmelsch, 2003; 
Brennan, 2004). It is remarkable that these studies are mostly explorative. They indicate the 
need for more extensive research about the different aspects of tourist employment and its 
social and economic importance.

Tourism and street vending

This ethnographic study of street vendors intends to make an academic contribution to the 
pro-poor tourism discussion. I have chosen to focus on street vendors because these informal 
actors are often overlooked as an occupational group in tourism research. They are generally 
excluded from mainstream economic tourism analyses. National and regional governments 
even try to disguise their existence. Nevertheless, street vendors cannot be ignored because 
they form an integral part of the tourism industry. Street vendors form part of the typical 
scenery of the majority of tourist destinations around the world. They are omnipresent in 
and around tourist spots in the developing countries because street vending gives the local 
population access to the tourist market and lets them participate in this global economy 
of which they are mostly excluded. In addition, the public nature of street vending and 
the global-local encounters between street vendors and tourists make street vendors an 
extra interesting research topic. Unlike the more invisible activities of chambermaids and 
dishwashers, street vendors are more overtly present. Street vending is one of the public 
odd jobs tourists actually come in contact with. However, studies of street vending and 
the restricted studies available of street vendors in tourist areas make it clear that the link 
between street vending and tourism is a challenging research topic.

The main focus in recent studies about street vending has been the policy against street 
vendors (Clark, 1988; Cross, 1998; Bromley, 2000; Swanson, 2007). These studies have 
addressed issues such as state regulation, since most countries and their city officials have 
a long history of combating street vendors’ activities. Inspired by zero tolerance projects 
from the North, urban authorities in the Southern tourist destinations try to chase away 
street vendors because they are considered as the main barrier in the city’s modernization 
project (Swanson, 2007). They cause problems with urban transit, urban planning, and urban 
infrastructure. They spark off complaints in their neighbourhoods, make entrepreneurs 
unhappy, and they form public health and security threats (Cross, 1998). Consequently, 
eliminating the activity of street vending has become a priority on the political agenda of 
the government, and the clashes with the police and other authorities have become part of 
a street vendor’s everyday reality. These conflicts get an extra dimension when tourists come 
into the picture (Castañeda, 1997; Middleton, 2003; Little, 2005).

It is a worldwide phenomenon that repression of street vendors is most noticeable in 
areas which cities are trying to upgrade for tourism. Bromley states that the repression of 
street vendors is getting worse and that policies concerning street vendors are becoming 
more aggressive in what he calls “conflict-zones” or urban areas characterized by hyper 
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agglomeration and severe congestion (2000: 15-16). Tourist attractions are especially 
prominent “conflict-zones”, because street vendors threaten the attractive appearance 
which municipalities are trying to present to tourists (Bromley, 2000). After all, many local 
governments consider the presence of street vendors to be inimical to tourism development. 
As Swanson indicates, a “tourist friendly image is an image of a city without informal street 
workers” (2007: 712). Consequently, harassment of street vendors has become standard practice 
at main tourist attractions and in the tourist high seasons. As Castañeda emphasizes, “the 
state government and its offices of tourism, as institutional regulators of the tourist economy, 
have sought to maintain a ‘good image’ of these prime tourist attractions by controlling/
eliminating the vendors and erasing the image of Third World poverty and street vending” 
(1997: 113). Paradoxically, this aggressive conduct by the police and the local governments 
against street vendors in tourist areas do not necessarily have a positive effect on the city’s 
image. They may even give the impression of political instability and can therefore be an 
indirect threat to the tourist’s general feeling of well-being. As Middleton explains, “if city 
councils do not choose a non-violent route to the solution of conflicting demands on the use 
of space in historic city centres, they will contribute to a perception of instability which keeps 
tourists away” (2003: 74). In other words, within the context of tourism, local governments 
have to search for appropriate methods or for a well-balanced degree of governmental 
involvement to control adequately the activity of street vending.

Certain anthropological studies have included the policy against street vendors into their 
discussions about the identity of street vendors and the more general perceptions on street 
vending (De la Cadena, 2000; Seligmann, 2004; Lazar, 2007). Heavily influenced by tourism, 
the identity of the local population and therefore of the street vendor, has become somewhat 
of a commodity to tourists. Street vendors, however, take up an ambiguous position in this 
process of “commoditization” (Castañeda, 1997; Martinez Novo, 2003; Middleton, 2003 and 
forthcoming; Little, 2005).8 On the one hand, as the representatives of ancient indigenous 
civilizations, street vendors can be used in tourism promotion and consumerism. On the 
other hand, street vendors are often considered as an obstruction to tourism development, 
because they are associated with poverty, ignorance, chaos and non-modernity. The first 
perception can be linked to the revitalization of indigenous cultures (Cukier and Wall, 1993; 
Little, 2005) while the second perception reinforces processes of exclusion, and prevents street 
vendors from gaining access to resources and opportunities (Martinez Novo, 2003). These 
processes of representation of the street vendor’s identity through tourism frame Hitchcock’s 
argument that ethnicity is “both mutable and negotiable through social interaction between 
tourists and people who live and work in tourist destinations” (1999: 18). To understand this 
new cultural context constructed by tourism, the study of tourism in general and of street 
vendors in particular, requires a more fluid understanding of identity (Martinez Novo, 2003).

Another important issue in the study of street vendors and tourism is the impact of tourism 
on gender roles and family situations. Analyses of research on women working in the informal 
economy indicate that the gender perspective can shed light on important issues such as 

8 Cohen states that, “commoditization is a process by which things (and activities) come to be evaluated 
primarily in terms of their exchange value, in a context of trade, thereby becoming goods (and services)” 
(1988: 380). 
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work aspirations, dynamics and gender segregation within the sector. Cukier et al. (1996) 
did research on the involvement of women in (informal) tourism employment. The study 
indicates that tourism employment has provided men and women with greater occupational 
choices. These new opportunities often result in greater autonomy and independence for 
women and new power relations between men and women (Cukier et al., 1996: 268). There are 
several studies available about female vendors at local markets and of market women in Latin 
America with a prominent gender focus (Babb, 1989; Nash, 1993; Seligmann, 2004; Brooke 
et al., 2005). These studies consider Andean markets as places or terrains where contested 
identities are negotiated, where issues of race, gender and social acceptance are at stake, and 
where power relations are preformed (Ulfe, 2005). Nevertheless, there are no specific studies 
about street vendors working in the tourism business which focus on changing family 
structures and new gender divisions.

The activity of street vending is also accessible to children and youngsters. There are relatively 
few micro-level studies on children working in the streets. With the exception of the 
study of Aragão-Lagergren (1997), the studies that are available focus on the street lives of 
children (Hecht, 1998; Huggins and Rodrigues, 2004; Gigengack, 2006). They do not take 
the children’s work as a starting point for analysis. However, the presence of tourists often 
leads to a situation in which children become the most important breadwinners of their 
family. Many tourists have never faced child labour before and will often buy products out of 
compassion. In this sense, households not only appeal to the labour of children in response 
to poverty (Moser, 1998: 8-9), they also aspire to increase their possibilities to benefit from 
tourism in general, since their children have proven to be accessible vendors to tourists. These 
dynamics can offer new theoretical perspectives on child labour.

This brief review of some of the main issues in the studies of street vendors and tourism 
indicates that there is little empirical research into the real contribution of tourism to the 
livelihood of street vendors. The challenge of a study about street vending is to analyse its 
socio-economic significance on a local level. The close attention to state policy, perceptions, 
ethnicity, gender and child labour in the studies of street vending, have made it possible to 
frame this broader discussion of the socio-economic impact of tourism on the livelihood of 
street vendors and their households. The main concern of this ethnographic study will be 
how tourism influences the socio-economic position of ambulant street vendors. Does the 
street vendors’ participation in tourism give them the opportunity to benefit from this global 
industry?

Street vendors and informal economy

As street vending usually falls into the category of informal economic activities, research 
about street vendors is largely encompassed in literature on the informal economy. When 
the phenomenon was first theorized more than three decades ago (Hart, 1973), an ongoing 
debate about the significance of the informal economy was opened. It is not within the aim 
of this study to give an overview of these interminable debates as they have been reviewed 
extensively elsewhere (e.g. Peattie, 1987; Castells and Portes, 1989; Portes and Schauffler, 
1993; Rakowski, 1994). I will limit the discussion here to some studies which offer a better 
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understanding of the economic importance of the informal sector in general and street 
vending in particular. I will do so by lining up the dominant views on the relation between 
informality and development or more specifically the relation between informality and 
poverty.

Early work (late 1970s to late 1980s) on the informal sector was characterized by two 
opposing views on the informal sector’s role in the economy and its relation to the formal 
sector: the dualist approach and the petty commodity production approach (Teltscher, 1994: 
169-170). The dualistic approach makes a distinction between a formal and informal economy 
and sees little interrelationship between them. The International Labour Organisation (ILO, 
1972) uses seven criteria to define the informal sector: small scale activities, easy accessibility, 
reliance on indigenous resources, family ownership of enterprises, labour intensive and 
adapted technology, skills acquired outside the formal school system, and unregulated and 
competitive markets.9 PREALC adopted the definition of the ILO. According to them the 
difference between the two sectors is based on differences in economic ‘rationalities’ (e.g. 
Tokman, 1978; PREALC, 1981). The former is directed to the survival of the individual and 
the household, while the goal of the latter is to generate and accumulate profits. In this sense, 
the dualistic approach (also called the ILO-PREALC approach) perceives informal activities 
as a marginal survival mechanism for people who would otherwise be jobless. Thus, the 
informal sector is perceived as a transition which will persist as long as economic growth and 
industrial development fail to integrate those working in this marginal sector, into the urban 
structure and industrial wage employment (Sethuraman, 1981). The approach is based on 
the assumption that economic growth can only be achieved through industrial expansion or 
through modernization as in the modernization theory of Rostow (1959) which presumes that 
development can be seen as a unilineair process whereby a society evolves from ‘traditional’ to 
‘modern’.

The second approach, or the petty commodity production approach, takes the relation 
between the informal and formal sector as a starting point of analysis and looks at informality 
from a dependency perspective. This vision is critical of the dual perspective on the labour 
market and emphasizes that there is no rigid boundary to separate the formal from the 
informal economy. In this approach informal activities are viewed as closely interlinked with 
activities in the formal sector, through a dense network of relationships between formal 
and informal enterprises (Portes and Schauffler, 1993). Here petty commodity production is 
considered as a subordinate, dependent, and small-scale production form. One of the most 
quoted empirical studies in reference to this dependency approach is that of garbage pickers, 
by Birkbeck (1979). In his study Birkbeck expounds on how garbage pickers are linked to and 
subordinate to the necessities of industrial firms who determine the final prices of recyclables. 
What is remarkable about both these visions is the fact that informal workers in general and 
street vendors in particular are perceived as victims of capitalist forces that exploit them.

According to Teltscher, one of the major shortcomings of these initial approaches is that 
they consider the informal sector too much as a homogenous structure, with little distinction 
between income and profits, and economic upward mobility (1994: 170). She indicates that 

9 These criteria are still very popular and widely used in contemporary definitions of the informal sector. 
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studies have to point out the heterogeneity of the urban informal labour market and to 
analyse the possibilities and limitations of informal work. She refers to scholars (of which 
the most important ones are Portes and Sassen-Koob, 1987 and Bromley and Birkbeck, 1988) 
who report on the differences in the informal sector between levels of capital accumulation 
and potential mobility. The neo-liberal study of De Soto (1989) can be added to Teltscher’s 
list. According to De Soto informal workers are economic ‘heroes’ who manage to survive 
in an economic climate of excessive regulation. Although his theory is widely criticized by 
social scientists for lacking theoretical substance and idealizing informality (e.g. Rossini and 
Thomas, 1990), by recognizing the potentials of informality for development the merit of his 
work lies in its vital and dynamic approach of the informality concept. In this sense, his work 
has been an important opposing voice to the initial, rather fatalistic idea that working in the 
informal economy can never lead to wealth accumulation.

With this new focus on the different potentials of informal activities for wealth creation, more 
and more studies about informal economy are directed at the activities of small-scale informal 
entrepreneurs (Cornwall, 1998; Ypeij, 2000; Yusuf and Schindehutte, 2000). León (1996), for 
example, wrote an interesting study about the informal economy and development by paying 
attention to the heterogeneity of the phenomenon. He emphasizes the development potential 
of the informal sector by pointing out the importance of culture in this development process. 
His main argument is that the views which exclude informality from the mainstream 
economic activities (PREALC, 1981; Carbonetto, 1985) overlook the socio-cultural aspects 
and the internal dynamics of this phenomenon. He acknowledges that informality and 
poverty form a vicious cycle, but he identifies some informal enterprises that can play an 
important role in development strategies (León, 1996: 884). Cartaya (1994) indicates that the 
informality-poverty relation is complex and that there is a need for more empirical research 
to verify if the link between informality and poverty is causal or rather coincidental. The 
heterogeneity of informal activities makes that the one offers more possibilities for capital 
accumulation than the other, and that wage levels fluctuate highly within this sector. She 
states that informality and poverty can only be associated with one another under certain 
conditions and for certain types of workers.

Although the informality-poverty relation is being discussed in studies about informal 
entrepreneurship, street vendors are still considered as the most precarious group of the 
informal sector or as poor people with little potential for prosperity and upward mobility 
(Bunster and Chaney, 1985; Scott, 1994). But are they really poor? Teltscher observes that, 
“informal trade is differentiated by a variety of characteristics that lead to a continuum of 
economic and social well-being, ranging from pure survival to ownership of well-established 
businesses” (1994: 167). Smart points out that the activity of street vending in Hong Kong 
is neither “marginal” in terms of income potentials nor readily accessible to everyone 
(1988: 103). The reason for this is that many social and economic resources are required to 
maintain a viable hawking operation and to cope successfully with regular state harassment 
at the same time. Cross states that, “we typically think of street vending as a part of the 
premodern, traditional economic order that survives only in the fringes of modern society” 
(2000: 30). However, he indicates that this perspective tends to overlook the features that 
make the informal sector successful and make it a thriving and growing phenomenon in our 
post-modern society. Bromley states that, “street vending can be anything from a survival 
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strategy – a desperate search for a subsistence income – through to petty capitalism, or the 
diversification of big business to boost demand and achieve a higher turnover” (2000: 3). He 
proposes to view vending as a laboratory for entrepreneurship, but similarly to Cross (2000), 
he does not really expound on this idea. In this sense, research about street vendors can reveal 
the link between poverty and informality and help us understand the processes of economic 
development and poverty alleviation.

Street vendors and poverty dynamics: an alternative approach

To gain a better understanding of the street vendors’ possibilities to accumulate resources, a 
more dynamic view of poverty is needed. Poverty is all too often considered as a universal 
and comparable concept restricted to income poverty. In the materialist vision of poverty, 
the poverty line, determined by income and consumption, is used as a general standard 
to measure poverty (Baulch, 1996). A person with a low income is by definition poor. This 
approach, however, fails to take into account the diverse, complex and local realities in which 
the poor are living. As Chambers states:

The realities of the poor are many and particular. They can experience and agonize 
over acute trade-offs between different dimensions of deprivation and wellbeing. 
What they value and choose often differs from what outsider professionals expect. 
Income matters, but so too do other aspects of wellbeing and the quality of life – 
health, security, self-respect, justice, access to goods and services, family and social 
life, ceremonies and celebrations, creativity, the pleasures of place, season and time 
of day, fun, spiritual experience and love. If development means good change, it is 
so much more than economic growth and income; it is also these and many other 
aspects of wellbeing and quality of life as poor people experience and wish them 
(1995: 29).

The livelihood framework offers a useful multidimensional or participatory approach 
to poverty, because it is people-centred, holistic (non-sectoral) and grounded in the 
multidimensional reality of daily life (Haan and Zoomers, 2003: 359; Kaag et al., 2004: 49). 
It recognizes that households construct their livelihoods within a broader socio-economic 
and physical context, using all sorts of social and material assets (Carney, 1998: 4). People 
try to gain access to five types of capital assets (natural, human, social, cultural and produced 
capital), which they combine and transform in different ways in order to build a livelihood 
for themselves (Bebbington, 1999). With this kind of attention paid to asset access, the 
livelihood perspective becomes more focused on what people have rather than on what they 
lack, and on the agency of poor people.10 Most studies on livelihood concentrate on rural 
areas (e.g. Carney, 1998; Ellis, 1998; Bebbington, 1999; Zoomers, 1999). Moser (1998) has 
pointed out that studies focusing on urban areas have specific characteristics with regard to 
livelihood. She argues that urban life is different from rural life in levels of commodification, 
environmental hazard and social fragmentation (Moser, 1998: 4). According to Moser “the 

10 Although this view has the danger of obscuring structural constraints and political dimensions of poverty, it 
does at least consider the freedom of the poor and their capability to act within these constraints. 
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urban study developed a classification of assets, appropriate for the urban poor, identified 
in terms of an asset vulnerability framework” (1998: 4). This asset vulnerability framework 
includes labour (the urban poor most important asset), human capital, productive assets 
(often housing but in the case of street vendors market stalls), household relations and social 
capital. Concentrating on these aspects and assets, we can shed new light on the dynamics 
of poverty and the diversity of strategies and opportunities, to deal with poverty in an urban 
context (Rakodi and Lloyed-Jones, 2002). In this sense the livelihood approach can offer new 
insights into the study of poverty.

By abandoning the static approach to poverty, more innovative perspectives of understanding 
the dynamics in the socio-economic position of the poor become possible. This leaves room 
for a more dynamic view on poverty, a view in which poverty is considered a process, and in 
which one can move in and out of this process. The studies of Zoomers (2006) and Miyashita 
(forthcoming), for example, shed light on processes of social mobility and on people’s ability 
to escape from poverty and reduce their vulnerability. To be able to capture these aspects of 
changing socio-economic well-being, Moser (1998) proposes to place much greater emphasis 
on vulnerability than on poverty. She states that:

The concept of vulnerability, although often used as a synonym for poverty, is 
not the same. Because poverty measures are generally fixed in time, poverty is 
essentially a static concept. By contrast, vulnerability is more dynamic and better 
captures change processes (Moser, 1998: 3).

Furthermore, in the analysis of poverty dynamics and the influencing factors of poverty flows, 
it is of vital importance that we take into consideration the local perception on poverty. It is 
important to let the local population themselves point out what they believe are its principal 
dimensions and indicators (Zoomers, 2006; Miyashita, forthcoming).

The more dynamic views on poverty incorporate a useful theoretical framework to analyse 
the diverse and complex situations in which street vendors are trying to make a livelihood. 
If we look at social, economic and political structures, it is clear that street vendors hold a 
vulnerable position in society. The dynamic vision on poverty, however, can shed light on the 
diverse and multi-dimensional reality of the street vendor’s daily life, and the fluctuations 
in their poverty experiences. This dynamic approach places the socio-economic position of 
street vendors in a wider perspective. After all, livelihood comprises more than income alone. 
It refers to means of making a living or even ways of living in general (Staples, 2007: 12). 
Consequently, the social context or the social and institutional embedeness of street vending 
has to be revealed. The importance of social networks and human capital for the activity of 
street vending, the households behind the street vendors and the multi-locality (see Haan 
and Zoomers, 2003: 351) of the livelihood of street vendors can all be included with this 
approach. Furthermore, it indicates that work and status aspirations of street vendors have to 
be taken into consideration for the analysis of the socio-economic position of street vendors. 
For example, street vendors may earn more than some workers in the formal labour market, 
but this income does not necessarily compensate for the lower employment status (Carr and 
Alter Chen, 2002; Aguiar, 2007: 132).



| 22 |

Additionally, the livelihood framework makes use of an actor approach (see Long, 1992) 
and sheds light on the agency of ambulant street vendors. As Fernandez-Kelly correctly 
comments “too frequently in the past informal workers have been portrayed as economic 
players without a recognition of their active participation in the push-and-pull that alters 
processes of negotiation, co-optation and realignment” (2006: 19). As more recent studies on 
street vending have indicated, despite the broader socio-political constraints, street vendors 
can wield agency over their own lives. For example, in his study about street vendors in 
Mexico City, Cross (1998) points out that marginal political actors such as street vendors 
had successfully organized themselves to resist and challenge the state and to defend their 
political interests. In his study about immigrant workers involved in informal income-
generating activities in Silicon Valley, Zlolniski (2006) expounds on the rationale behind their 
choosing informal jobs over occupations in the formal sector. These studies indicate that street 
vendors develop their own creative strategies to make their selling activities as profitable as 
possible and to reduce their vulnerability. They may be vulnerable economic actors but their 
vulnerability changes according to their vending success, changes in their endowments and 
their family situations.

With these perspectives in mind, more attention can be paid to the so called “welfare 
trajectories” (Baulch and Hoddinott, 2000: 12) of street vendors and their entrepreneurial 
ability. Especially in the context of tourism, the street vendors’ potentials for improvement 
(or deterioration) in their socio-economic situation, or so-called social mobility (see Zoomers, 
2006), need to be investigated further. This would contribute to a theoretical discussion of 
pro-poor tourism in general, or to a discussion of the possibilities of street vendors to benefit 
from tourism in particular.

Research questions

This dissertation offers an ethnographic study of street vendors working in the tourist city 
of Cusco. In order to contribute to the pro-poor tourism discussion, I will investigate the 
street vendors’ possibilities to accumulate capital and to improve their socio-economic 
position within the context of tourism. Street vending will be considered as a lens through 
which we can observe the participation of local people in the global tourism business and the 
potential contribution of tourism to poverty alleviation. I will question the classic claims of 
the indisputable relation between street vending and poverty, by looking at the dynamics of 
poverty on the micro level. The main research question in my dissertation will focus on the 
significance of tourism for the livelihood of street vendors:

How do street vendors deal with opportunities and cope with vulnerabilities in their 
effort to benefit from tourism?

As this study goes beyond the idea of material poverty, ‘to benefit from tourism’ has to be 
interpreted in a broad sense. It does not only refer to economic benefits. In the livelihood 
approach, these benefits are defined as the different assets street vendors and their households 
can appeal to: natural, human, social, cultural and produced capital.
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Three sub-questions will have to guide the answer to this general research question. The first 
sub-question relates to the context in which the daily lives of the street vendors are pursued. 
Who are these street vendors? What is their position in the Cusqueño society? What 
characterizes their socio-economic background? How are their livelihoods shaped? Are they 
really poor people participating in the margins of the tourism business?

The second sub-question considers how street vendors deal with the dynamic livelihood 
opportunities offered by tourism and how they try to make a life in tourism. How do street 
vendors influence and even manipulate their income and social networks to make street 
vending as beneficial as possible to them? How do street vendors avoid misfortune and 
shocks? How do they try to take advantage of opportunities? How does a globalized economy 
such as tourism, affect the livelihoods of the street vendors and their households?

The last sub-question aims to provide insight into the consequences of tourism participation 
for the social mobility of the vendors and their households. I define people who experience 
upward or downward social mobility as people whose socio-economic situation has improved 
or deteriorated (see also Zoomers, 2006: 1037). What are the potentials of social mobility 
for street vendors? Does their participation in tourism offer them opportunities of poverty 
alleviation?

Research design

The present study is based on several periods of ethnographic fieldwork I conducted in the 
city of Cusco from 2003 to 2007. I conducted my fieldwork during an eight-month stay 
in 2004 and a seven-month stay in 2005. There was also a shorter visit of five weeks for 
explorative fieldwork at the beginning of the project in October 2003 and another five weeks 
of follow-up fieldwork at the end of the project in July 2007.

I started my fieldwork in 2003 by spending most of my time “hanging around” with street 
vendors in the tourist streets of Cusco. The most important research spots were the squares in 
the centre where the largest number of vendors could be found. These included the Plazoleta 
San Blas, the Plaza de Armas or Main Square, the Plaza Nazarenas and the Plaza Rejocijo 
(see Map 1.3). Although these squares are in close proximity to each other, each square has its 
own dynamics. Plazoleta San Blas had special significance in the research. It is a small square 
with a restricted number of street vendors which made it relatively easy for me to maintain a 
continuity in my contacts with the core group of vendors. This was far more difficult on the 
Plaza de Armas. The Plaza de Armas crowd was more transient and hostile, making it more 
complicated for me to pass my time there sitting around joking, conversing, and debating 
with the street vendors. As a consequence, my contact with these vendors was a lot briefer 
and of a more individual nature than on the other squares.11 However, through my perennial 

11 The dynamics of the fieldwork on the Plaza de Armas changed notably in 2007. As will become clear in 
Chapter 3, the local government has changed its policy against street vendors. They have eased up on street 
vendors. As a result, it was a lot easier for me to spend time with a crowd of ambulant street vendors on the 
Main Square in 2007 than it was in the fieldwork periods before.
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presence day and evening in these tourist spots, I became ever more familiar with the street 
vendors, making it easier for me to track them down elsewhere or to bring them together in 
quieter places and places with less surveillance.

As I became more acquainted with the vendors, part of my research moved from the streets 
to the residences of the vendors and from individual vendors to vendors’ households. I 
went to visit their homes with the aim of gaining more insight into the broader livelihood 
framework of street vendor families. Most of these residences were situated in the Santiago 

Map 1.1: Main research spots in the Department of Cusco
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district of Cusco, known as one of the poorest districts in the outskirts of Cusco (Amilcar 
Sánchez Morales, 2002). Many vendors live in the outskirts of Cusco in neighbourhoods 
popular to migrants, known as pueblos jovenes, Zarzuela, Ramiro Priale, Huancaro, Vive Peru, 
Independencia and Margen Derecha, to name but a few (see Map 1.2). I passed a good deal 
of my research in Zarzuela and Ramiro Priale, because I knew various vendors there and 
because I had contact with the people who had introduced me there and had brought me in 
touch with some interesting informants there. In Zarzuela, for example, with the support of 
the NGO Intihuahuacuna, I interviewed parents of street vendors I knew from the streets. I 
also visited street vendors I knew from Cusco and some of their parents in the countryside.12 
I visited families of street vendors in Chinchero, Tinki, San Salvador, Cuyo Grande and 
Oropessa (see Map 1.1). Especially the small village of Chinchero, located at an hour’s bus 
drive away from Cusco, became an important extension of my research location because 
many women in this village worked as ambulant vendors in the city of Cusco.13

12 In Chapter 4 I will elaborate on the fact that many young street vendors are living alone or staying with 
family members in the city, while their parents live in the countryside.  I traveled to the countryside with 
some of these youngsters to visit their family and to interview their parents. 

13 See also Chapter 4.

Map 1.2: Main research spots in the Province of Cusco
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In short, I tried to extend my research by going from the streets to the homes of the 
ambulant street vendors. I started by approaching the individual street vendors in their 
work environment, and from there on I extended my research focus to the household level 
of analysis. This approach did prove to be fruitful in developing my contact with the street 
vendors and in gaining access to their private lives. It also helped me to place the livelihood 
of street vendors in a broader socio-economic context.

Research methods

During my fieldwork, I employed a triangulation of research methods to ensure a better 
understanding of the activities of the street vendors, their daily lives, the changes in their 
livelihoods, the problems they face and the way they deal with obstacles. It sprung to my 
attention that methodological reports in anthropological studies often give the impression 
that conducting fieldwork is just a matter of chronologically and accurately dispatching the 
initial fieldwork plan. In this research it was far from possible to plan ahead the fieldwork in 
detail and I struggled quite a lot trying to find the best method of research in the dynamic 
environment of the streets.14 Although I often met the same faces, some of them disappeared 
from the scene from time to time, or vice versa, they reappeared suddenly. Consequently, 

14 Some of these difficulties in doing research with street vendors are discussed in the literature of street 
ethnography (Weppner, 1977; Gigengack and Gelder, 2000; Gigengack, 2006). In general, street 
ethnographers focus on beggars, thieves, prostitutes, street children and street gangs. Nevertheless, street 
vendors fall under the research subject of street ethnography as defined by Gigengack and Gelder: 

“Contemporary street ethnography is not only about the streets. It is about the people in the street - even 
when these are off the street and find themselves in homes or institutes. More explicitly than before, 
contemporary street ethnography has become relational: it deals with the social relations between street 
people and those who show that they are not of the street” (2000: 7).

Map 1.3: Main research spots in the District of Cusco (tourist centre)
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most of the time I was completely dependent on chance in meeting with my respondents. I 
could hardly ever plan my research activities and I depended – more than in other types of 
fieldwork – on the proceedings of the day. As a consequence, conducting fieldwork in an ever-
changing research field as the streets, requires a large degree of flexibility and adaptability. The 
fieldworker needs to be creative in approaching the research subjects and to learn gradually 
which method will be most successful in conducting research. Gigengack researched youth 
gangs in Mexico City and states that in his case for example, “the guiding methodological 
principle of fieldwork was that of serendipity or of the faculty of finding what you’re not 
looking for” (2006: 35). The unpredictability is what makes ethnographic fieldwork, in my 
opinion, so challenging and interesting, but also very wearing at times. Some days of my 
fieldwork in the streets proved more fruitful than others and sometimes I became fed up 
with hanging around and feeling that I was not progressing at all. With this in mind, I called 
myself an ‘ambulant researcher’, temporarily participating in some of the specific dynamics of 
street vending.

All four fieldwork periods I maintained regular contact with the vendors by spending a 
considerable amount of time in the streets on an almost daily basis. Participant observation 
was the basic method of interactions with the street vendors. Although I never participated 
in the act of vending (I only helped with the translations sometimes), I spent many hours 
sitting in the squares and street corners of Cusco, and I joined in with the street vendors’ 
conversations, games, jokes, rumours, escaping from municipality agents, and keeping an eye 
on merchandise and communal saving systems. During the course of my fieldwork, I became 
more and more involved in their lives beyond the streets, I gradually entered their private 
spheres. I had lunch with the vendors, I went on daytrips with them, or we went for a beer 
after work together. I was also invited to birthday parties, wedding and baptism ceremonies, 
and other festivities the vendors’ families held. This intensive involvement with the street 
vendors and their families, in such diverse contexts, made the vendors become used to my 
presence as a researcher, and even allowed me to cross-check my findings. I always recorded 
in my log what my day had been and any special events that had taken place, by working out 
my field notes when I got home, or sometimes the day after. These notes became 70 fieldwork 
reports and have been an important source of information for this dissertation. I will directly 
refer to them because the recorded and freshly remembered experiences have provided 
me with vital insights into the daily routine and extraordinary events of my informants. 
Furthermore, the reported findings guided me in my interviews and informal conversations 
with the street vendors, and helped me to avoid politically correct answers.

While doing my daily rounds in the streets of Cusco, I had the opportunity to speak 
informally with approximately 166 street vendors (see below). These conversations gave 
direction to the questions that I drew up for a survey and for the interviews I held to gather 
information on the livelihoods of the street vendors. I conducted 77 surveys with the street 
vendors in which I collected basic demographic information, data about average income 
indicators and the street vendors´ home situation. I put the data in SPSS and the results 
will be referred to in this dissertation. I interviewed 41 street vendors of which 15 children 
(under 18 years old), seven men (of whom the eldest was 25 years old) and 19 women (of 
whom the eldest was 61 years old). All the interviews were conducted in Spanish. The first 
interviews were semi-structured. After the first months of fieldwork, I started to conduct 
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open interviews and I jotted down partial life histories. I tried to gather information on the 
street vendors’ lives of the period before they had entered the activity of street vending. I also 
asked about their work in the streets, their households, their livelihood, their perceptions on 
their activity and the advantages and difficulties they encountered in the streets and at home. 
Depending on the intensity of my contact with the vendor I recorded the interview on tape 
or not. Because of privacy issues I decided to carry out the interviews at their homes or at an 
isolated public space, such as the look out of San Blas where I was not interrupted by other 
vendors (see Map 1.3). To keep track of the street vendors’ life course I conducted as many 
follow-up interviews as possible. Some of the interviewees were, for example, working in the 
streets the first time I interviewed them, but were doing other jobs when I interviewed them 
a second or third time during the course of my fieldwork. Besides the interviews with the 
street vendors, I tried to gather additional information by interviewing various non-street 
vendors such as former street vendors, parents and partners of vendors, formal vendors of 
commercial centres, producers, municipal officials, teachers, NGO workers, presidents of 
associations, and wholesalers.

Because of their itinerant existence, it is complicated to give an accurate estimate of the 
number of ambulant vendors working in Cusco. The number of vendors changes from day to 
day or even from hour to hour. There are no viable statistic materials to refer to, and making 
your own calculation is complicated because there are no fixed criteria such as a fixed vending 
place or time, to start counting from. In 2005 (my third fieldwork period) I made use of 
visual material, namely a collection of portrait photographs, to be able to memorize the faces 
of the vendors I was working with. I made a register of ambulant vendors by taking pictures 

Photo 1.1: Conducting fieldwork on the Main Square
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of the vendors I was familiar with. In further reading I refer to this experiment as the “photo 
project”. I made double prints of the photographs. The first set I used to offer in change for 
the above-mentioned survey.15 The second picture set was for my own register of five picture-
sized photo albums with a total of 124 portraits of street vendors working in the tourist streets 
of Cusco. From the beginning of the project I kept the albums with me at all times. They 
have come in handy in many different ways.

First of all, the photo register sets the number of ambulant street vendors I worked with at 
approximately 160.16 My field data and the comments of the street vendors on the portraits 
point out that this group can well be considered as the core of street vendors in the tourist 
centre of Cusco during the time of my research. After all, besides the dynamics of some of the 
street vendors who were forever coming and going, I could observe a certain continuity in the 
presence of the group of street vendors I worked with.17 Especially during my last fieldwork 
period in 2007 the pictures were an important tool in tracking down the street vendors I had 
worked with the years before. Secondly, all the vendors (and many of them again and again) 
carefully examined, discussed and criticized the portraits of their colleagues. Their comments 
proved a very important source of information for my research and among other things 
stimulated the communication between the group of street vendors I was working with. The 
comments gave me insight into the social life in the streets of Cusco and put into perspective 
my initial impression that street vendors all worked individually.18 Thirdly, without having 
planned it that way, the photo project made my role as a researcher more explicit. Although 
I chose the method of “open observation” (see Eriksen, 1995: 15) by always mentioning that 
I was an anthropologist doing research with the aim to “write a book about street vendors 
in Cusco”, in the eyes of the vendors I was a loafer who could afford to hang around in the 
streets all day. With the start of the photo project the fact that I was actually working became 
a little bit more visible, because I was able to reach a more numerous research population and 
because I was conducting the surveys in the streets. This resulted in a bigger understanding 
of the fact that I was ‘also’ working. Surprisingly, it even resulted in some of the vendors 
helping me with my work by spontaneously giving me advice about “what to write in my 
book” or “which people to interview”. Lastly, as the vendors were very eager to get a picture 
of themselves, my research population expanded significantly after the introduction of the 
photo project. And although it is not always better to increase your research population, in 
this particular case I experienced it as advantageous, because it stimulated me to consider 
the bigger picture and to look at the larger scene and dynamics of the streets. In other words, 
the photo project turned out to be an insightful and fruitful tool in describing the different 

15 It has been widely discussed if it is ethically correct or well considered to make a donation in exchange 
for an interview or other research data. In my opinion it depends on the case. In this case informants 
were generally very enthusiastic to participate in a survey which lasted for five minutes on average. Of all 
respondents only two refused to participate and in these cases I just gave the pictures without interviewing 
the informants.   

16 The number of street vendors I worked with is much higher than the number of pictures because I did not 
took picture of all vendors I worked with. However, the pictures helped me to remember the vendors I was 
working with but did not take picture of.

17 I will come back to this point in Chapter 7.
18 Chapter 6 discusses the interconnection between the vendors in more detail. 
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aspects of street dynamics and to get a certain degree of control over a continuously changing 
research setting.

To conclude, I want to comment briefly on my position as a researcher and on the struggle of 
positioning myself vis-à-vis the research population and municipal authorities. In Chapter 3 
it will become clear that street vendors are not allowed to sell in the streets and are therefore 
constantly conflicting with the municipal agents who seize their merchandise as soon as they 
can catch the vendors. Carrying out fieldwork in an atmosphere of conflict, as Cross also 
emphasizes (1998: 10), creates ethical dilemmas. For example, the municipal agents would 
often interrupt my research activities when I was talking with the street vendors or when 
they gathered around me to look at the pictures. I was always a little bit annoyed with the 
agents’ interference in my research activities, but I understood and acknowledged the position 
they were in. After all, with my research I was creating a situation they were getting paid for 
not to happen, namely group formation of street vendors, especially around gringos or tourists. 
Nevertheless, my close contact with the vendors – through my presence in the streets, the 
visiting of homes and the information I gathered of the life stories of the vendors – often 
made it impossible to remain neutral as a researcher. Especially in cases where the municipal 
agents interfered quite aggressively and without respect for the vendors, I felt I had to react 
by standing up for the street vendors. In other words, the rather amicable relation with my 
respondents made it difficult to maintain a professional distance and to separate the private 
from work. I think this reflection is of vital importance because as Hondagneu-Sotelo states 

“all research is partial, situated and shaped by who we are” (2001: VI). The way anthropologists 
are involved in their research makes that they form part of the social reality they are trying 
to investigate (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995). This is the reason why my experiences, 
observations, interpretations, perspectives all frame the information I am presenting in this 
dissertation.

Organization of the chapters

In this chapter I have set out the theoretical discussion, general research questions and 
methodological design that will frame the further structure of this dissertation. The following 
three chapters will give a description of the context in which daily lives of street vendors are 
pursued by focusing on the city of Cusco, the policy against street vendors and the socio-
economic background of the street vendors. Chapter 2 will introduce the research setting of 
Cusco as a schizophrenic city wherein the affluence of tourism sharply contrasts with the 
poverty a large number of its population are living in. It will do so by looking at how the 
city of Cusco has been reconstructed for tourist spending and by looking at the ambivalent 
position of the street vendors in these tourism developments. The inhabitants of the outskirts 
of Cusco come together in their work place, the city centre of Cusco, to make a living in 
tourism. In doing so, they enter a public space where – according to the municipality and 
other tourist planners – they do not belong. Chapter 3 will take a closer look at the current 
policy against ambulant street vendors in order to illustrate their position in the Cusqueño 
society. As I have mentioned before, in contrast to most recent works of research on street 
vending, the regulation and municipal policies will not be the main focus of study here 
(Hays-Mitchell, 1993; Cross, 1998; Bromley, 2000; Roever, 2006; Swanson, 2007). However, 
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municipal policies and institutional embedding of street vendors seems to be a crucial 
factor to their livelihood opportunities. This is why I will explain how the position of street 
vendors is continuously changing and what the direct consequences are for their livelihoods. 
Chapter 4 will investigate in which way the activity of street vending creates new livelihood 
opportunities for vulnerable urban dwellers. It will introduce the heterogeneous research 
population of street vendors by questioning some stereotypes about street vendors. Are they 
for example poor indigenous people who are only participating in the margins of the tourism 
industry?

Chapters 5 and 6 will focus on how street vendors try to make a living in tourism. It will 
analyse how street vendors deal with income and social networks to make their economic 
activity as beneficial to them as possible, and to improve their social mobility. Chapter 5 
will try to contextualize the income of street vending by analysing the empirical data about 
income from two different perspectives. On the one hand, the chapter will focus on the 
variability of income of ambulant street vendors and will try to determine the factors that 
influence these fluctuations. On the other hand, the chapter will expound on the mechanisms 
street vendors develop to deal with income insecurities and to maximize their profits. 
Chapter 6 will concentrate on the social aspects of street vending and the importance of 
social networks for the successful use of the opportunities tourism offers. Three types of social 
interactions will form the starting point of analyses. The family relations, the contact between 
the street vendors, and the global-local encounter between tourist and street vendor will be 
scrutinized in an attempt to illustrate the influence of social networks on the socio-economic 
mobility of the vendors and their efforts to make progress.

The last chapters will then focus on the consequences of participation in tourism for the 
social mobility of street vendors. Chapter 7 will offer an empirical conclusion by trying to 
clarify how street vendors themselves experience social mobility. The changes, improvements 
and aggravations street vendors experience in their livelihoods will be illustrated on the basis 
of some remarkable cases. In Chapter 8, the conclusion of this dissertation, the findings of 
the empirical chapters will be linked to the introduced theoretical debates about tourism and 
development, pro-poor tourism and social mobility, in an attempt to summarize the main 
findings of this study and to formulate an answer to the central research questions.
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2. Dishing up the city:  
a socio-economic introduction to  
the construction of tourist Cusco

Cuzco is the archaeological capital of the Americas and the continent’s oldest 
continuously inhabited city. Massive Inca-built stone walls line most of Cuzco’s 
central streets and form the foundations of colonial and modern buildings. 
The streets are often stepped, narrow and thronged with Quechua-speaking 
descendants of the Incas (Rachowiecki, 2000: 234).

This fragment from the Lonely Planet is representative of the way travel guides, tour operators 
and local authorities present the city of Cusco to tourists. They all proudly emphasize that 
Cusco is “the archaeological capital of America,” referring to its wonderful Inca ruins and 
colonial buildings tourists can visit in the city and its surroundings.19 They write that Cusco 
and its socio-cultural life can be considered as a living testimony of what the Inca culture 
had once been like. Similarly to early 29th century indigenistas such as Luis Valcárcel, they 
try to connect some aspects of the ancient and admirable Inca culture with the remaining 
vestiges of present day Cusco. The tourist website of Cusco introduces the city as the only 
place on the American continent “where you can easily experience such an amazing culture 
as that of the Inca’s in such beautiful surroundings” (About Cusco, 2007; own emphasis). 
Ypeij gives examples of policy documents of local governments and NGOs which also relate 
the contemporary indigenous people to the Inca people by defining them as the mystic and 
exotic others (2006: 41-44). This phenomenon is especially prominent in the pictures of 
the local population in travel guides and tourist promotion material (Ypeij, 2006: 48). The 
images generally depict women and children adorned in ‘native’ dress and evoke nostalgic 
impressions of Indians fixed in an idyllic timeless past far removed from the contemporary 
cultural reality of these people. These – what Crain (1990) calls “imaginary Indians” – have 
become a particularly important component of the national identity presented for tourism 
promotion. Similarly to the representations of its cultural heritage, these images suggest that 
urban life in Cusco has not changed since the Inca period, that despite centuries of history, 
movement and change, the city is still as beautiful and vivid as it was then and that Inca 
descendants still inhabit the region.

19 In 1933 at the 25th International Congress of Americanists in Ciudad de la Plata, Argentina, Cusco was 
declared the “Archaeological Capital of South America” (Silverman, 2002: 899). Cusco’s honourable titles 
are numerous: “Sacred City”, “Navel of the World”, “Historic Capital of Peru”, “Tourist Capital of Peru”, 

“Cultural Patrimony of Humanity” (Diario El Sol del Cusco, 3 May 2004) and “Land of the Four Corners” 
(Flores Ochoa and Van den Berghe, 2000).
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These kinds of written and visual representations of Cusco promote the city as a tourist product 
and transform it (and even its habitants) into an object or a commodity which can be bought, 
exchanged, and owned. As various studies show, this process of objectification has important 
consequences for the inhabitants of the city and for urban life in general (Fainstein and Judd, 
1999: 14). Their natural habitat, the city, is reduced to a tourist image. Through processes of 
reduction and simplification, this tourist image filters history and culture to stereotypes 
and presents a romanticized, nostalgic picture of the city ( Judd, 1999: 37). The tourist city is 
transformed into an island of recreation, completely segregated from other urban life and 
in which the past is reinvented and glorified.20 Judd observes that “a well-defined perimeter 
separates the tourist space from the rest of the city”, and that, “where crime, poverty and urban 
decay make parts of a city inhospitable to visitors, specialized areas are established as visitors 
shielded from and unaware of the private spaces where people live and work” (1999: 36). Tour 
operators as well as local governments are highly selective in the product and city areas they 
do or do not present to tourists. In the case of Cusco, tour operators and local governments 
restrict themselves to showing icons and images of its historic heritage to attract tourists.

In this chapter I will give a socio-economic background of the reshaping of Cusco, tailored 
to suit tourist spending. I will introduce the city of Cusco as a hybrid space with a specific 
historical context and socio-economic dynamics which shape this highly segmented city 
in which the general well-being of tourists is top priority of local politics. The first section 
will briefly deal with the history of the Inca civilization, colonial times and the decline in 
republican times, because it has a present day impact. In the second section, I will offer a 
short overview of the modernization of Cusco in the 20th century because it has shaped the 
current layout of the city. The third section will describe how Cusco has been transformed 
into a tourist city and will illustrate how the tourist centre of Cusco has become completely 
separated from social and economic life in the rest of the city. I will argue that Cusco can be 
considered a schizophrenic city in which the affluence of tourists stands in sharp contrast to 
the poverty of a large number of the local population. In a fourth section, I will illustrate the 
impact of decentralization and the role of the local authorities in combining the regulation of 
tourism with that of local development. The last section will explore the impact of tourism in 
Cusco on the position of the local population in general and street vendors in particular. Are 
they included in or rather excluded from tourism development?

The city of Cusco: from a world famous Inca 
empire to an isolated provincial town

Archaeological excavations indicate that there were settlements in the Huatanay valley, where 
the contemporary city of Cusco is located, dating back to centuries before Christ. 21 However, 
it is the Capital of the Inca Empire which became known as the City of Cusco. Between 1200 
and 1532 A.D. the city of Cusco began to function as the ceremonial, political and economic 
centre of the rapidly expanding Inca Empire of Tahuantinsuyu, which at its peak stretched out 

20 On the concept of “tourist city” see Fainstein and Judd (1999). 
21 For an overview of the groups that occupied the region before the Inca Empire developed, and the 

influence of these earlier cultures on the Inca organization and architectural planning, see Bauer (2004).
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over the entire Andes and enclosed a part of the rainforest and coastal strip of South America. 
An enormous army of soldiers conquered this extended territory. It could be controlled from 
Cusco through the numerous local representatives who remained in contact with the city 
via an extensive road network on which thousands of messengers circulated (Viñuales, 2004). 
The population of the Cusco valley increased spectacularly. The governmental elite seated in 
the centre of Cusco had notable privileges with regard to the rest of the population (Bauer, 
2004). It was the Inca Pachakuti, the greatest of the legendary Inca emperors, who developed 
an urban plan for the city of Cusco (Flores Ochoa, 1992). The cultural sophistication of the 
Inca Empire was reflected in the architecture of the well-structured nuclear centre of Cusco 
around the Huacaypata square. Various temples, storehouses and political and administrative 
centres were constructed. This sophisticated architecture was restricted to the relatively small 
nuclear centre and was surrounded by chaotic peripheral neighbourhoods from inferior 
architectural quality (Hardoy, 1983: 35). Yet the city became generally known as the “navel 
of the world” because the splendid imperial city was ever more functioning as the centre of 
an immense and powerful empire which had achieved a substantial level of material well-
being and cultural sophistication (Klarén, 2000: 12). However, only a small privileged ruling 
class could fully benefit from these achievements because in the end the Incas constructed an 
exploitative, hierarchical society in which the wealth of the elite was supported by the surplus 
production of a large, subservient mass of peasants (op. cit.: 28-29).

The legendary reputation rapidly changed with the arrival of the Spaniards in Cusco and 
the collapse of the Inca Empire. In July 1533, a year after the Spanish invasion in Peru, the 
conquistadores occupied Cusco under the leadership of Francisco Pizarro. However, the battle 
between the Incas and the Spaniards over Cusco, which had already destroyed a large part of 
the architecture of the former Inca Capital and had left behind great ravages, persisted until 
1536 when the Manco Inca was defeated. This signalled the official start of the Spanish rule 
over the city. The Spanish invaders wasted no time looting the city’s magnificent temples and 
royal palaces and began constructing their own colonial city. The European conquistadores and 
creoles occupied the centre of the city, and Inca citizens or Indians were displaced to small 
towns nearby. Cusco’s new Spanish occupants dismantled the economic, social and religious 
networks of the former Inca city (MacCormack, 2001: 343-4). The Spaniards occupied old 
Inca buildings and tried to get control over the Andes by replacing Andean deities and 
traditions with European Christianity (Klarén, 2000: 53). Between 1559 and 1562 they built 
the parishes San Cristóbal, Santa Ana and San Blas in the historic Inca neighbourhoods 
of Carmenca, Tococachi and Colcampata (De Azevedo, 1982: 47-48). At the end of the 17th 
century the Spanish reinvention of Cusco had achieved its goals: the Incas had been defeated, 
Spaniards occupied the best houses and the festival calendar was defined by an exclusively 
Castilian and Christian agenda (MacCormack, 2001: 346). Cusco was ruled by a small 
fraction of the white elites of Spanish descendants of the first conquistadores, even though the 
majority of the population were Indians (Hardoy, 1983: 42). Because of a shift in economic 
importance to Potosí (and later on to Lima) the city of Cusco began to fade from the eye of 
the world.22 The socio-economic situation of Cusco´s local population was instable because 

22 Klarén indicates that “the silver mines in the district of Potosí in Upper Peru (present day Bolivia) became 
the foundation of the transatlantic trade, as well as a far-flung internal Andean system of production and 
exchange” (2000: XIV). Silver became the engine of colonial development.



| 36 |

of the deadly European diseases which circulated in the region. Viñuales, for instance, notes 
a plague of cholera in 1720 which according to her was a catastrophe for the demography in 
general and the local economy in particular (2004: 192).

After Peruvian Independence (1824) the socio-economic well-being of the people of Cusco 
continued to decline. Because of bad hygienic conditions pest epidemics afflicted the Cusco 
region and caused both the economic and demographic downfall of Cusco. De Azevedo 
(1982) noticed a demographic decline of 65 percent for the period between 1870 and 1925 (see 
also Tamayo Herrera, 1978). Lima became the social, economic and political centre of the 
Peruvian Republic (Bauer, 2004: 3). As the maritime transport was getting cheaper and more 
accessible, public roads became less important and ill-maintained. As a consequence of these 
bad road conditions, the city of Cusco lost its export possibilities. While the textile industry 
became important during the colonial period, it collapsed after independence because of the 
isolation of the Cusco region and because of fierce competition from the Europeans (Tamayo 
Herrera, 1978; Kuon Arce, 1992; Flores Ochoa, 2005: 84). The Cusqueños had little livelihood 
opportunities apart from subsistence agriculture. The city of Cusco became an impoverished 
and slummy city that could be considered a provincial backwater. The population of Cusco 
declined perceptibly because many families migrated to Lima and other cities of the 
pacific coast (Flores Ochoa and Van den Berghe, 2000: 8). Tamayo Herrera states that after 
independence, Cusco was becoming “the languishing capital of a subsidiary department, out 
of the way, a type of Tibet lost behind the obstacle of the Andes” (1978: 61). There is no doubt: 
19th century Cusco was marked by stagnation, decadence, and general decline.

Processes of recuperation: the modernization of Cusco

The impoverished status in which Cusco was left behind after Independence frustrated the 
Cusqueños. Especially the elite of Cusco had difficulties facing its second-class provincial 
status (Silverman, 2002). In their efforts to recuperate from economic instability and to 
modernize Cusco, they started introducing industrial activities. In 1861 Garmendia created 
a new textile factory in Lucre and in 1872 Manglesdorf erected a beer factory (Tamayo 
Herrera, 1978:58). These are just two examples of some of the industrial projects that took 
place between 1895 and 1945 and which formed part of what Tamayo Herrera (1978) called 

“the first modernisation of Cusco”. However, because of a lack of urban infrastructure the 
number of factories remained restricted and the industrial growth could not really be called 
successful (De la Cadena, 2000: 139).23 Tamayo Herrera notes that because of this marginal 
industrial development you could not speak of an industrial society in Cusco (1978: 58). 
Industrialization could be found in the coastal regions and more specifically in the capital, 
Lima. The Cusco region’s economic structure continued to be dominated by agricultural 
activities. Although industrial development was marginal compared to other regions in Peru, 
it brought to life new social groups such as an urban elite of intellectuals, professionals, the 
still rising industrial bourgeoisie and successful merchants. These Cusqueños were searching 

23 And will never be because nowadays the beer factory “Cuzqueña”, which belongs to Bakkus, is the only 
industry that remains in Cusco.
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for the basics of their society and for strategies to arm themselves against coastal domination 
and to gain a reputation for their provincial town.

In the late 19th century, Cusco began to attract adventurers and archaeologists with a specific 
interest in the remnants left by the Inca civilization. With the so called ‘scientific’ discovery of 
Machu Picchu in 1911 by a Yale University expedition led by Hiram Bingham, the number of 
explorers to the region increased. Cusco became more noticeable as a place with a remarkable 
Inca past. On the basis of this, the indigenismo movement emerged in the 1920s and 30s. It 
presented one of the most important strategies to recuperate the glorious status of Cusco 
and to incorporate the indigenous past in its regional identity (Baud, 2003: 43; Mendoza, 
forthcoming).24 According to De la Cadena, indigenismo became a project of the Spanish 
speaking urban elite of Cusco with the objective of presenting a provincial alternative to 

“Limeños’ modernizing mestizaje proposal” (2000: 84).25 Indigenistas, such as Valcérel (1924), 
did so by presenting themselves as Inca descendants and by glorifying their roots in Inca 
theatre, dance and festivities and in what De la Cadena (2000) calls “indigenous folklore”. 
In 1930, some of these pro-Indian Cusqueños renamed themselves the Neo-Indianists (De 
la Cadena, 2000: 41). Neo-Indianists, such as Uriel Garcia (1927), used the indigenous past 
to forge for themselves a new identity. They ‘reinvented’ the city by creating a Cusco day on 
which they could express their glory and pride for being Cusqueños (op. cit.: 155). The central 
act at the inauguration of the first Cusco Day on June 24, 1944, was the celebration of Inti 
Raymi, the Incaic solstice ritual (op. cit.: 157). This public ritual is a clear example of how the 
Neo-Indianists used the past to define regional identity. They reinvented the pre-Hispanic 
past with the aim of promoting a regional identity, and to make Cusco an important tourist 
centre. Although they generally considered the indigenous population as the symbol of the 
Cusqueño identity, they depicted a particular group of the indigenous population as ‘indecent’ 
and consequently saw them as a threat to their modernization project.

The powerful earthquake on 21 May, 1950, which severely damaged most of the buildings in 
the city of Cusco, prompted a second wave of modernization (Tamayo Herrera, 1978 and 
1992). It can be considered as an important turning point in the history of Cusco because it 
speeded up transformations which were already in the make in the Cusco region at the time.

The urbanization process of Cusco had already begun, and it was thus accelerated significantly 
in 1950. Before the earthquake the city of Cusco was divided into two zones: the nuclear 
centre which concentrated on the principal economic, political, administrative and religious 
activities, and the residential zone which was concentrated around the Avenida del Sol 
(Lozano Castro, 1994). After the earthquake the commercial activities were decentralized 
and dispersed over the city (Avenida de la Cultura, Garcilaso and Limacpampa) because 

24 Baud describes indigenismo as “a current of intellectuals and politicians who wanted to improve the position 
of the Indian population and assign the indigenous cultural heritage an important place in Latin American 
society” (2003: 40). He continues, “it concerned non-indigenous people who reflected on the Indian 
population and their culture and who sympathized with them from their non-Indian position” (Baud, 2003: 
41).

25 De la Cadena describes mestizaje as a “gradual process by which Indians gradually became literate and 
acquired urban skills” (2000: 29).
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for the first time, high class and middle class citizens left the historical centre and began 
to settle in residential neighbourhoods, such as Urbanization Magisterial and Santa Monica 
(Tamayo Herrera, 1978: 304). The earthquake also gave rise to the expansion of new popular 
urbanizations in the outskirts of Cusco which accommodated the majority of the indigenous 
population who became homeless after the catastrophe (Lozano Castro, 1994: 222). The 
outermost urban neighbourhoods were located in the hills surrounding the city, and later 
became known as the “Asociaciónes de Provivienda” or the “pueblos jovenes”.26 Tamayo Herrera 
states that the “pueblos jovenes reproduce to a great extent the population pattern and the 
appearance of Incan Cusco, in that the current population is similar to that of imperial times” 
(1978: 304). The population in these neighbourhoods continued to grow significantly because 
rural dwellers migrated in vast numbers to the city, due to the pauperization of the rural areas 
and the pressure the peasantry exerted on the land of the haciendas. The expansion of these 
unregulated popular urban neighbourhoods in the hills of Cusco shaped the further evolution 
of a spatially segmented city of diverse social groups (Hardoy, 1983: 49).

After the earthquake of 1950 urban planning of the city of Cusco became an explicit political 
target. As De la Cadena states: “the emergency made the national government pay attention 
to the former capital of the Inca Empire and resulted in a greater presence of state agencies 

26 In 1968 the military regime defined the slums in the outskirts of the cities of Peru as “pueblos jovenes”. The 
official definition of pueblos jovenes lists the following characteristics: “the settlement forms part of the 
urban area, the occupation of the land is not carried out through the legal transfer of property titles or 
through renting, the settlement is characterized by a basic and insufficient infrastructure” (De Vries 1991: 
69). 

Photo 2.1: Cusco city



| 39 |

in Cusco” (2000: 183). The natural disaster aroused national and global interest in the 
underdeveloped and marginalized region which had been severely damaged. Different plans 
of urban development were created (Angeles et al., 2002: 21). UNESCO sent a mission under 
the supervision of Professor Kubler to protect and secure Cusco’s architectural Patrimony 
(Estrada Ibérico and Nieto Degregori, 1998: 6; Silverman, 2002: 884). This pilot plan by 
UNESCO was followed by The Plan of Urban Control (1970-1973) and the formation of the 
National Institute of Culture (1972), a collaboration of different organizations dedicated to the 
protection of cultural heritage (Hardoy, 1983: 50).27 These plans indicate that the state and 
international organizations took over the reconstruction of the city of Cusco with the general 
aim to bring back the city centre to its original state and to ‘develop’ it. They also point out 
that national and international preoccupation at the time was restricted to the conservation 
of the historic heritage in the centre of Cusco (Lozano Castro, 1994: 226). All these plans 
mainly focused on the historic centre of Cusco and neglected the developments in the other 
regions of the city, such as the expansion and pauperization of the popular neighbourhoods. 
These regions did not form part of the urban development agenda or the modernization 
project of Cusco. The changes brought about by the earthquake are an illustration of the new 
nature of the city of Cusco as an urban centre surrounded by shantytowns, and shed light on 
its increased segmentation (Mendoza, forthcoming).

Becoming a tourist city

Albert Giesecke was rector of the university of Cusco and the municipal council of Cusco 
from 1912-1923. As such he played an important role in recovering and promoting Peru’s 
rich pre-Colombian past for tourism (Gade, 2006: 27). In 1924 he published the first tourist 
guide on the Cusco region and accurately foresaw in tourism a successful industry for the 
future (Tamayo Herrera, 1978: 296; Mendoza, forthcoming). However, Cusco was not 
yet attractive for the general public because it was a poor provincial town and lacked an 
appropriate infrastructure to accommodate tourists. The national and international attention 
the urban planning of the historic heritage got after the earthquake of 1950, had an important 
influence on the attractiveness of the city for tourists. Their number increased steadily after 
the reconstruction of the city’s historical heritage sites and the construction of the national 
Velazco Astete airport in 1960 which made the city more accessible.

Nevertheless, mass tourism in the region did not pick up immediately because of political, 
social and economic instability. In the 20th century, Peru had to cope with governmental 
mismanagement, international recession, and a civil war (Klarén, 2000). Mendoza 
(forthcoming) indicates that the number of tourists began to grow steadily in the 1960s and 
reached its first peak in the 1970s. However, the biggest obstacle to tourist development was 
the constant danger of the organization known as Sendero Luminoso (Shining Path). This 
Maoist, pro-cultural guerrilla movement took up arms in the 1980s under the leadership of 
Abimael Guzmán. Their goal was to replace what saw as bourgeois democracy in Peru (for 
further reading see e.g. Starn, 1995). After the repression of this movement in 1992, tourism 

27 The Urban Plan of Control is better known under the Spanish name El Plan de Control Urbano and the 
National Institute of Culture is known as the INC or Instituto Nacional de la Cultura.
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became booming business in Cusco and the number of tourists reached an unprecedented 
scale (see Table 2.1).

After Lima, Cusco is the city with the highest numbers of tourists per year. With more 
than 500 000 visitors each year during the last decades, the city of Cusco has become the 
tourist centre of Latin America. At a national level, tourism is one of the fastest growing 
economic sectors employing up to 11 per cent of the economically active population (Dulón, 
forthcoming). Tourism accounts for seven per cent of Peru’s GNP. It is the most important 
income supplier in Peru, after the mining and petroleum industry (MINCETUR, 2007). This 
economic impact of tourism is of even bigger importance to the city of Cusco because of 
the general lack of alternative industries. This is why tourism has become a major industry 
in the Cusco region, in which, according to De la Cadena, Cusqueños of all social groups can 
participate (2000: 183-84).

Although tourism development has not been the only force behind the shaping of the 
contemporary city, the tourist influx has significantly reshaped the city of Cusco. Tourism 
has been a major factor in the urban development of the historic centre of Cusco, which, 
according to UNESCO, stretches out over the former political and religious centre of the 
Incas where the most important temples, shrines, public buildings and squares of the empire 
were located. Everything in the tourist centre is dedicated to the tourists’ well-being, in the 
form of entertainment and leisure.28 On the Plaza de Armas and its surrounding streets, one 
can hardly detect economic activities that are not related to tourism. Over the last years, 
private houses have been replaced by tourist accommodations such as hotels, pubs, restaurants, 
nightclubs, travel agencies and arts and crafts shops. Most chicha bars or local pubs where 

28 The tourist centre I refer to consists of the nuclear area of the historic centre or the seven street blocks 
around the Main Square (see Map 1.3).

Table 2.1: Arrivals of national and international visitors to the city of Cusco (1971-2005)

Year Number of visitors Year Number of visitors Year Number of visitors

1971 37683 1983 170,742 1995 292,161
1972 42363 1984 155,277 1996 341,732
1973 71066 1985 209,029 1997 342,521
1974 97549 1986 232,362 1998 351,554
1975 119,267 1987 275,592 1999 410,444
1976 101,314 1988 279,147 2000 463,792
1977 113,165 1989 260,241 2001 415,825
1978 125,831 1990 220,696 2002 417,639
1979 144,076 1991 176,454 2003 416,254
1980 186,271 1992 167,223 2004 546,920
1981 216,576 1993 205,293 2005 632,933
1982 192,276 1994 263,146

Sources:
1971-1980: Lovón Zavado, G. (1982) Mito y realidad del turismo en el Cusco. Cusco: Bartolomé de Las Casas.
1981-2001: DRITINCI Boletín Estadística de Turismo. Cusco.
2002-2005: Dircetur Boletín Estadística de Turismo. Cusco.
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Andean corn beer was served have made way for tourist bars and nightclubs. Only a few 
local enterprises are still oriented to local clientele – e.g. the bookstore on one of the corners 
of the Main Square – and have survived the tourist invasion. As Estrada Iberico and Nieto 
Degregori put it, “the tendency towards the displacement of the population which inhabits 
this part of the city [the historic centre] continues to occur, ever more forcefully, with all its 
implications for the urban dynamics of old Cuzco, which appears to operate more in function 
of the economic activities than of the inhabitants” (1998:19). In other words, the city centre 
of Cusco has been transformed into a place where tourists can indulge in admiring the city’s 
marvels and spending their money, a process which Torres and Momsen (2004) try to capture 
with their concept “gringolandia”. They use the term to describe the tourist developments in 
Cancun and to reflect on the circus-like spectacle of the overbuilt resort embedded in a region 
deeply divided by uneven development and the ensuing inequitable power relations. In Cusco, 
almost the whole year round, and with a peak in the tourist high season, tourists dominate 
the street scene of the historic centre. Early in the morning the first tourists flock to visit 
the historic buildings and other tourist attractions of the city and they stay until late in the 
evening to spend their money on souvenirs and to get a taste of the tourist tailored nightlife. 
They transform the city of Cusco into a place of transnational consumerism, segregated from 
the livelihood of local residents.

The local government of Cusco is one of the principal actors responsible for managing this 
tourist invasion. It does so, for example, by investing large sums of money in advertising 
campaigns for the city to appeal to potential visitors (see for instance website PROMPERU) 
and to adapt the urban infrastructure of the historic centre to the tourists’ needs. Tarred 
streets make the historic centre – apart from some narrow pedestrian Inca streets – accessible 
for taxis and other tourist transportation. The municipality of Cusco puts a lot of effort into 
presenting a clean and safe city to tourists. They have tried to recuperate the historic centre 
by cleaning and modernizing it and by implementing a certain policy of hygiene (Ronda, 
2000: 100). It is clear that the local government of Cusco has invested a lot of money in 
keeping the city centre clean as well as making it a safe and attractive environment for 
tourists by organizing cultural events. They contract gardeners to maintain the public squares 
and after public events a cleaning team is always stand by. One of the municipal employees 
commented:

We have to take better care of the Casco Monumental because it is our patrimony 
and we have to take care of it, just like other cities have their Casco Monumental 
or patrimony. In this case our patrimony has been acknowledged and is protected 
by UNESCO, which has declared it a World Heritage Site (…) This means that 
we are taking very good care of it, that we have the municipal police, the security 
force, and the national police whose main goal is to protect the visitors and our 
neighbours, of course, no, to guarantee them to some extent their free movement, 
so that they can visit the archaeological monuments in peace. No, for that we have 
to take better care of the Casco Monumental (Interview Lucho, 9 July 2007, Q1).29

29 In this dissertation all names have been changed into pseudonyms with the aim to preserve confidentiality. 
The original Spanish quotes of the respondents have been added in Appendix 3. They are referred to with 
the letter “Q” followed by the number of the quotation used in the appendix.   
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During my last field trip the tourists’ safety was guarded over by a permanent vigilance team 
of the national tourist police, municipal agents, and security agents of the municipality. The 
municipal agents were in charge of controlling the commercial activities in the historic 
centre while the security agents had to assist the national police in maintaining the public 
order and in protecting the security of the inhabitants and visitors of Cusco. Additionally, 
in November 2004, a system of eight hidden cameras was introduced in Cusco, spread over 
its most important tourist spots (Municipalidad del Cusco, 2007a: 45). This system enables 
the authorities to check on public activity in the city, and to protect the Cusqueños and the 
visitors. These local measures are dedicated to ensure the tourist’s positive experience when 
visiting the city, and to safeguard the growth of the tourist sector.

The order and safety of the historic centre stand in sharp contrast to the poor residential 
neighbourhoods outside the tourist centre. A questionnaire conducted by Amilcar Sánchez 
Morales indicates that a considerable number of residents in the pueblos jovenes quote 
insecurity as one of the biggest problems in the neighbourhoods of the Santiago district 
(2002: 35). Robberies and other acts of delinquency are a recurring problem. Furthermore, 
residents of these neighbourhoods live in precarious living conditions and have to face various 
infrastructural restrictions. They have to struggle to get access to the labour market, public 
transport, rubbish collection, water and electricity facilities, sanitary services, and health 
services (see Villegas Ormachea, 1986; De Vries, 1991). The pueblos jovenes generally give a 
dirty impression because rubbish collection services are limited or completely absent. Streets 
which are not tarred become big mud pools during rain season and raise large clouds of dust 
during dry season. Access to running water is a general problem for the households in these 

Photo 2.2: Pueblo joven Vive Peru
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neighbourhoods. Villegas Ormachea (1986) and De Vries (1991) ascribe these water problems 
to an insufficient capacity to install water services, uneconomical water use in tourist areas and 
other affluent neighbourhoods, and insufficient pressure in the water installations to pump 
the water up the hills. In other words, life in the peripheral neighbourhoods or pueblos jovenes 
is not shaped by tourism but by marginalization, vulnerability and social exclusion. Several 
of these neighbourhoods are tarnished by urban decay, poverty and other social problems. 
De Vries argues that, “the partial investments of the governments in the tourism sector also 
mean less attention to the development of industries, of public services, etc.” (1991: 77). The 
tourism investments in the centre of Cusco partially explain the infrastructural deficiency in 
the pueblos jovenes. Similarly to other tourist destinations in the world, the wealthy tourist 
area of the city remains the number one beneficiary of capital infrastructure and services 
while the shantytowns continue to struggle with squalid living conditions and poverty (see 
Torres and Momsen, 2004: 326).

This other less rosy side of urban reality is hidden away from the tourists’ gaze (on this 
concept see Urry, 1990). Tourists are hardly ever confronted with the ‘the reality of poverty’ 
or the extreme contrast between life in the marginal neighbourhoods and the richness and 
cleanliness of the historic city centre. Tourists generally do not leave the tourist centre or 
the artificial tourist enclaves in which only a romanticized version of urban life is presented 
(Fainstein and Judd, 1999). They circulate almost exclusively within the “tourist bubble” that 
can be considered as a safe, protected and normalized environment (Cohen, 1972; Urry, 1990). 
These tourist bubbles prevent a confrontation with the local reality of urban poverty. This is 
why tourist cities, or historic centres in particular, can be considered as a sort of artificial or 
virtual reality completely detached from their own social context (Fainstein and Gladstone, 
1999: 27).

Politics of tourism and local development

In Cusco it is difficult to refer to one particular local government, because administratively 
Cusco is very much divided. The name Cusco applies to the department, the province and the 
district. The province of Cusco is divided into eight districts: Cusco, Ccorcca, Poroy, Saylla, 
Wanchaq, Santiago, San Jéronimo and San Sebastían (see Map 2.1). All these districts consist 
of urban neighbourhoods and rural communities. In general, however, the city of Cusco is 
referred to as the five districts of Cusco, Wanchaq, Santiago, San Jéronimo and San Sebastían 
(De Vries, 1991: 68). All these districts have their own municipality with their own mayor 
and city councils, which are in turn represented in the provincial municipality. This provincial 
municipality co-operates with urban planners, international organizations (e.g. UNESCO), 
commissions, and several public and private institutions. With their protection and 
construction policies, all these institutions and organizations contribute to the attractiveness 
of the historic centre of Cusco. When speaking about the municipality or local authorities of 
Cusco I will be referring to the provincial municipality and this complex amalgamation of 
different social actors.

One of the main targets of the municipality is to prevent the destruction of the historic 
centre of Cusco. As a member of the authorities explained, they have to put in extra effort 
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to organize the city to satisfy the tourists’ needs by investing large amounts of money in 
public order and security (Interview Hector, 9 June 2005). Furthermore, they have to protect 
their archaeological sites and cultural patrimony with the help of and in collaboration with 
UNESCO. As will become clear from the following published decree, they aim to preserve 
their tourist icon:

Taking into account that the city of Cusco, designated by UNESCO as World 
Cultural Patrimony, recognized by the Political Constitution of the State as 
Historic Capital of Peru, by virtue of its valuable past and the cultural patrimony 
it possesses, constituting itself as the most important tourist destination of Peru, 
visited by thousands of tourists from different parts of the country and world, for 
which reason the municipality must be concerned for the good appearance of the 
city (Decree No. 004-00-MC of May 26, 2000; quoted in Silverman, 2002: 891).

However, as Silverman correctly states, the creation of a city attractive to tourists cannot 
be the sole concern for local governments (2002: 884-885). They also need to take into 
account everyday social life and culture of the city. Local governments have to deal with 
the multiplicity of economic interests of the different social actors (Caraballo Perichi, 2000: 
115). To avoid the creation of historic centres completely belonging to tourists, they have to 
consider the dynamics of urban life, to search for development perspectives, and to improve 
living conditions in the historic centre. In this sense, administrators of historic centres have 
the challenge of finding a good balance between conservation and development.

In practice, as several studies indicate, it seems to be difficult to combine the responsibility of 
the well-being of the local population with tourism promotion and management in general 
(e.g. Bromley, 1998; Fainstein and Gladstone, 1999; Carrión, 2000; Ronda, 2000; Middleton, 
forthcoming). Carballo Perichi argues that tourists, planners, and politicians show a tendency 
to represent their historic centre as a ‘frozen’ environment (2000: 107). He points out that the 
image of the urban space they try to present corresponds much more with that of a ‘Main 
Street’ in Disneyworld than with a space which includes the contemporary social dynamics 
of – tangible and intangible – urban life (Carballo Perichi, 2000: 107). Silverman states that 

Map 2.1: Province of Cusco
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in the case of Cusco it is indeed a difficult challenge for the municipality to rebuild the 
ancient city to meet international tourist market expectations and to honour the needs and 
expectations of the local population (2002: 884-85). The bigger part of tourism revenues, such 
as the revenues from the boleto turístico (a tourist ticket for admittance to historic monuments 
and sites in and around Cusco), is not used to contribute to regional development. Hardoy 
argues that, “the population does not feel the impact of the boleto because the revenues are 
destined for the improvement of tourist infrastructure only and not for resolving other 
alarming problems in the city (housing, water, sewers, drains, etc.)” (1983: 61). In other words, 
since the general well-being of tourists receives the bigger attention in local politics, the local 
inhabitants are being reduced to second-class citizens.

Consequently, despite tourism, Cusco can still be considered a very poor department where 
economic development remains below the Peruvian average (Flores Ochoa and Van den 
Berghe, 2000: 3). Cusco ranks among the five Peruvian departments with the highest number 
of people living in extreme poverty (INEI, 2003: 169). Although statistics show that the 
majority of the extremely poor live in the countryside (Webb and Baca, 2002: 533), it is exactly 
these rough living conditions in the countryside which put pressure on the city, i.e. through 
migration of the poor. In contrast to De la Cadena (2000) who believes that the commercial 
activity of tourism is accessible for all walks of life, various studies show that it is often 
the poor who are excluded from the tourism business or, as mentioned in Chapter 1, they 
participate in the margins of the tourism business only. Tamayo Herrera states that although 
it is impossible to neglect the multiplication effect of tourism, ultimately most of the tourism 
revenues ebb away to Lima or other countries and only a few crumbs are left behind for 
the Andean city (1978: 300-1). Flores Ochoa and Van den Berghe also criticize tourism in 
Cusco. They state that “the main beneficiaries of tourism are members of urban middle and 
lower-middle class of Cuzco itself: the entrepreneurs who own and run the hotels, restaurants, 
shops and travel agencies, the craftsmen who produce the wares and services consumed 
by tourists and to a limited extent the street vendors and service workers who occupy the 
lowest tier of the tourism trade” (Flores Ochoa and Van den Berghe, 2000: 18). A survey 
conducted by Ypeij in some of the pueblos jovenes of Cusco indicates that tourist development 
appeals to the local inhabitants’ imagination, but that only 22 per cent of the economically 
active population is active in the tourism industry (Steel and Ypeij, forthcoming).30 For the 
majority of the local population working in tourism means working in low paid, insecure 
and easily accessible jobs, mass producing earrings, for example, or street vending, or working 
as a chambermaid or as a porter on tourist hiking tours. Although the historic centre is an 
important work place for tourism workers in general and for street vendors in particular, the 
local authorities seem little supportive in their gaining access to this work place.

Position of street vendors in the tourism picture

Street vending is a cultural tradition which has been a part of the city centre of Cusco 
since pre-colonial times (Caraballo Perichi, 2000: 118). Street vendors have been part of 

30 The survey was conducted in three pueblos jovenes in the Santiago district: Construccíon Civil, Los Jardines 
and Virgen Concepción (see Map 1.2). 
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the cityscape for centuries and even today thousands of ambulant street vendors wander 
the streets to sell their merchandise to potential customers. The tourist streets of Cusco in 
particular are overwhelmed every day by a vast number of street vendors who make their 
way down from the outskirts of the city to sell souvenirs and services to tourists. Children 
are permanently visible in its streets, working as shoe shiners, sacamefotos (vendors who are 
dressed up like Incas to pose for a photo for money) or as postcard, finger puppets or sweet 
vendors. Young women wander the streets with babies strapped to their backs. They offer 
passers-by their textiles, muñecas, painted calabashes and silverwork. Male and female vendors 
accost tourists with their tarjetas or painted postcards, watercolour paintings, CDs and DVDs 
or with a wooden tray with cigarettes around their neck. But what is the position of these 
vendors in the tourism developments?

For years now, municipality administrators of Cusco have been searching for ways to regulate 
and control the activity of street vending to suit their ideals of public order and state control 
(Seligmann, 2004). Especially in their efforts to modernize the city, urban authorities have 
tried to clean Cusco from urban undesirables such as mestiza market women and street 
vendors whom they consider the embodiment of filth, immorality and misdirected enrichment 
(De la Cadena, 2000: 77-8). In line with modernist development visions which permeated the 
academic reasoning of the 1950s and 1960s, these forms of commerce were seen as backward, 
inefficient and detrimental to national development programs (see also Cross, 2000). The 
municipality of Cusco perceived modernity as inconsistent with the continued presence of 
street vendors and as a consequence they thought it better to hide the ‘uncivilized’ side of 
Cusco from potential foreign industrialists’ and investors’ views (Seligmann, 2004: 23). Yet, as 
Swanson also indicates, “street vendors do not fit into the global city ideal” (2007: 712). They 
are considered as the main barrier to the modernization of the city (Middleton, forthcoming).

Since tourism developments have begun to dominate the urban landscape, local governments 
consider the presence of street vendors as even more problematic than before. Similarly to 
many other parts of the world, the local authorities perceive vendors as an obstruction in 
tourist development and as an indirect menace to the attractive appearances of historic centres 
(Bromley, 1998; Cross, 1998; Bromley, 2000; Sëppanen, 2001; Silverman, 2002; Martinez Novo, 
2003; Middleton, forthcoming). Especially in cities which are on the World Heritage List of 
UNESCO, street vendors are being expelled from the protected historic centres because they 
are considered as a potential threat to the image of these centres. An illustration of this is the 
historic centre of Lima. Since it was put on the World Heritage List in 1995 the municipality 
have tried to clear the city centre from all street vendors and poor residents (Sëppanen, 2001).

In Cusco, the control of the activity of street vending similarly intensified when the historic 
centre of Cusco was put on the World Heritage List in 1983. The authorities have since tried 
to adapt urban images to tourism development needs.31 The municipality try to preserve the 
security, morale and health of the local population and its visitors by controlling the activity 
of ambulant street vendors. As the following extract from the Master Plan of the Historic 
Centre of Cusco illustrates, the municipality clearly associates the presence of ambulant street 
vendors with several negative aspects:

31 The next chapter elaborates on the policy against ambulant street vendors.



| 47 |

The invasion of street vendors, causing congestion, immobility, public disorder, 
noise and pollution from solid waste disposal, makes the condition of these arteries 
a truly critical one (Municipalidad del Cusco, 2000).

In the same line of reasoning, one of the municipal agents explained why street vendors do 
not fit in the sites protected by UNESCO:

They are not going to let street vendors enter the Main Square, because it is an 
intangible zone (…) that is, a tourist zone where the tourist wants to be left in 
peace, to see the whole view, and I believe they need to sit for a little while without 
being harassed by the vendors (Interview Hector, 20 July 2007, Q2).

Another municipal council explained that the presence of street vendors in tourist areas may 
harm the modern image of the city and the positive experience of the tourist’s stay:

Because the tourist comes to visit our Nation and our Town and they are not 
allowed to buy from ambulant vendors. They do not like it, because in their 
countries organization is already more advanced, they always try to buy in formal 
establishments where they can make a complaint and that is their guarantee 
(Interview Lucho, 9 July 2007, Q3).

As has become clear from these quotations, the municipality considers the presence of 
ambulant street vendors as a problem which they have to hide from the tourist gaze. The 
reason is that the vendors confront tourists with urban poverty and hence put them in 
uncomfortable situations in which the tourist does not know how to refuse a sale or how to 
deal with the insisting street vendor who is following him and calling after him. Furthermore, 
as the Decree on the Use of the Public Space also indicates, street vendors can be considered as a 
potential threat to the cultural heritage of Cusco, because arts and crafts vendors often cheat 
the tourists and injure the traditions and cultural heritage by pretending that what they sell 
is authentic – which they define as “from the Inca period” – artisanery (Municipalidad del 
Cusco: 2007b). Various municipal employees told me that tourists are often victims of engaño 
or rip-offs.32 The cultural heritage of the city can only truly flourish by cleaning its streets 
from street vendors. Street vendors may represent the needle that burst the tourist bubble 
because the vendors are a potential threat to the tourists’ sense of comfort and safety.

However, despite the fact that local authorities in Cusco generally consider street vendors as 
a potential threat to the city’s attractive appearance, in some exceptional cases they recognize 
the street vendor’s role as part of the cast of players in the local tourism industry. Two striking 
examples can illustrate the municipality’s conduct.

In the whole of Cusco there is one street vendor whose presence is informally permitted 
by the municipality. This street vendor – generally known as ‘the Inca’ – had the bright idea 

32 The local newspaper has emphasized this aspect of street vending, speaking about it in terms of “micro 
commercialization of narcotics in the Main Square and surrounding streets” (El Diario del Cusco, 15 March 
2007: 8, own emphasis).  
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to dress up as an Inca and to pose in front of the famous rock of twelve angels in exchange 
for tips from tourists. This Inca ruin is part of the historic pride of Cusco. Since the rock 
has been damaged by the influx of tourists over the years and vandalized with graffiti on 
several occasions, the municipality have begun to consider the presence of the ‘Inca’ street 
vendor a constructive way to protect the stone (Interview Ana, 19 July 2007)33. Furthermore, 
the outfit of the vendor is an important reason to turn a blind eye to his presence, because it 
corresponds to the romantic notion of indigenous people, which the municipality is trying 
to present to tourists. After all, in contrast to other street vendors in the streets of Cusco, 
‘the Inca’ presents himself as a representative of their cultural heritage while protecting the 
historic heritage they are so proud of.

In special cases, street vendors are permitted or even invited to sell their arts and crafts at 
temporary tourist markets. For example, for the Fiestas Patrias (or National Holiday) the 
municipality of Miraflores of Lima invited the vendors of Chinchero (who also sell in the 
streets of Cusco) to sell their handicrafts on the Main Square of this tourist neighbourhood. 
With the yearly festivities of Inti Raymi the street vendors of Cusco are allowed to sell their 
merchandise to tourists on the ruins of Sacsayhuamán. Every Saturday arts and crafts vendors 
are invited by the municipality to sell their merchandise to tourists on this weekly open-air 
market on the square of San Blas. However, in these cases the municipality clearly determine 
how the street vendors have to present themselves to tourists. They are only allowed to 
sell at these markets on the condition that they produce their own merchandise and that 
they wear traditional Andean clothes. An interview with a former municipal council agent 
made it clear that the municipality consider the ‘indigenous appearance’ of street vendors an 
important condition to be allowed to participate in tourist promotion. He told me about the 
plans to construct a tourist market in Mercado San Blas. He explained that they wanted to 
attract tourist by organizing weaving demonstrations and by obliging the vendors to dress 
flamboyantly in ‘typical’ Andean clothes (Interview Alfonso, 29 March 2004). These and 
other tourist attractions give street vendors authority as Inca descendants and distinguish 
them from the ordinary or more assimilated street vendors who are being expelled from the 
scene. Nevertheless, it is obvious that these dressed-up vendors correspond more to the image 
tourists have of an Indian, than that they are a realistic representation of the ancient Inca in 
outfit or of their tradition for that matter. They are a clear example of how representations 
of the past are recreated for tourist promotion (Silverman, 2002). Only when street vendors 
are represented as what Ypeij (2006) calls the “exotic other” and what Crain (1990) calls 

“imaginary Indians”, can they be successfully used in tourism promotion.

In short, the role of the street vendors in the tourism developments offers a new perspective 
on the ambivalence of their position in the Cusqueño society. When street vendors appear 
in daily city clothes (jeans and other second hand western clothes) and accost tourists, they 
confront the municipality with their incapacity to keep order in the city centre and to keep 
street vendors on the outside of the tourist bubble. Street vendors are considered eyesores 
in areas the city is trying to upgrade for tourism (see Cross, 1998: 18). When street vendors 
meet the municipality’s criteria of portraying themselves as how they define Inca descendants, 
they are strategically used as promotional objects or tourism products. It is through being 

33 Appendix 1 is a table with general characteristics of the quoted street vendor.
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singled out as Inca descendants, wearing their ‘traditional’ outfits and selling handmade arts 
and crafts that indigenous culture can be reduced to objects for the tourist gaze. Thus, they 
become an integral part of the local pride of the Inca past and of the ‘Incanization’ project of 
Cusco. This is the reason Martinez Novo argues that “the concept of culture is used to freeze 
a particular socio-economic position as well as to exclude a group of people from access to 
available resources” (2003: 264). After all, in the case of Cusco, the static perception on culture 
in general and cultural heritage in particular discriminates against and further excludes the 
majority of street vendors from the tourist market.

Conclusion

The historic developments of Cusco have been shaping the touristic character and policies 
of the city. Since Independence, the local government of Cusco has put a lot of effort into 
modernizing its city and into becoming independent from the coastal domination of Lima. 
In this chapter, I have illustrated how the modernization project of Cusco went hand in hand 
with the construction of a regional identity and the promotion of tourism. Additionally, I 
have expounded the consequences of this focus on tourists for the ideological, political and 
socio-economic developments of Cusco.

The municipality of Cusco has used the ideas of the indigenistas to extol the city’s past and 
to give the impression that its contemporary urban life continues in the shadows of its Incan 
times. The magnetism of Cusco for both national and international visitors lies first and 
foremost in the remnants left behind by the Inca civilization. The local government of Cusco 
has professed international tourism as one of the most important catalysts of prosperity 
(Silverman, 2002: 883). The recuperation of the historic centre and the conservation and 
protection of the cultural heritage have thus become primary political issues on the urban 
planning agenda. The city of Cusco was reconstructed on the basis of tourist needs, and 
tourists have begun to dominate socio-economic life in Cusco. Today, especially in the 
historic centre of Cusco, almost every economic activity is directed towards tourism. The 
centre is becoming a ‘tourist ghetto’ in which the majority of the local population participate 
only in the margins of touristic developments (Flores Ochoa, personal conversation).

The numerous attempts to profile the city as the centre of national culture and the 
consequential tendency towards conservation has important repercussions for the people 
to whom the city is a place to live and work in. A central argument of this chapter is that 
street vendors do not fit in the modernization project of Cusco, because they are historically 
associated with indecency and accused of being the cause of congestion and insecurity. It is 
only the street vendors who produce their own merchandise, and who are dressed in typical 
clothing befitting the historical heritage of Cusco, whom the current municipality wants 
to present to tourists. The more the street vendors look assimilated and non-indigenous, 
the more they are stigmatized as people disturbing the public order. They conflict with 
the modernity the municipality is aspiring to, and they render the public space atypical or 
uncharacteristic (Estrada Ibérico and Nieto Degregori 1998: 29).
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In the next chapter I will try to unfold how these visions of street vendors are projected 
and implemented with contemporary policy against street vendors. I will illustrate how the 
ambivalent position of street vendors in the tourist picture makes them vulnerable as social 
actors. Since tourism developments have been dominating the urban landscape of Cusco, 
the livelihoods of the street vendors have become increasingly under threat: both their work 
situation and their living conditions in the pueblos jovenes have become unstable and highly 
volatile. At the same time, and in line with this dissertation’s approach, I will illustrate how 
the vendors deal with their political instable status in their efforts to benefit from tourism.
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3. Sweeping hawkers from the scene:  
street vendors in conflict with 
the municipality of Cusco

The daily presence of hundreds of street vendors in the tourist streets of Cusco brings about 
various urban problems. As Bromley points out “street vendors add vitality to the streetscape 
and contribute to economic activity and service provision, but many observers also associate 
them with congestion, health and safety risks, tax evasion and the sale of shoddy merchandise” 
(2000: 1). Indeed, in Cusco as elsewhere in the world, street vendors are often a source of 
disorder, nuisance, unfair competition and insecurity. They may also harm the tourist’s travel 
experience because many tourists feel intimidated by the large number of street vendors. 
Some of the tourists in Cusco indicated that it was quite impossible for them to walk the 
streets of Cusco without being accosted by all kinds of street vendors trying to convince 
them to buy their products. Many times I witnessed how tourists were trying to read a book 
for example, or to meet with friends on the Main Square and how they were continually 
interrupted by street vendors wanting to sell them their merchandise. Some of these tourists 
got really irritated by the way the street vendors approached and pursued them and did not 
leave when they were kindly asked to do so. Other tourists indicated that they were not so 
much annoyed by the pushy street vendors, but that they felt very uncomfortable with the 
number of street vendors selling the same gamut of products everywhere and accosting them 
from the moment they stepped outside until they left the streets again. The street vendors 
also got on the nerves of the formal businesses and local elites because they considered them 
as unfair competition and the cause of general congestion.

The municipality of Cusco has been struggling with the problem of street vending since 
colonial times. The growing importance of tourism for the local economy of Cusco, the 
rising number of street vendors who are attracted by this tourist influx and the increasing 
number of complaints about street vending by these tourists, has meant that over the last 
decades street vending has become a major issue on the political agenda. However, because of 
changes in local governments political actions against street vending have often been ad hoc 
and far from consistent. Some periods, street vendors were left to their own devices because 
they were regarded as a social problem which local governments were unable to root out 
completely. Other periods, street vendors were being treated like delinquents who had to be 
banned or removed from the scene to ease congestion and to restore public order. Similarly 
to other places in the world (see Bromley, 2000: 16), the actions taken against street vendors 
in Cusco have always oscillated between periods of tolerance and growing congestion and 
periods of increased repression (Seligmann, 2004).

In this chapter I will investigate the municipality’s ambivalent attitudes toward street vendors 
as I have encountered them in the course of my fieldwork. This chapter will be an exploration 
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of how the policies concerning street vending permanently oscillate between repression and 
tolerance and of the consequences this changeable policy has for the livelihood opportunities 
of street vendors. The chapter will begin with a description of the actions taken against 
ambulant street vendors during the governance of Carlos Valencia (1998-2006). The second 
part of the chapter will explore the different reactions on the relocation policy and will 
illustrate how itinerant street vendors feel disadvantaged because they are not eligible for 
the alternatives offered by the municipality. In a third part, I will investigate the policy of 
Valencia and its results on street life. I will describe the changes in the streets’ atmosphere 
and the consequences this has for the tourist friendly image of Cusco. Part four will focus 
on the responses from the people in the streets. How do street vendors deal with intensified 
control? In a final part I will explore the current municipality’s responses to the activity of 
street vending. In an attempt to illustrate the complexity of the political situation I will show 
how temporary and ad hoc actions against street vendors really are.

The repressive policy of mayor Valencia (1998-2006)

When Mayor Valencia, from the independent political movement Cusco in Action, came into 
office at the end of 1998, he proposed a big urban regeneration project. He suggested that 
the local government of Cusco have the responsibility to solve two problems. Because the 
city of Cusco was on the world heritage list of UNESCO and the city under the attention 
of the world, they had to guarantee the well-being of its population and the protection of 
the material and immaterial culture at the same time (Valencia Miranda, 2005). The main 
political target of his government was to construct a healthy, well-ordered, safe and attractive 
city for the cusqueños and its many visitors by cleaning the historic centre from street vendors 
(Noticias del Cusco, 2005). Valencia considered the activity of street vending as “the cancer 
of the historic centre which not one government leader succeeded in facing up to” (Valencia 
Miranda, 2005). As the former mayors of Cusco had failed in their efforts to force back the 
activity of street vending (see Seligmann, 2004: 206-220), street vendors kept on expanding, 
occupying and clogging up the public places they were selling at. Their extensive presence 
was becoming a major urban problem because they contaminated the streets and made them 
insecure for their visitors. The mayor wanted to recuperate the historic centre by removing the 
street vendors to off-street locations and by supporting them to enter the formal commerce 
(Valencia Miranda, 2005).

Valencia began to deal with the problems of street vending on Avenida Ejercito, which was 
then considered the hotbed of informal activity. This dust road was completely covered 
with wholesalers selling their products in trucks, owners of semi-permanent market stalls 
constructed out of plastic and other waste materials, and itinerant vendors. Because of the 
chaotic and ‘un-modern’ character of hawkers eating, sleeping, selling and storing their 
merchandise on Avenida Ejercito, the avenue had become a place of shame and frustration 
for the residents and the local policy makers over the years. In March 2001 mayor Valencia 
inaugurated the modern commercial centre ‘el Molino’. Ambulant vendors of fruit, food 
and petty commodity were forced to move from their temporary market stalls on Avenida 
Ejercito to this newly erected market. Taxis and other kinds of traffic were now able to drive 
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along the newly paved avenue for the first time in years and mayor Valencia became known 
as the ‘regulator’ of Cusco, a nickname he would do proud during the rest of his career.

The actions around the Avenida Ejercito were a first attempt to sweep hawkers from the 
scene and to build modern markets as an alternative for informal commerce. As an incumbent, 
Valencia relocated the ambulant arts and crafts vendors from the portals of Cusco’s Main 
Square to the newly erected arts and crafts centre, Centro Artesanal Cusco (in April 2001) 
and forced the street vendors around the San Pedro market to move to the commercial centre 
Confraternidad (in May 2004). With these relocations he helped more than a thousand 
former street vendors to enter formal commerce and to climb up from street vendor to 
merchant (ibid.).

Nevertheless, not all former street vendors were relocated to stands at the municipal markets. 
There were many who were not considered suitable for relocation because the vendors 
had to comply with certain requirements to be eligible for a stand at the indoor markets. 
The municipality only offered stalls at the new markets to vendors who were members of 
associations recognized by the municipality and who were in the possession of a temporary 
work permit to sell their products in the Calle Ejercito, the portals of Plaza de Armas and 
around the San Pedro market. Economic resources were equally compulsory to qualify for 
the stands in the municipal markets. Vendors had to guarantee that they had the economic 
means to pay for a fixed vending stall at the Banco de Materiales. Vendors of tourist products, 
for example, had to prove that they were producing their own merchandise, to qualify for 
a loan to pay off their stall. Mathilda for example was one of the vendors who had been 
working in the portals of the Plaza de Armas since 1995 and was a member of one of the 
associations of the Plaza the Armas. As soon as she heard about the relocation plans, she 
had to look for another job because she did not produce her own merchandise. She did not 
have the economic means to apply for a loan at the Banco Materiales and she ended up in 
the same position as vendors without a work permit whom the municipality did not deem 
suitable for their relocation policy (Interview Mathilda, 14 September 2004). These vendors 
had to look for alternative ways of making a living as a street vendor.

Map 3.1: Relocation of ambulant street vendors to commercial centres
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The relocation of street vendors went hand in hand with the intensified controlling of 
itinerant vendors still prowling around in the streets. Since the relocation, they were being 
viewed from an ever more negative perspective because according to the new decree of 
1999 the municipality did not accept any form of ambulant street vending and even gave 
the municipal agents the authority to interfere where the rules were broken (Municipalidad 
del Cusco, 1999). According to this decree, the municipal agents first had to give a verbal 
notification of the fact that that it was prohibited to sell products in the streets. Only in the 
case of failure by the vendors to respond to this request did the agents have the authority to 
confiscate the merchandise. Where food was concerned, the authorities would destroy the 
merchandise or give it to an orphanage. For non-perishables, the vendors had to go to the 
municipality to register the seized merchandise under their name. If it was the first time that 
the vendor’s merchandise had been seized they could reclaim it at the municipality office 
after 15 days. If the vendor had been caught before, they would have to pay a fine before they 
could reclaim their merchandise (Municipalidad del Cusco, 1999).

The city centre, where the presence of tourists was most noticeable, formed the focal point 
of the persecution of itinerant street vendors. While on the local markets street vending 
was primarily kept in check by the occasional raid, vendors in the tourist centre apart from 
facing raids were also under the continuous scrutiny of permanent vigilance teams from the 
municipality and were being monitored by security cameras. Since Valencia came into office, a 
team of municipal agents had begun patrolling the city centre of Cusco day and night. These 
municipal agents were in permanent contact with one another by means of walkie-talkies. 
This enabled them to react and intervene at any time. Besides these permanently present 

Photo 3.1: Relocation of the street vendors around the San Pedro market
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vigilance teams, a group of municipal agents had also been contracted to hold unannounced 
raids. During these raids, a number of municipal agents were dropped in the streets by trucks, 
to surprise the illegal street vendors and to take away as much of their commodities as they 
possibly could. In addition to these surprise crackdowns, eight security cameras (see also 
Chapter 2) had been consistently monitoring the tourist centre since November 2004. A team 
of police officers and municipal agents continuously scanned the images from the cameras in 
an observation room, passing on any useful information by radio contact to a team of officers 
in the streets. When they were first installed, the number of arrests of young ambulant street 
vendors who had been robbing tourists had significantly increased (Municipalidad del Cusco, 
2007a: 46). The main objective of these cameras was to protect tourists from delinquents, but 
what was also important was that they could keep an eye on the illegal activities of ambulant 
street vendors or any abuse on the part of the vendors (Interview Hector, 9 June 2005).

The relocation policy: a preferential policy?

With the new policy against street vendors the municipality tried to turn the tides for their 
inability to counter street vending and to reshape the urban image to the taste of the tourists. 
Many Cusqueños reacted very enthusiastically to the political actions taken against ambulant 
street vending. Local newspapers wrote how merchants, local elites and municipal employees 
praised the mayor, who in their opinion had finally implemented a policy which had been 
on the agenda of populist politicians without any result for years. The following fragment 
was published in a popular local newspaper, after the weekend the vendors of the San Pedro 
market had been relocated:

This past weekend will be remembered for marking a before and an after in the 
history of Cusco. It is an historic event without precedent because what had 
seemed completely impossible has come true: the relocation of street vending 
in the streets of Cusco (…) the relocation of street vending does not only mean 
recovering our city, but also restoring its quality as a World Heritage Site. The 
result now is that it safely signals that the current government has strengthened 
more than ever before the quality of the protected world city that is our Cusco. 
This has been the biggest effort ever in defending the intangibility of the old 
capital of the Incan Empire (El Diario del Cusco, 3 May 2004: 2).

In other words, the relocation of the vendors of the San Pedro market was considered the 
finishing touch to various efforts to recuperate the streets of Cusco, by sweeping hawkers 
from the scene and relocating them to indoor markets. In doing so the municipality extricated 
the historic centre from an unsightly economic activity. Furthermore, the local newspapers 
pointed out that the relocation policy had helped street vendors to a respectable and formal 
job, because they no longer had to work in what was referred to as “the muddy ground, the 
dirt and the disorder, the undignified conditions” (Diario El Sol del Cusco, 1 May 2004). They 
had done proud the article heading “Cusco a new dawn” (El Diario del Cusco, 3 May 2004: 2).

The relocated vendors who were eligible for the commercial stands offered by the municipality 
were indeed grateful for the support they had received from the municipality to enter formal 
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commerce. Since they had moved to commercial centres, they could safely close the doors 
of their stands without having to worry about where to stock their merchandise or about 
losing their temporary work permit. Furthermore, they had since become protected from 
bad weather and other unpredictable circumstances which come with working in the streets. 
However, the new work situation also had some disadvantages. Some customers had failed to 
follow the vendors to their new places because the new markets were situated in the margins 
or outside the historic centre and were therefore rather hidden for tourists (see Map 3.1). This 
drop in footfall often put extra pressure on their subsistence, especially with the increased 
costs of loans, electricity, security, public cleaning services and other taxes.34

The biggest negative response to the relocation policy came from the itinerant street vendors 
who could not lay claim to a stand in the municipal markets. Two weeks after the relocation 
of the street vendors to the San Pedro market area, close to 2,000 street vendors gathered 
in the streets in order to gain recognition for their situation. They brought their economic 
situation to the attention of the public and demonstrated against the relocation policy, 
shouting that they were proper ambulant vendors, that they lacked the economic resources 
to buy a fixed market stall, that they were working in the streets “out of necessity” or “to feed 
their children” (El Diario del Cusco, 14 May 2004: 3). They complained that the municipality 
did not offer adequate solutions for their situation and considered the whole policy as “an 
abuse”. They felt discriminated by the municipality and were victims of the relocation system. 
According to these street vendors the municipality had to do something to keep order, but the 
municipality had no right to treat them as criminals or to persecute them like thieves. They 

34 For a broader discussion on the advantages and disadvantages of the relocation of vendors see Steel (2006). 

Photo 3.2: Removed vendors in the commercial centre Confraternidad
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felt unrespected and complained that the municipality did not make a distinction between 
“people working to survive” and “people robbing to survive”.

Street vendors spoke in terms of “abuse” because they were only eligible for a stand in the 
municipal markets on certain conditions. They complained that the municipal authorities 
tried to create the impression that they had given poor vendors new opportunities, but that in 
reality they had only given opportunities to the ‘rich’ vendors mainly from outside of Cusco. 
They used a poverty discourse to bring to the attention their disadvantaged position in the 
relocation policy. Domérica, an adult cigarette vendor, for example, expressed it like this:

The mayor makes no effort to understand the problems of the poor. He only takes 
into account the people who do have money. There are for example a lot of vendors 
from Juliaca and Puno who could apply for a stand in the new markets. They are 
the people who have the money to buy a stand unlike many Cusqueños or poor 
people who do not know where to get the money for a stand (Interview Domérica, 
29 September 2004).

The national newspaper, El Comercio, quoted a similar judgement from a street vendor around 
the San Pedro market:

We do not manage money like the Puneños [inhabitants from Puno], to whom 
the stands of Confraternidad have been auctioned, Mr. Valencia acts like he is the 
mayor of Puno and not of Cusco, because he has left the Cusqueños in the street 
(El Comercio, 14 May 2004).

Many vendors indicated that the solutions offered by the municipality did not fit their 
abilities and possibilities. They said that the municipality had not offered any alternatives for 
those vendors whose income was too low or too insecure because they did not produce their 
own merchandise. According to them, the local government had to take into consideration 
the needs of the itinerant ambulant vendors who did not have the economic means to buy or 
rent a fixed market stall. The vendors explained that they worked in the streets to feed their 
children or to pay for their education, but that the municipality had taken away their vending 
possibilities.

Their livelihoods were at stake because the relocation policy had made it even more difficult 
for them to survive on the activity of street vending. They were more vulnerable than before 
because the municipality had increasingly marginalized them and even criminalized their 
livelihood activities. In the tourist centre, complaints about the difficulties created by the 
permanent municipal patrolling resounded in the streets. It had become a central theme in 
the street vendors’ discussions. Many vendors testified to being physically exhausted because 
they had had to run away so many times from the municipal agents who were permanently 
hunting them down. They expressed resentment about the growing number of municipal 
agents making their work impossible by seizing their merchandise and acting more 
aggressively than before. Although some vendors – especially children – indicated that they 
had always had to deal with repression, experienced street vendors mentioned that a lot had 
changed since mayor Valencia was in office. They complained that the municipal authorities 
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did not leave them alone, that they took their merchandise and would not return it. They also 
said that it had been easier before to sell in the street and less tiring for them. They now had 
to hide their merchandise and be permanently on the move to avoid merchandise seizure. 
Other vendors pointed out that before the relocation was implemented, the municipal agents 
had told them to sell elsewhere, but at present the municipal agents were more aggressive 
and direct and were brutally seizing their merchandise.35 This is the reason why these vendors 
considered the relocation policy as “an abuse”. The municipality did not help to look for 
adequate solutions for the vendors whose income was too insecure. On the contrary, they 
took away their vending possibilities. As one of my Peruvian friends put it, the itinerant 
street vendors could not capitalize on the government of Valencia because his neo-liberal 
approach only favoured rich merchants or street vendors and tourist enterprises operating 
on an international scale (Field notes, 19 July 2007). This is why one of the main criticisms 
on the relocation policy is that it is a preferential policy which only fully takes into account a 
restricted number of vendors.

Effects of relocation on the street atmosphere

The streets of Cusco can be considered a place of conflict and provocation. Municipal 
agents’ presence in the historic centre was overwhelming and the mere sight of them was 
intimidating. They permanently monitored the area and intervened as soon as they saw a 
vendor approaching a tourist. They confiscated their merchandise and the majority of the 
vendors never saw their merchandise again. Vendors indicated that they were afraid to claim 
back their goods and preferred to remain anonymous to the authorities. Furthermore, as the 
majority of the vendors were on the municipality’s black list – because their merchandise or 
a part of their merchandise had been snatched from them at least once before – they had 
to pay a fine to get it back. In most cases it depended on the quantity and the value of the 
merchandise whether the vendor would endeavour to get his or her merchandise back. In 
the case of merchandise with a relatively high street value (such as watercolour paintings and 
silverwork) the vendors would try to claim it back. In the case of postcards, finger puppets, 
chocolates and other merchandise with a lower street value, the vendors often did not claim 
back their seized goods because they assumed that fines were too high or not worth paying.

Whatever value the products, merchandise seizure was one of the vendors’ most dreaded 
scenarios. All the vendors indicated that merchandise seizure was a tough blow or a fracaso to 
their economic activities. They expressed that merchandise seizure had often implied starting 
over completely. In these instances, they had to borrow capital from a family member or a 
colleague to build up a new vending assortment again and the first of their income would 
go integrally to new merchandise investments. Because of the risks and harsh consequences 
of merchandise seizure, all vendors feared the rigorous measures of this policy. The fear for 
merchandise seizure became clear when municipal agents appeared in the streets to clean 

35 To quote a few reactions out of several interviews with street vendors: “they weren’t that rough like they are 
now, they didn’t herd us like they do now”, “now they are very dense”, “now they are stricter” and “now they 
don’t let you sell, always escaping, its not like before, now the control is bad, before there wasn’t any control” 
(see Appendix 3, Q4).
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up the tourist centre. On several occasions, I was able to observe the panic which took hold 
of the itinerant street sellers when a truck of municipal agents arrived. Street vendors would 
run behind every corner trying to escape and warn their colleagues whenever possible by 
shouting that the “monkeys” had come. Municipal agents in blue uniforms, with sticks in 
their hands, would run after the itinerant street vendors. The vendors panicked and ran away 
as fast as they could or dropped part of their merchandise in my hands thinking that the 
municipal agents would not take merchandise away from a gringo. It often took a while for 
the panic to fade. There were always some vendors who were still trembling after the agents 
had disappeared. Heroic conversation about escaping from the hands of the municipality 
agents was an important way of calming down. Youngsters boasted about their prowess in the 
game of football, giving them quick feet. Women explained to each other how they would try 
to maintain good relations with the merchants at the squares whose shops they used as refuge 
places. They all tried to help each other to escape from the municipality agents and to avoid 
the consequences of the crackdowns.

Because of this intensified control, the tensions and conflicts between the street vendors 
and the authorities increased. Sometimes, I had the impression that the whole regulation of 
street vending could best be described as a game of cat and mouse where both parties were 
constantly provoking each other. Cristina, a 28-year-old single mother who sold postcards, 
explained to me how municipal agents had provoked her:

“They [the municipal agents] insult you, they call you beggar, bum, …. once they 
told me “beggar you, doesn’t it make you ashamed to be here with your daughter 
standing here, what a shame, a woman is supposed to work but why don’t you 
work” … I told him “sir, I am working”, [he asked] “but with a daughter, doesn’t it 
make you ashamed to be here with your daughter?” This is what they told me once, 
it hurt me because it happened when I went out selling for one of my first times, 
and they took my postcards and I said “sir, please, return them to me and I won’t 
go out anymore, I’ve just recently begun to sell out in the streets”, [he answered] 

“you should be ashamed” and he continued to insult me but I had to stay quiet so 
that he would hand me back my postcards, he did but he insulted me completely 
and what could I do? I had to make money” (Interview Crsitina, 3 July 2005, Q5).

Just like Cristina various vendors testified about the way they were insulted by municipal 
agents. Agadjanian (2002) suggests that street vendors are often accused of improper 
behaviour. Seligmann indicates that the profane language used by municipal agents can 
be linked to a more general discourse of market women or street vendors being referred to 
as “vulgar women” (2000: 37). She states that local authorities often portray street vendors 
as irresponsible, intransigent and transgressors of their proper gender role as mothers of 
families (Seligmann, 2000: 38). Besides these forms of verbal aggression, street vendors also 
had to face increasing physical maltreatment and harassment. Several vendors complained 
about municipal agents confiscating their merchandise by using physical force. One of the 
mothers of a 13-year-old postal vendor told me that her son had come home once, his body 
mangled, with a wound on his neck, because a municipal agent had beat him up (Interview 
Irma, 21 June 2005). Another vendor declared how a group of eight municipal agents had 
physically attacked him and scratched him all over his body (Interview Miguel, 5 September 
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2005). An article in the local newspaper indeed signalled an increase in physical aggression 
by the municipal agents in 2005 and ascribed this to the lack of rules and regulations under 
which the agents have to work (Diario El Sol del Cusco, 13 February 2006). The vendors in 
turn had challenged the agents by exploring their limitations. Many times I observed how 
street vendors drove the municipality agents to extremities by selling under their noses whilst 
keeping enough distance to be able to escape in the nick of time. Municipal agents also had 
to face aggressive reactions from street vendors. One of the municipal agents complained 
of physical abuse at the hands of the vendors (Interview Hector, 9 June 2005). These games 
of provocation resulted in a lot of frustration on both sides. The vendors felt limited in 
their livelihood opportunities, and unrespected and unheard by the local government. The 
municipal agents had the difficult task of eliminating street vending but lacked strength and 
good implementation skills to achieve this.

The municipality’s frustration about their limited influence became even more visible in 
cases where tourists were involved. It was apparent that although the municipality supported 
crackdowns on street vendors for the sake of tourism, the whole policy sometimes had the 
opposite effect. As stated in the introduction, crackdowns can give tourists the impression of 
political instability and form an indirect threat to the tourist’s general feeling of well-being. 
Although tourists did not always catch a glimpse of the described tensions, sometimes the 
confrontations with the municipality did not go unnoticed. The municipal agents acted on 
street vending in public, and I observed that this roused feelings in the tourists and visitors of 
compassion for the street vendors. Adriana, a nine-year-old chocolate vendor, once explained 
to me that one of the tourists had helped her when the municipal agents were trying to seize 
her merchandise. The tourist intervened by asking the municipal agent why he was doing 
this. Adriana explained that this intervention saved her from an 11th time of merchandise 
seizure (Interview 20 May 2004). Even Peruvians, who generally support the relocation 
policy, sometimes reacted on the aggressive behaviour of some of the municipal agents. On 
one occasion I was able to observe how a municipal agent was trying to take away a vendor’s 
postcards but had to stop his actions because of the reactions of some Peruvians passing by. A 
13-year-old shoe shiner told me a similar story. He explained to me how he had been saved 
by the reactions of some Peruvians when the municipal agents had tried to seize his shoebox. 
The Peruvians had intervened and shouted that the municipal agent had to let the child do his 
work (Interview Pablo, 15 July 2004). In this sense, the crackdowns by the authorities could 
be considered as a paradox. On the one hand, the municipal agents were being deployed to 
crack down on street vendors to be able to maintain a positive image of the city without the 
hawkers. On the other hand, the raids and conflicts between municipal agents and tourists 
injured the reputation of Cusco and undermined the municipal agents’ authority. On top of 
having to face their own incapacity to force back street vending completely, they also had to 
deal with a lot of resistance, criticism and opposition to their actions from the public.

Street responses: strategies to deal with intensified control

The street vendors developed their own creative strategies to deal with the municipality’s 
repression. Vendors continuously searched for ways of coping with the repression of the 
municipality. They developed different tactics to escape merchandise seizure. They came up 
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with, for example, different ways to hide their merchandise more easily. The shoe-shine boxes 
were smaller than they used to be. As a shoe shiner explained to me, with the big boxes they 
were not mobile enough to escape from the municipal agents. Women sold calabashes which 
they hid in a shopping bag to give off the impression that they were doing their shopping 
instead of vending. Postcards were carried around in a carton hidden under a sweater or a 
t-shirt just like finger puppets and other small merchandise. Most vendors walked around 
with a rucksack in which they stored their merchandise. Generally, goods had to be small 
enough and easy to handle so that it could be hidden or carried along in case the municipal 
agents decided to show up. Moreover, they tried to warn each other when they detected a 
possible threat. I witnessed how vendors who had escaped a raid on the Main Square would 
run to the square of San Blas to inform the vendors there of the threat. Another resourceful 
strategy of the young vendors, as a social worker explained to me, was to stay on good terms 
with the municipal agents by, for example, drinking the occasional beer with them. These 
amicable strategies or contacts with the municipal agents helped the vendors to protect 
themselves against merchandise seizure and to deal with aggressive municipal agents (Field 
notes, 2 September 2005).

Furthermore, ambulant vendors were perpetually searching for the best vending places 
with the lowest level of surveillance by the municipality. Vendors moved to all places 
in and outside the city where tourists would come. Intensified control in one place made 
the ambulant vendors move to another place. Since the intensified raiding on the Plaza 
de Armas it had become very exhausting and almost impossible to sell products there. An 
increasing number of vendors had gone to the streets and squares around the Main Square. 
The squares of Qoricancha, San Blas, Nazarenas, Tricentenario and Regocijo and streets 
around these squares were popular vending spots since vendors there have to be less alert 
than on the Main Square (see Map 1.3). Touristic events – mostly in the surroundings of 
Cusco – similarly became popular vending destinations. I met different acquainted vendors 
at the Paucartambo festivities and almost all of the vendors went to Sacsayhuamán during 
the yearly-organized Inti Raymi to sell their arts and crafts. Generally, there was no control 
by the municipal authorities at these festivities, and ambulant vending was often permitted 
there. Some vendors left Cusco – temporarily or permanently – to escape from the increased 
number of controls. They sold their products instead in Pisac, Urubamba, Aguas Calientes 
and Ollantaytambo on busy market days.36 Other vendors moved from Cusco to Puno, Lima 
and Arequipa to sell their merchandise there and to escape from the intensified crackdowns 
in Cusco. This exodus of street vendors to villages and cities with less surveillance put 
pressure on the local governments of these villages to do something about street vending 
there. Several of these municipalities introduced elements of the repressive policy of Valencia 
in their villages. In Machu Picchu Pueblo for example the municipality moved the street 
vendors who were working along the railway tracks to small kiosks in specially reserved 
areas (Ypeij, 2006). The same was true for Pisac where the mayor in 2005 contracted some 
municipal agents to disperse the sacamefotos (Simon, forthcoming). In Arequipa, the mayor 

36 These villages are located in the Sacred Valley at an approximate one or two hours’ drive from the city of 
Cusco, with the exception of Machu Picchu Pueblo which is the last village before arriving at the ruins of 
Machu Picchu (see Map 1.1).
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Cáceres chased away the ambulant vendors with a water canon with the aim of presenting “a 
clean, safe image of the white city” (Femininas, 2005: 8).

Another way of dealing with the intensified control is changing jobs. During my fieldwork, 
I met several vendors who indicated that they wanted to change their economic activity 
because the municipality had made their work in the tourist streets impossible. A minority of 
vendors had effectively changed jobs, and although other factors, such as new opportunities 
and personal situation, often influenced their decision, the repressive policy against ambulant 
vendors in the tourist centre was the reason referred to most often.

Erica stopped selling postcards because of the intensified patrolling in the tourist 
centre by the municipal agents. She explained that she was now selling fruit and 
vegetables as an ambulant vendor at the Cascaparo market because the municipal 
agents had made her job as postcard vendor impossible. And, although she also 
runs the risk of merchandise confiscation at the Cascaparo market, she explained 
that there is less control by the authorities there. According to Erica municipal 
agents act less aggressively at the local markets than they do in the tourist 
centre. She said that on the Main Square the municipal agents would come in 
groups of three to five while she would be negotiating with tourists. They would 
then confiscate all her merchandise. She finally decided to sell vegetables at the 
Cascaparo market after the municipal agents had taken away her merchandise for 
the fifth time. She told me that she had decided to stop selling on the Main Square 
when the municipality agents had taken all her postcards and finger puppets away. 
She also explained that she had sold her goat and guinea pigs to be able to buy 
some fruit and vegetables and start selling as a street vendor at the Cascaparo 
market together with her mother (Interview Erica, 26 September 2005).

Like Erica, many female street vendors recounted how their merchandise had been seized 
on too many occasions, and that they had consequently decided to sell jewellery or fruit as 
an ambulant vendor outside the tourist centre (see also Chapter 7). The patrolling of the 
municipal agents, they explained, was less aggressive at these locations. Mathilda, the former 
vendor of the portals of the Plaza de Armas was unfortunately unable to apply for a stand 
at the Centro Artesanal Cusco, and had decided to sell food at the bus terminal instead. 
She had a license to sell dinners between 5 pm and 10 pm at the bus terminal. She was an 
ambulant vendor in the sense that she had to break up her stall every evening. However, as 
she did not sell to tourists, and in her own opinion did not make “big money” the authorities 
turn a blind eye to her presence (Interview Mathilda, 14 September 2004 and Field notes 
26 July 2004). Unlike Mathilda and Erica, other vendors had to stop selling in the streets 
because of a complete fracaso. They had to stop working because they had no capital to start 
up a new commerce. I had the impression that it was mainly the inexperienced vendors who 
soon gave up because they were not sufficiently acquainted with the hazards and tricks of 
dealing with these crackdowns.

There were vendors who did return to the tourist centre after having their merchandize seized. 
They consulted their social networks to borrow capital or merchandise to start over again with 
products of a relatively low street value. I saw many young vendors changing from selling 
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postcards to shining shoes. If I asked them why, they explained that their postcards had 
been seized and that they did not have enough capital to build a new collection. They would 
often borrow a shoeshine box from a friend or family member to save up enough capital 
to invest in a new postcard collection. Similarly I watched vendors of watercolour paintings 
fall back on postcard selling when their merchandise was seized. Pedro came up with a 
different solution. He changed from postcard vending to the selling of cards he had painted 
himself. He explained that the profits made from these two different products were similar. 
The difference lay in that he had become less vulnerable to the consequences of merchandise 
seizure because he was producing his own merchandise. Still, the municipal agents were a 
permanent threat to the capital he carried around with him. He did believe, however, that 
producing your own merchandise gave you a better safety net. He proudly explained, “if they 
seize your merchandise you can stay home the next day to paint, if you don’t paint and they 
confiscate your merchandise how will you start over if you don’t have money?” (Interview 
Pedro, 5 September 2005, Q6). After all, producing his own ‘art’ made him less vulnerable to 
merchandise seizure.

In other words, despite the measures taken against ambulant street vending and the many 
complaints about the difficulties and discomforts of this line of work, changing jobs was only 
one solution to escape from the intensified crackdowns organized by the municipality. This 
observation supports Bromley’s argument that “policy interventions often have unforeseen 
consequences” (2000: 22). The municipality discouraged far from all vendors with their 
relocation policy and street vendors were continually searching for the best ways of staying in 
the streets and to respond to the ad hoc enforcements by the municipality.

Changes in approaching street vendors:  
the more tolerant policy of mayor Sequeiros

At the end of 2006 the municipal government of Cusco changed. Carlos Valencia made 
way for a female mayor, Marina Sequeiros Montesinos. In the electoral struggle of 2002 she 
came in second place with her political party Unidad Nacional. In 2006 she tried again with 
the liberal or centrist political party Unión Por el Perú and gained a majority. Nevertheless, 
similarly to the national level, the political party lacked clear political orientation and 
objectives. For example, contrary to Valencia, Sequeiros (still) did not have a clear and 
elaborate proposal for urban planning. When it came to the problem of ambulant street 
vending, the current municipality preferred to wait and see. As will become clear from the 
following fieldwork fragment, the consequences of this new approach were observable in the 
streets of Cusco.

I went to the Main Square with my photo albums. In no time a group of 
acquainted and non-acquainted shoe shiners gathered around me to greet me 
and to have a look at my pictures. This gathering attracted the attention of the 
municipal agents, but contrary to two years ago they did not immediately separate 
us. They kindly asked us to look at the pictures elsewhere because it was prohibited 
to form groups on the Main Square. When I pointed out to the vendors the fair 
treatment of the municipal agents here, they told me that the municipality had 
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stopped with their crackdowns and merchandise seizure. They pointed out that 
the municipality had been acting less aggressive and abusive since the new mayor 
Sequeiros was in office (Field notes, 29 June 2007).

From a conversation I held with a municipal council it became clear that the policy against 
ambulant street vending had changed. Instead of prohibiting the activity of street vending 
completely, the authorities decided to draw up some conditions on which the activity of 
street vending could be permitted. A new public decree was issued, determining the areas and 
conditions to allow the economic activity in the public space (see Ordenanza 002-2007-MPC 
quoted in Municipalidad del Cusco, 2007b). The municipal council explained that they had 
the responsibility to help the Cusqueños who were living in extreme poverty and they tried 
to do so by allocating them zones in the city where ambulant commerce was permitted on 
certain conditions (Interview Lucho, 9 July 2007). Based on a socio-economic study the 
municipality was investigating whether someone would be entitled to receive social aid 
from the municipality in the form of a temporary license to sell in a particular zone of the 
public space. Nevertheless, street vending in the historic centre was still prohibited because 
the municipality had to protect the casco monumental. But instead of depriving them of their 
merchandise, the current municipality tried to persuade street vendors to pull away from the 
historic centre. The municipal council explained:

We don’t want to seize them, we don’t want to abuse our authority, rather we 
want dialogue, we will convince the vendors through dialogue and persuasion 
to leave the tourist zones around the Casco Monumental and to go to allocated 
vending zones and we will restore as much as possible the market of San Blas 
where we currently have an area of approximately 600 square metres to stimulate 
the economic development of the artisans (…) if necessary we will help, we will 
stimulate their economic development because these people are remnants, vestiges 
of the comerciantes who had to stay in the streets because they didn’t have the 
economic resources to buy a stand in Molino, Confraternidad or other commercial 
centres of the city (ibid., Q7).37

In other words, the current government of Cusco was trying to look for livelihood alternatives 
for the vendors who had missed out on the relocation policy of Carlos Valencia. The way the 
current municipality approached street vendors was different, but the reasons behind their 
approach remained the same. The historic centre could still best be reclaimed, they reasoned, 
by ridding the streets of street vendors and by relocating them to formal markets.

Because the changes were too recent and still too much in progress it was impossible to 
analyse the effects of the current policy in the streets just yet. Nevertheless, during a month of 
fieldwork, I noticed some remarkable tendencies. For example, the general atmosphere in the 
streets had calmed down. Because the municipal agents had become less aggressive, the street 
vendors were less stressed and the game of provocation had cooled down a bit. With the 
dissolving of the permanent threat of merchandise seizure the number of street vendors had 

37 The municipal council agent clearly indicated that he prefers to speak in terms of comerciantes or merchants 
because he considers the word ambulante derogatory.
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increased visibly. Because of the reduced risk, the shoe shine boxes had become bigger again 
and remarkably more street vendors were experimenting with products with a relatively high 
street value such as watercolour paintings and silverwork. The competition was overwhelming 
and tourists felt even more intimidated by the street vendors who were fighting to get to their 
attention first and to approach them the quickest.

Nevertheless, the vendors were generally very positive about the changes in the policy because 
it offered them new vending possibilities. One of the vendors of Chinchero pointed out:

The other mayor was very drastic in his approach, now they don’t confiscate your 
merchandise, maybe they approach you and tell you to leave, but by escaping 
like this you can maybe still sell something because they don’t confiscate your 
merchandise” (Field notes, 16 July 2007, Q8).

Other more established vendors also reported changes to the way they were being treated by 
the municipal agents but at the same time they doubted if this had improved their vending 
possibilities. Reyna, for example, a 26-year-old silverwork vendor stated:

Now [the streets are] a little more accessible to the vendors. But they always 
put pressure on you, it isn’t like before, for example with Carlos Valencia the 
municipality was under a lot of pressure and very tough, they roughly kicked you 
out, now they don’t because of the arrival of a female mayor. Now it isn’t like that, 
but the bad thing about them allowing us to sell is that a lot of extra people are 
coming to sell and there is a lot of competition. There are times when we say it 
would be better if it were like it used to again, when they restrict our selling, but 
now there are a lot more people and there is a lot more competition (Interview 
Reyna, 13 July 2007, Q9).

In the same line Tomas, an established watercolour vendor, stated:

For me it would be better if they seize street vendors’ merchandise because look, 
because when they don’t seize merchandise the number of street vendors increases. 
Because now they don’t kick street vendors out, everyone is selling in the street 
(Interview Tomas, 23 July 2007, Q10).

These quotes raise questions about how long the current political approach will last. Will 
this period of tolerance lead to new pressure for more control, as Bromley (2000) suggests? 
Many street vendors already indicated that, as soon as the municipality have outlined their 
strategies completely, the vendors will be swept from the scene again. Because the new 
mayor recently came into office, she was still trying to make a sympathetic impression, but 
it will not be long before the municipality agents start seizing their merchandise again (Field 
notes, 29 June 2007). Indeed, the new decree still gave the municipal agents the authority to 
seize merchandise whenever street vendors did not act on their warning to sell their goods 
elsewhere.
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Conclusion

In this chapter I have illustrated the political need to relocate street vendors and to ban 
informal commerce from the historic centre. This tendency was instigated by the growing 
importance of tourism and the hereto related strong concern for the general appearance and 
image of the city of Cusco. It is clear that the local government has not been able to eradicate 
street vending in Cusco. The reason is their pragmatic approach to street vending, which 
was a balancing act between tolerance and repression in the relatively short period of four 
years I conducted fieldwork there. The changes in the approach to the street vending problem 
are congruent with the general lack of political continuity in Peru and the incapacity to 
institutionalize policies. Especially Valencia and Sequeiros lacked an affiliation with the more 
traditional political parties of Peru who take up clear political positions. Consequently, the 
changes in policy were not conducive to political stability and resulted in ad hoc responses 
to, for example, the problem of street vending. I have illustrated how the approach to street 
vendors responded to the changes in local governments. The policy of mayor Valencia will 
be remembered as a repressive one whereas the policy of the incumbent mayor Sequeiros 
is said to be more tolerant. However, both approaches showed that local authorities have 
had difficulties offering adequate solutions to the street vending problem and that tolerance 
nor repression are perfect remedies. The relocation policy of Valencia offered solutions to a 
limited group of street vendors, and vendors with less economic resources became even more 
vulnerable players under his rule. The tolerant policy of Sequeiros has seemed to prove that 
enhanced accessibility to the streets increases competition.

Another explanation for the restricted influence of political measures against street vending 
can be found in the street vendors’ creativity to take advantage of their changing political 
status. Street vendors try to make the best of the situation. They try to make their activity as 
beneficial as possible to them by coming up with an array of solutions. The internal dynamics 
of street vending and the flexibility of street vendors suggest that in repressive times street 
vendors covertly continue their activities and they quickly take up their positions again when 
policies become more tolerant for them. In an attempt to defend their political rights, street 
vendors use a poverty discourse to victimize themselves. They reacted to the relocation policy 
by describing it as a preferential policy which did not consider the needs of the poor itinerant 
vendors with low incomes. Street vendors played up their poverty to argue their lack of 
economic resources to enter formal commerce. However, this argument paints only one side 
of the picture. Itinerant street vendors were not merely victims of the political system. On 
the contrary, despite the political restrictions, the versatility of the street vendor’s livelihood 
strategies had important advantages. De Soto (1989), for instance, considers street vendors 
small entrepreneurs who avoid the costs of regulation and the time consuming bureaucratic 
requirements of formal business. Bromley states that “many street vendors are willing to 
limit the scale of their business, to occasionally lose merchandise to thefts and confiscation 
and to pay occasionally fines and bribes, so as to avoid costs of legislation” (2000: 18). I have 
indicated that even intensified repression offers some established vendors the opportunity 
to benefit additionally from street vending because it reduces competition. These advantages 
become an important reason to stay in the streets of Cusco and explain why the activity of 
street vending has a regenerative character, especially when enforcement remains as ad hoc as 
in the Valencia and Sequeiros’ governments. This is why street vendors remain an inextricable 
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part of the every day street scene in the centre of Cusco. Be it in traditional outfit or urban 
clothes, street vendors will continue to cross every tourist’ path in Cusco.
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4. From peasant to aquarelero: social 
diversity and livelihood trajectories 
of ambulant street vendors

Despite the efforts of the municipality to control street vending, it has remained a dominant 
economic activity in the centre of Cusco until the present day. Street vendors belong to the 
typical street scene of the city and occupy a considerable portion of the public space. The 
phrase ‘street vendor’ might give the impression of a homogenous group of hawkers with 
similar socio-economic backgrounds and interests. However, as Gigengack correctly states 

“street culture is not homogenous. The marginalized are far from equally marginal, there 
are power divisions and other situational differences among them” (2006: 13). Indeed, the 
ambulant street vendors working in the tourist streets of Cusco are far from homogenous. 
They can be differentiated through a variety of characteristics. They differ, for example, in age, 
sex, place of origin, work histories, motivation to work in the streets, products they sell and 
status in the streets. These characteristics lead to a diversity of socio-economic conditions 
and career patterns among the street vendors. In other words, heterogeneity merits attention 
in the investigation of street vendors (see also Teltscher, 1994) because it allows for a more 
sophisticated analysis of the possibilities and limitations of street work and it can be a 
first step in understanding the differences in profit levels and aspirations of social mobility. 
Furthermore, it can help to refute the stereotypical image that has been constructed of them 
(Hays-Mitchell, 1993).

This chapter will deal with some of the stereotypes of street vendors. Can children working in 
the streets of Cusco be considered as street children? Are street vendors indigenous people? 
Are they poor? Is it an easy to enter labour opportunity? These questions will be answered 
by giving an ethnographic introduction on the diversity of street vendors. Emphasis will 
be on how heterogeneity is shaped by street vendors’ life histories or by connecting street 
vending to its broader social context of livelihood. A first section will divide street vendors 
into three groups: children, adolescents and adults, and will then link this distinction to 
gender roles. This division is of crucial importance to understanding the differences in work 
histories of street vendors, how street vendors end up in the activity of street vending and 
what their aspirations are for working in the streets. The next sections will disclose the 
livelihood strategies preceding the activity of street vending and will try to assist in a better 
understanding of how individuals end up in the street vending business. In the second one 
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I will throw light on the rural backgrounds of most of the ambulant street vendors and the 
rural-urban interfaces that characterize their livelihoods. The third section will recount the 
work histories and livelihood trajectories of some of the street vendors before they entered 
street vending. The last sections will consider the activity of street vending as a process and 
describe the dynamics and different careers of street vendors working in the streets of Cusco. 
In the fourth section I will examine the influences of street vending on first-time vendors and 
the consequences for their further street vending career. The fifth section will expound on 
how street vendors can work themselves up the career ladder to become established vendors 
with a relatively high status.

Age and gender

Before placing the activity of street vending into a broader context of livelihood, I want 
to divide the research population of 166 street vendors into three age groups: children, 
adolescents and adults. From the age of 6 to 18, children are taken down in the national 
statistics as “the economically active population of minor age” (Webb and Baca, 2002). Studies 
about working children in Peru, divide the group of minor age workers into two age groups 
(Baufumé and Astete, 1998; Glasinovich, 1998; Salazar, 1998). The first group are the smaller 
children or the children between 6 and 12 years old. The second group are the adolescents or 
youngsters in the age group of 12 to 18 years old. However, I will use my own age divisions 
here since, according to my data, the age of 14 proved to be an important turning point in the 
vendor’s autonomy and in the general perceptions on their economic activity. When speaking 
about children, I will be referring to vendors under the age of 14. When speaking about 
youngsters or adolescents I will be referring to vendors between the ages of 14 and 18. And 
finally, when speaking about adults I will be referring to all vendors over 18.

The group of children I worked with consisted of 55 vendors (see Table 4.1).38 Although it 
is not visible to tourists or any outsider, they generally work under the supervision of their 
mothers or older siblings. They sell alongside their older family members so that the latter 
can maintain full control over their activities by managing their merchandise and income, 
and by keeping an eye on their social environment. As their parents organize their work, 
their economic activity can be considered as ‘helping’ the rest of the family (Invernizzi: 2003). 
However, the young age at which children start working in the streets raises questions about 
the link between child labour and street children. The central theme in the child labour 
discussion is if it is detrimental to the socialization process of young children. Proponents 
of child labour emphasize its positive effect and argue that children have the right to work, 
that it is part of a culture and should not be interfered with by outsiders. Opponents argue 
that child labour should be abandoned because it is undoubtedly damaging the socialization 
process of children and ethically and morally intolerable. However, in practice, perceptions 
on child labour are often less extreme and focus more on which line of work can be 

38 I had a lot of difficulties interviewing children, and especially the youngest ones, because they generally 
did not have the patience nor the confidence for in-depth conversations. In this sense the information 
presented on the young children is based on observation, informal conversation, surveys and life histories of 
adolescent and adult vendors who reflect on their childhood in the streets.  
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considered acceptable and which is unacceptable for children of a certain age (Green, 1998: 
53). Ultimately, the detrimental effect of their economic activity depends on the circumstances, 
working conditions, age and gender of the children, and the personal situation of the child. 
Most parents I interviewed took the help from their children in their livelihood activities for 
granted (this is very common where rural backgrounds are concerned) and did not consider 
it as a disruption to their children’s socialization process. They involved their children in their 
economic activity out of economic necessity, to teach them to be responsible, to make them 
appreciate the value of goods and the effort required in obtaining them (see also Salazar, 
1998: 160). By considering the economic activity of their child as help, they disassociate 
their children from street children whom they see as children who swear, ask for money, rob, 
prostitute themselves, take drugs, get drunk, get into fights, go to night clubs, chase girls, run 
away from home, quit school or sniff glue.39

The second group of street vendors are the 59 adolescents or youngsters aged 14 to 18 (see 
Table 4.1). They are generally autonomous vendors who are more independent from their 
parents when managing their earnings, their activities and their social relations, than younger 
children are. Invernizzi states, “it is at this stage that some children refuse the status of ‘help’ 
connected with his or her work” (2003: 336). They use their income for their own spending or 
hand over a part of their earnings to their families. When I asked the respondents what they 

39 The UNICEF’s dichotomy between children “on” the street and “of ” makes a distinction between children 
who are “on” the street to earn money but still live with their parents or other relatives and children “of ” 
the street who live and work on the streets (Lusk: 1989). For an interesting discussion on the general 
restrictions of this dichotomy and the discrepancy with street reality see Gigengack (2006) and Glauser 
(1990). Gigengack for example indicates that the reality of young street people in Mexico City cannot be 
reduced to these categories and calls it to be of great importance to use it as a first step in approaching 
the distinctions the children make by themselves. In the case of my research in Cusco it is interesting to 
note that even young vendors themselves try to disassociate themselves from what they call “chicos de la 
calle” (street children) and “los maleados” (troublemakers). Rodrigo, a thirteen-year-old postcard vendor, once 
explained to me that his mother was not so glad with the idea that he was selling postcards in the streets 
because she was afraid that “maybe we were going to get into trouble with the boys from the street.” But 
the respondent explained that he has to know how to choose his friends: “I have to know how to pick my 
friends, I don’t hang out with the boys in the street, when you hang out with them, you want to be like 
them, you start to smoke and take drugs and talk like them” (Interview Rodrigo, 3 September 2004, Q11).

Table 4.1: Age and sex of the vendors in Cusco (2004-2007)

Age Sex

Male Female Total

Child 30 25 55
Adolescent 39 20 59
Adult 12 40 52
Total 81 85 166 

Source: Interviews 2004, 2005, 2007; photo project 2005 and survey 2005.
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would do if they were to earn 100 Soles in one day, the extent to which parents control their 
offspring’s income became very explicit. Most children gave spontaneous answers (it was an 
open question) and said that they would give all the money or half of it to their mother. In 
complete contrast with their responses, almost no adolescents stated that they would share 
the imagined earnings with their parents. They generally work autonomously in the streets 
for own maintenance.

The last group, the 52 vendors of 18 and older will be referred to as adults (see Table 4.1). They 
generally have their own children and work on an autonomous base in the streets to maintain 
their family. A substantial number of adult vendors are single mothers. Because they have to 
raise their children, it is difficult for them to engage in other types of labour. Independent 
labour gives them the flexibility and opportunity to organize their time according to the 
activities of their children. They often take their babies along in the streets on their back. 
They do so because they still have to breast-feed them, because they have nobody to look after 
them, or because they consider them as an asset for their eventual vending success. Various 
adult female street vendors indicated that tourists tend to buy more easily from women with 
young offspring. The other female vendors are adult women who live with their husbands. If 
they form part of a family where other income is being generated, the income of the women 
is often a supplement to the household budget to fall back on in cases of emergency, e.g. a 
period of illness of one of the main income providers of the household. Nevertheless, there 
are many married women who do not receive a lot of financial support in the raising of their 
children. They complain that their husbands cannot find paid jobs (they often have temporary 
jobs in the transport or construction sector) or that the income of their men is used for other 
purposes (such as alcohol) than household maintenance.

The age division of the vendors is of crucial importance to understanding the social diversity 
of the ambulant street vendors and to determining the possibilities and limitations of street 
work. Age is, for example, closely related to the sex of the vendors and the social expectations 
about what is conventional and unconventional behaviour, about the street and the home, and 
about the gendered nature of public and private space. There are a more or less equal number 
of male and female children working in the streets of Cusco, because as long as children 
live or are supposed to be living under the wings of their parents, their economic activity is 
not considered as contradictory to expectations about girlhood and boyhood. But as soon 
as female vendors become adolescent vendors, independent from their parents’ control, the 
streets are considered as a detrimental work place, disruptive to what is morally acceptable 
for girls. Female adolescents are supposed to be at home, and in cases where they are working 
in the streets anyway, they are often associated with prostitution. Many male vendors whom 
I spoke to believed the activity of female vendors to be prostitution. Pedro, the formerly 
presented tarjeta vendor, explained that some girls in the streets work as prostitutes: “they 
prostitute themselves for their bellies, they go along with whoever comes along, it doesn’t 
matter if they are drunks or troublemakers, they go with them, it doesn’t matter what kind 
of people they are, what matters is the money” (Interview, 5 September 2005, Q12). Demetrio 
reflected on the period he was still a child and working in the streets: “I saw that many 
children at that time were tricked with a coin and taken away, they took them or a friend, 
it happened that they lured them for a few coins or they raped them as well” (Interview, 
11 October 2005, Q13). For adolescent males, street vending does not have such a negative 
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connotation, but is considered rather as an adventurous phase in the run up to adulthood. 
These beliefs surrounding the work of adolescents are reflected in the number of male and 
female adolescents working in the streets. The majority of adolescents in the streets of Cusco 
are male (see Table 4.1). Their position in the streets make that they have a much greater 
freedom and flexibility than female adolescent to make career as a street vendor.

In contrast with the youngsters, the majority of adult vendors are women (see table 4.1). The 
disparaging remarks of the municipal agent to a female vendor in the former chapter already 
exemplified how street vending women are regarded as transgressors of their proper gender 
role as mothers of families. But the socio-economic reality of these women means they often 
have few options other than working in the streets and remaining in this economic activity 
until they reach middle age (the eldest female street vendor I interviewed was 60 years old). 
In contrast, adult male vendors who become older disappear from the street scene. The eldest 
male street vendor I interviewed was 25 years old. Adult men who are still active in the streets 
are frowned upon. In their adolescence they are free to move about, but as soon as they 
become older, vending in the streets becomes “irresponsible behaviour”. Being responsible 
for their families means they have to look for a “real job,” but as long as they do not find a 
good alternative they stay in the streets selling their goods. Because of their low status in the 
streets, the opportunities of adult male vendors to keep on benefiting from street work and to 
make career as street vendor are far more limited than they were during their adolescence.

From the countryside to the city

Looking at the places of origin can be another important step in understanding the diversity 
of street vendors and the different possibilities and limitations of street work. The majority 
of the ambulant street vendors who were part of my research had a rural background. Most 
of them, especially adolescents and adults, grew up with their families in communities and 
villages in the surroundings of Cusco (see Table 4.2). They left their community in search for 
work and education and in the hope of improving their socio-economic situation in general 
(see also Paerregaard, 1997; Barrón and Goudsmit, 1998). As the following fragment will 
clarify, their migration from the countryside to the city often occurred in different steps (see 
also Kimura: 1992).

Miguel was born in the province of Espinar and lived with his parents until he was 
four years old (see Map 1.1). He then went to live with his grandmother because 
she needed help looking after her cattle. When he was six, he went home and his 
mother enrolled him in the first grade of primary school. However, since Miguel’s 
parents had seven children and could not care for all of them, they sent him away 
again after one year. They sent him to an unknown family in Espinar. For this 
family he worked eight years as an errand boy by tending to their grocery store, 
making breakfast, and cleaning toilets among other things. The family did not pay 
him but he received shelter, food and education. When Miguel was 15 years old he 
went to look for a paid job. He started work in a restaurant in Espinar and received 
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shelter and food and earned 20 Soles a month.40 After one month, he switched 
to a better paid job in a shoe shop. This time he earned 50 Soles but he ended up 
working two years for this man without getting paid. After two years, when he 
had just finished primary school, he received an invitation from his elder brother, a 
street vendor in Cusco, to join him. He lived with his brother for a month without 
having to pay for anything but then his brother began to push him to look for a 
job. He could not find a long term paid job immediately and did some odd job 
here and there before finally finding a job in a bakery. When he first began he was 
paid three Soles a day. After a couple of years he was earning 10 Soles a day. When 
he met his wife and she became pregnant with their first child, he decided to go to 
work in the streets like his older brother did. He saw how much his brother earned 
and because of that he decided to change (Interview Miguel, 1 September 2005).

Like Miguel many young (as well as older) rural dwellers migrate, whether or not temporarily, 
to look for economic opportunities outside their local community. Men go to Puerto 
Maldonado to work in the goldmines or look for a temporary job in agriculture in the sowing 
and harvesting periods in Quillabamba. Women go to work in the domestic service sector 
during the holidays and start off in the villages of the Sacred Valley to prepare themselves 
for more permanent jobs in the city (Kimura, 1992: 63). Other peasants or campesinos directly 
migrate to the city but stay there for only short periods of time. Women come to the markets 
to sell their agricultural products or they work as maids or empleadas domésticas, exploring 

40 According to the full converter of the economist one Peruvian Sol has the value of 0.33 US Dollars 
(Economist, 2007). 

Table 4.2: Social diversity among street vendors of Cusco (2004-2007)

Age Origin Work History Education

Total Rural Urban Ambulante Servant Primary 
school

Secondary 
School

Secondary 
finished

School 
attendant

Child 47 15 32 46 1 2 0 0 45
Adolescent 47 32 15 34 13 3 15 8 21
Adult 51 36 15 37 14 12 18 17 4
Total 145* 82 62 117 28 17 33 25 70

Age Producer Autonomy Kind of product

Total Yes No Dependent Independent Low  
value 

Medium 
value

High 
value

Child 47 0 47 44 3 44 3 0
Adolescent 47 2 45 2 45 32 5 10
Adult 51 11 40 0 51 18 19 14
Total 145* 13 132 46 99 94 27 24

(*) No-response: 21.
Sources: Interviews 2004, 2005 and 2007; photo project 2005; survey 2005.
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potential work opportunities in the city to stay for a longer period. Male migrants start their 
work in the construction sector or as errand boys or porters known as cargadores at the local 
markets. Adolescents who finish primary school in the countryside often have no chance of 
continuing their education in their home communities. They travel to nearby districts or go 
to Cusco to continue their education (Pedraza Valverde, 1992). During the school term they 
go to live with a relative in the city and during the holidays they return to their parents in 
their home community. Vargas notes that it depends on the family situation to which extent 
parents support the education and life in the city of their children (1998: 164-5). I noticed that 
in most cases when youngsters arrived in the city they went to live with their uncles and aunts 
or with their older siblings. Initially these relatives supported in shelter, food and education, 
but after a while many youngsters – as they indicated themselves – become irritated with 
this dependency and they will try to find jobs for themselves. They often end up working as 
a street vendor because this combines well with school. As soon as they find a job in the city, 
their migration will often become more permanent and they will only sporadically return to 
the countryside to visit their parents.

The life histories of the vendors of Chinchero clearly illustrate the migration processes 
of some of the street vendors. Chinchero is a tourist village on the way to Urubamba on 
the highest point of the Sacred Valley (see Map 1.1). The village of Chinchero has a long 
tradition of textile production. It is therefore more closely linked to the tourism business 
than most other villages in the region. Chinchero is famous for its weaving tradition. The 
weavers produce textiles or mantas, belts or fajas, bags, and all kinds of other textile products 
(Ballestros Gaibrois, 1971). Initially vendors sold their merchandise on the touristic arts and 
crafts market of Chinchero which is held on Tuesdays, Thursdays and Sundays and which can 
be considered as the main tourist attraction of this village. But as competition increased, the 
vendors searched for ways of expanding their vending possibilities. Over the last few years, 
various arts and crafts vendors of Chinchero, among them Teresa, have started travelling to 
Cusco on non-market days to sell their products there.

Teresa is one of the women who lives with her husband and children in Chinchero. 
Four days a week, when there is no tourist market in Chinchero, she travels to 
Cusco to sells her handmade arts and crafts in the tourist streets. On these 
non-market days Teresa gets up at five in the morning to feed her cattle, to 
cook breakfast and dinner for her children and to wash their clothes. When she 
finishes her household chores around eight in the morning she takes a bus or a 
collective taxi to go to Cusco. She arrives after a one-hour drive and starts selling 
her handmade fajas and mantas to tourists. During the day she stays in Cusco to 
sell her products to tourists and when she has a free moment she sits down in the 
streets to do some weaving. In the afternoon, at around 6 pm she goes back to 
Chinchero. After such a long workday she still has to cook dinner and produce 
more crafts. She is almost working day and night to combine the agricultural 
activities – which is nearly a full time occupation – with the production and sales 
of arts and crafts and with household shores. Nevertheless, as she explained, the 
income of tourism is essential to keep ends meet and to support the education of 
her children (Interview Teresa, 28 June 2005).
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From the 36 Chincherinos who were selling in the streets of Cusco, 19 still lived with their 
families in Chinchero, like Teresa.41 They can be called commuters or day migrants (for 
phrasing see Pedrazo Valverde, 1992) since they returned to the countryside every day 
after work. The other 17 street vendors of Chinchero stayed in the city on a more regular 
basis, which clearly illustrates the different forms migration to the city takes. From these 17 
Chincherinos seven women lived with their family in Chinchero but rented a room in Cusco. 
They periodically lived in the city to work and study but often went back to their families in 
the countryside. They can therefore be regarded as temporary migrants but more adapted to 
city life than women like Teresa. The last group of 10 Chincherinos became urban dwellers 
in the sense that they bought a plot of land in the city and had built (or were still building) 
a house in the city. Most of them moved to the popular neighbourhood, Urbanización de 
Chinchero, in the outskirts of Cusco. The husbands of these women had jobs in the city as 
taxi drivers or as arts and crafts producers while the women walked around in the streets 
of Cusco selling their products. However, it is not because these households had settled in 
the city that they had lost all their bonds with the countryside. The city was their place of 
residence but most of the urban Chincherinos still returned to their home community for 
festivals, planting and harvesting and to maintain their link with the countryside.

The case of the women of Chinchero clearly illustrates that the rural-urban relation is an 
important factor in the livelihood of almost all ambulant street vendors. For the street 
vendors who were still living in the countryside – e.g. some women from Chinchero, and 
adolescents and children who went to school in the countryside but came to the city during 
weekends and holidays to work as street vendors – the city was a place to earn some extra 
money. The adolescents who resided in the city to go to school maintained strong ties with 
their home community while trying to make a living in the city. For the 43 per cent of street 
vendors who were born in the city (see Table 4.2), the link with the countryside was still of 
vital importance to their livelihood. Second or third generation immigrants still have rural 
relatives. They receive remittances from them or they bring back products after visiting them 
in their home communities. In other words, they are urban dwellers but have not broken 
their ties with the countryside. They send commercial goods back home and in exchange they 
receive agricultural products from the countryside. As Haan and Zoomers (2003) express 
with their concept of multi-local livelihoods, these vendors live from both agricultural and 
urban incomes.42 This is why Flores Ochoa and Tomoeda argue that, “the Andean city 
[Cusco] should see itself in permanent relation to the rural environment that surrounds it” 
(1992:13).

As soon as rural migrants arrive in the city, and start to work as street vendors, they try to 
present themselves as urban dwellers – by obtaining education, working hard, dressing 
differently and speaking Spanish – in an attempt to avoid racial discrimination (Seligmann, 

41 These data are based on a reconstruction of an informal conversation with Claudia, one of the established 
vendors of Chinchero, in May 2005.

42 Paerregaard also has written about the links between rural and urban life (1997). He argues that in the 
Peruvian context rural and urban life cannot be considered as contrasting, opposite or incompatible life 
styles. He illustrates, with a case study in Arequipa and Lima, that migrants see their rural and urban life as 
complementary ways of making a living; they try to make the best of both worlds. 
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2004: 150). Only some vendors explicitly make use of their rural background to make a living 
in tourism. The women of Chinchero, for example, attempted to make some extra money 
in tourism by giving weaving presentations in the streets of Cusco. The sacamefotos tried to 
earn a few coins in tourism by dressing up in Andean cloths and posing with llamas or other 
animals for the photos of tourists. However, as already indicated in Chapter 2, these dressed 
up vendors correspond more to the image tourists have of the indigenous population, than 
they are a realistic representation of their cultural identity. Hence, most of the sacamefotos were 
children and adolescents born and raised in the city. They were far more mestizos or urban 
dwellers than they pretended to be. In this sense, visual markers do not necessarily express the 
indigenous identity of the street vendors. Street vendors, as well as market women, do not see 
themselves in a static position and adapt their identity to the social context they are moving 
in (Seligmann, 2004: 158). They have a dynamic perception on ethnic status. To be successful 
in tourism street vendors will reshape their indigenousness, whereas for making a living in 
the city they will try to avoid being perceived as indigenous people (which again points to the 
ambiguous position of street vendors in the tourist picture). The street vendors’ flexibility and 
shrewdness to capitalize on these different contexts can be an important asset to achieve a 
certain degree of economic success in making a living in the tourist streets of Cusco.

Photo 4.1: Sacamefotos posing for tourists on the Main Square*

* Special thanks to Britta for providing this picture
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From dependent jobs to the independent activity of street vending

Looking at their work histories, street vendors can be divided into those who were formerly 
employed as service workers and those who immediately began as a street vendor. The 
majority of the street vendors I encountered (80 per cent), and especially the children, began 
their working careers directly as a street vendor (see Table 4.2). But several respondents 
who were born in the countryside had worked in all kinds of different jobs before taking 
up street vending. They had worked as servants in shops or private homes, assisted on farms, 
or dug for gold in mines, before becoming a street vendor. Just like Miguel, they became 
street vendors after a long history of odd jobs in the countryside and the city. The following 
two interview fragments represent only a small portion of the numerous work histories I 
assembled during the course of my fieldwork. I selected them because they shed light on the 
street vendors’ perceptions of their personal histories. In the interviews vendors may have 
reshaped some episodes of their past by for example exaggerating the dismal conditions they 
lived in. Nevertheless, in general the following life histories represent the perennial problems 
such as child labour, exploitation and inconsistent school performances which mark the work 
histories of most of the vendors I interviewed.

Marta was born in a community near Pisac (see Map 1.1). When she was five years 
old an unknown woman urged her to escape from her alcoholic mother and to join 
her to Puerto Maldonado to work as a domestic worker. Marta told me that she 
never got paid and that the woman maltreated her. She did not have the possibility 
to go to school. When she was eleven one of her elder sisters came to look for 
her in Maldonado. She helped her to escape from the woman and to find a job in 
Cusco. Marta began working as a maid in exchange for board and lodging. She 
explained that she suffered a lot as empleada doméstica: “sometimes they treated me 
badly, sometimes when I was tired they made me sweep, wash, load … that is what 
I am tired of ” (see Appendix 3, Q14). She earned 50 Soles per month. After three 
years of working for this woman, she encouraged Marta to enrol in the first year of 
primary school. Marta was 15 years old at the time. When she was 18 she met her 
husband. After two months she moved in with him. She was very happy about the 
prospect to stop working as a maid. She moved in with her husband’s family in 
the countryside but after one year they moved back with their child, and pregnant 
with a second one, to Cusco. She took to selling in the streets of Cusco as a vendor 
because her husband did not earn enough with his on and off employment in the 
construction sector to support the family on his income alone (Interview Marta, 1 
September 2005).

Rodriguez’ mother died when he was still very young. He grew up with his father 
in a community in the province Quiapicanchis (see Map 1.1). When he was five 
years old his father sent him away to a man who was looking for a child to herd 
his sheep. Rodriguez told me that the man maltreated him by habitually hitting 
him and by feeding him only breakfast and some tostados or roasted grains. Until 
his sixteenth birthday, he lived in turns with his father and other people where 
he worked as an ayudante or servant. At this age he decided to escape from what 
he described as the miserable situation he was living in, in the countryside. He 
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decided to go to the city with a friend. Because they did not have the money to 
pay for the bus fare to the city they stranded in petty jobs to earn enough money 
for their trip. They worked, for example, in a timber enterprise where they received 
only one meal a day for all the hard work they did. They were unable to continue 
their trip because they did not get paid. They had to endure considerable hardship, 
being hungry and exploited as they were by the different patrons they worked 
for. Eventually they arrived in the city with some money they had earned for 
harvesting a cornfield. In the city they each went their own way to look for means 
of subsistence. Rodriguez worked as an ayudante in a furniture factory, in private 
homes, and in a chicken restaurant. When he met his older brother in the city 
he was advised to look for an independent job. His brother worked in the streets 
and suggested that the people Rodriguez was working for were exploiting him. He 
showed him how to start work as a shoe shiner. From this moment on, he said as 
he finished recounting his work history, “there were no more worries, I studied, 
earned, and there was no more exploitation” (Interview Rodriguez, 12 August 2005 
and field notes 13 September 2004).

A most striking observation here is the young age at which the vendors began their working 
careers. In the Andean tradition children have always played an important role in production 
and domestic work (Boyden et al., 1988). Parents see child labour as a natural process of 
socialization in which they learn to work and become part of family and community life 
(Glasinovich, 1998; Salazar, 1998; Invernizzi, 2003). However, the work street vendors were 
involved in from an early age, was often far away from their parents and community life. 
At an early age they were sent away from their homes and started to wander about the 
countryside in search for odd jobs which would at least yield them food and shelter. As was 
the case for Miguel, some parents sent their children away because they could not feed the 
mouths of all of them (see also Anderson et al., 1990). Other parents sent their children 
away after changes in family composition or in cases of unemployment, illness and death 
of one of the parents. In other cases, children (even the ones who immediately began as a 
street vendor) themselves went away in search of better livelihood opportunities. Like Marta, 
several street vendors had to run away from alcoholic parents. Other vendors testified that 
they had escaped from home because of rape, abuse and abandonment (especially where 
stepparents had moved in) or because they did not feel welcome anymore. Edgar the brother 
of Rodriguez stated, “I left home because nobody bought me clothes, and so I went to work” 
(Interview 9 August 2005, Q15). Like Edgar, many children themselves decided to leave their 
homes and to choose one life over another (see also Green, 1998: 64). As a consequence, they 
became responsible for their own maintenance, completely independent from their families.

The young age children have to fend for themselves often makes them vulnerable actors on 
the labour market. Most employers are very conscious of the fact that young children have 
to work to survive and that they utterly depend on them for food, shelter and education. 
Rodriguez, for example, told me that he wanted to work in a chicken restaurant, but that 
the patron did not want to pay him. He told Rodriguez: “if you don’t want to do this, you 
can better get out of here because there are always people who want to work for food and 
nothing more” (Interview, 12 August 2005, Q16). Young children especially, who have only 
just arrived in the city, are very vulnerable to exploitation because they are not very good 
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at defending themselves and do not yet know their rights (see also Gutiérrez, 1983: 168). 
Paltry payments, however, were a continual source of complaint of many vendors who had 
previously worked as assistants in private houses, restaurants or shops. On 15 September, 2003 
the government of Peru set the national minimum wage at 460 Soles a month or 15.33 Soles 
a day (Actualidad Laboral, 2006). According to my data, vendors who worked as assistants 
were paid an approximate 150 Soles per month, but there were also many vendors who said 
that they did not get paid at all. These vendors worked for board and lodging alone and often 
complained that food and shelter were of bad quality and not in balance with the hard work 
they had to carry out.

Besides these forms of exploitation other sources of maltreatment came up. Several vendors 
testified to having been seriously beaten by their former patrons. As Rodriguez indicated, 
many employers beat their work force when they did not meet work standards. Like Marta, 
many women vendors told me about their hard work as domestic workers and the way they 
were maltreated. Pedraza Valverde (1992: 117) and Gutiérrez, (1983: 111) define maltreatment 
and sexual aggression as being a general aspect of domestic work. Some women vendors 
implied sexual aggression by their patrons and said that patrons often abused their empleadas 
domésticas. Exploitation and maltreatment of men and women also seems to be common 
in other dependent jobs. Like Marta, many of the women left these miserable situations or 
escaped the cycle of dependency when they met their husband. Elsa for example was fired as 
a housemaid when she was 17 years old because she was pregnant. Her brother explained that 

“before she worked as a live-in maid, but with a baby she can’t work; it has been very difficult 
since she had her child, so she started to sell” (Interview Pedro, 5 September 2005, Q17).

Another way of escaping situations of exploitation is to switch jobs. Several vendors who 
work in low paid jobs switch to another economic activity in search of better working 
conditions. They leave their homes and “work in what they can, dealing with abuse and 
suffering” (Pedraza Valverde, 1992:117). As the fieldwork fragments illustrate, they work in 
whatever odd job they can find before becoming an ambulant vendor.

The interviews with the respondents clearly suggest that the economic activities of children 
and adolescents often have a negative effect on their school attendance. The work histories 
of ambulant street vendors are intertwined with their school histories or as Salazar puts it, 
education is not a separate activity from work, both are converged in a single process (1998: 
160). The school careers of the respondents were often interrupted by work opportunities and 
most of the vendors were able to start school at the moment their patrons were willing to 
enrol them. Marta started primary school when she was 15 because her first employer did 
not assist with educational costs. She only went to school until she met her husband and 
as a result she is part of the 12 per cent of street vendors who were unable to finish primary 
school (see table 4.2). In a similar fashion, young men are not given the time or opportunity 
by their employers to go to school either which often results in an age-grade distortion of the 
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youngsters. They go to school in the evening as soon as they start working in the streets, but 
in school they often have to start with a big age-grade distortion.43

The work histories of the street vendors give a better understanding of their socio-economic 
backgrounds, their search for independence and the choice for the specific economic activity 
of ambulant street vending. Vendors mentioned bad working conditions and exploitation 
as the main reasons to switch to a more independent job such as ambulant street vending. 
Claudia, an adult arts and crafts vendor, explained to me once that she had convinced one of 
her friends to stop working as an employee in an arts and crafts shop in Cusco. When I asked 
her for the reason of her advice, she said that her friend was working for 100 Soles a month, 
and that “it is not fair to earn 100 Soles a month” (see Appendix 3, Q18).44 Furthermore, her 
employers maltreated her and made her work until late in the evening without giving her 
something to eat. Although Claudia could not guarantee her friend that she would earn 
more in the streets, she advised her to work as an ambulant vendor because then at least she 
would be her own boss and would no longer be exposed to what she called “psychological 
maltreatment” (Field notes, 17 June 2005). Pedraza Valverde quotes a comparable motivation 
for a dependent worker who had decided to work independently: “because they beat us and 
used to chew us up I decided to buy a tricycle” (1992:122). Many ambulant vendors mentioned 
that they actually went to work in the streets to gain their independence and to end the 
exploitation they encountered in the course of their employment.

Starting as a street vendor

Whatever their work experience, street vendors are almost always pushed by friends or 
family members to start selling in the streets. These friends and relatives introduce the 
newcomers to the streets and help them to gain territory and teach them where to purchase 
their souvenirs, which tricks to apply in approaching tourists, how to convince them to buy 
their products, and how to escape from the municipal agents. Newcomers generally begin by 
selling merchandise with a relatively low street value, such as postcards, finger puppets and 
chocolates. As the purchase value of these products is lower than one Sol and as the vendors 
can start with about 10 items, five to 10 Soles will do as a starting capital for them to be able 
to start selling. With this budget the new street vendor can gradually experiment with how 
to approach tourists, which prices to ask, which range to offer, how to insist or plead with 
customers, and they can learn their first words of English. Vendors insist that some vending 
experience and skill is needed to be a successful vendor. Learning other languages, being 
vivacious, sociable, polite and friendly are all required to be successful. “Learning languages” 
must not be taken literally: they have to learn a few tricks of the trade in dealing with tourists 
and in understanding their expectations. Vendors explained to me that they “have to treat the 

43 Work is not the only factor which influences school performance (Glasinovich, 1998: 37; Salazar, 1998: 175). 
Gender, origin and family situations also influence educational performance of the vendors. Patrinos and 
Psacharopoulus studied about the relationship between family size, working children and schooling in Peru. 
They conclude that the higher the number of siblings the less schooling and the more age-grade distortion 
and child labour (Patrinos and Psacharopoulus, 1997: 402). 

44 100 Soles is still less than a quarter of the stated minimum wage in Peru. 
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tourists well” by establishing a friendly relation or amistarse with them and by greeting and 
welcoming them, and by having some general knowledge of, for example, the royal family 
of the tourist’s country (Interview Luisa, 27 April 2004). Furthermore, they have to learn to 
be alert to the dangers of merchandise seizure and other risks involved in the street vending 
business.

Some vendors are not outgoing or vigilant enough, too shy and lacking in charisma to stay 
in the streets. Miguel, for example, the watercolour vendor explained to me why his wife had 
difficulties selling watercolour paintings:

It is that she [my wife] is more shy than I am, it is that I am less shy, more talkative, 
more of a joker … and being like that you earn, it depends on how the tourist is, 
sometimes they are happy and then you are happy as well, sometimes they are a 
little grumpy so you make them laugh at something or you say I am Picasso or I 
am Michael Jackson and you make them laugh. My wife, in contrast, isn’t like that, 
she doesn’t know how to accommodate them (Interview Miguel, 5 September 2005, 
Q19).

Carmen, the sister of an established watercolour vendor explained that she could not sell in 
the streets like her sister could:

I don’t have that way of convincing, if the tourist tells me no, I leave, but my sister 
follows them until they buy (Interview Carmen, 16 September 2005, Q20).

Photo 4.2: Young vendors selling low value products
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These examples indicate that the activity of street vending is not necessarily feasible for 
everybody. Life as a street vendor requires resilience and readiness to adapt to the tourists’ 
needs. There are vendors who are in fact too shy and self-conscious to sell. These vendors do 
not know how to persuade tourists and they often lack the experience other family members 
may have. Furthermore, they are often not alert enough to avoid merchandise seizure and 
end up having their goods being confiscated over and over. They cannot thrive in the street 
vending business and will have to search for other livelihood activities. Invernizzi correctly 
states that, “it would be too hasty to conclude that street work consists of activities for 
survival that demand neither ability nor capital” (2003: 323).

Vendors who do find their way in the streets, the successful ones, often start to experiment 
with more expensive merchandise once basic skills have been acquired (see part 5 of this 
chapter). As soon as they get used to the activity of street vending they become more 
independent of controlling parents or violent husbands. Marina, for example, was a 26-year-
old watercolour vendor who started selling paintings together with her husband after the 
birth of their second child. She clearly indicated that she became more independent of her 
aggressive husband since she had started earning more than him:

On and on it went like that [that he maltreated me], until in the end I ended up 
earning more than my husband and I learned to defend myself, and now that I 
have all these years of experience I can’t be humiliated, it happens sometimes, but 
not like before, I don’t feel that sadness and pain anymore (Interview Marina, 3 
July 2007, Q21).

Children often start to rebel against their controlling parents as soon as they master the 
activity of street vending. The following case illustrates how parents lose control over the 
activities of their offspring.

Together with a social worker I visited Irma, a single mother of four. Her two 
eldest sons (currently 15 and 13 years old) were working in the streets, but the 
mother complained that she had lost control over their activities. She said she 
initially sent her eldest son to the streets because she herself could not find a fixed 
job and did not earn enough to support her family with the food she sporadically 
sold or the clothes she occasionally washed. She explained that with the money 
her eldest contributed to the household budget, she was able to support the family 
until her son got used to street life and began spending his earnings on “the 
internet, sweets and girls”. From this moment on, she sent her second son into 
the streets, but his efforts only partly resulted in economic support because he was 
very capricious and often did not bring his earnings home. Irma complained that 
her eldest son ran away to Puerto Maldonado and quit school. She also lost control 
over her second son who had started his own life since becoming economically 
independent from his mother. He just came home and went to school whenever 
he pleased. Sometimes he did not even come home to sleep and spent the night 
in the dormitory of the NGO Qosko Maki while she was worried sick about him 
(Interview Irma, 21 June 2005).
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Irma’s lamentations are typical of many parents whose children work in the streets. They 
complain that as soon as children become used to vending in the streets, they will spend their 
own earnings and the parents will lose control over their children’s school performances, social 
contacts and their whereabouts during the night. The parents I spoke to indicated that the 
streets can harm their children’s language usage, their spending behaviour, their educational 
performance and their social behaviour in general. As the next interview fragment illustrates, 
they do not want their children to hang around with what they describe as “piranhas”, “chicos 
malos (bad children) or “street kids” who can “lead them to perdition” (Interview Rodrigo, 3 
September 2004).

In an interview with a woman who sells cigarettes and sweets in the late evening, 
I asked if she would take her children with her when going out to work. She said 
she did not take her children with her for two reasons. First of all, her children 
have to stay at home to do their homework and study. Secondly, she finds it 
dangerous to take her children with her. She once lost her ten-year-old son in the 
street. She searched for him everywhere until finally she found him with street 
kids who were using drugs and such. After the incident the respondent never took 
her child to work again. She said that the worst imaginable would be to see her 
child fall into the hands of drug addicts. She still worries about it because her son 
is an adolescent now and is liable to come in contact with young people who use 
drugs (Interview Lilia, 13 August 2004).

Parents fear that their children will start coming home only sporadically and that they 
will abandon their school as soon as they lose control over their children’s activities. The 
empirical evidence indicates that street vending can indeed have a negative influence on 
school attendance. 48 per cent of the respondents were still going to school at the time of 
interviewing, but many of them showed big age-grade distortions. From the street vendors 
who were not attending school anymore at the time of interviewing 66 per cent had never 
finished secondary school (see Table 4.2). Two children and three adolescent vendors had 
dropped out of primary school and 15 adolescents had not finished secondary school. The 
other respondents did finish secondary school but hardly had the economic means to 
continue their higher education. As a consequence, continuing higher education, which they 
associated with “becoming professional”, remained but a dream for most of the vendors. I 
only met four street vendors who could continue their school career after secondary school 
because they were able to use the earnings from street vending wholly for their tuition fees. 
They are or were studying pharmacy and education.

From shoe shiner to aquarelero

In the streets of Cusco, itinerant vendors sell different types of souvenirs to tourists.45 
Products are sold in the streets of Cusco as long as they are small, easily transportable (which 
renders invalid any excuses by tourists of not being able to carry it in their backpack), cheap, 

45 In the context of tourism De Vidas defines a souvenir as “something kept as a reminder of a place or event” 
(1995: 67).
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useful, hygienic and/or attractive to tourists. Small souvenirs with an ‘Andean character’, such 
as finger puppets, postcards, carved gourds, jewels of silverwork, money belts, fajas, mantas, 
muñecas and watercolour paintings are all offered in the streets of Cusco. Most of these 
souvenirs are handmade, but far from all of them are made by the vendors themselves. Only 
nine per cent of the vendors I met produced their own merchandise (see table 4.2). Most of 
the producers were women of Chinchero who wove their own mantas and fajas. Two vendors 
I encountered painted their own tarjetas, two had their own textile workshop and one painted 
her own watercolours. All other vendors bought their merchandise from wholesalers. Most 
vendors bought their merchandise – such as finger puppets, postcards, silverwork and carved 
gourds – in souvenir shops in the tourist centre. Watercolour painters came to the streets of 
Cusco to find watercolour vendors and to sell them their paintings. The list of most popular 
souvenirs offered to tourists is changeable, however. New products are always being tried out 
and some trends can be distinguished. During my first fieldwork trip I hardly met any street 
vendor who sold compact discs with Andean music, but during my second trip there were 
already more than ten different vendors selling CDs and during my final stay these vendors 
had also started selling DVDs of events in Cusco. The same could be said of muñecas, a type 
of Andean dolls. While during my first period of fieldwork only a few vendors were vending 
these handmade souvenirs, during my second trip I saw many vendors selling them.

Apart from some typical souvenirs, street vendors offer cigarettes and confectionery, such 
as sweets and chocolates, to tourists.46 My research population of street vendors included 
vendors of services related to tourism, such as shoe shining, posing for a photo for money, and 
informal guiding services. The shoe shiners in this study were male children and adolescents 
who worked in the tourist streets of Cusco. They explained that the reason they preferred to 
work in the tourist centre was that they could make much more money from tourists (see also 
Chapter 5). The shoe shiners who were active outside the tourist centre, on local markets and 
other public places, do not form part of this research. Also some services offered to tourists by 
bricheros and jaladores are beyond the scope of this study. Jaladores try to sell tourist packages 
in an ambulatory way. Because they work on commission, and are therefore not paid directly 
by the tourist, they belong to a distinct category, other than the ambulant vendors who are 
the focus group of this dissertation. In the Cusco vernacular a brichero or brichera (fem.) is a 
Peruvian who is looking for a tourist to become their partner with the intention of obtaining 
a ticket to Europe or North America. They try to build a bridge between north and south, 
and although the ticket can be considered as a long-term objective by the brichero, as long 
as the tourist is in Latin America he or she will provide for his or her ‘Latin lover’. One 
brichero told me about his first experience with gringas. His expectations were very illustrative 
of how bricherismo is commonly defined. Tito told me that his interest in gringos grew when 
he began to study English in Lima. He initially approached gringas to practice his English, 
but after a while he began “chasing gringas”, as he put it. He slept with them and in exchange 

46 The assortment of food, street vendors sell in the tourist streets is much more limited than the food sold 
at the local informal market. As the itinerant vendors explained to me, it does not make sense to sell fresh 
food to tourists because they do not trust the hygienic circumstances in which it is prepared and sold. 
The foods that are sold in the tourist centre - such as tostados, a typical breakfast or snack from eggs and 
potatoes or complete lunches offered in plastic boxes - are reserved for the souvenir vendors themselves. As 
these street vendors do not sell to tourists they are not included in my research population. 
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he would act as a guide for these girls and give them protection. He said that the girls paid 
for everything because he was their guide, their protector, and he gave them “Latin flavour” 
(Field notes, 13 July 2004). The activity of bricherismo can be considered as a unique way of 
making a living from tourism, because bricheros do not explicitly offer a product or service 
to tourists. This is why the dynamics of this activity are too different from street vending to 
include them in this research.

Street vendors speak of one another based on the products they sell. They will say “lustrabotas”, 
“sacamefotos”, “postaleros”, “artesanos”, “aquareleros”, “plateras”. Figure 4.1 shows that these 
denominations or the products these vendors sell have their own place in a social hierarchy 
among street vendors. Street vendors clearly associate the type of product they sell with a 
certain social status. The lustrabotas are the lowest on the social ladder. Postaleros and vendors 
of finger puppets, chocolates and bracelets, are higher on the ladder than shoe shiners. 
Vendors who carry expensive goods and who are considered experienced vendors, such as the 
aquareleros, artesanos and plateras, have a relatively high status. However, these categories are 
not static, and vendors will try to make it as a street vendor or climb up the career ladder by 
selling higher value products.

Most boys start working in the streets as a shoe shiner because very little starting capital 
is required and earnings do not have to be immediately invested into new merchandise. As 
Edgar, a 16-year-old shoe shiner, stated: “when you shine you don’t add to your supply of 
anything, but when you sell postcards you have to get more … they buy them from you 
and you have to get new ones” (Interview 9 August 2005, Q22). Because of the fact that 
they can immediately spend the money they have earned, other vendors often look down 
on shoe shiners. They do not consider shoe shiners as real vendors but as loafers or drifters 
who are just hanging around in the streets and are often involved in drugs and petty crime. 
With the photo project, for example, most of the young street vendors tried to disassociate 
themselves from a group of shoe shiners by referring to them as the “piranhas” of Cusco. They 

Figure 4.1: Social mobility among the vendors in Cusco
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considered them as juvenile delinquents who steal and sniff glue or use other drugs. These 
negative associations are connected also with the general negative reputation of shoe shiners. 
Humberto, a former shoe shiner, once explained to me that shoe shiners are considered to be 
“street people who take drugs and rob other people”. He told me that:

People think a [shoe shiner] is someone who leads a rough life, that they aren’t 
educated, that they can’t express themselves… [I just finished a pen and he is 
playing with this empty object] we are like this pen, like an object that doesn’t 
have any value, we aren’t good for anything, we aren’t good for society, or the worst 
person (Interview Humberto, 1 July 2005, Q23).

Shoe shiners have a negative reputation in the streets of Cusco and they have to face a lot 
of innuendo and disrespect in the streets. Shoe shiners mentioned this subordinate status 
and the dirtiness involved in their activity as some of the primal reasons for changing to a 
different street vending activity. As soon as they have enough street experience, a few savings, 
and have learned to administer their money, they will then switch to postalero.

Photo 4.3: Shoe shiner on Plazoleta San Blas
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Children and adolescents (both male and female) selling postcards, finger puppets, chocolates 
or bracelets are not held in high esteem either by the other vendors. They are not (or no 
longer) associated with the dirty job of shoe shining but the profit margins on the products 
they sell are not very high, and they are still considered as good-for-nothings. Other vendors 
criticize them because they believe these children are only able to sell because tourists pity 
them, and they have not learned the tricks of the trade as they themselves have. According 
to Claudia, a 28-year-old textile vendor, selling postcards or finger puppets is much easier 
than selling high valued products such as watercolour paintings or arts and crafts. Claudia 
believes that children who sell postcards and finger puppets do not have to persuade tourists 
verbally, because the tourists will buy from them out of compassion. It does not require a 
lot of effort from them to be able to sell and they are therefore considered as loafers who 
get the occasional tip from the compassionate tourist (Interview Claudia, 12 October 2005). 
Outsiders consider the line between begging and the vending of low value products to be 
a fine one (see also Invernizzi, 2003). The low profit activities of children, therefore, do not 
carry a lot of prestige in the streets.

Adolescent and adult vendors of high value products generally enjoy greater prestige. This 
is because the profit margins on these products are much higher than on finger puppets or 
postcards. They have a better reputation in the streets of Cusco because they have acquired 
the skills of street vending, they move around with high capital, and they are considered 

Photo 4.4: Watercolour painting vendor and arts and crafts vendor of Chinchero
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experienced vendors. Consequently, vendors of low value products aspire to become vendors 
of high value products, e.g. an established watercolour, silverwork or arts and crafts vendor. 
Many postaleros dream of becoming aquareleros. However, few postaleros succeed in climbing 
up to aquarelero, because it requires a lot of starting capital to build up an assortment. 
Many vendors mentioned that they had not switched to other products because of a lack of 
resources and because they did not have the same level of sociability and persuasiveness as 
established vendors have. The above quoted textile vendor, for example, pointed out to me 
that it was not easy for her to work as a street vendor convincing tourists to buy her products:

To earn money you have to convince the tourist, if you were to ask “señorita buy 
from me” and right away they would buy something from me, it would be an easy 
business, but it is not like that, you have to talk to them, tell them your stories or 
ask them where they are from. In other words you have to convince them because 
it would be all too easy if you were to ask ‘buy from me’ and they would ask you 
right away how much it costs and pay you just like that. But for a tourist to buy 
something from you, you have to convince them, talk to them, even if they like the 
faja, you at least have to explain the work to them. You explain the meaning of the 
designs so the tourist becomes interested in buying it, but if I say it like that, “buy 
a faja” they won’t buy it … there are many tourists who ask you what fajas are for, 
they ask me so I explain to them “it is like this, I make them myself ” (Interview 
Caudia, 12 October 2005, Q24).

Claudia had the extra advantage of being an artesano who produced her own merchandise. 
Artesanos clearly enjoy a particularly good reputation in the streets of Cusco because they 
are supposed to produce their own merchandise. The vendors selling handmade fajas are 
generally women of Chinchero. They paint, sew or weave at home, and come to the streets of 
Cusco to sell their merchandise. However, many of these women take care of one part of the 
production process only. They paint the wool and cast on the textile at home but afterwards 
they send the work to the local prison.47 Other artesanos do not know how to produce 
handiwork and buy their merchandise from wholesalers. Finding out which souvenirs 
are made by the hawkers themselves and which products are bought from wholesalers is a 
complicated matter. Claudia told me that some of the fajas she sold were her own handiwork 
and others were bought from wholesalers. Nevertheless, all she sold was handicrafts. Because 
of this reputation she could make a lot of money from tourism and had a relatively good 
status among the vendors.

Conclusion

In this chapter I have introduced street vendors as a dynamic and heterogeneous research 
population. The ethnographic introduction on the livelihood of street vendors working in the 
streets of Cusco clearly shows that this group cannot be exclusively differentiated on an age 

47 Out of the 480 working inmates in the men’s prison of Cusco, 269 work in the weaving workshop. They 
weave the unfinished mantas and fajas the women of Chinchero send them. (Field notes, 29 September 
2005) 
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basis. As I have illustrated, gender, education, origin, work history, education and products 
sold are all constituent factors of the social diversity of the vendors. These diversifying 
aspects of the street vendors colour their individual stories about migration, independence 
and working in the streets. Furthermore, they underline the fact that different street vendors 
follow different directions and that the life histories of street vendors may create or limit 
their possibilities in tourism. The elements also indicate that the activity of street vending 
must be considered as a process rather than as a snapshot in their work and life histories. 
Considering street vending as a process throws an innovative light on this economic activity 
because it implies that street vendors can make some kind of career. They can move up from 
service worker to independent street vendor, from inexperienced street vendor to experienced 
street vendor, from postalero to aquarelero. This attention to the dynamics of street vending 
also sheds light on a complex reality shattering some of the stereotypical images of street 
vending.

This chapter has revealed that the connection between street vending and indigenousness, 
and between street children and poverty are not self-evident ones. Firstly, the rural-urban 
interface of the street vendors is so complex that it is too versatile a characteristic to be able 
to define their indigenousness. Most street vendors have a rural background but are very 
much adapted to an urban life style which makes them not the indigenous people tourists 
wish to meet. Street vendors may wear their ‘traditional’ clothes, but in most cases this dress 
is more of a selling strategy than a manifestation of their cultural identity. Most sacamefotos 
for example are urban dwellers adorned in ‘native’ dress and are accompanied by a llama or 
sheep to depict a pastoral background. These representations, however, do not correspond 
with the cultural practices actually found in their native communities today, nor with their 
cultural realities. Secondly, in Chapter 2 it became clear that the lifestyle of street vendors 
is often associated with that of street children whose irresponsible behaviour has only one 
clear outcome, ‘delinquency’. It is true that some street vendors have substantial delinquency 
problems and that the parents’ fear of the negative influences of the streets is not without 
reason. Children and adolescents working in the streets (especially those working outside 
their parents’ control) are very vulnerable to gambling, playing truant, abusing alcohol and 
drugs, rape, petty crime and teenage pregnancy.48 But in this chapter it has also become clear 
that not all of the children and adolescents share a drugs and delinquency oriented lifestyle. 
As long as parents succeed in controlling the activity of their children or as long as young 
street vendors know how to protect themselves from bad influences of the streets, the only 
‘crime’ of the majority of these vendors is the daily occupation of public space. They cannot 
really be considered as street children who, theoretically, are categorised as children who live 
and work in the streets, completely out of the control of older vendors (Lusk: 1989). Lastly, 
the attention for the dynamics in the streets and the careers of the street vendors put the 

48 Gigengack (2006) highlights these aspects of street life in his dissertation about young street people 
in Mexico City. He elaborates on the self-destructive aspect of the street community of la banda and 
argues that anthropologists who overlook this aspect of self-destruction have the tendency to romanticize 
survival and evade self-destruction (Gigengack, 2006: 60). According to Gigengack this romanticism is 
only possible through a lack of fieldwork. He states: “had I past (sic) less time among the lads, and had 
I followed a more comfortable timetable, I am sure I would have been able to stick to a more romantic 
perception” (Gigengack, 2006: 260).



| 91 |

link between street vending and poverty into perspective. Many street vendors grow up in 
socially vulnerable families where problems such as poverty, alcoholism, divorce and domestic 
violence often reign supreme. These precarious home situations often make the vendors 
vulnerable actors on the labour market and may contribute to their being considered as 
merely marginal economic actors working in the informal economy due to a lack of other 
possibilities and because of the accessibility of street vending (see Chapter 1). Nevertheless, 
once they have entered street work, the vendors’ activities have diverging outcomes, and make 
for some vendors to be more vulnerable than others.

If we look at gender, age, origin, independence and status on the basis of the products they sell, 
some vendors have more possibilities than others to work themselves up to become successful 
established vendors. Young male vendors have for example a certain status on the streets 
which gives them the liberty to experiment with high value products and the possibility to 
become established vendors. Adult male vendors, on the other hand, are negatively perceived 
and are better off leaving the streets if they are to experience upward social mobility. Children 
whose activities are not controlled by their parents have a higher risk of being negatively 
influenced by the streets and to become stuck at the level of shoe shiners than children whose 
activities are controlled by their parents or by older siblings. Postaleros have more possibilities 
to work themselves up to aquareleros than shoe shiners do, because they have already learned 
to fill up on merchandise after vending success. Children may have the possibility to make 
a career as street vendor, but their lack of education or general age-grade distortion in the 
long run may restrict their possibilities to find a job outside the streets. Street vendors who 
maintain strong ties with the countryside, such as the women of Chinchero did, often find 
they have a backup in agricultural products for misfortunes in the streets and to be able to 
experiment in the streets. In the next chapter I will examine the financial possibilities of low 
value and high value product vendors to define this cultural difference in economic terms and 
to examine the financial aspects of being successful.
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5. Income dynamics and dealing 
with economic vulnerability

I interview Lucia, a 24-year-old money belt vendor. She complains of the way her 
family members tease her because she works in tourism. They call her gringa and 
provoke her with expressions such as “this gringa makes money” or “gringa: one 
dollar”. She explains that they call her gringa because she works with tourists and 
because they presume she makes a lot of money from working with these affluent 
people (Interview Lucia, 12 June 2005).

The idea Lucia’s family members had about her possibilities to make big money stands 
in sharp contrast with the commonly held belief that street vendors lack the ability to 
accumulate capital. It contradicts the classic claims of the indisputable relation between 
street vending and poverty, and suggests that working in the tourism industry is considered 
a lucrative economic activity. The household members who were not working in tourism 
expressed their envy and jealousy. They assumed that Lucia was making much more money 
than they were in their non-tourism jobs. They had high expectations of working in tourism 
(see also Ashley et al., 2000: 2). But how do street vendors themselves consider their income 
generating ability?

This chapter will be about the financial aspects of street vending. How do street vendors 
apply their economic assets in their efforts to make a living from tourism and how do they 
use them to make their economic activity as beneficial as possible? In the first part of this 
chapter, I will present some general data about the average income of street vendors. One 
of the central arguments of this chapter will be that the income of street vendors consists of 
many different aspects and cannot be expressed in quantitative data alone. This is why this 
first section, besides some general income indicators, will pay attention to the fluctuations in 
income and to the non-financial aspects of the street vendors’ income. A second section will 
focus on how street vendors influence their earnings and will explain the various strategies 
they use to increase the prices of the products they sell, and how they extort additional gifts 
and avoid financial misfortune. A third section then will illustrate the economic vulnerability 
of street vendors in an attempt to contextualize the income of street vendors. In a fourth 
section I will explain how vendors deal with fluctuations in their economic situations by 
looking at the saving mechanisms they develop to reduce their vulnerability. Then I will pay 
special attention to important informal security mechanisms street vendors participate in, 
namely the pandero and the canaston. Section five will describe the informal saving and credit 
system called pandero with the aim to throw light on the street vendors’ creativity in investing 
their income of street vending. The final section will expound on the canaston to gain a better 
insight into the dynamics of capital. It is one of the most illustrative examples to explain the 
fluidity of their income and the possibilities they have to accumulate capital wealth.
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Income and income fluctuations

It was very difficult to collect data about the income of street vendors because their income 
is uncertain and volatile in nature. Many factors influence the possibilities to earn, such as 
tourist flows, luck, level of control by the municipal agents, competition, weather and time of 
the year. In the tourist high season (from May till October) ambulant vendors can earn quite 
a lot, whereas in the low season various ambulant vendors have to look for other income-
generating activities because they often cannot subsist on the earnings of street vending. 
Weather has a considerable influence on the vending possibilities of street vendors. On 
rainy days hawkers have difficulties reaching the tourists, whilst on sunny days the presence 
of the high number of tourists can result in good vending days. The sales and income of 
street vendors depend further on good luck, street dynamics and tourist flows. There are days 
street vendors sell a considerable amount of merchandise and there are days they do not sell 
anything at all. Consequently, the income of ambulant street vendors is not fixed and the 
street vendors themselves generally have no financial statement of their average earnings.

In the tourist high season of 2005 I conducted a survey on the earnings of ambulant vendors. 
Although questions about average income were generally met with doubtful answers, at the 
end of the survey, the vendors were able to estimate their average income. To ensure the 
quality of these data, I posed various questions to get a general indication of the average 
earnings and to be able to verify the answers.49 I asked, for example, questions about average 
income, but also about the frequency of stocking up on merchandise, the investments in 
merchandise, their saving systems and saving amounts. Indirect questions about income (e.g. 
What would you do if you were to earn 100 Soles in one day?) gave me valuable information 
about the actual earnings involved in street vending.

The survey indicated that 28 per cent of vendors earned less than 10 Soles or about three US 
dollars a day (see Table 5.1). The majority, almost 56 per cent, estimated their average proceeds 
between 10 and 20 Soles a day. The other 16 per cent indicated that they earned more than 20 
Soles daily. The data from the informal conversations and in-depth interviews confirmed that 
the 10 to 20 Soles a day was a good indication of the average income of the ambulant vendors 
in Cusco. This meant that the average income of the majority of street vendors hovered 
around the national minimum wage of Peru, a mere 15 Soles a day (see also Chapter 4).

The results of the survey show a correlation between the vendors’ average income, age and 
type of product they sell. The majority of the vendors earning less than 10 Soles a day, were 
children and adolescents, and the majority of vendors earning more than 20 Soles a day were 
adults. Vendors earning less than 10 Soles a day were generally young vendors or newcomers 
selling small products and services (e.g. finger puppets, postcards, posing for photos and shoe 
shining). Vendors whose earnings were a little bit higher were generally more experienced 
than the ones who earned less than 10 Soles a day. As the former chapter clarified, some of 
the vendors experiment with higher value products. The results of the survey indicate that this 
product change often has a positive effect on average earnings. The vendors who earned more 

49 Baulch and Hoddinott indicate that, “welfare measures such as expenditures and incomes are often 
measured with a good deal of error” (2000: 6).
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than 20 Soles a day were almost all middle and high value product vendors. They were selling 
muñecas, CDs, painted gourds, watercolour paintings, silverwork and arts and crafts. Almost 
all of these vendors indicated that their average income lay above the 10 Soles and in many 
of the cases even above the 20 Soles a day. There were even some high value product vendors 
who indicated that their earnings could reach more than 40 Soles on a very productive day. 
In other words, for several of these vendors the earnings of street vending did exceed the 
minimum wage by a considerable margin.

The in-depth interviews and observations form a vital source of information to contextualize 
average income and to provide insight into the variability of the ambulant street vendors’ 
income. Some days street vendors did not earn anything, “not one Sol”, and sometimes they 
may have earned half an employee’s week’s salary in one day. Virginia, an adult silverwork 
vendor, said “sometimes I sell, sometimes I come and I don’t sell, everyday is competing against 
each other, sometimes you’re lucky, sometimes you’re not” (Interview, 21 June 2005, Q25). 
Miguel, a 24-year-old watercolour vendor explained, “in the high season you can get as much 
as 150 Soles, that’s the revenue, the profit is about 50-60 Soles, but that doesn’t happen every 
day, it’s just sometimes you get lucky and can make a lot of sales” (Interview, 5 September 2005, 
Q26). Marina, an adult watercolour vendor reported, “sometimes I sell a good bit and I’m so 
happy, but there are also days when I don’t sell and I become worried, it’s not all happiness 
and it’s not all joy” (Interview, 3 July 2007, Q27). Nevertheless, the higher the street value of a 
product, the higher the fluctuations in earnings and the higher the risk for the street vendor 
of selling nothing. As Claudia explained (Chapter 4), the high value product vendors often 
had to insist more to persuade the tourists to buy their products. Variability of income was 
higher for vendors of high value products and they faced more days without selling anything 
at all than did the low value product vendors, because their products were less accessible to 
tourists. Children, for example, clearly indicated that it rarely happened that they did not sell 
anything, but vendors of the somewhat more valuable trinkets ran a higher risk of passing the 
day without a single vending success. On several occasions I met vendors who complained that 
they had not sold for one or more days. They complained that selling in the streets was getting 
harder every day because of high competition. They told me that they were used to earning well, 
but that recently they had been forced to lower their prices because of the competition. In their 
opinion the number of days that they did not sell anything had increased.

The average income of adult vendors or vendors with high value products is generally higher 
than that of young vendors who sell low value products. Children in turn have a bigger 

Table 5.1 Average income of the vendors in tourist high season 2005

Age Earnings of the vendors

Less than 20 Soles 10 to 20 Soles More than 20 Soles Total

Child 9 17 2 28
Adolescent 9 12 2 23
Adult 4 14 8 26
Total 22 43 12 77

Source: Survey conducted during field work in 2005.
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chance of receiving additional gifts. The gifts tourists bestowed upon young children ranged 
from money tips, to a pair of shoes, trousers or other kinds of clothes, school objects, toys, 
food, sweets and chocolates, and so on. Several children indicated that tourists had invited 
them for lunch or dinner. I interviewed a 14-year-old girl who told me that a tourist had 
invited her to go to a dentist and paid the costs of having braces fitted (Interview Rosalia, 
16 July 2007). Although less common, there were also adolescents and adults who received 
additional gifts from tourists. I met a couple of adolescents who proudly told me that tourists 
had sponsored them by paying their tuition fees for school or for an English course. The 
adults who received gifts from tourists were generally (single) mothers with young children. 
They received clothing for their children or tourists helped them in paying their tuition fees 
and school material. Although these were notable trends in the streets, the gifts were still too 
exceptional to take them up in the average income of the vendors. Only in some cases did 
street vendors receive more structural aid from tourists. Gladis, for example, a 19-year-old 
single mother of two children said she had met a couple of middle aged tourists who since 
two years had been wiring her 50 US dollars every month via Western Union (Interview, 15 
July 2007). She was one of the five vendors who said they received structural support from 
tourists. The observations indicate that the proceeds of ambulant street vendors consist of 
many aspects and that it is not so easy to speak of average income of street vendors. It is a 
confounding variable.

Performing poverty: manipulating tourists to increase earnings

The earnings of street vendors depend considerably on the street vendors’ ability to sell. More 
than on local markets, street vendors working in tourism play on the emotions of tourists. 
They do so by playing on the tourists’ unfamiliarity with, for example, situations of poverty, 
working children, and young single mothers. Gigengack notes that “street children play upon, 
exaggerate, and recreate the harsh reality in which they live” (2006: 209) by, for example, “jugar 
el pobre, to play the poor devil” (2006: 175). Other studies similarly indicate that street vendors 
strategically try to profile themselves as ‘poor people’. In a study of stereotypes of indigenous 
female street vendors, Clark (1988: 67) found that merchants, middle-class citizens and local 
authorities often accuse street vendors of speaking English and earning good salaries in US 
dollars while pretending to be poor and ignorant. In Cusco, some young vendors pretended 
themselves to be the pitiful, abandoned street child because they were aware that tourists 
gave money more easily if they did. In Chapter 3, I have already stated that adult female 
vendors said tourists tended to buy more easily from women with young offspring. Some 
girls said that they would even sell with their baby siblings on their back in an attempt to 
earn more money. Street vendors thus performed poverty and used it as an economic strategy. 
I witnessed street vendors playing with the affluent tourists’ feelings of self-consciousness 
by explicitly asking them to invite them to a chicken restaurant or a pizzeria. The kind of 
gifts the vendors received from tourists quite surprised me, until I realized how cunning the 
children could be in playing the ‘starving child’ and how articulated they could be in asking 
for gifts.

Another aspect in which strategy played an important role was in determining product prices. 
Street vendors took the liberty to up the prices of their products as they pleased. The profit 
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margins in tourism can be expanded more than on local markets because of the tourists’ 
unfamiliarity with local prices. The clearest example was that of the shoe shiners. While local 
people paid 0.5 Sol to have their shoes shined; tourists paid at least one Sol for the same 
service. But one Sol was still the minimum tourists paid because shoe shiners generally let 
the tourists themselves determine how much they wanted to pay for the service. They said 
that the price tourists paid for the service of shoe shining was their “own choice” or “own 
will” (Field notes, 28 April 2005). They let the tourists decide because the tourists generally do 
not have a clue about prices and they will generally use the prices of their home country as a 
reference for the prices in the land they visit. Consequently, tourists will always pay more than 
50 cents to have their shoes shined. The shoe shiners indicated that there are “foolish” tourists 
who will even pay 10 US dollars or 50 Soles for the service of shoe shining (ibid.). This is the 
reason why street vendors generally assume that in the tourist centre far more money can be 
made than on the local markets in Cusco, because local consumers are knowledgeable about 
the market value of the products they buy and tourists are usually not.

By taking advantage of the tourists’ economic ignorance, vendors ascribe themselves the 
superior status of knowledgeables. The way street vendors perceive tourists underscores this 
attitude even further. Vendors take an ambivalent stance on tourists. On the one hand they 
depend on them economically and have to be prudent in expressing their negative feelings. 
On the other hand, the vendors distrust and envy the tourists because of their economic 
possibilities. In a group conversation I heard the word pavo (turkey) being used to depict 
tourists (ibid.). I asked the vendors why they called the tourists pavos and they laughed. They 
explained very articulately that a tourist would pay “whatever the price” for the products 
offered and therefore tourists were “stupid”, “they do not know anything”. Street vendors 
know how their economy operates and “foolish” tourists do not. Tourists do not know local 
prices and out of ignorance or compassion, they can pay quite a lot more for the products the 
street vendors sell than local consumers would.

Street vendors use the tourists’ lack of knowledge strategically to their own advantage. Some 
vendors proudly told me how they had managed to exaggerate their prices to earn more money. 
Ignacio reflected on his vending career by telling me that he earned well because he exploited 
the gringos well (Interview, 14 September 2005). Street vendors continually experiment with 
prices and explore the maximum prices tourists want to pay for their merchandise. They ask 
tourists how long they have been in Cusco, to socialize with the tourists, but also to explore 
their vending possibilities. If a tourist has only just arrived in Cusco, vending possibilities are 
higher than if the tourist has been in Cusco for a while. Furthermore, the possibility of the 
tourist not being familiar with local prices is much higher when he or she has just arrived. 
Not only do the vendors strategically search out the vulnerability of the tourists, they also 
adapt their prices according to the physical appearance of the tourist. Many vendors said 
they increased their prices, especially where aged and organized tourists were concerned.50 

50 Backpackers are stereotypically branded as ‘greedy tourists’. However, my observations and several studies 
have indicated that the attitude of the backpackers is changing. Quite a number of individual travellers 
with a backpack nowadays travel with a lot of money to spend. Furthermore, economic leakage for 
backpacker tourism is less severe and local control, ownership and participation is higher than in aggregate 
international tourism (Hampton, 1998; Mager, 2006: 223).  



| 98 |

These strategies form part of the vendor’s efforts to profit from affluent tourists. Most of the 
vendors succeeded at least once in their efforts.

Every street vendor will tell you with twinkling eyes their success stories in tourism. They all 
have their own special vending moments or exceptional gifts and earnings. Failing to sell is 
closely related to the type of product the vendor sells, whereas good vending days happen 
to every vendor. On such lucky days, the vendor earns a lot of money or sells unusually 
large quantities of merchandise. An arts and crafts vendor told me that it was his lucky day 
because he had sold two chains for 60 Soles in less then 10 minutes time (Field notes, 5 
August 2004). A watercolour vendor told me that one day she had earned 200 Soles with the 
sale of watercolour paintings. Another aquarelero told me that he had guided some tourists 
through the ruins of Sacsayhuamán and that they had given him 100 Soles as a tip and at the 
same time had bought two paintings for 50 Soles each. Amicable encounters with tourists 
also belong to the success stories of the vendors:

Once I accompanied a Peruvian friend who was bringing a post package to a young 
girl in the pueblo joven, Los Jardines (see Map 1.2). He explained to me that the 
girl we would visit was a nine-year-old postalera whom he knew because a couple 
of his tourist friends found her crying in the streets after the municipal agents had 
taken all her postcards away and because she had nothing to sell anymore. The 
tourists invited her to accompany them to the ruins of Sacsayhuamán. Afterwards 
they went to drink a fruit shake at the central market of San Pedro. They brought 
her home and a few months later the tourists sent a surprise package with some 
dollars, pictures, toys and sweets to the woman who had sold them the fruit shakes, 
because the little girl did not have a postal address. The market woman handed it 
to my friend and together we brought it to the little girl of Los Jardines who was 
gratifyingly surprised (Field notes, 22 April 2004).

This was one of the stories about the outcomes of an amicable contact with tourists which 
really surprised me. Virginia, an adult silverwork vendor, also told me about a particular 
encounter she had had with a tourist:

Virginia told me that a male tourist had bought four bracelets for 25 US dollars 
each and that afterwards he had invited her for dinner. She was a little bit afraid at 
first because she did not know the intentions of the tourist and therefore she did 
not go. The next day, other vendors told her that the tourist was looking for her and 
that he was really disappointed that she had not showed up. The vendors criticized 
her because she had not dared to go, something they themselves definitely would 
have done. They told her that he had left something for her at the reception of 
Hotel Monasterio, one of the most expensive hotels of Cusco. As she did not 
believe this she did not go to pick it up until one of her friends told her that it was 
really true. She eventually went to pick it up. Giving her identification at the desk, 
the tourist had indeed left an envelope with 20 US dollars for her (Field notes, 2 
September 2005).
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I would like to compare these success stories with the game of bingo. These stories indicate 
that because of the tourists’ compassion and unfamiliarity with local prices, tourist street 
vendors, and other tourism workers, can in one day ‘hit the jackpot’, earning a huge amount 
of money or a very expensive gift far beyond the average earnings of the street vendors. 51 
This is the reason why, for example, the family members of Lucia, like many other Cusqueños, 
perceived street vending in the tourist centre as a lucrative business.

The game of bingo and the activity of street vending have in common that they generate 
the possibility (although not with the same importance of strategy, chance of success or 
amount of money involved) of ‘hitting the jackpot’. Furthermore, both activities have a 
considerable influence on the state of mind and the driving force of the participant. Because 
of these characteristics Huberman compares informal economic activities in the foreign 
tourism industry in general and informal guiding activities in particular, with a kind of 
addiction. Hubermann states that, “(…) the guiding work itself was talked about as a kind 
of intoxicant that hooked these boys through promises of good times and easy money” (2005: 
168). Although vendors in Cusco never explicitly expressed it like that, the possibility of 
obtaining the big prize or earning more than the average minimum income keeps them in 
the street. Whenever vendors were not able to sell for a few days, they became depressed 
and lost their good spirits (which was often a determining factor of their vending success). 
Nevertheless, vendors generally did not give up because of the hope of being extremely lucky 
or earning exceptionally well at some point.52 Winning the big draw changes the state of 
mind of the vendors and gives them new impulses to continue their activity. One very good 
sale can counterbalance the days of failure and shift the whole economic situation and state 
of mind of the vendor.

Economic vulnerability

Domitila, a single mother, told me about her lucky encounter with a tourist who in 
two days bought for 100 Soles worth of postcards from her. She said that when the 
tourist had left she was finally able to buy shoes for her children and some other 
utensils for her house such as spoons. When I asked Domitila if she sometimes 
saved the money she earned in the streets she explained that she generally invested 
it in material things she needed at that particular moment. If she did not earn a 
single Sol she would cook a meal with leftovers or she would buy some rice on 
credit from a shop in her neighbourhood. If she earned well she would prepare an 
abundant or luxury meal for her children (Interview Domitila, 5 May 2005).

51 According to my observations, the ‘jackpot’ is not only characteristic of street vending but of most 
economic tourist activities. For example, Bosman (2006) indicates that the earnings of tour guides depend 
largely on tips as tour guides’ tips may amount to 40 per cent of their salary. As these tips may be what 
Bosman calls “very generous” tour guides also have the possibility to ‘hit the jackpot’.

52 In Chapter 7, I will describe the situation of some vendors who switched from street vending to another 
job. Vending failure did not prove to be the only reason for them to switch jobs. Different incentives such 
as municipal control, fierce competition, unstable income, and personal circumstances all influenced their 
decision.
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The fluctuations in the earnings of ambulant street vendors result in the fact that most 
ambulant vendors face situations of both poverty and relative wealth. The money which 
comes in daily determines the living standard of the vendors. As a Peruvian friend once 
described the livelihood of street vendors, “sometimes they win and sometimes they lose, if 
they don’t make any money, they don’t eat or they eat something small, for example they eat 
bread with cheese or bananas for lunch, but if they make money they buy chicken” (Field 
notes, 8 September 2005, Q28). As the case of Domitila shows, one day ambulant vendors 
do indeed earn hardly enough to feed themselves and their children and on other days they 
will suddenly earn big amounts. This income variability makes that the income street vendors 
sometimes earn in one day often has to cover for many needs until the next vending success.

If the vendors do not sell for a couple of days, they become very concerned and have to be 
(what they called) creative to make ends meet. If they do not have money to buy food they 
will first try to fall back on their earnings from the days before. As Tomas stated when I 
interviewed him: “this month I didn’t sell anything, I’m taking from my savings, that’s it, and 
this is how it is when there is no tourism” (Interview, 17 October 2005, Q29). Other vendors 
pointed out that their savings ran out very fast when they passed a couple of days without 
vending anything and they would then have to look for other solutions. Like Domitila, many 
vendors indicated that they buy food on credit if they have an empty purse. They borrow some 
rice or other food in a grocery shop and pay it back as soon as they are able to sell something. 
Other vendors fall back on the agricultural products of their place of origin “all I can do 
is go to my home in the countryside and get some potatoes, corn, and wheat” (Interview 
Domérica, 29 September 2004, Q30). The vendors also borrow money from their companions 
or relatives, or they can sometimes fall back on the earnings of other family members, such as 
husbands or children. In cases of bad vending days or periods, street vendors try to combine 
their activity of street vending with other income-generating activities. During low season, 
Miguel for example went back to his former job in a bakery. He said “sometimes I go back 
to work at the bakery, if I don’t sell anything for two or three days or only make two or three 
Soles, enough to eat and that’s it, then I go back to the bakery for a week or sometimes 
two, until the plaza is busier again” (Interview Miguel, 5 September 2005, Q31). Some female 
vendors said they tried to wash clothes in the low seasons or in the periods they could not 
make money from tourism. They sold other products at the local market or combined street 
vending with errand work in a restaurant, assisting in a jewellery workshop or trying to open 
an arts and crafts shop or grocery shop besides their activity of street vending.

Another strategy in dealing with economic insecurity is investing in merchandise and 
material objects to create an economic buffer for bad vending periods. Numerous vendors 
have said to invest in merchandise and artefacts such as a television or a gas cylinder when 
they have good vending days and they would sell these objects again as soon as they had no 
money to make ends meet. In the worst case scenarios the vendors sold their merchandise to 
wholesalers for less than the purchase price. Virginia told me that, “sometimes I say it doesn’t 
matter, I’m going to sell at any cost because I need the money” (Interview, 21 June 2005, Q32). 
Pedro once explained to me: “when I’m really broke, I sell at the lowest price, I don’t care 
about the price when I need to eat” (see Appendix 3, Q33). He, for example, once sold his 
trajetas for 2.50 Soles instead of 5 Soles because his school was starting in a quarter of an hour 
and he still had no money to pay for his examination stencils (Interview Pedro, 5 September 
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2005). Other vendors reported to have skipped school when they had no money to pay for the 
school costs of that day. Such solutions are often temporary or only applicable in situations 
of crisis. The vendors indicated that the only more durable solution was to work harder. So in 
case of crisis they would work longer by coming earlier and staying in the streets longer.

The merchandise is an important capital or investment of the street vendors. It is their 
economic security because merchandise diversity increases their vending chances. For 
example, many vendors indicated that the bigger the assortment, the more choice for tourists, 
and the better their vending chances were. Nevertheless, their merchandise can be considered 
both as their strength and as their weakness. On the one hand, it is their economic buffer in 
cases of economic downfall. On the other hand, the merchandise can also increase the street 
vendor’s vulnerability. As Reyna, a 26-year-old silverwork vendor pointed out:

It’s a risk having silverwork because you attract the attention of thieves. Let’s say 
a piece costs 20 or 30 Soles, for example. When you set up a tablero or a board to 
present your silverwork on, that tablero is worth 1,000 Soles and that will attract 
the thieves’ attention. It happened to me not too long ago, I had some bad luck 
and they stole a small parcel from this bag [refers to the bag in which she guards 
her merchandise reserve] they stole about 1,000 Soles worth, 1,200 more or less. 
It’s a risk given that it’s something small but it costs, right (Interview Reyna, 13 
July 2007, Q34)?

The case of Reyna clearly illustrates that in a sense street vendors with high value products are 
more vulnerable as they have a higher risk of selling nothing and losing substantial amounts 
of capital (through robbery, or merchandise seizure by the municipal agents).53 They also have 
to know how to manage their merchandise because vendors who do not fill up their stock but 
immediately spend every Sol they earn, are more vulnerable to complete fracaso.

In cases where the vendors ‘hit the jackpot’, they used the money for different purposes. 
Young children integrally handed over the big sum to their parents. Their income was used 
for general household expenses. Similarly to their usual income from street vending, the 
jackpot is spent on daily household costs, such as food, education, rent, clothing, electricity 
and water costs. This is why children have to be considered as important income suppliers 
for their households (see also Aragão-Lagergren, 1997: 207). As soon as children get older 
and more autonomous (see previous chapter), jackpots will be the first kind of incomes that 
young street vendors will not hand over to their parents anymore, but will spend directly in 
the streets. Some social workers I interviewed emphasized that children and adolescents who 
work in the streets are used to immediately spending substantial amounts of money on sweet 
stuff, internet games and billiards (Interview Juana, 10 August 2004 and Interview Guillermo, 
10 May 2005). Huberman (2005) speaks in terms of ‘useless expenditures’. She states that the 

53 The will and resilience of the vendors to recuperate of this kind of misfortune often surprised me. On 
several occasions I met vendors like Reyna who had lost a substantial amount of capital but who were 
able to recuperate relatively fast from this misfortune (Field notes, 5 July 2007). As long as they had some 
merchandise and courage left, they would have the ability to recover because whenever they could sell, they 
would earn quite a lot by raising their prices.
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presence of tourists influences the spending behaviour of children and enhances flows of 
globalization and socio-economic transformation. She states:

“With the comparative quick and easy money that they [the lower class and lower 
caste Hindu boys who worked in the informal sector of the foreign tourism 
industry] earned from foreign tourists, these boys acquired new chasing power in a 
market that was perceived as both seductive and dangerous. The Godaulia Bazaar 
(…) is one of the most congested and frequented shopping centers in the city. As 
such, it was said to tempt these children with ‘rich and oily’ restaurant foods, with 
‘fancy’ western clothes, with movies that contain ‘inappropriate’ adult scenes and 
with various addictive substances. Although the boys themselves regarded their 
increased access to these goods as one of the perks of doing tourism work, many 
others in the neighborhood viewed this as cause for concern and complained that 
these boys were far too engaged in useless expenditures” (Huberman, 2005: 162).

In Cusco, several young vendors themselves said to relish the bad habit of spending their 
money in a useless way. On lucky days they would spend their proceeds on what they called 

“luxury meals”, clothing, internet, games, alcohol or other drugs. This spending behaviour 
illustrates the common expression in the streets of Cusco: “easy money, easily wasted” or 

“plata que se gana fácil, se gasta fácil”. I have already indicated that street vendors (and especially 
the ones who sell high value products) have to put a lot of effort into getting their products 
sold and that therefore they do not really consider their job an easy one, or their earnings 

“easy money”. However, these perceptions change in cases where with a minimum of efforts 
and a maximum of good luck street vendors earn exorbitant amounts of money. In these 
cases of ‘hitting the jackpot’, the street vendors will consider their earnings as “easy money” 
which will not last very long. Tomas, for example, explained that in cases where tourists 
paid excessive prices for their products, the vendors spent the money directly. He illustrated 
his argument with an example from when he was still a shoe shiner. He said that tourists 
normally paid three or four Soles for the service of shoe shining, but when the tourists paid 15 
or 20 Soles for the same service “we directly went to play pinball, pool, billiards, etc. and that 
money doesn’t last at all, you don’t even notice it, it’s because you got it so easily, it didn’t cost 
you any effort” (Interview Tomas, 17 October 2005, Q35). The case clearly illustrates that the 
young vendors often consider the ‘jackpot’ as something extra that can be spent directly.

As soon as respondents have children and have to maintain a family, they will try to 
contribute all their earnings from the streets to the household budget. They will try to use 
their daily earnings as well as their exceptional earnings to pay back rent or other outstanding 
costs such as educational costs of their children. As soon as they ‘hit the jackpot’, they will 
fill up their stock and food provisions or secure the education of their children. As one 
respondent explained, when she had a good vending day she would pass by the market to buy 
potatoes, rice, onions, and other essential foods. It was her custom to secure food provisions 
for her young children (Interview Cristina, 3 July 2005). Another respondent made clear 
that if he were to earn 100 Soles he would spend it on the inscription fees for an English 
course (Interview Pedro, 5 September 2005). But adult street vendors do not always succeed 
in their objectives to use the income of street vending in a sustainable manner. Virginia, the 
silverwork vendor, pointed out:
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I have a hole in my pocket, I spend my money quickly. So I don’t have it in my 
hands, a waste of money: it may be on things that are not necessary which I buy for 
the pure joy of buying them. I buy them and that’s where the money goes, usually 
they’re toys, or food that I like a lot, or they might be little things. And there the 
money goes and that’s when a crisis comes, and I think, “how can I keep wasting 
so much [money] on things I don’t need?” and then I have no money (Interview 
Virginia, 21 June 2005, Q36).

I noticed that street vendors ascribed their difficulties of investing their money to the way 
they had earned it. Various street vendors suggested that they would be able to save money if 
they were to earn a fixed salary. With a fixed salary they believed they would be able to plan 
or calculate what amount would be coming in regularly, and how much they would have to 
keep as a reserve for certain costs, and what would be left. Caren explained that “a steady 
income is different, you can save it, and you do not spend it immediately” (Interview 16 May 
2005, Q37). In the same vein, Ana explained:

In the street, you get your money a little here and there, and you put it together, 
sometimes you spend it, when someone is sick. On the other hand, in a steady job 
the thing is they give it to you all at once. You see it, and like that, you can use it 
and spend it, while with a little here and there you can’t, sometimes someone gets 
sick and there goes the money (Interview Ana, 19 July 2007, Q38).

Especially adult men who had been working in the streets since childhood showed a lot of 
difficulties in getting out of the habit of direct spending behaviour. Demetrio pointed out 
that “in the street you can’t save, you’re not used to bringing money home” (Interview, 11 
October 2005, Q39). Humberto stated “when they pay you monthly, you earn a good amount. 
If you earn daily, for example, you can spend your daily earnings, if anything happens you 
spend it. You spend it and so it’s hard to save it” (Interview, 20 July 2007, Q40). All these 
vendors agreed that they could earn substantial amounts of money in the streets but that the 
management of earnings from street vending is much more difficult than management of 
proceeds from a steady job. They agreed that they could earn quite a lot from street vending 
but had a tendency to spend their earnings directly. This direct spending behaviour in some 
ways made them even more vulnerable economic actors. It made them used to spending large 
amounts of money, but it did not teach them how to manage their money to be able to tide 
over the bad days.

Street vendors’ saving behaviour

Street vendors develop their own mechanisms to reduce vulnerability and to avoid direct 
spending behaviour. A common way of protecting themselves against useless spending 
behaviour could be found in the saving systems of the ambulant street vendors. Street 
vendors rarely saved their money in a bank, because they did not have access to these formal 
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saving systems and because they expressed a lot of distrust in these systems.54 Geertz writes: 
“the impersonality, complexity, and foreignness of the mode of operation of such “capitalist” 
institutions [he refers to banks, saving cooperatives and the like] tends to make traditionalistic 
peasants, small traders, and civil servants suspicious of them” (1962: 242). The street vendors 
of Cusco did not put their money in a bank because they consider the rules too strict. They 
argued that they would have to start with a large amount of money and considered their 
earnings too small to put them in a bank. Furthermore, they felt that they would not be 
able to draw out their money whenever they needed it, and they would have to pay a lot of 
taxes while interests remained minimal. Because of this lack of trust in formal saving systems 
and their limited access to them, the street vendors developed their own systems of saving 
up money and reducing their vulnerability. As Bustamante et al. indicate, “[the informal 
merchants] have little access to the formal financial market, however, new ways of financing 
have been developed (collections, panderos, moneylenders, personal loans, etc.” (1990: 107).

One of the most common ways in which street vendors, especially the young vendors, tried to 
save money was by hiding money in a room, behind a bed, under a pillow, or in a money box. 
They saved their profits in a room so that they could make use of it whenever they needed 
to (something which, according to them, is impossible with a bank account). Cristina, for 
example, indicated that she took care of her monthly rent by putting away an amount of two 
Soles every day, so that she did not have to panic at the end of the month when it was time 
to pay her rent. Nevertheless, sometimes she still panicked because she had already spent it, 
or because she had forgotten where she had hidden the money (Interview Cristina, 3 July 
2005). In other cases, when I asked vendors explicitly about their savings amount, they would 
say that they did not have any savings at the time of the interview. Many street vendors said 
that, as they were able to use their savings at any time of day, the temptation was often too 
big. Consequently, they would search for more secure ways to save their money.

There are some NGOs – e.g. Qosko Maki and Casa Cargador – in which the members can 
apply for deposit boxes to save their money in. One of the social workers of these institutions 
explained to me that it is very important to offer this facility to street vendors because it 
supports them in getting out of their pattern of living from day to day. She indicated that 
giving street vendors (and more generally working children) the possibility of keeping their 
money in a safe place, stimulates them into saving up money. Consequently, according to 
her, these saving systems were very popular among the visitors of these NGOs (Field notes, 
2 September 2005). Indeed, when I asked some of the young vendors whether they would 
participate in informal saving systems, they referred to these boxes. Because of the security of 
the system, they considered it as an important alternative for saving money in a piggy bank at 
home (which many youngsters who did not have access to this system did).

54 I only met three street vendors with a bank account. One had a bank account because he received structural 
support from a foreign friend. The other street vendors had an account because in the case of the first one 
the husband had a fixed job with INC (National Institute of Culture) and in the other case the risk of 
saving money at home was too high.
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Pandero and reducing vulnerability

Another savings system to reduce vulnerability and to manage earnings from work in 
the streets is called pandero. The pandero is a collective saving and credit mechanism, or, 
according to ambulant vendors, a game which gives them the opportunity to bring together 
daily earnings, and to redistribute them by means of rotation (see also Aliaga Linares, 2002; 
Seligmann, 2004: 116-7). More specifically, a group of participants comes together to play, and 
determines in advance the number of participants, frequency of playing, amount of money, 
and way of raffle. With each turn, the collected money (of every individual participant) is 
assigned to one participant by way of raffle. Every time the game is played, former winners 
have to bring in money but can no longer draw out (as they already received their part of the 
game). Because winners have to continue bringing in their share of money, every time the 
same amount of money is collected and assigned to another participant. The game goes on 
until every participant has won the game once or every participant has got his or her money 
back.55

These kinds of systems are usually called rotating credit associations and were already brought 
to our attention by Geertz in 1962. Geertz states that, although with local adaptations and 
variations, this system can be found over a greater part of the world. He describes the general 
structure of the system as follows:

The basic principle upon which the rotating credit association is founded is 
everywhere the same: a lump sum fund composed of fixed contributions from 
each member of the associations in turn. Thus if there are ten members of the 
association, if the association meets weekly, and if the weekly contribution from 
each member is one dollar, then each week over a ten-week period a different 
member will receive ten dollars (i.e. counting his own contribution) (Geertz,1962: 
243).

Adams and Canavesi describe these rotating savings and credit associations as “an informal 
institution in which groups of individuals save, share risks, and also borrow” (1989: 219). In 
the case of pandero, the significance of this local variant is versatile and determined by the 
moment the participant wins the raffle. For the first winners the game can be considered as 
a self-controlling and informal form of micro credit because they see the money before they 
have to put it in. For the last winners in row the pandero is an informal saving system because 
they get the money after they have contributed it. This is why it can be considered as an 
informal saving and credit system at the same time.

55 As the system has an informal character and the participants determine the rules before the game takes 
place, panderos can be found in different shapes and sizes and rules vary from game to game. For example, 
I met a group of 43 ambulant vendors who played on a daily basis (with the exception of Sunday) for the 
amount of 10 Soles per person. Within this group the distribution of payouts among the members was 
fixed during the first meeting by drawing lots. Each vendor had to pick a numbered paper determining 
which day the participant would win the pandero. After the first meeting the members did not come 
together anymore and the leader (the president of the group) handled the collection and distribution of the 
funds (Field notes, 21 May 2005).
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In the streets of Cusco, mainly adult female street vendors of high value products participate 
in the panderos. The women use the money of the pandero for personal objects or little 
investments, such as stocking up on merchandise, food supplies, paying school costs and 
paying off a loan. The men who participate in these games are often pushed by their wives to 
take more responsibility in household needs and to share in rent and education costs. In both 
cases the main function of the pandero is to stimulate the vendors to achieve forced saving 
and to manage their money in a sustainable way. As Marina, an adult aquarelera, explained 
very clearly:

The pandero is really important for making progress, because if you play at the 
pandero you worry more about selling, no matter what, you have to manage to sell 
the same amount you play, so you have to sell (…) it’s a responsibility because they 
fine you if you don’t play, so you worry about saving, this is how you get out of this 
poverty, whatever happens you have to sell, it’s a responsibility (Interview Marina, 
3 July 2007, Q41).

In other words, the ambulant vendors consider the pandero as a constructive or sustainable 
way of dealing with their earnings. One of the other respondents believed that “the pandero 
is possibly a way to move forward, to seguir adelante” (Interview Virginia, 21 June 2005, Q42). 
It obliges the vendors to sell and at the same time it gives them the possibility to gather 
together the income of their street vending and to invest it at once into a clear project for the 
future such as school costs of their children or the building of their houses.

Nevertheless, the participation in a pandero does not necessarily reduce vulnerability or 
induce progress. Seligmann (2004: 16) describes the pandero as “a risky game, offset only by 
the strength of the social bonds between the players.”56 Several of my informants expressed 
their distrust and talked about the risk of participants disappearing after they received their 
part of the game or playing with corrupted organizers who vanished with all the collected 
money of the participants. Other vendors, such as Mercedez, indicated that they did not have 
the economic means to save money or that they did not earn enough to contribute on a daily 
basis to the savings systems:

I don’t earn monthly, everything I make is to fill the stomach. I don’t save, I don’t 
have savings, if I sold really well, I’d have savings again. But since I have three 
children there are times I go to Cusco and I have to buy sugar, rice, just to sustain 
us, nothing more (Interview Mercedez, 12 September 2005, Q43).

Mercedez did not participate in a pandero because she considered it a too high responsibility. 
She was afraid that she would not always be able to make her contribution and that she 
would run herself into debt. When I had the opportunity to observe a pandero raffle of 43 
street vendors it became clear to me that some of the participants of this system increased 
their debts. The pandero raffle took place before the yearly celebration of Inti Raymi, the 

56 Geertz (1962) emphasizes the social and cooperative aspect of the rotating credit association and notes that 
especially in the initial versions of the rotating credit association in Modjokuto (called arisan) the social 
aspect was even more important than the economic aspects. 
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former Inca festival which is considered the biggest tourist attraction of the year or the 
tourist climax of Cusco. Consequently, all the participants of the game wanted to win before 
this event took place to have the opportunity to invest in developing their merchandise and 
to make big money at the festival. After the papers were drawn, big discussions and bargains 
arose about the position of the participants in the pandero. Surprisingly, the vendors began to 
negotiate their positions for money. One of my informants, for example, drew number 34 and 
changed it with another vendor for number 12. As she paid 10 Soles for this exchange I asked 
her why she had done this. She explained that she really needed the money urgently (Field 
notes, 21 May 2005). In this sense, the pandero may meet the financial needs of the moment 
of the participants, but can also increase their economic vulnerability by giving them access 
to money they can hardly pay back. Reyna indicated that some street vendors have to borrow 
money to be able to contribute to the pandero. She commented that instead of being helped 
by this system, these participants got themselves into debt (Interview Reyna, 13 July 2007).

Canaston and capital accumulation

Another example of a rotating credit association street vendors of Cusco get involved in is 
the canaston. Generally, the duration of a canaston is one year, and participants contribute on 
a weekly basis. In the run-up to the canaston the group of participants determine the interest 
rate and period of credit. Every week the participants have to contribute a certain amount 
of money. The collected money is not redistributed by means of a raffle, as is the case in the 
pandero, but participants can apply for the sum of money every week after collection. The 
president decides which participant will receive the cash in the form of a micro-credit. The 
applicant receives the collected money as a loan and has the obligation to pay it back in a 
certain period of time and has to pay interest on the loan. At the end of the year all the money 
is brought together and distributed among all the individual participants. Sometimes the 
collected money is paid out in cash but sometimes the money is used for collective purchases 
of food, to be able to get discounts on these kinds of products. Because of the interests on 
the invested money, in contrast to the system of the pandero, an accumulation of capital takes 
place in this system. Sometime during the year the collected money is given away in the form 
of a micro credit. When the participant pays back the money plus the interest, both are added 
to the same canaston. Consequently, the amount of money paid out at the end of the year will 
be higher than the original amount invested.

Generally, the system of canaston is more popular with retailers than with street vendors 
because of the high capital requested. At the start of my research I met only a few street 
vendors who had participated in a canaston, but during my last fieldwork period this number 
of participants had increased remarkably. In 2007, 14 street vendors – mainly plateras, artesanos 
and aquareleros – of San Blas had started a canaston. They participated for 20 Soles weekly but 
some vendors participated for double (40 Soles) or even triple (60 Soles) the amount. They 
had started the canaston as described above, by giving the collected money away in the form 
of a micro credit, but at the moment of observation, the participants decided to stop offering 
these credits and to save the money in a communal bank account. As one of the participants 
explained:
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We’re putting it in a bank because it’s quite a lot. This is to have fewer problems 
with theft and ensuring the money doesn’t get lost. Every week the money goes 
to the bank, so more money accumulates and the participants don’t get into debt 
(Interview Reyna, 13 July 2007, Q44).

In other words, they put the money in the bank to ensure collective security and accumulation. 
At the moment of observation, they collected 1260 Soles per week; 420 Soles of the weekly 
contribution of the participants and 840 Soles from the repayment of the formerly tendered 
loans. Considering the large amounts of money which circulate in the canaston and the way 
street vendors talked about this system, it is clear that this is more than a simple survival 
mechanism to feed their children. The vendors strategically use the system to accumulate 
money collectively and to seguir adelante. They use it further as a security mechanism to build 
a buffer for the end of the year or to tide over the tourist low season. For example, at the end 
of the year the money of the canaston of the vendors of San Blas will be distributed over the 
individual participants. A third of the money would be used for the collective purchase of 
food such as sugar, rice and other dry food. This will give the participants the possibility to 
benefit from wholesale prices and to fill up their food supply for the first months of tourist 
low season.

The participants would use the money paid out in cash for different purposes. Several vendors 
indicated that they would use the money of the canaston to buy a plot of land in the outskirts 
of Cusco or to continue the construction on their houses (which in the case of street vendors 
always occurs in different steps because of lack of money) or the opening of a fixed vending 

Photo 5.1: Established vendors who are contributing to a canaston
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spot. In the case of Claudia, her participation in the different rotating credit associations 
could be considered as an investment for her expected absence from the streets:

Claudia told me that she has participated in various panderos to collect money 
to pay off her canaston. Since she knew she would be out of work because she is 
expecting a baby she has paid off her canaston for the coming months until the 
end of the year. This advance payment gives her the comfort and security to stay 
at home with the baby and to stop working for a while. As she proudly explained, 
this way she is sure the canaston will provide her with a sum of money of 1,000 US 
dollars at the end of the year. Claudia’s plans to invest the cash of the canaston in 
the opening of an arts and crafts shop in Cusco so that she would no longer have 
to work in the streets with a young baby to care for (Interview Claudia, 12 October 
2005).57

Like Claudia, many canaston participants are at the same time involved in one or more 
panderos. The weekly amount of money they have to invest indicates that substantial 
amounts of money circulate in the street vending business and that to some street vendors 
street vending is more of an entrepreneurial undertaking than a simple survival technique. 
Apart from her other weekly costs, Claudia was spending a total of 110 Soles per week on 
the panderos and canaston she was participating in. This amount was similar to the average 
investments of some of the participants of the canaston in San Blas. Marina and her husband, 
both aquareleros, participated each for 130 Soles per week in the canaston (Interview, 3 July 
2007). Reyna, a single mother and silverwork vendor contributed 90 Soles per week (Interview, 
13 July 2007). Tomas, an established aquarelero, was investing 160 Soles weekly in his informal 
savings systems, 60 Soles for his weekly contributions and 100 Soles to pay off his loans 
(Interview, 23 July 2007). These are clear examples of the income potentials of street vending. 
After all, the earnings of these vendors were substantially exceeding the Peruvian minimum 
wage and the average earnings of low value product vendors. In this sense, the canaston 
participants can be considered as the successful ambulant street vendors who do consider 
street vending as a profitable business and have the possibility to accumulate a small fortune. 
For them, to use the words of Bromley, street vending is a “laboratory for entrepreneurship” 
(2000: 3). They use the canaston to accumulate the earnings of street vending and to extend 
their livelihood possibilities.

Conclusion

In this chapter I have examined the income generating capacities of street vendors working 
in the tourist streets of Cusco. It has become clear that street vending in tourist areas is 
potentially a lucrative economic activity. Especially because tourists are not acquainted 
with local prices, street vendors in the tourist streets of Cusco have the possibility to earn 
substantial amounts of money. Strategically approaching the tourists combined with a certain 

57 When I went back to Cusco in 2007, Claudia was still working in the streets of Cusco. She could not make 
her dream of opening a fixed stall true because she spent all her saved money in medical operations for her 
child. 
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proportion of good luck can sometimes yield financial profits or gifts which far exceed the 
average minimum wage in Peru, or the average income of street vendors in Cusco. This 
possibility to ‘hit the jackpot’ makes the activity of street vending economically attractive and 
it explains to a certain degree the jealousy of the family of Lucia in the introductory citation 
of this chapter.

Nevertheless, economic fluidity is one of the most important characteristics of the income of 
tourist street vendors. I have indicated that the income of streets vendors varies daily, weekly 
and even yearly or seasonally, according to the tourist seasons. Consequently, at one moment 
street vendors do not earn anything and at other moments they can earn significantly more 
than average wage workers in the formal sector. This context of insecurity and variability 
makes street vendors vulnerable economic actors. For instance, street vendors argued that 
they might earn substantial amounts of money in the streets but that the management of 
their earnings from street vending was much more difficult than the management of the 
proceeds from a steady job. The expression plata que se gana fácil, se gasta fácil indicates that 
in many situations street vendors waste their ‘jackpot’ immediately on quick pleasures in the 
streets and that this immediate spending behaviour can sometimes increase their economic 
vulnerability. People winning the lottery, for insistence, in the long run also sometimes end 
up poorer than they were.

The established vendors who had to maintain a household with the income of street vending 
tried to cope with this vulnerability by participating in informal saving systems such as the 
pandero or the canaston. They participated in these systems in an attempt to manage the 
income of their street vending activities in a more sustainable way by keeping themselves 
from direct spending behaviour. The internal dynamics of these systems indicate that street 
vending can often be considered as a survival of the individual or the household but also 
that in the activity of street vending large amounts of money circulate, generating profits. 
The system of the canaston especially sheds light on the relatively large amount of money 
street vendors – and especially high value product vendors such as aquareleros, artesanos and 
plateras – often have to manage. It also emphasizes the importance of these systems to climb 
up to become an economically successful vendor. Nevertheless, one of the requirements 
of having access to these systems is the financial security to put in the daily or weekly 
contributions. Another basic principle of the rotating credit allocation proved to be trust and 
social cooperation. In this sense, social capital is another important asset in gaining access 
to these systems. In the following chapter I will further elaborate on the social capital of 
street vendors and its importance in climbing up to the position of a successful ambulant 
vendor. After all, income cannot be considered as the only indicator of the street vendor’s 
socio-economic position. Access to social networks is also of vital importance in determining 
the socio-economic position of the street vendor and in getting a better insight into the way 
street vendors deal with opportunities and vulnerabilities.
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6. The importance of social networks 
for ambulant street vendors

Street vending is more than an economic activity. The streets can be considered as a public 
space where hawkers build social relations. The social significance of the streets is at least as 
important as its economic significance. Besides offering them the most substantial profits, 
street vendors consider their work as a life style which allows them personal freedom, 
flexibility and to make social contacts. Street vendors come in contact with tourists, other 
ambulant vendors, merchants, jaladores, bricheros and other central figures who operate from 
the streets. Street vending can thus be considered as a social activity wherein social contacts 
are forged. These relations can be of vital importance to the street vendors’ vending success 
and their livelihood.

Lomnitz (1977) was one of the authors to recognize that involvement and participation in 
groups can have positive consequences for people living in the margins of urban society. 
Especially in situations of poverty, social networks are the first buoy to fall back on in times 
of misfortune and insecurity. According to Lomnitz, recently arrived immigrants fall back 
on social resources such as kinship, compadrazgo and friendship to survive in the city. She 
indicates that rural migrants have to convert their social resources into a form of economic 
security. The idea that you can strategically use (manipulate) your social relations for economic 
purposes corresponds with the different interpretations of the concept of social capital. In his 
analyses on the different forms of capital, Bourdieu (1986) considers social capital as one of 
the non-monetary forms which are important in gaining access to economic resources. He 
defines social capital as “the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked 
to possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalised relationships of mutual 
acquaintance and recognition” (Bourdieu, 1986: 248). Bourdieu’s interpretation of social 
capital was elaborated on by other social scientists (e.g. Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 1995; Portes, 
1998; Lin, 2001, Woolcock, 2001). Although they use the term in very diverse contexts and 
approach it in very different ways, in general two social capital approaches can be determined, 
namely the individual and the collective one. The first one focuses on the individual level 
of social capital and on the relationships between actors or between individual actors and 
a group (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988; Portes, 1998) while the latter gives social capital a 
collective character associated with communities and nations (Putnam, 1993, 1995; Woolcock, 
2001). I will mainly focus on the way social capital creates opportunities for the individual 
actor and the street vendor’s well being.

Studies about informal economy emphasize the role of social networks as an alternative 
(informal) security mechanism and as an incentive or impetus for economic success.58 

58 For one of the most recent research compilations on this theme see Fernandez-Kelly and Shefner (2006).
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Itzigsoghn states that “the possibility for subsistence and perhaps success for informal 
grassroots market economy is predicated upon the presence of networks of cooperation that 
can help strengthen the position of informal actors” (2006: 82). In the studies of street vendors, 
social capital is considered as an important economic asset to mitigate negative shocks and to 
take advantage of opportunities (e.g. Lyons and Snoxell, 2005). According to Aliaga Linares 
(2002) street vendors operate in a social web which gives them access to different forms of 
capital which would otherwise be unavailable or inaccessible to them. Trust, cooperation, 
or mutual aid – although limited – are very important aspects of the informal commerce 
in general (see Itzigsoghn, 2006) and of the activity of street vending in particular (Aliaga 
Linares, 2002). Consequently, it is a very important issue and merits more attention in the 
studies about street vending.

In the literature on social capital its positive effects are thoroughly reflected upon. The focus is 
on the advantage of social capital in gaining access to better and new livelihood opportunities, 
and on the way social capital of the poor acts as a substitute for a lack in physical or financial 
capital. Woolcock (2001), however, speaks about social capital as a “double-edged sword”. He 
states:

On the one hand, it [social capital] can provide community members with a 
familiar menu of benefits (…) but there is also a downside in that those same ties 
can place enormous claims on members’ obligations and commitments (Woolcock, 
2001: 195).

To present a balanced picture of the dynamics and forces of social capital, the negative 
consequences and limitations of social capital require just as much attention as its potentials, 
otherwise social capital would be presented as an ‘all-cure’ prescription for maladies (Portes 
and Sensenbrenner, 1993; Portes, 1998). On the basis of recent studies on the subject, Portes 
(1998) puts forward four negative consequences of social capital: exclusion for outsiders, 
excessive claims of group members, restrictions of individual freedoms, and downward 
leveling norms. As Portes indicates, these effects can be a guideline in studying the outcomes 
of social capital in all its complexity, and in developing the limitations and negative effects of 
social networks.

In this chapter I will focus on the social networks of street vendors by exploring three of their 
main social structures: the relations with the family, with other vendors (colleagues) and with 
tourists. In an attempt to throw light on the structure and dynamics of social capital of the 
street vendors, I will analyse the costs and benefits of these three forms of social interactions, 
and I will have a look at how these social networks influence the streets vendors’ possibilities 
to benefit from tourism. The first sections of the chapter are dedicated to family networks. In 
the first section I will describe how the activity of street vending is embedded in the family 
structure. I will make a distinction between vendors with weak and vendors with strong 
family ties. In a second section I will explore to what extent the family of the vendors can 
be considered as their social capital. In a third section I will focus on the contacts between 
the vendors. I will develop the idea that the contact with colleagues in the streets acts as a 
substitute for what street vendors lack in family networks. I will also demonstrate how social 
contacts in the streets entail a balancing act between competition and friendship. In a fourth 
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section I will describe the social interactions between tourists and vendors. One of the most 
important factors to distinguish the work of street vendors in tourism from the work of street 
vendors at the local markets, is the transnational interactions between street vendor and 
tourist. In most cases, these interactions cannot be considered as social capital because they 
are limited to a one-off contact. Nevertheless, I will argue that in some cases street vendors 
succeed in developing a more lasting relationship with tourists, which has an influence on 
their socio-economic position.

Street vending and family embeddedness

Every economic actor operates within social structures. One of them is the family structure. 
Hays-Mitchell states that “family is central to the lives and business operations of ambulantes” 
(1993: 1100). Although the success of small scale businesses of market vendors or more fixed 
vendors relies on family support, itinerant street vendors do not depend on the labor of the 
whole family to keep their economic activity going. Unlike market vendors they do not need 
support to build up, break down, or guard a market stall, or for product supply. In the arts 
and crafts centre of Cusco I, for example, interviewed mostly sons and daughters of stall 
owners, because they were the ones present in the arts and crafts centre. The owners produced 
souvenirs at home while their children looked after their stalls and sold their arts and crafts 
to the tourists. Therefore, since the whole family was involved in the vending activity, we can 
speak of a family business.

Street vending cannot be considered a family business, because itinerant vendors operate 
more or less on an individual basis. Nevertheless, the results of my survey show that 70 per 
cent of the street vendors had relatives, mainly siblings or mothers, who were also working 
in the streets as ambulant vendors. And although these vendors did not necessarily work 
together, many of them indicated that they relied on these relatives for the smooth running 
of their business. They fell back on their family network in the street, for an introduction, 
for example, or for protection, or to borrow and exchange money or merchandise. Several 
children and adolescents reported to work together with older siblings to protect each other 
against merchandise seizure and robbery when returning home at night. Other vendors 
appealed to their relatives for merchandise when tourists had a specific request they could 
not cater for themselves. I met, for example, two brothers who always worked together in 
the streets. The eldest was a postalero and the younger was a shoe shiner. They explained to 
me that they worked as a team to be able to offer the tourist two different ‘products’ and to 
have four eyes to signal possible dangers in the streets (Interview Pablo, 15 July 2004). Other 
vendors said they purchased their merchandise together with family members to have a 
bigger discount on their products.

The subsistence of the household depends largely on the economic activity of the street 
vendors. Profits and expenditures of the street vendors cannot be separated from the 
household budget, as the money they make in the street is often directly spent on daily 
living and household costs. Nevertheless, the degree to which household budgets depend 
on the income of street vending, varies according to the number of economically active 
household members working in the streets. A distinction can be made between households 
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who completely depend on street vending and households where other economic activities 
are carried out. The households who completely depend on a street vending income are the 
ones where all the economically active members work in the streets. It generally concerns 
single mother households where the mother is the only breadwinner of the family, where the 
single mother works with her children in the streets, or households of young parents who 
both work in the streets to provide for their family. These households generally have a greater 
risk of destitution than the households with multiple income sources, e.g. households with 
children working in the streets and parents working a steady job, or households with women 
working in the streets and husbands earning elsewhere. Vendors who could fall back on the 
income of a breadwinning partner clearly had greater economic freedom than street vendors 
who were single income providers for a household. In the former case the income of street 
vending was a supplementary contribution to the household budget whereas in the latter case 
the income of street vending was the determining factor of the living standard of the entire 
household. Furthermore, street vendors who have the possibility to fall back on the income 
from non-street vending activities are usually less vulnerable to shocks than the ones who 
depend wholly on the income from street vending. As various studies have indicated, income 
diversification is an important strategy for households to minimize their risks (Baud, 1994: 
90; Ellis, 1998; Haan and Zoomers, 2003).

However, the household composition does not necessarily determine the degree of support. 
Chant, for example, states that, “it should be noted that in cases where women partners are 
earning, men may keep more of their wage for themselves such that women’s incomes end up 
substituting rather than complementing those of partners” (2003: 25). Similarly in the case 
of ambulant street vendors, it became clear that when the man earned, the woman vendors 
experienced greater economic freedom when the man devoted his earnings to the fulfillment 
of collective needs. There where also cases in which men spent their income on individual 
purposes, so that the income of the women had to cover all of the household costs. Also 
children and adolescents were often less supported by their families than they would let on. 
Sometimes they had working parents, but this did not necessarily mean they could fall back 
on them for economic support. Street vendors often come from economically and socially 
vulnerable families with problems of poverty, violence, alcoholism and illness. The degree to 
which they were able to fall back on family support differed from case to case and depended 
on the power relations structured by gender and age. It would be misleading to overestimate 
the cohesion of the family and to consider the household as a harmonious unit or as a black 
box free from conflict and internal differences (see González de la Rocha, 1994; Baud 1997). 
Although there can be a good amount of solidarity, affection and reciprocity, the livelihood of 
many vendors is marked by violence and maltreatment. For example,

Cristina is a 28-year-old single mother of two children of five and 10 years old. 
She started the interview – which took more than two hours – by indicating that 
her life is marked by maltreatment. The respondent grew up with her mother and 
her stepfather in one of the pueblos jovenes of the Santiago district. She knows her 
natural father but it hurts her that he never recognized her, he did not give her his 
surname and that he never educated her. When she was 10 years old, she started 
working as an ambulant vendor of lemons and green peppers because her mother 
was always hitting her and throwing her out of the house. Her mother did not pay 
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for her schooling so she went to work to be able to pay her tuition fees and to buy 
a school uniform. She stopped going to school in her second year of secondary 
school and started to work as a vendor fulltime. At 18 she became pregnant by a 
bus driver and moved into his house. After seven months of pregnancy she was 
locked out by her boyfriend because he had started a relationship with another girl. 
Because she had no other options she went back to her mother, but her mother 
was still abusive towards her. Cristina made several attempts to escape from her 
mother, but she always came back because she had nowhere else to go. Cristina 
was 21 when her mother died of alcohol abuse. She told me how she did not 
have anyone, she was left to her own devices, but very soon after the death of her 
mother she met her second husband and moved in with him. Because the man 
would not accept her three-year-old daughter, Cristina left her daughter with the 
fathers’ parents. She began ‘a new life’ with her 15 years older husband. She became 
increasingly dependent on her husband, who turned out to be an abusive alcoholic. 
He did not provide her with food. Cristina became pregnant of her second child 
but the baby died two days after being born. In spite of this, they stayed together 
and she became pregnant again. The abuse continued, however, and she was unable 
to run away. She tried several times but she always went back because he would 
find her and try to win her back with (false) promises of bettering his life. She had 
nobody to go to or to fall back on (this changed when she secretly started selling 
postcards in the streets, as I will explain later on) (Interview Cristina, 3 July 2005).

The tough life story of Cristina is illustrative of a lot of vendors’ stories in the streets of Cusco. 
Not only the stories of adult women, but also those of youngsters and even children were 
similar to Cristina’s. Pedro, for example, told me that he would raise his children differently 
from the way his father had raised him. His father had never helped him to support him in 
his education and had always claimed that it was better to work. When Pedro was around 
seven years old, his father took him to work with him in the goldmines in the jungle of Peru. 
Pedro said his father never treated him like a son and even exploited him. He had to work as 
hard as the other workers but did not receive any money for it. Pedro stressed that for him it 
did not matter that his father did not pay him, but it hurt him that he did not treat him well. 
He said, “what got to me was that he was supposed to treat me better than the other people 
because I’m his son, I wanted him to show me affection but he didn’t show me any affection, 
he has never shown me affection” (Interview Pedro, 5 September 2005, Q45). The stories of 
Cristina and Pedro clearly indicate that not all vendors can fall back on a family network 
for support. The degree of family support varies from case to case and is forever changing. 
Family support is not constant or self-evident, and it is therefore of vital importance to 
understanding family networks, in a dynamic rather than a static sense (González de la 
Rocha, 1994).

Family dynamics and social capital

Family networks are a significant variable in the socio-economic well being of street 
vendors. At least street vendors consider the family to be an important asset in coping with 
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vulnerability and deprivation. The following quote from Cristina, for instance, illustrates the 
importance of family networks for the street vendors’ morale:

It’s sad not having any sisters, not having a mom, not having a dad, it is really sad. 
Your birthday comes and what do you do if you don’t have anyone? You just stay 
quietly in your room. If you want to, you sleep; if you don’t want to, you don’t sleep. 
In my case, I’m so alone, I don’t have anywhere to go. Mother’s Day comes around 
and you have nowhere to go, Christmas day comes around and you’re alone in your 
room [with your daughter]. You have no one, so you cry” (Interview Cristina, 3 July 
2005, Q46).

Cristina explicitly named social isolation as a key factor in contributing to her lesser state 
of well-being. Zoomers emphasizes the importance of family networks with the Quechua 
phrase Waqcha (2006: 1035). She states:

Waqcha means orphan, someone without relatives or kin, lacking in family relations 
rather than in money. In the Andes, ‘to be waqcha’ is to lack the resources generated 
by social, family and community relations through the system of complementary 
and reciprocal exchange (ayni, mink’a, faena) (Zoomers, 2006: 1035).

In this respect, family networks constitute a fundamental capital for the street vendors. The 
most socially isolated vendors, such as abandoned children and deserted mothers, run the 
greatest risks of becoming destitute. Since they were pulled out of their most immediate 
social surroundings, they are permanently in search of moral support and security. They are 
socially extra vulnerable because they have no access to family networks to fall back on in 
case of misfortune. In this sense, they are severely disadvantaged compared to street vendors 
who have moral and material support from their family networks.

Furthermore, family support and its value to the street vendors cannot be taken for granted. It 
requires investments from the vendors if they want to get something in return of their family. 
There was a common ground in the dynamics of the family relations of street vendors. One 
striking observation was the way street vendors constantly redefined their family relations 
for personal benefit. The case of Caren’s family illustrates that a careful analysis of costs and 
benefits always determines the helpfulness of the family members.

Caren is a 19-year-old aquarelera who has been selling in the streets since 
childhood. When I met her for the first time she was living with her boyfriend’s 
family. She has nine brothers and sisters. Her two eldest sisters were living with 
their husbands in Cusco and Arequipa and one of her brothers was also living in 
Arequipa. Another sister was adopted by two development workers and had gone 
to live abroad with them when she was six years old. The father of the family was 
(and still is) an alcoholic who mooched around between his birthplace and Cusco. 
Caren’s mother took care of her five youngest daughters. During my fieldwork 
Caren’s mother died and the youngest single sister – Carmen, who was 17 years old 
– decided to care for her younger siblings. She received economic support from her 
elder sisters to do so. In addition, the family of the adopted sister decided to pay 
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the school fees of the four youngest sisters who still had not finished high school. 
The other sisters sporadically sent money to Carmen and during the holidays they 
all went to Arequipa to live in the house of the elder sister. To relieve her of some 
of her household responsibilities, Carmen proposed to send her five-year-old 
sister to the sister living in Arequipa. This sister, however, did not agree because 
she was still too young to look after her son and to bring him to school when 
she had to go out for work. Carmen told me that she was very disappointed in 
her sister’s selfish choice. She said it was a shock to discover that even to her own 
sisters, everything was about money (Interview Caren, 16 May 2005 and interview 
Carmen, 16 September 2005).

The case clearly illustrates on the one hand the importance of family networks, especially in 
times of misfortune, and the limitations of family support on the other hand. For Carmen, it 
was a big disappointment to witness how her sister in Arequipa chose personal benefit over 
helping out a sister by deciding who she wanted to accommodate in her house. The case 
exemplifies what Gonzáles de la Rocha (1994) calls the contradictory nature of the household 
and the fact that networks of solidarity and reciprocity are not free from conflict.

All these elements led me to argue against the idea that the household can analytically not 
be considered as social capital. Bourdieu’s original social capital definition explicitly focuses 
on assets gained through membership in networks beyond the immediate family (Bourdieu, 
1980). He describes family networks as cultural capital rather than social capital. Contrary 
to Bourdieu, I consider the family as social capital of the street vendors, because the family 
network is an important contributor to the social safety net of the vendors. However, the 
families of the vendors proved to be not a constant unit which street vendors could fall back 
on at any time as some harmonious family studies suggest (see Harris, 1984). The family can 
be considered as social capital because it requires investment strategies to get something in 
return. After all, one of the most important dynamics of social capital is the fact that one 
has to invest to get something in return; at the same time the returned gift is an important 
incentive to construct a proper relationship. Another reason to consider the family as social 
capital rather than cultural capital is related to the potential downsides of family networks. 
As indicated, the family can be considered as an important support in the livelihoods of 
ambulant street vendors and as an asset for social mobility. However, every asset has potential 
negative side-effects. As the case of the single mothers living in extended families showed, 
family networks can constrict social mobility.

In the outskirts of Cusco a lot of families live together in extended families. Several adult 
vendors said they lived on the same compound as their parents. They live together to share 
living costs such as rent, water and electricity. They can appeal to each other for practical 
needs such as child care or care for grandparents. Single mother vendors, especially, still live 
on the same compound as their parents. In general, the single mothers live with their parents 
because they cannot afford their own place and parents or younger siblings can support them 
with childcare and general living costs, which can be shared among the residents. Single 
mothers also live in extended families because of the shame and dishonour attached to out-
of-wedlock birth and/or marriage failure (Chant, 2003). The way these – what Chant calls 

“embedded female headed sub-families” (2003: 16) – share living costs varies from case to case. 
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Some extended families live together but cook separately, while others share all economic 
resources. Although various studies consider living in an extended family as an informal 
security system or as a private safety mechanism (e.g. Jelin, 1991; Gonzáles de la Rocha, 2006), 
the single mothers I spoke to expressed their ambivalent feelings with regard to the real 
support or advantages of living together in extended families. Domitila, a single mother of 
three children, is one of many to doubt if the advantages compensate the costs of living in 
extended family:

Sitting on a bench on the Main Square, Domitila told me that she recently moved 
from her parents place because the pressure on her economic resources became too 
high. Both her parents worked the field in the countryside, but were unemployed 
in the city. Because the father was an alcoholic and the mother an ama de casa, 
the parents appealed to their children – especially to Domitila and her 18-year-old 
sister who also sold postcards to tourists – for economic aid to the household. She 
complained that her parents were always asking for money and that it was hard to 
refuse them, as it was hard to cook separately for her own children. Consequently, 
at her parents place she was always cooking for her entire – extended – family, 
which is why she had to cook ‘economically’. Now that she was living alone, she 
could afford to cook something special for her children. She proudly told me that 
the week before the interview, she had bought a kilo of chicken to prepare for her 
children (Interview Domitila, 5 May 2005).

Like Domitila, many single mother street vendors living in extended families complained 
about the excessive claims the extended family make on them. It seemed commonplace that 
the extended families did not have a rotation system for cooking, and that the food supply for 
the whole extended family often landed on the shoulders of the single mothers. As the case of 
Domitila exemplified, the financial pressures of their families can have negative consequences 
for their opportunities to social mobility. The families’ expectations are more of an obstruction 
than an opportunity for personal development of the individual members:

In the second period of my fieldwork Clara, the younger sister of Domitila, had 
recently finished secondary school and had stopped selling postcards in the streets 
of Cusco. Clara had begun working in the arts and crafts shop to save money to 
be able to study English. Domitila, however, expressed her worries about Clara’s 
chances of saving money for her further education. Her parents were asking too 
much money to allow Clara to save any. Domitila denounced her parents’ behaviour, 
saying that her parents should be pleased with Clara’s efforts to pay for her own 
education and that the least they could do is to support her emotionally (ibid.).

The case of Domitila’s family clearly illustrates the negative effects and limitations of social 
capital. After all, the expectations of the extended family can be regarded as “downward 
levelling norms”, which form an obstruction to the freedom and economic development 
of the individual family member (see Portes 1998). Not all informants I met had the same 
opportunity Domitila had to escape these restrictions on individual freedom and the negative 
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forms of social pressure.59 Several vendors explained that they did not have the means to 
separate from the extended family and that they had no other option than staying together 
because rental costs were too high.

Access to family networks is a significant determinant of the socio-economic well-being 
of the street vendors. The family networks of ambulant street vendors can be considered as 
social capital to fall back on in times of misfortune and insecurity. However, family networks 
have some important limitations. The stories of the relationships between the vendors and 
their families illustrate that the family network is not a natural given capital, but something 
which has to be actively sought and built through investment strategies. As the cases of the 
single mothers show, the investments are not always in balance with what one gets in return. 
The erosion of kin-based support networks, as Chant (2003) calls them, often weakens street 
vendors’ family ties to such an extent that it makes it impossible to fall back on any family 
support at all (see the case of Cristina). For the socially isolated respondents the contacts in 
the streets were an important asset in being able to extend the social network to outside the 
family, and to improve their vulnerable socio-economic position.

Social interactions among the vendors

Conducting fieldwork in the streets of Cusco is a social affair. Although initially the vendors 
were a little reserved to allow me into their social lives, our contact grew in the course of 
fieldwork and I shared many of the hours the hawkers passed in the streets. Although I did 
not sell, we talked, had fun, ate together, played football on the squares of Cusco. Lunch 
for tourists, for example, is a favourite football hour for the male vendors. They play among 
friends or challenge the vendors of another square to play a football match. These social 
interactions made participant observation among the vendors very enjoyable and made me 
realize that street vending, like every other human activity, has a social function. Invernizzi 
(2003) emphasizes that especially for children, diversion, amusement, and contact with peers 
is an important aspect of the work in the streets (see also Ridge, 2002). Many vendors said 
they got bored when they were at home and they would cheer up when they were out in the 
streets, where they could have fun and be with friends. One of my respondents, a former 
shoe shiner, still came to the streets on his days off. As he got terribly bored in his room he 
came to the streets to meet his friends, to play football and to be in contact with tourists. 
He said: “I’m not calm at home, I’ve become used to going out into the streets, or to just 
being outdoors surrounded by other people” (Interview Humberto, 1 July 2005, Q47). Cross 
indicates that “a high level of cooperation and camaraderie exists among vendors because 
of their common problems” (1998: 104). Seligmann makes the same observation about the 
importance of social contact at the work place for the market women of Cusco (2004: 38). 
Like these market women, the street vendors work outside to make a living, but also to 
socialize and to escape from the dismal conditions at home. The story of Cristina, the main 
character in this chapter, illustrates quite clearly that the streets can function as an important 

59 I do not know if the separation of Domitila was temporary or not. Since the compositions of the 
households are quite changeable, it would have been a question of how long Domitila’s separation from her 
extended family could be maintained.
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diversion from precarious home situations and that the contact with other vendors can act as 
a substitute for their lack of a family network.

When the second daughter of Cristina was three months old she turned to the 
streets and started selling postcards to be able to feed her baby. Through the 
activity of street vending, she finally succeeded in escaping from her violent and 
alcoholic husband. She became independent, earning her own money, and getting 
moral support from other vendors. Cristina explained that her social contacts 
proved to be very important for her separation process. Especially the support of 
one of her vending partners was very helpful to her because this friend became 
the godmother of her youngest child. Cristina often expressed how grateful she 
was for the moral and material support she received from her comadre (Interview 
Cristina, 3 July 2005).

The case of Cristina emphasizes the importance of moral support of other vendors and of 
establishing friendships in the streets. Cristina often repeated that she cried a lot because 
of her problematic home situation. She talked about it with the other vendors, which 
helped her because, she said, “talking about my life is a release” (see Appendix 3, Q48). She 
succeeded in extending her limited family network and to a certain extent found economic 
and social security in the streets, through the social alliance of compadrazgo (godparenthood). 
Similarly to several other street vendors, she was bound to one of her colleague vendors 
by a compadrazgo relationship (see also Hays-Mitchell, 1993: 1099). According to tradition, 
godparents help with the realization of the baptism festivities by buying the outfit of their 
godchild and by bringing one or more trays of beer. In return, they get to have a central place 
in the event and they receive a lot of food and drinks. However, the compadrazgo relationship 
is not restricted to helping out with the baptism festivities. It is also considered as a way to 
expand the official social network of both families, “a mechanism for strengthening social 
solidarity in the networks of reciprocal exchange”, as Lomnitz (1977: 159) states. The task 
of the godparents is to help each other as much as possible, and to extend social alliances 
(Padraza Valverde, 1992: 129).

Several vendors underlined the importance of creating and maintaining contacts in the streets, 
to share their life and family problems with, as Cristina did. Pedro the former presented 
tarjeta vendor explained to me: “[in the street] I have my friends who are in the same 
situation as me, we talk about our problems. Friends with money talk differently, I can’t talk 
to them; I can talk to people who are like me” (Interview, 5 September 2005, Q49). Sharing 
problems can mitigate the street vendors’ anguish and alleviate their individual distress. This 
is why the vendors value highly the conversations with other street vendors. Street vendors 
also appeal to each other for practical support, to keep an eye on their merchandise, to 
protect each other in hazardous situations, to exchange small money, to borrow petty sums 
and to expand their ‘social security’ network in general. In contrast to street vendors on 
local markets (Hays-Mitchell, 1993; Cross, 1998; Agadjanian, 2002; Aliaga Linares, 2002; 
Lazar, 2007), the street vendors working in the tourist streets of Cusco are not collectively 
organized in unions or associations. Ultimately, they will only group together in the streets 
to defend themselves against the constant menace of being snatched by the municipal agents. 
They work individually but fall back on one another for safety and to have access to informal 
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credit systems (see former chapter). In other words, the social contacts of the vendors can be 
considered as their social capital. The stronger the social networks in the streets are, the more 
the street vendors can fall back on moral and material support in gaining access to the streets 
and in their livelihood in general.

Similarly to the family networks, social interactions in the streets are not all peace and 
harmony. The emphasis on solidarity and reciprocity should not obscure the fact that 
social networks also include conflicts. Street vendors are in permanent conflict with each 
other over territory and other competitive issues. Although they did not speak in terms of 
territorial demarcations, the comments of the vendors about how they had to gain access 
to the streets, points to the fact that there is some territorial competition going on. Many 
vendors complained about the violent quarrels about territory they have had or witnessed 
when newcomers entered the streets. Miguel, for example, said he had encountered a lot 
of difficulties in trying to get access to the streets because he was not introduced by an 
established vendor. He quarrelled and fought with established vendors who tried to snatch 
his merchandise from him and who refused to tell him where he could buy new merchandise 
(Interview Miguel, 5 September 2005). Another respondent witnessed a fight between 
vendors about the products they were selling. On the day a group of watercolour vendors in 
Pisac decided to change their merchandise to silverwork, it came to a violent conflict with 
knives. The other silverwork vendors could not accept the watercolour vendors invading their 
‘domain’ (Interview Leonora, 26 September 2005). There were more testimonies about the 
conflicts the vendors experienced when they wanted to change from one product to another.

Photo 6.1: Street vendors on Plazoleta San Blas
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Competition is one of the main causes of conflict between the vendors. Street vendors 
consider it as one of the most important obstructions to their vending possibilities. One of 
the most common complaints was that there is too much competition in the streets, and 
that vendors do not sell and earn as well as they used to (see also Simon, forthcoming). In an 
interview in 2005, Virginia reflected on her vending as a child. She said:

Before, only mothers would sell in the streets, but these days former vendors bring 
their whole families to the streets. Street vending has increased … now everyone is 
selling, even the children sell, even the grandchildren are starting to go out to sell, 
and so it keeps on growing (Interview Virginia, 21 June 2005, Q50).

Although Virginia’s dissatisfaction may to some extent be ascribed to a distorted view of 
the past, increased competition was an observable trend during the course of my fieldwork. 
Over the years prices have dropped because of intensified competition. Street vendors are 
sometimes more aggressive to win tourists over to their side. The street vendors mentioned 
that one of the most important unspoken vending rules is that they may not bother or 
interrupt other vendors who are in the process of bargaining with tourists, but that these 
ethical rules are broken more often because of the increase in competition and diminishing 
sales. These confrontations create a lot of distrust among the vendors and often render the 
friendships that were established in the streets very vulnerable. They give occasion to gossip 
and badmouthing, which often results in jealous conflicts among the vendors. Agadjanian 
speaks of “dialects of competition and cooperation” (2002: 261). Aliaga Linares argues that 
street vendors have to accept some degree of individual competition in order to maintain the 
sustainability of the group (2002: 95). In this sense, like family relations the social relations 
between the vendors are also very dynamic and unsteady. Street vendors are continually 
balancing between competition and cooperation and their social relationships can therefore 
change from day to day. Friendships in the streets have their limits because even your own 
friends are possible competition. I observed how from one minute to the next, friends 
abruptly became enemies and vice versa.

The dialectic feature of social relationships and the limitations of social support and 
reciprocity are expressed in the relationship of compadrazgo (or ‘godparenthood’). Mauss (1967) 
points out that one of the most important principles of reciprocity is the spiritual mechanism 
which obliges us to offer a return gift for a gift received. The principles of compadrazgo clearly 
indicate that local power relations are established with return expectations of the godparents. 
This is why some authors place critical remarks on the relationship of compadrazgo. Degregori 
et al. (1986) describe compadrazgo as a form of clientism or as an asymmetrical reciprocal 
relationship of which one person generally benefits more than the other. Gutiérrez speaks 
in terms of “class solidarity” in which the social and economic power of the godparents 
results in a complete submission of the biological parents of the godchild (1983: 192). After 
all, in theory godparents act voluntarily, but in fact their gestures are based on obligation 
and economic self-interest. I met, for example, many street vendors who complained that 
they were a kind of employee for life to their godparents. For years, one of my respondents 
had been washing the clothes of three of her compadres every week. She said that the time 
she invested in this moral obligation restricted her possibilities to wash clothes for money to 
maintain her family (Interview Mariela, 10 September 2004). In this case, even as in family 
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networks, these mutual obligations and expectations of compadrazgo were a burden on the 
socio-economic possibilities of the street vendors.

In conclusion, social interactions in the streets are of vital importance to the activity of street 
vending and to the extension of family networks. Vendors with a strong family support 
network are less vulnerable for the social dynamics of the streets because they are less 
dependent on casual contacts than isolated vendors are. Women, for example, who can fall 
back on the steady income of their husbands for household needs, generally do not participate 
in collective saving and credit systems. They consider the participation in the pandero or 
canaston too risky and generally express a higher degree of trust in the economic support of 
their relatives. However, vendors who do not have the security to fall back on this kind of 
economic support, continually search to extend their social network in the streets. Women 
tend to participate in the informal saving systems and look for godparents to compensate 
the limitations and restrictions of their family networks. Children and adolescents who were 
raised in physically and/or emotionally abusive families look for affection and security in the 
streets. A wholesaler once explained to me that children who are abandoned by their families 
try to build friendships in the streets in an attempt to attain the tenderness they never 
found at home or elsewhere. He said that postaleros and other street vendors are looking for 
attention and affection in the streets (Interview Marco, 13 July 2007). This search for affection 
makes them vulnerable as social actors. The lack of family embeddeness and parental control 
increases the risk of child vendors being negatively influenced by peers and becoming juvenile 
delinquents or drug addicts (see also Chapter 3). Nevertheless, family embeddeness is not the 
only criterion in expressing social vulnerability and the possibilities of social mobility in the 
streets. Experience of the vendor is another important factor in determining the social capital 
of the vendors. In my observations, the established vendors were significantly more likely to 
claim good relations with other vendors, to report of vendors helping each other out, and of 
enjoying greater respect among vendors than the newcomers. They used their social contacts 
to proclaim a certain authority and status in the streets. This gave them the opportunity to 
benefit more than newcomers from the positives of tourism, because they had taken the best 
vending spots, had access to informal saving systems and had the upper hand in competitive 
issues.

Contact with tourists

The contact between street vendor and tourist is very different from the contacts they 
encounter within their local social networks. In general, the contact between street vendor 
and tourist cannot be considered as social capital because in the majority of the cases the 
interactions are restricted to a one-off interchange of words and/or goods. Ryser, for example, 
studied the interactions between tourists and children or adolescents vending in the streets of 
Cusco and concludes that the contact between child and tourist is generally very superficial, 
short-lived, little profound and usually based on economic significance (Ryser, 1997: 47). My 
observations support his conclusion that most of the contacts between street vendors and 
tourists are restricted to – what Ryser (1997) calls – a “pure sell and buy level”. My informants 
indicated that most of the time their contact with tourists is restricted to the few minutes of 
interaction involved in vending. They said that they would try to start a conversation with the 
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tourist by asking them some general questions they learned to express in English. They would 
ask about the tourist’s impression of Cusco, their place of origin, the duration of their stay and 
the tourist attractions they have visited. The vendors consider these questions as a practical 
way to approach the tourists and to explore their degree of interest. These interactions can be 
a positive experience if the tourist is friendly and interested in the products they sell or as a 
negative experience if the tourist ignores the vendors or even insults them. Pedro recounted 
that “there are good and bad tourists: the bad ones yell at you and get annoyed; the good 
ones listen to your problems, they understand” (Interview, 5 September 2005, Q51). There are 
a lot of vendors who complained about the ignorance and disrespect of the tourists. Emilio, 
a 13-year-old postal vendor, for example, complained “when I offer them my postcards or 
something, they shout at us and get annoyed, they even call the police sometimes because 
they think we want to rob them” (Interview, 15 September 2005, Q52). However, the tourists 
who do show an interest in the vendors and who give them the opportunity to show them 
their products mostly balance out these negative experiences.

Some vendors indicated that they had had personal conversations with tourists – who 
generally speak Spanish – about their family situation or personal life in general. They 
said conversations were the most important ‘warming-up’ to convince a tourist to buy 
their products and that it could prompt an invitation for a meal in a restaurant or other 
activities such as football matches or day trips into the Cusco region. In this sense, these 
personal conversations and activities of pleasure can be the beginning of a more amicable 
relation between the tourist and the vendor. They can generate a social relationship between 
street vendor and tourist, whereby the tourist supports them. I met a few vendors who had 

Photo 6.2: Aquarelero vending watercolour paintings to tourists
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encountered a tourist who sponsored them by sending them a fixed amount of money on a 
monthly basis. Other vendors told me of similar cases whereby tourists became part of their 
social support network.

Although long-term contacts or amicable relationships between tourists and vendors are 
rather exceptional, they form an important component of the transnational interactions 
and experiences of the vendors. It is plausible that the number of long-term or amicable 
relationships between vendors and tourist are becoming more common than in the time of 
Ryser’s study in 1997. After all, in recent years the touristic character of Cusco has changed 
and Cusco attracts more and more tourists, who stay for a longer time. They come to open a 
business, to learn Spanish, to do research and to work as a volunteer or development worker. 
Although their status as tourists may be under discussion and although they are not the most 
important souvenir buyers, their presence offers new possibilities for relationship between 
gringos and street vendors. This fragment illustrates this evolution:

Pedro is a 19-year-old tarjeta vendor who has been working in the streets since 
childhood and whom I have quoted several times in this dissertation. He told me 
with great enthusiasm that he had recently met three American girls who were 
learning Spanish at the Spanish School of San Blas. They were very different from 
the other tourists he had met until that time, because they listened to his problems 
and gave him confidence. He explained that he really liked these friends: “I have 

Photo 6.3: Daily ignorance of tourists street vendors have to reckon with*

* Special thanks to Britta for providing this picture
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good memories of these friends, they know how to empathize with other people’s 
problems, I like them, we became close and I invited them to my house, they met 
my mother, my sister, my home” (see Appendix 3, Q53). In exchange, Pedro painted 
his first big watercolour painting as a goodbye present for his new friends. Now 
the girls are back in the United States and stay in touch via the internet. Pedro is 
awaiting the comeback of one of the girls, because she has promised to visit him 
again after a year. Pedro ended our conversation by explicitly stating that in all the 
years these are the only tourists with whom he has created a personal and trusting 
relationship, “the other [tourists] are common, they don’t talk to you, they don’t 
help you; you only befriend them for the time it takes you to sell something, that’s 
it” (Interview Pedro, 5 September 2005, Q 54).

It is not just a coincidence that Pedro developed an amicable relationship with tourists who 
were learning Spanish in Cusco. Indeed, if tourists stay in town longer, the contact between 
vendor and tourist has a chance to develop, and can become a long-term contact. In the cases 
of relatively long-term contacts between vendors and tourists, vending is no longer the only 
motive to keep in touch with the tourists. Vending has then moved on to become a project 
in which the construction of social relationships is paramount. Although street vendors never 
explicitly talked in terms of a project, I was able to observe that they strategically explored 
the possibilities of creating a long-term contact with tourists who could support them by 
giving them a tip, by sponsoring their tuition fees, or by giving them presents, clothes or 
food.60 They tried to extend their social networks for economic gains.

Many vendors indicated that they would like foreign godparents for their children in order 
to avoid the local reciprocal expectations that are associated with compadrazgo in Cusco. The 
vendors tend to assume that tourists act out of compassion and do not expect something in 
return. Nevertheless, I observed that power and reciprocal expectations, albeit less directly, 
also form an important aspect of the contact between street vendor and tourist. Cohen (1988) 
has said that the encounters between hosts and guests are mostly asymmetrical. Street vendors 
generally do have a modest educational background and their levels of income are far below 
those of the tourists they interact with. This makes street vendors – at least economically – 
subordinate to the tourists. Although the motivations of the tourists generally remain vague 
and implicit, tourists do have reciprocal expectations of where they invest their money in. 
Tourists expect return gifts from vendors for their compadrazgo relationship in the form of an 
‘exotic’ experience such as visiting a vendor’s house. It can also be a status symbol for tourists 
to be able to tell their friends at home that they did not only visit Peru, but that they made 
real contact with the local population, and even helped by becoming a child’s godfather or 
godmother. Nevertheless, the compadrazgo relationship between tourists and street vendors 
often misses its original aim of extending the social network in the street. Because of the 
geographical distance, the support of foreign godparents is often restricted to economic 
support. This economic support holds the risk of economic subordination, and it makes the 
street vendors vulnerable in case of an abrupt stop to their support (which often occurs as 
soon as the tourists are back in their home community). As a social worker once explained to 

60 I borrowed the term “project” from a brichero who explained to me how he was used to approaching gringas 
(Field notes, 13 July 2004).   
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me, the economic dependence on foreign support can also be the cause of a disruption in the 
local social network of the vendor:

I had a conversation with a social worker about some adolescent street vendors who 
had a tourist as a godparent. These tourists sent an amount of money on a monthly 
basis as maintenance for their ‘adopted’ street vendor. The social worker explained 
that the youngsters work in the street to make money and to sustain themselves. 
But as soon as they have no need for money anymore – because they receive it 
from a tourist – they become an anomaly in their social surroundings and they are 
no longer in the streets for economic purposes. This can cause jealousy and envy 
among former friends. In this sense, the economic support of a tourist often means 
a disruption of the vendor’s social network. Even within a family, the interference 
of tourists might disturb the social relations because of jealousy and because only 
one family member is economically supported (Field notes, 2 September 2005).

Therefore the economic support of the tourist can also have a negative impact on the vendors’ 
livelihood and social life. Amicable relationships with tourists can enhance the economic 
position of street vendors, but at the same time they can potentially increase their social 
vulnerability. Especially the street vendors who are explicitly in search of affection and social 
support from tourists are extra vulnerable social actors. Older street vendors, I observed, were 
generally a little bit suspicious of the tourists’ intentions, but younger street vendors were 
quite adventurous and naïve in looking for contact with tourists.61 During my research it 
became clear that the vendors were sometimes disappointed with the tourists’ intentions or 
even got into trouble with tourists. I collected two testimonies of male street vendors who 
went along with tourists, one to a hotel and the other one for a walk outside the centre of 
Cusco, to Sacsayhuamán. They told me how astonished they were to discover that the tourist 
wanted sex with them. They ran away shouting that they were not gay (Interview Ignacio, 
14 September 2005 and interview Demetrio, 11 October 2005). They were really surprised 
about the intentions of these tourists because – as many other young vendors do – they had 
a rather blind confidence in tourists. These examples illustrate that, although street vendors 
generally expect it to be the case, the contacts with tourists do not necessarily influence the 
possibilities of the vendors in a positive way. These contacts with tourists can be considered 
as a rather weak social network, because they are generally based on economic subordination. 
In addition, they take place in a context which is different to that of local social networks and 
this is what makes street vendors extra vulnerable to unforeseen intentions and expectations 
of the tourists.

Conclusion

Fernandez-Kelly states that, “to exist, informal workers must rely on norms of reciprocity 
and solidarity” (2006: 18). In this chapter I have illustrated that the street vendors of Cusco 
do indeed depend on social relationships for their general sense of well-being. While street 
vendors develop individual strategies to become successful vendors, they do so within the 

61 Unfortunately none of the older vendors explicitly stated what they were exactly suspicious of.
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possibilities and limitations of a broader social context. I have argued that the degree of 
family support influences the socio-economic position of the street vendors and that the 
support of contacts in the streets (with colleagues and tourists) can be of significant social 
and economic importance. Street vendors try to improve family relations or make contact 
with other street vendors and tourists, in order to create a ‘social security’ mechanism to 
improve their socio-economic position or to be able to bear the shocks and insecurities that 
characterize their economic activities. They need the family networks to fall back on for the 
socio-economic support in their livelihood activities and to cope with social vulnerability. The 
contact with other vendors is a necessary asset in being able to stay in the streets, and in 
making progress in the street vending business. In some cases, the contact with tourists can 
even be an important asset in improving a vendor’s socio-economic position. In this sense 
social networks are of vital importance to the livelihood and potential social mobility of the 
ambulant street vendor.

Nevertheless, social capital has its potential downsides. Like Portes (1998) I have pointed 
out that the role of social capital cannot be glorified. The empirical evidence in this chapter 
indicates that street vendors have to invest in their social network to be able to benefit from 
it. The emphasis on solidarity and reciprocity should not obscure the fact that social networks 
also include conflict, contradictions and that they depend on their continued usefulness. 
Street vendors continually have to invest in their social networks – even in their families 
they have to invest in order to get something in return. Therefore, the social relations are not 
mainly based on solidarity but on the principles of reciprocity. This implies that – as Mauss 
(1967) states – for every form of material or emotional assistance of, for example, family or 
friends, something is expected in return. Contacts with vendors, family and tourists can also 
have downward levelling norms. In the case of vendors living together in extended families, 
the family is apt to exert pressure on the economic resources of the individual economic actor, 
in this case the vendor. The unbalanced power relations among vendors or between vendors 
and tourists can negatively influence their social capital as the examples of compadrazgo and 
clientism illustrated.

The street vendors most vulnerable to these negative aspects of social capital are the socially 
isolated or excluded ones. I observed that the weaker the family support, the more vulnerable 
the socio-economic position of the street vendor, and the higher the risk of destitution. 
Because of their lack of support and investment from family networks, abandoned children 
and repudiated mothers are for example susceptible to exploitation and abuse of colleagues 
and tourists. For child vendors who have been raised in physically and/or emotionally abusive 
families, for example, the streets act as a substitute for what they lacked in family support. This 
makes them vulnerable to the negative effects of social capital such as exclusion by outsiders, 
moral obligations, and downward mobility through drug use or small delinquency. The most 
successful vendors, on the other hand, are the ones who have the social and economic means 
to dissipate the negative aspects of social capital. The most established vendors know how to 
take full advantage of their social safety net of relatives, colleagues and tourists. This enables 
them to increase their authority in the streets and to benefit from tourism.
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7. Different roads to success:  
social mobility among street vendors

In July 2007, almost four years after my initial fieldwork, I went back to Cusco to look at 
the possible changes in the socio-economic position of the street vendors I had worked with 
the years before. Although I imagined I would have to search for the respondents since they 
would have started other economic activities in the mean time, I found most of my former 
respondents within two days upon arrival. Only 14 per cent of the vendors I had worked 
with, I was unable to trace back in 2007. The majority of the vendors were still selling in the 
tourist streets of Cusco, the other vendors had moved to other cities or to the countryside, 
or they had opened a fixed vending stall, become an employee, gone to work at the local 
market, or turned to crime (see Table 7.1). On the familial level, the composition of many 
of the households had changed: young vendors were now parents, new children had been 
born or were on the way, and couples were divorced or back together again. In the streets 
the competition among vendors with high value products such as watercolour paintings 
and silverwork, had increased visibly because of a change in local government (see Chapter 
3). Several of the postcard vendors I knew had started selling watercolour paintings. The 
aquareleros were moving around with bigger, better looking and better filled folders than 
before. The number of silverwork vendors and compact disc vendors had increased remarkably. 
The compact disc vendors were now selling DVDs on the city of Cusco and its rituals. There 
were remarkably few postcard and tarjeta vendors around and I had the impression that, 
especially in the morning hours, the number of shoe shiners had increased. The changes raise 
questions about social mobility among the vendors and the importance of tourism for the 
improvement (or deterioration) of their socio-economic situation.

Until now, social mobility research has focused almost exclusively on occupations (Vermeulen, 
2000: 7). Several studies about the informal economy, for example, define social mobility in 
terms of occupational mobility (e.g. Lyons and Snoxell, 2005b). More specifically, the informal 
workers who succeed in entering the formal commerce are considered to undergo a certain 
degree of social mobility. Other studies consider the entrance into the formal commerce 
as only one aspect of social mobility, and include different aspects of mobility within the 
informal economy itself. Scott (1994), for instance, states that within the informal sector itself, 
there is room for substantial movement between different economic activities. He argues that 
informal workers have the possibility to achieve upward mobility by climbing up to higher 
skilled, more stable and better paid jobs within (or outside) the informal sector. They are 
also mobile on the same level, or have possibilities to lateral mobility, which he describes as 
mobility between temporary, unskilled jobs with low income levels (Scott, 1994: 142ff ). Scott 
is right to challenge social scientists who view social mobility as entering the formal sector. 
He throws light on the dynamics within the informal economic sector, but he still focuses too 
much on the passage from one informal economic activity to another. Therefore, he overlooks 



| 130 |

the internal dynamics and mechanisms of a single informal economic activity, in this case 
street vending. In this sense, the career paths he describes hardly explain my observations that 
social mobility can also take place within one economic activity, for example through product 
change. Furthermore, his perspective does not take into account other criteria which have 
been discussed in this dissertation and which express people’s perceptions on social mobility. 
These include family, housing, education, and social networks.

This chapter will explore the values street vendors use to express their experiences of 
improvement and deterioration of their socio-economic position. Does tourism provide 
street vendors with special opportunities of social mobility? Social mobility consists of, what 
I like to call, socio-economic changes through which the street vendors’ material and non-
material capabilities are increased or decreased according to their own standards. My main 
argument is that social mobility cannot only be about observable changes, it has to be linked 
to the people’s own perceptions and aspirations on changes. I will present actual cases with 
the objective to analyse how street vendors structure their careers, how they achieve passage 
from one situation to another and how they aspire and perceive these changes. The central 
focus in these cases is the criteria street vendors use to express the changes in their socio-
economic situation, the time frame or duration of their social mobility and the perceptions 
on the importance of tourism to achieve upward mobility. In a first section I will introduce 
some general features of social mobility to give the reader a manual to read the cases. In a 
second section, I will present some cases of vendors who are still in the streets and are still 
selling the same product as they used to, and show how they experience different forms of 
social mobility. In a third section I will reflect on some of the perceptions of social mobility in 
the cases of vendors who have switched to more profitable commodities such as watercolour 
paintings. In a fourth section I will reflect on the cases of vendors who found a steady job 
and I will point out how they interpreted the changes in their socio-economic situation. A 
fifth section will expound on cases of social mobility in which the street vendor found a fixed 
vending spot. Section six will describe a specific form of downward mobility in which young 
vendors entered a world of delinquency. Finally, in section seven I will explore how women 
of Chinchero, who were selling arts and crafts in the streets of Cusco, consider livelihood 
diversification as an important source of upward mobility.

Street vendors and social mobility

The livelihood of street vendors can be characterized by different dynamics and fluctuations 
in their living standard. I could observe that street vendors continuously search to improve 
their socio-economic situation with more freedom, less economic pressure, better future for 
their children and addiction-free lives. To pursue these goals and aspirations, street vendors 
look for alternative livelihood opportunities both on and off the tourist streets. Table 7.1 gives 
a quantitative representation of the main changes in street vendors’ economic activities in 
2007, compared to 2005. As can be seen, some street vendors looked for possibilities of social 
mobility without having to leave the streets. As soon as they became established vendors 
and learned the secrets of street vending, they found new livelihood opportunities in selling 
more profitable commodities. Other vendors produced their own merchandise in an attempt 
to diversify their livelihood opportunities, to increase their profit margins and to be less 



| 131 |

vulnerable to merchandise seizure. Or they opened a fixed vending stall to fall back on and to 
operate from. There were also vendors who tried their luck away from the streets. There were 
a considerable number of street vendors who made use of transnational networks and their 
experience as street workers to find a steady job outside the streets. Other vendors travelled 
(back) to the countryside or to other cities to look for livelihood opportunities outside of 
Cusco or they went to work at the local market to avoid the difficulties of street vending 
in the tourist centre. There were also vendors who aspired to improve their socio economic 
situation through street vending but who stranded in a downward levelling spiral through 
delinquency or complete destitution.

Street vendors point to various aspects in expressing the criteria at play to achieve these 
kinds of changes. Street vendors’ career trajectories are structured by age, gender, policy 
against street vendors, access to the streets and accumulation of resources through savings 
and kinship networks. In the former chapters it became clear that education, product choice, 
the process of skill acquisition, participation in informal savings and credit systems and 
social networks are important assets for the vendors in working themselves up to become 
an established street vendor or to improve their socio-economic situation in general. In the 
following pages, I will analyse how street vendors strategically use these assets to achieve 
social mobility. I will do so by making a distinction between three types of social mobility: 
upward, downward and lateral social mobility. Upward mobility happens in cases where the 
street vendors experience a notable improvement in their socio-economic situation. High 
value products vendors who succeeded in working themselves up to established vendors and 
to achieve certain degree of socio-economic well-being are the most prominent examples 
of vendors who experienced upward mobility. Lateral mobility concerns cases where street 
vendors do not experience a clear improvement nor a clear deterioration in their socio-
economic situation. It is often women vendors who do not have the family support to work 
up to high value product vendors or children who do use the income of street vending to 
live from day to day. Downward mobility, on the contrary, takes place in cases where street 
vendors clearly experience deterioration in their socio-economic position. It often concerns 
alcoholics, delinquents or street vendors who just could not get used at the dynamics of the 
streets and who end up in complete fracaso. Figure 7.1 represents the main trajectories of social 
mobility of street vendors in the tourist streets of Cusco and can be considered as a general 

Table 7.1: Changes in the economic activities of the street vendors in 2007 compared to 2005

Changes Total Percent

Still selling the same product 83 50%
No response 23 14%
Product change 23 14%
Left Cusco 14 8%
Delinquency 8 5%
Fixed income 7 4%
Street vending on local market 5 3%
Fixed vending spot 3 2%
Total 166 100%

Source: Field work 2005 and 2007.
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guideline for the cases of this chapter. In these cases I will analyse how relative or temporary 
the changes in the situations of street vendors were and how they aspire on the changes. It 
will become clear that income security is an important asset to support the perceived well-
being of the vendors, but street vendors also mentioned independence, employment status, 
investment in the future of their children and property to be important criteria to achieve 
progress or to seguir adelante.

Social mobility and unchanged products

The observation that street vendors were still selling the same product on the same location 
might give the impression that nothing had changed in their socio-economic position. But 
street vendors did not necessarily experience this continuity as contradictory to their social 
mobility.

A case in point is Rosalia who reflected on her street life in the former years and the 
interactions between continuity and change. During my fieldwork in 2004 I became 
acquainted with Rosalia. She was 10 years old and had been selling in the streets since she 
was seven. After school, in the late afternoon, she would go to the Plaza de Armas to sell 
her finger puppets and she always stayed until late at night. Rosalia mostly hung around 
in the streets with her little sister, Adriana, in their dirty and threadbare clothes and with 
their snotty and smudged faces. They were not the public’s most favourite vendors. They were 
always very obtrusive around tourists and ran amok with other street vendors or municipal 
agents (Interview Rosalia and Adriana, 20 May 2004). When I went back in 2007 I saw 
Rosalia again and noticed some remarkable changes. She was dressed well and her pastel-
coloured clothes even smelled of detergent. She was walking around with older street vendors 
and behaved more maturely. Her older sister, who was also selling in the streets, said that 
Rosalia had become a young adult, and therefore “she’s a little less sloppy, she cares more 
about her appearance, her clothes” (Field notes, 16 July 2007, Q55). When I asked Rosalia 

Figure 7.1: Processes of social mobility in the case of street vendors

Mobility process Definition Cases

Upward mobility Cases where the street vendors experience a notable 
improvement in their socio-economic situation

Marina
Tomas
Teresa
Ignacio
Demetrio
Ana
Luisa

Lateral mobility Cases where the street vendors do not experience a 
clear improvement nor a clear deterioration in their 
socio-economic situation

Rosalia
Cristina
Mathilda
Erica

Downward mobility Cases where street vendors clearly experience 
deterioration in their socio-economic situation

Eduardo
Jorge
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about how her situation had evolved since the last time I had interviewed her, she said that a 
lot had changed:

I didn’t used to act like I do now, I was rude or, I didn’t respect anyone, I’d yell at 
someone, insult them, I didn’t know how to behave or how to dress well. Anyway, 
I’ve changed (Interview Rosalia, 16 July 2007, Q56).

However, as she continued, the most important change had to do with her education. When 
I first met her, she was still in primary school and she did not take much interest in her 
education. Since she had entered secondary school she had begun to do well in school and 
was even one of the better pupils of her year. She liked to study and often tried to leave the 
plaza to dedicate more time to her education. But she was still not succeeding, because she 
needed money and she missed her life on the Main Square, the contact with her friends and 
the tourists. Several tourist friends were giving her money and teaching her a few lines in 
English (which again facilitated the contact with other tourists). Despite these contributions 
and her abilities, Rosalia clearly indicated that she was not selling as well as she used to. She 
had lost some of the energy and enthusiasm with which she had been selling before: “I’m 
tired of selling, I don’t have the patience anymore like I used to” (ibid., Q57). But even more 
remarkable was that tourists were not buying from her that easily anymore, because of her 
changed appearance. Her elder sister pointed out that Rosalia was not selling like before 
because of this:

Sometimes the tourists like the slovenly vendors best, like those who approach 
tourists wearing ojotas, because it makes the tourist pity them and then they buy 
(Field notes, 16 July 2007, Q58).

In this sense, her experience in street work did not manifest itself in economic terms. 
However, Rosalia was of the opinion that in non-material terms she had achieved some 
progress with her work in tourism. Because of all the years she had been working in the 
streets, she had developed an extended social network in the streets to fall back on for advice, 
moral support and to protect herself from bad influences of the streets. Furthermore, because 
of her experience she had acquired a substantial English vocabulary and had become quite 
sociable with tourists. Several tourists were sponsoring her by sending her money via Western 
Union, and one tourist had even paid for her dental brace. In addition, she had changed as 
a person, she had become an enthusiastic schoolgirl, hoping she would not remain a street 
vendor for the rest of her life. She wanted to become a police officer or a tourist guide.

Rosalia was still very young and her future perspectives were still very changeable. She was 
a diligent schoolgirl, set on becoming a professional, but it was difficult to predict if she 
would achieve this goal.62 Nevertheless, her case clearly illustrates that changes can take 
place beyond the economic activity of street vending. Through all the years of my fieldwork, 

62 Olthoff states that Peruvians consider the idea of becoming a professional as one of the most important 
ways to attain a better economic position. The expression stands for a certain level of education (higher 
than secondary and preferably university level) and a specific type of job (employee in the formal sector) 
(Olthoff 2006: 227).
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she had been selling finger puppets, but her position in the streets and her work aspirations 
changed remarkably. It would depend on her social contacts, her family support and her own 
personality if she was going to succeed in realizing her dream of becoming a professional. 
But at least her changed school attitude, her diligence, her basic knowledge of English and 
her acquaintance with tourists were already important assets in making that dream come true.

Other street vendors who were still selling the same products had developed their life 
outside the streets a little further. A few adolescents had become grown-ups in the streets 
and were continuing their education after having finished secondary school. The two young 
street vendors, Alfredo and Nerea, for example, were studying pharmacy at the time of my 
fieldwork in 2007. They combined their study with street vending. They were still living with 
their parents in order to save all their earnings to pay for their tuition fees. Other vendors, 
such as Pedro and Rodriguez, had gone to an institution to learn English. In both cases they 
had done so with the support of a tourist who had paid their subscription fees. Another 
remarkable trend was that some of the watercolour vendors who were still selling the same 
products, had improved their socio-economic situation by participating in informal saving 
systems and by building their own houses. Marina, a 26-year-old mother of two children, 
for example, proudly explained that she was still selling watercolour paintings but that she 
was doing better than two years before. Together with her husband, who was also selling 
watercolour paintings, they had participated in a pandero and a canaston which had helped 
them to buy a plot of land in the outskirts of Cusco.63 They were investing all the money 
they made in the streets in the building of their own house. When I asked her if she thought 
she had made any progress, she clearly said “yes”. She went on, “I came out ahead because I 
built a house and played at the pandero, when you first arrived maybe I wasn’t participating 
in the pandero” (Interview Marina, 3 July 2007). Marina’s point of view clearly illustrates 
that vendors who still sell the same product after years, can experience some form of upward 
mobility too. Like Marina, several other aquareleros had begun to participate in the pandero, 
to extend their social networks in the streets, to be able to purchase a plot of land and to 
support the building of their own house. They were succeeding in investing their income 
from the streets into their children’s future, they said.

Nevertheless, not all of the vendors who were still selling the same products had encountered 
the possibility to invest their money from street vending into sustainable projects. They 
possibly aspired to a better future for their children but they did not necessarily succeed in 
investing their money in long term achievements. In the former chapter I introduced Cristina, 
a 28-year-old single mother who started selling in the streets after a long separation process 
from her violent husband. In 2007, I met Cristina again. She was still selling postcards. 
Despite the fact that she still had to deal with a lot of insecurities, bad vending days and 
struggles to feed and educate her children, she indicated that she was doing relatively well. 
She had acquired the sales experience to be able to persuade tourists to buy her products. At 
the time of my return both her children were still living with her in the same room where 
she had been living two years before.64 When she had escaped from her husband, she had 

63 Moser (1998: 11) and Gonzáles de la Rocha (1994: 264) indicate that the purchase of a plot of land or the 
construction of a house can be considered as important poverty reduction strategies.

64 As indicated in Chapter 6, her eldest child grew up with her grandparents in a village outside Cusco.
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not been able to bring any of her clothes, blankets, and household objects with her, but 
now her room was filled with basic furniture, a television set and a gas cooker. Compared 
to two years prior she had found a certain peace and tranquillity in living alone with her 
children. Therefore, her work in the streets could be considered as having been an important 
contributor in her independence, in her being able to make a life for herself, and reaching a 
certain stage of well-being, which she expressed in the acquisition of material objects (such 
as the television set). However, the improvement of her socio-economic situation must not 
be overstated. Because of her economic insecurity and the lack of a wide social network to 
fall back on in times of crisis, she was still a vulnerable economic actor. This vulnerability 
expressed itself, she claimed, in the fact that she completely depended on her sales in the 
streets, and in the fact that she could not secure the future of her children. She would liked 
to have had the possibility to save for a plot of land to invest in her children’s future, but the 
money she was making was scarcely sufficient to pay for rent and food. She even needed the 
economic support of her children, who had also begun selling in the streets, to make ends 
meet. Cristina explained that she was afraid that her children would leave school and dedicate 
all their time to street vending (Field notes, 3 July 2007). Since many children working in the 
streets tended to neglect their schoolwork as they got older, Cristina’s fear was not without 
reason. They ran a higher risk to end up in the vicious cycle of street vending handed down 
from generation to generation. Especially children of single mothers risk ending up in 
the same vulnerable circumstances as their mothers. The socio-economic situation of their 
mothers is often too insecure for any investment in their children’s education or for being 
able to guarantee a different future for them. Cristina may have experienced social mobility 
by reaching a certain degree of independence and economic well-being, but could these 
achievements ensure a better future for her children?

Social mobility and product change

The differentiation between vendors selling different products, outlined in Chapter 4, creates 
another possibility for social mobility in the streets. In 2007 former shoe shiners were selling 
postcards or watercolour paintings, a large number of arts and crafts vendors had switched 
to selling silverwork, and several postaleros had become aquareleros. Most of the respondents 
had switched from low value products to high value products. There were only a few high 
value product vendors who had resorted to low value products, but this change was often only 
temporary. Postaleros became shoe shiners again to recuperate from having their merchandise 
seized, but as soon as they had enough money to purchase new merchandise they would 
become postaleros again. I will illustrate, with the aquareleros serving as an example, to what 
extent changing products can be considered as social mobility.

Many watercolour vendors first began selling in the streets in their childhood because they 
were unable or insufficiently able to fall back on the support of their parents. They started 
out as shoe shiners or as vendors of low value products. They grew up in the streets and in 
NGOs such as Qosko Maki. They passed most of their time in the streets with peers, and 
spent a lot of their time and money on billiards, internet games, alcohol, drugs and nightlife 
entertainment in Cusco. Some of them succeeded in finishing their secondary education by 
attending evening classes, others dropped out. Most of them became teenage parents and the 
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parental responsibilities generally altered their lives in a significant way. They reported to have 
given up their impetuous and carefree lifestyle to become responsible adults with a family to 
take care of. Tomas, for example, a young watercolour vendor who had been working in the 
streets since childhood, explained that the most important changes since becoming a father 
were to do with responsibility:

Since my daughter was born I have become more responsible and I worry more 
than before, mostly about her clothes and education … when I was a shoe shiner 
I only thought about myself, about my food, about my room and that was it 
(Interview Tomas, 17 October 2005, Q60).

These family responsibilities often put pressure on their income, and many of these vendors 
changed to selling watercolour paintings in the hope to make more money. However, the 
income from this activity did not always cover the household costs of the young families and 
this is the reason why many aquareleros brought their women to the streets. These families 
became entirely dependent on what they sold in the streets.

In general, the vendors considered their transition from low value product vendor to 
watercolour vendor as an improvement because it meant they had worked themselves up 
the ladder from inane street kid to established watercolour vendor. As was established in 
Chapter 4, aquareleros were generally considered in the streets as responsible vendors with 
certain status. Compared to when they were still shoe shiners, the aquareleros were respected 
vendors with an esteem and authority in the streets, and this made them believe that they had 
made progress. Vendors also expressed their progress of becoming an aquarelero in economic 
terms. When I asked Tomas if he had the impression that he had made progress by selling 
watercolour paintings, he answered:

I’ve come pretty far. Now I have better things than before, for example, now I 
have a TV or at least the basic things, right? Now things are different, right? I 
used to eat junk food but as soon as we earned a little bit more we started treating 
ourselves a little bit better. (…) Now I have money saved in the bank, I mean if 
they let us sell, I have money, before I didn’t, I had barely enough to eat, to study, 
but now I have some capital, I have my own plot of land and I’m more at ease 
(Interview Tomas, 23 July 2007, Q61).

Just like Tomas many aquareleros shared the opinion that their socio-economic situation had 
improved. With the money they made in the streets they could feed their children and in 
addition they could even buy some material objects such as a television set, a DVD player, or 
a hifi system. Furthermore, quite a number of watercolour vendors succeeded in purchasing 
a plot of land in the outskirts of Cusco. This, they said, is how they can start to build a future 
for their children.

Although the vendors considered the switch as an improvement, I could observe that the 
social mobility the aquareleros experienced had important restrictions. Marco, a wholesaler 
of postcards, considered the progress of aquareleros an illusion: “it’s all about outward 
appearances because in reality they [the aquareleros] haven’t made progress; they are still 
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confronted with the same problems” (Interview 13 July 2007, Q62). As they were still working 
in the streets they still had to face the discomfort of street work. They were still exposed to 
bad weather, persecution by municipal agents and insecure income. Furthermore, they became 
extra vulnerable to these discomforts because the whole household budget depended on the 
income generated by their sales in the streets. In recent years the number of watercolour 
vendors has increased visibly. Since the number of watercolour vendors exploded, the prices 
of their paintings plummeted. Tomas indicated that the market was getting saturated and 
that this was making their income more insecure every day. This raised doubts to the lasting 
effect of the improvement of becoming an aquarelero.

In addition, as the watercolour vendors often grew up in unstable family situations and were 
very young parents they had to learn to adapt to family life and to their responsibilities of 
being a parent. Some of the women did not know how to take care of a baby and sometimes 
(mostly unconsciously) neglected and underfed them. Men showed difficulties in leaving 
their carefree lifestyle behind and in taking up their family duties. The wholesaler I spoke 
with pointed out:

There are young vendors with psychological problems, they can’t adapt to society 
because of their character, because they lack education and good preparation, they 
are weak and ignorant, they have no access to a profession, they were born into 
ignorant families, their families don’t give them a good education, they didn’t go to 
school and are completely used to life on the street (ibid., Q63).

Indeed, I observed how young vendors fell back (temporarily or not) into certain patterns. 
They would spend time and money outside the home rather than taking care of their family. 
The women would become solely responsible for the households budget because the men 
spent their money on alcohol and other pleasures outside the home. This explains why most 
female respondents were of the opinion that progress would only really be made if their men 
were to leave the streets for good. Female street vendors indicated that this could be the only 
guarantee that their husbands would take full account of their household duties. Male adult 
vendors aspired to become steady job workers because their work in the streets was criticized 
and associated with irresponsibility and other negative aspects. For them, the switch to a ‘real 
job’ would mean a definitive break from the negativity associated with street vending, to be 
considered as ‘responsible husbands’. As long as their switch to watercolours was a temporary 
livelihood strategy or a rite of passage in becoming responsible husbands, it was associated 
with high esteem and social status. But the older the street vendor the more he was looked 
down upon and the less his possibility to make real progess in the streets.

Social mobility and steady jobs

Leaving the streets for a steady job is not a self-evident choice for ambulant street vendors. 
Street vendors often have few opportunities to get away from the streets because there is 
little industry in the region. The only alternative is to search for work in the tourism industry, 
but many street vendors lacked in adequate education and social networks to be considered 
for these formal jobs. Street vendors often have difficulties in adapting to a new work rhythm 
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and to the responsibilities of a job outside the street environment. However, in the years I 
conducted my research I witnessed seven vendors who had left the streets in exchange for a 
steady job.

Ignacio and Demetrio grew up in the streets, but both found a fixed job in a restaurant. 
When Igancio was working in the streets as a kid he met a gringa, living in Cusco, who 
felt sympathy for him and wanted to help him. She did so by offering him several jobs: 
distributing tourist newspapers, working in a shop and in a restaurant. In 2007 he had already 
been working in this restaurant for almost four years and was doing quite well. Demetrio 
had found a fixed job in a tourist restaurant because a person of an NGO he was linked 
to as a street worker had recommended him. The cases of Ignacio and Demetrio illustrate 
how they used their work as a street vendor to develop (deliberately or not) a social network 
which enabled them to leave the streets. Besides social contacts, there are also abilities and 
skills that street vendors can learn in the streets and that can help them find a steady job. 
There were quite a few street vendors who had developed a basic vocabulary of English. They 
learned how to approach tourists, how to come in contact and how to express themselves 
non-verbally. As Ignacio pointed out: “in the streets you learn to survive, to be alert, you learn 
not to be shy, and to get to know a lot of people” (Interview, 14 September 2005, Q64). These 
social skills are important to make the tourist feel at ease and to convince him to buy their 
products. Furthermore, these social skills can form an important asset in finding a job outside 
the street environment. Ana clearly specified that her experiences as a street vendor proved to 
be favourable to her and that it helped her to be considered for a sales job in an art gallery:

It’s that when we sell in the street we learn to be proficient and to be persuasive, 
we somehow persuade the tourists, smiling, laughing, or imploring, and they buy 
from us. I had experience in selling in the streets, and to serve the tourists, that’s 
how I got here [in the art gallery] and Maylet [another former street vendor] too, 
and my bosses aren’t complaining (Interview Ana, 19 July 2007, Q65).

Ana said that her employers were pleased with her street experience. But how did Ana 
perceive this switch from street vendor to vendor in an art gallery?

For Ana it was a big relief that her work in the gallery had given her the opportunity to 
leave, what she referred to as, “the despair of life in the streets”. In the streets she was always 
worried about if she would sell or not on a particular day. At the time of our last meeting, she 
was working six days a week, from nine in the morning to nine in the evening, but she had 
at least the certainty that her employer would pay her at the end of the month. With these 
payments she no longer needed to buy her provisions little by little. A steady income gave her 
the opportunity to purchase large quantities of food at the beginning of every month, which 
was much cheaper. Furthermore, she could take care of her children after school in the gallery, 
and help them with their homework. She explained that she was only required to sell when 
tourists entered and that the rest of the time she was able to carry out other jobs. At the 
moment of my visit Ana was working on an embroidery piece, which would bring in some 
extra Soles. For all these reasons Ana was very positive when talking about her job in the 
gallery. She said she was feeling more at ease in her new job (ibid.).
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The story of Ana compares to that of Ignacio, Demetrio and the other vendors who succeeded 
in finding a steady job after their experiences as a street vendor. In most of these cases the 
vendors had to take a step back when it came to income and working hours: they had to 
work more to earn less. These drawbacks were compensated by the numerous securities and 
other advantages attached to formal commerce, and for most of the vendors the positives 
outweighed the negatives. For example, when I asked Ignacio if he was better off working in 
a tourist restaurant than working as a street vendor, he replied:

On one hand, yes, I can’t hurt myself anymore. On top of that, I have a steady 
income and the difference is noticeable. In the street there are good days and bad 
days. With a steady job you don’t have to worry. I do not worry that, like in the 
street, if one day I do not earn, I won’t have enough money to pay the rent. In the 
street, maybe you earn a little more but you always spend all your money. Now 
I almost cannot spend my money because they give me meals in the restaurant 
(…) I’m getting by a little better because they pay you for things like Christmas or 
give you a small bonus. I had intended to get by like this and not having to spend 
my whole life in the street, I was ashamed to work in the street, it’s not about 
earning more or less, but about not spending my whole life in the street, because 
I want to do something with my life, maybe study a profession (Interview Ignacio, 
14 September 2005, Q66).

When I asked Demetrio about his perceptions on his job change, he gave a similar 
explanation:

Simply put, the way in which I have advanced is in having clear goals for my 
children, or at least in trying to give them what my father couldn’t give me. I 
did not blame him (…) if they [my children] don’t want to study or if they stop 
studying they’ll have to haul adobe like me for ten Soles, so it’s better to make 
it clear that they have to study to do well, to become professionals (Interview 
Demetrio, 11 October 2005, Q67).

Social mobility or making progress is thus not necessarily expressed in economic terms. The 
street vendors link their perceptions on well-being to job security and to minimizing the 
vulnerability of their children. They consider switching to a steady job as a form of progress 
because of the gained securities, not necessarily because of the economic progress involved.

Nevertheless, the question still remains how durable this progress really is. Although 
most vendors relate a steady job to employment and income security, they often prefer 
the independence of street vending. Many of the steady jobs street vendors are eligible for 
are characterized by insecurity and exploitation (see Chapter 4). With a steady job as for 
instance a servant in a restaurant, a shop or a private house they run the risk of being badly 
paid or losing their job from one day to the next. In the tourist low season the workers are 
often temporarily laid off because of a work shortage. Furthermore, the vendors often have 
difficulties in adapting to their new job situation, as Demetrio described for his job in a 
restaurant:
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It was hard [to get used to the new job], because I wasn’t used to taking orders and 
I missed the streets. I thought about going back to the streets … I wanted to leave 
my job and come back to the streets to be more relaxed and to not have to depend 
on a boss. I missed my friends a lot too, to play football with or something. In the 
streets you have time to play football, to go somewhere to drink chicha or whatever, 
this freedom is what I missed most [when I started working in the restaurant] 
(ibid., Q68).

When I went back in 2007 Demetrio was still working in the same restaurant. Like Ignacio, 
he emphasized the importance of his contact person to motivate and encourage him to keep 
on working, or to back him up in case of conflict with his employer. Other respondents 
showed much more difficulties in keeping away from the streets. I met various vendors who 
came back to the streets after a few months of working as a servant. They fell back into their 
habit of street vending again, and experienced downward social mobility because they got 
dismissed. They missed their contacts and freedom of the streets, or they simply could not 
adapt to their new work environment.

Social mobility and vending outside the tourist streets

Another way of upward mobility is to open a fixed vending spot. Although the street vendors 
I worked with were not eligible for a stall at the municipal markets, I met some vendors who 
went on to build an off-street market stall in a private location. Luisa for example who used 
to sell painted calabashes in the streets, succeeded in renting a fixed vending spot in the patio 
of a colonial building in Procuradores (see Map 1.3). The first time I met Luisa in 2004 she 
was selling painted calabashes on San Blas (Interview, 27 April 2004). When I met her again 
in 2005 she proudly showed me her new arts and crafts shop with alpaca carpets and other 
objects. When I asked Luisa to reflect on the changes in her socio-economic position she 
said:

I feel better because I am more at ease and happy because I have my shop. Before 
the shop I was sad because I wanted to have a shop so I could relax and be calmer 
because in the street there’s a lot of suffering because the police don’t let us sell (…) 
so things improved for me on all fronts: I am getting by a little bit better, I’m able 
to help my children, I’ve bought things, I’ve achieved things I wanted, I bought my 
car, I bought my furniture, I set up my shop,… I’m only missing a place of my own 
(Interview Luisa, 17 Augustus 2005, Q69).65

Luisa found she had made some progress by becoming a vendor with a fixed place in a 
covered market. However, street vending was still part of her upward mobility process. She 
still went to the streets every evening to sell her alpaca carpets, while her teenage daughter 
kept an eye on the store. She explained that she was still selling in the streets to pay off some 
of the fixed costs of her shop, and to keep in touch with other street vendors. Luisa said:

65 In contrast to the children of most of the street vendors I spoke with, Luisa’s children were also enrolled at 
a private school.  
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I’m always going to sell in the street, even if I don’t have to, because I’m used to it. 
I also go to sell in the streets when I’m bored. To distract myself I go to work in 
the street, because that’s where you meet your friends (ibid., Q70).

As other vendors did who combined selling from a fixed spot with street vending, Luisa 
considered the shop as a place to operate from and to fall back on in times of repression or in 
case of bad weather. Sales from the streets, on the other hand, countered bad vending days in 
the shop. Additionally, her work in the streets was an important way of learning the tricks of 
the trade. In the streets she would meet easily with tourists, and if they showed an interest in 
her merchandise, she would try to persuade them to bring a visit to her shop. Another recipe 
for social mobility of this group is strong family ties and the resulting possibility to appeal 
to the income and labour of family members. Luisa clearly indicated that she was able to 
afford a fixed spot because of the support of her new boyfriend who had a steady job at the 
municipality. On top of this financial support she called in the help of her daughter to keep 
an eye on the stall at times she herself could not be present. In all the cases, the access to 
family labour proved to be an important asset in being able to combine street vending with 
selling from a fixed vending spot.

I also met several vendors who could not afford a fixed vending spot, but who also went to 
look for better livelihood opportunities outside the tourist centre of Cusco. Especially vendors 
who met with complete fracaso (e.g. merchandise seizure and theft) tried their luck elsewhere. 
In Chapter 3, I presented the cases of Mathilda and Erica who had become vendors at the 
local market after confrontations with the municipality. Mathilda had gone on to sell meals 
at the bus terminal when it became clear that she was not eligible for a stand at the municipal 
arts and crafts centre. Erica had begun selling fruit and vegetables at the local market after 
the municipal agents had seized all her postcards. In both cases, as in other situations where 
vendors had switched to vending at the local market, it was very difficult to find out if the 
vendors considered the change as an improvement in their socio-economic position. They 
often emphasized the disadvantages of the change, such as the physical burden (e.g. the 
heavy weight of fruit and vegetables) and low profit margins. They considered their switch 
as a necessary strategy to keep ends meet. The same was true for vendors who had left Cusco. 
Many street vendors had travelled to other cities or gone back to the countryside in search for 
better livelihood opportunities. As soon as they got bored in these new places they came back 
to Cusco. Consequently, many young street vendors would disappear from the scene for a 
while and then suddenly turn up again. As they did not explicitly consider their switch as an 
improvement or deterioration of their socio-economic situation, street vending in other cities 
can equally be considered as part of the continuity of their activities. It is an integral part of 
the dynamics of the street life of these vendors. Girls also travelled to escape from controlling 
parents. I often heard of teenage girls who had become pregnant and escaped to another 
city to avoid a confrontation with their parents. They often continued their street vending 
activities in these other places, and sooner or later they would come back to Cusco to see 
their family again. They experienced their teenage pregnancy as a burden to their economic 
activity, because of the increased economic responsibilities and the decreased family support.
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The path to delinquency

Street vending is often associated with irresponsible behaviour with only one clear outcome, 
becoming a delinquent. In a free tourist guide offered by Fair Play, I encountered the 
following description of child street vendors:

Although the children in the Plaza de Armas may seem “cute”, be aware that many 
work in groups robbing tourists. While one child offers you finger puppets another 
may be emptying your pockets (Fair Play and South American Explorers, 2007: 6).

This judgement of street children is misplaced because it merely generalizes one of the 
negative outcomes of street vending. Nevertheless, I met a number of children and 
adolescents during the years of my fieldwork with substantial delinquency problems. Their 
work in tourism exposed them to a lifestyle which they thought appealing, because of the 
luxuries and leisures involved. With the money they made in the streets, and especially with 
exceptional earnings, they often got used to spending their earnings on billiards, night clubs, 
alcohol and drugs. As soon as they were able to afford this kind of lifestyle with their earnings 
from street vending or when ‘the jackpot’ did not come at the right time, some of them were 
led astray by peers and took to robbery and other forms of delinquency. Rosalia’s elder brother, 
Eduardo, who was 18, had been selling postcards in the streets since his childhood. Rosalia 
said he had the wrong friends. They encouraged him to steal, to sniff glue and to drink. He 
became a ‘piranha’ until the police caught him and locked him up in Cusco’s youth prison, 
Centro de Rehabilitación de Marcavalle. He had spent two years there, and would be released 
in December of that year.

In 2007 I interviewed Jorge in the youth prison of Cusco. Jorge was a 16-year-old boy I knew 
from the streets of Cusco. When I first met Jorge in 2005, he had been shining shoes on 
the Main Square of Cusco. He later said that in these years he had learned to sniff glue and 
consume a lot of alcohol and that the streets had had a bad influence on him. He explained 
that at one time he had gone out with some friends and they had robbed some drunk 
tourists leaving the disco. For this offence he had already spent a few months in the Centro de 
Rehabilitación de Marcavalle. He clearly stated that he would not continue to shine shoes after 
his release:

I don’t want to shine shoes anymore because whatever I earn with shining shoes 
I’ll use to drink, I’ll get myself into some other crime and I’ll be right back here. 
Its bad friends, when you shine shoes you’ve got money and then bad friends take 
you out to drink, to sniff glue and to smoke marijuana. That’s why I don’t want to 
shine shoes anymore, because all shoe shiners get into serious trouble or crime 
(Interview Jorge, 4 July 2007, Q 71).

However, the social workers gave neither Jorge’s nor Eduardo’s change much of a chance. 
These types of street vendors, they explained, end up in the youth prison because of some 
robbery or other violation. During their internment they make resolutions, but when they get 
out they are vulnerable social actors. Because of the stigma ex-prisoners have, they have little 
opportunity to be considered for jobs in the formal sector. They often lack the family support 
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that prevents them from falling back into the same patterns. Because of the absence of other 
possibilities, they continue their work in the streets, which bring them in contact again with 
the same friends. They often become ‘piranhas’ again. Other ex-prisoners leave Cusco to avoid 
confrontations with the police. Young delinquents leave Cusco to avoid running into the 
hands of the police again, and continue their activities elsewhere. As soon as they are known 
by the police officers in these places, they travel further again. They remain in a delinquency 
routine, in which periods of incarceration alternate with periods of freedom.

A special case of social mobility: the women of Chinchero

Many women from Chinchero come to the streets of Cusco to sell their hand made arts and 
crafts. They are different from the average street vendor in Cusco in the way they combine an 
agricultural lifestyle with selling arts and crafts and because they are one of the few vendors 
who produce their own merchandise. Looking at Teresa’s story, this combination seems to be 
a recipe for a special case of social mobility.

In Chapter 4, I have described how Teresa, a middle aged woman from Chinchero 
combined her country life with selling arts and crafts in the tourist centre of 
Cusco. Teresa grew up in the countryside, under the wings of her single mother, 
her father had died when she was ten months old. From a time when she was still 
a little girl she had been helping her mother on the land and with her weaving 
activities. There was no time or money to go to school so she only finished the 
first year of primary school and could neither read nor write. When she was 15 
years old her mother sent her to Cusco to work as a domestic worker. She did so 
until she was 18, when started weaving and selling her products to tourists. At the 
age of 20, she went to live with her husband, a campesino from Chinchero. They 
built a house on the land she inherited from her mother. They had five children. 
They worked the land together and Teresa also continued to sell her weavings in 
Cusco and Chinchero. Teresa clearly indicated that her socio-economic situation 
had improved. From a situation of extreme poverty she had reached a considerable 
degree of well-being. Her family was living in a big house with two floors and 
several rooms. The house was their own property, and it was provided with 
electricity, water, telephone connection and a hot shower. The family also possessed 
different plots of land which they cultivated for potatoes and other agricultural 
produce. They also had some animals, such as a donkey, sheep and pigs. Although 
Teresa was illiterate, her five children had had the possibility to study. At the time 
of the interview, the youngest daughter was still in secondary school. Her two sons 
were preparing themselves to go to university. Her other daughter had gone to 
Venezuela to work as a domestic worker after she had finished secondary school. 
Her eldest daughter had studied to become a teacher but was actually selling 
arts and crafts in the streets of Cusco.66 Teresa participated in a pandero and in a 
canaston and was one of the few vendors with a bank account (Interview, 28 June 
2005 and field notes, 19 July 2007).

66 She is called Claudia and I refer to her many times in this dissertation.
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Analysing the life history of Teresa it became clear that multi-tasking and livelihood 
diversification (see Zoomers, 1999; Ellis, 2000; Haan and Zoomers, 2003) were central 
factors in Teresa’s livelihood strategies. Her household budget was composed of her 
husband’s income (who was working abroad for INC), the income from the sales of their 
agricultural produce (part was used for immediate consumption and part was used for 
selling), the economic support from their children, and the income from Teresa’s tourist sales. 
Nevertheless, although Teresa’s husband earned a substantial amount of money and he could 
be considered as an important contributor to the household budget, the main economic 
activity in this household was dependent on tourism. As Teresa explained, it was because 
of her sales to tourists that she had had the opportunity to educate her children and to offer 
them a better future than she had.

Teresa started weaving as a child. In her late adolescence the commercialization of weaving 
had become booming business. She began to sell her weaving to tourists in her village, and 
later in Cusco. When the sales of these textiles increased, the production of the textiles 
became a too time consuming occupation. This is why Teresa, together with other women of 
Chinchero, decided to give up on the most time consuming part of the production process 
of the textiles. Teresa still painted the wool and tied up the weaving, but sent the prepared 
weaving to the men’s prison of Cusco. Almost 60 per cent of the working male prisoners 
of Cusco were weaving the unfinished mantas and fajas which the women of Chinchero – 
among others – sent them (Field notes, 29 September 2005). The price they got for their 
textiles depended on the size, but prisoners generally received between 30 and 60 Soles for a 
fabric that took one to two weeks to weave, and which had an average street value of 100 to 
200 Soles. In this way Teresa could use her time for the more profitable part of the weaving 
process, namely the direct sales of finished articles to tourists in the streets. Teresa explained 
that she could earn a lot of money because she controlled the production process, and because 
she did not have to work with intermediaries to be able to sell her products. Since she was 
the one who haggled directly with the tourists, she could make good money from the sales of 
the textiles.

Most of the women of Chinchero working in the streets of Cusco shared the same 
combination of contributing to part of the production of their own arts and crafts, with 
selling the finished articles in the streets and with agricultural activities. Their multiple 
livelihood strategies can be considered as a success in the sense that their children were going 
to school or college. Also many families were able to improve their houses, buy plots of land, 
set money aside or open a fixed vending stall in Cusco. Nevertheless, the success of these 
women is also related to their timing in entering the tourist business. Most of the successful 
vendors of Chinchero were middle aged women who had started selling their woven articles 
before the big competition arrived. It is remarkable that the younger generation of vendors 
in Chinchero faced a lot more difficulties in keeping their business going, because of the 
saturation of the tourist market. Because of the success of the former generation, many 
youngsters in Chinchero tried their luck in the direct sales of arts and crafts. They were often 
more vulnerable than the older generation of vendors because they had decided to restrict 
their economic activities to the sales of arts and crafts alone. Most of these vendors, with 
the daughter of Teresa forming an exception, did not know how to produce their own 
merchandise anymore and often abandoned agricultural activities for the sales of arts and 
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crafts. They were much more vulnerable than the older generation because of the saturated 
markets and the lack of livelihood diversification.

Conclusion

From the analysis of social mobility among the street vendors, it has become clear that it is 
the women of Chinchero who most obviously experienced upward social mobility. As Teresa’s 
case has illustrated, the women in Chinchero became successful at the moment they got the 
opportunity to commercialize the production of their textiles and to sell them to tourists. 
Nevertheless, their success could also be ascribed to the combination of tourist activities 
with that of other income generating activities such as the paid jobs of their husbands and 
agricultural activities. They had an assured income because they were not only dependent on 
income from tourism and because of the control over the production of their merchandise. 
Most of them had their own property in the countryside and/or in the city by way of 
inheritance or through investment strategies, and their children were having better educational 
opportunities than they themselves had received because of the earnings from tourism.

Apart from the women of Chinchero there were other vendors who experienced a certain 
degree of upward mobility. The established vendors could improve their socio-economic 
situation because of their selling experience, product change, strong (transnational) social 
networks and participation in informal saving and credit systems. However, the progress of 
these respondents was still less certain than that of the women of Chinchero because they 

Photo 7.1: Street vendors tying up their weavings
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were exposed to the insecurities of the streets and because their household budget completely 
depended on their income from tourism. For example, many watercolour vendors succeeded in 
purchasing a plot of land and had begun to build their own property with money made in the 
streets. Since they were still working in the streets, their income remained very insecure and 
they ran a high risk of falling back into what they called “irresponsible street behaviour”. They 
may have experienced a temporary improvement after a big win, a pandero, a meeting with 
a willing tourist, a temporary decrease in street patrolling, but these improvements are often 
shortlived. Also in the case of vendors who found a steady job or who opened a fixed vending 
spot, social mobility was often short lived. They may have experienced a certain degree of social 
mobility in terms of income security and protection against the bad reputation and discomforts 
of street work. However, they often fell back on their street work because their efforts to get 
away from the streets meant a step backwards in terms of freedom, income and social contacts. 
In addition, they still remained dependent on tourist flows which made them vulnerable socio-
economic actors. Especially, in cases where the whole household budget depended on the 
income from tourism there was little room to manoeuvre in case of misfortune or a downfall 
in tourism. In this sense, tourism can be considered as an important stimulant for upward 
mobility as long as it is combined with other income generating activities.

The vendors who experienced only lateral impulses of social mobility were the low value 
product vendors and the vendors who had left the tourist streets of Cusco (or even the city of 
Cusco) after they had worked in the tourist streets for a while. The low value product vendors 
often experienced a certain degree of mobility by becoming independent workers. However, 
weak social networks in the street and at home, (generally) small profit margins and high 
economic responsibilities, often prevented the vendors to break their patterns of vulnerability. 
Their degree of movement was often limited and temporary. For example, street work helped 
single mothers to reach economic independence from their parents or husbands. Through 
their work in the streets they were able to maintain their children and to make ends meet, but 
in contrast to high value product vendors, they generally did not succeed in creating a surplus 
to invest in a plot of land or in the future of their children. Other vendors were not at all 
able to capitalize on tourism because they could not get used to working with tourists. They 
left the tourist streets because they were too shy to approach the tourists and to exaggerate 
product prices, because they could not get used to the tense and hostile atmosphere of the 
crushing competition and the permanent menace of merchandise seizure. These vendors tried 
to find their luck elsewhere by travelling to other cities, going back to their family in the 
countryside or by becoming a street vendor on the local market.

During my research I also encountered some cases of downward social mobility. Some 
vendors could not get used to the independence that comes with street work and they were 
broke because they had not invested in filling up their merchandise. Other vendors could not 
stay out of the hands of the municipal agents and experienced complete destitution. Other 
vendors who experienced downward social mobility had come in conflict with the law. I met 
several young street vendors who had undergone a negative change in their socio-economic 
position because they were stranded in the youth prison of Cusco. Their chances of upward 
mobility after being released were almost non-existent, because as ex-prisoners they would 
always be negatively perceived and they would have great difficulty and little opportunity in 
leaving the free lifestyle that comes with street work.
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Conclusion: Tourism and the street vendors’ 
precarious possibilities of poverty alleviation

Over the last 50 years, tourism has transformed into one of the most important economic 
activities worldwide. Especially developing countries, such as Peru, consider tourism as 
a remedy for many of their economic woes because it brings in foreign exchange, creates 
jobs and is generally productive for the local economy. As the pro-poor tourism organization 
emphasizes, tourism has specific potential for pro-poor growth because it is an industry 
local people can relatively easily gain access to (Ashley et al., 2000). In order to contribute 
to the pro-poor tourism discussion, this dissertation has focused on the changes in the 
socio-economic position of street vendors working in the tourist streets of Cusco. To give 
an insider’s view on how a globalized economy affects local lives, I set out to conduct an 
ethnographic study of street vendors and the way they deal with opportunities and 
vulnerabilities in their efforts to capitalize on tourism.

In this conclusion, I will reflect on this general research aim by focusing on the research 
questions as formulated in the introduction of this dissertation. The first section will 
concentrate on the context in which the daily lives of street vendors are embedded and on 
the way street vendors try to make a living in tourism. I will reflect on the relation between 
street vending and poverty by focusing on the attractiveness of street vending. In a second 
section I will explore the dynamics in the socio-economic position of the street vendors 
and the consequences of their vulnerability for social mobility. I will be looking at the street 
vendors’ welfare trajectories and their potentials for social mobility. In the last section I will 
reflect on the benefits of tourism for street vendors and the contribution of tourism to poverty 
alleviation.

Street vending: an attractive livelihood opportunity?

All over the world street vendors are in conflict with local governments about the use of public 
spaces. In tourist places especially tensions heat up easily because vendors there form an 
indirect threat to the attractive appearance of the city. As several studies indicate (Castañeda, 
1997; Martínez Novo, 2003; Middleton, 2003; Little, 2005; Swanson, 2007), street vendors do 
not fit in with the urban regeneration strategies of tourist cities, because they threaten to 
jeopardize the tourist-friendly and sterilized image of the city they desperately try to portray 
to tourists. In Cusco, the local authorities considered street vending as incompatible with 
tourism developments. I have shown how municipal authorities actively worked to discourage 
street vendors in every conceivable way from selling their goods in the historic centre of 
Cusco. Especially the political agenda in the last few years has been dedicated to eradicating 
the image of poverty and street vending, and to cleaning the streets of – what Swanson calls 
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– “urban undesirables” (2007: 708). However, I have also pointed out that there is no hard 
evidence of a drop in the number of street vendors. Despite the political efforts to control 
the activity of street vending, itinerant street vendors still belong to the typical street scene of 
the tourist centre. Tourists are still faced with shoe shiners, children selling postcards, finger 
puppets and chocolates, women selling souvenirs and crafts, youngsters selling watercolour 
paintings and men, women and children selling cigarettes and sweets. What keeps these 
vendors on the streets?

Classical studies about street vending ascribe the street vendors’ persistence to a lack of 
alternative employment opportunities (Hart, 1973; Mc Gee, 1973). They believe that the 
informal economy is simply a “refuge” occupation for “marginal” populations desperate 
to work (see also Sethuraman, 1981). I have discussed that street vendors indeed occupy a 
vulnerable position in the Cusqueño society. They mainly live in the outskirts of the city and 
have limited access to education, health services and housing. Their living circumstances 
are unstable. They are members of households that are often afflicted by poverty, social 
problems, family violence and alcoholism. They are to some degree excluded from the formal 
tourist labour market or from the neo-liberal market system in general because of a lack of 
education and appropriate social networks. As a consequence, most of the job alternatives 
for street vendors are in taking up odd jobs in the private sector in which they are often 
exploited and discriminated. This gloomy picture, however, overlooks the street vendor’s 
agency and does not completely clarify the street vendors’ rationale to choose for the streets. 
From this dissertation it should have become clear that street vending is more than a 
response to economic difficulties or to a lack of other labour opportunities. Street vendors are 
knowledgeable economic actors whose decisions to enter or to persist in the activity of street 
vending are usually based on meticulous evaluations of costs and benefits. Despite structural 
constraints (such as politics and insecurity), the activity of street vending has some important 
advantages which street vendors deliberately choose for.

De Soto’s optimistic and dynamic approach to informality was an important point of 
departure for this study because it stimulated me to pay attention to street vendors’ 
heterogeneity and ingenuity. He was one of the first authors to study informality as a choice 
by individuals to maximize their life chances. He ascribes the big number of informal 
workers to the high “costs of formality”, such as expensive labour regulations and time 
consuming bureaucratic requirements for formal businesses. A second reason he gives is 
the state’s inability to satisfy the basic needs of the impoverished masses (De Soto, 1989). 
Nevertheless, De Soto exclusively focuses on legal aspects and state regulation of informality. 
This overemphasis neglects some important socio-economic dynamics of street vending that 
have been disclosed in this dissertation and that reveal the reasons to choose for the activity 
of street vending.

My attempts to place street vending in a broader context of livelihood and to take a closer 
look at the people behind the activities, throw light on some of the inside dynamics that 
make or break the attractiveness of street vending as a livelihood opportunity. Street vendors 
do indeed mention the absence of fixed costs, such as the rent of a vending spot or taxes, as 
important arguments to choose for street vending, but there is more to it. Street vending 
gives them access to a global economic industry. Together with its flexibility and freedom, 
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it is an essential element in their choice to become a street vendor, because these aspects 
are very much absent in other labour opportunities. For women, for example, working hours 
are flexible, which makes it possible for them to combine it with caring for their children 
and managing a household. Furthermore, this line of business offers the street vendors a 
chance of becoming independent and a road to personal freedom. Working in the tourist 
streets of Cusco allows street vendors to liberate themselves from exploitative structures 
on the local market. Street vending has a liberating effect for women who want to be less 
dependent on the income of their husbands, and for children and youngsters who want to be 
free of parental tutelage. Street vendors generally consider this independence as a big relief 
because it can contribute to increased autonomy and self-respect. Street vending also has an 
important social aspect. For children and youngsters, for example, the social contacts forged 
in the streets, with peers and tourists for example, are an important aspect of street vending 
and some of them even mentioned it as one of the motivations to start selling in the streets.

The tourist streets of Cusco also possess some degree of economic attractiveness. Most 
Cusqueños have high aspirations in the tourism industry and generally consider it as good 
jobs (Steel and Ypeij, forthcoming). Tourism has a reputation of being a promising economic 
activity in which street vendors can get rich quick. Street vending does indeed have the 
potential to be a financially rewarding activity because tourists have little notion of local 
prices. With the right combination of clever strategy and a fair dose of good luck, street 
vendors are sometimes able to reap an exorbitant amount of money or a special gift which 
far exceeds the average minimum wage of Peru or the average income of street vendors (see 
Chapter 5). This possibility to win, what I have referred to as “the jackpot”, and the idea 
that big money can be made in tourism, makes new street vendors come to the streets of 
Cusco every day. Some respondents clearly indicated that they preferred to become or remain 
street vendor because it gave them the possibility to earn far more money than they would as 

“unskilled” labourers, even if this is only rarely the case.

In other words, street vendors choose to sell in the streets because it is their preferred strategy 
for socio-economic advancement. They consider street vending as an important and even 
attractive livelihood opportunity with its own rewards and limitations, its own dynamics and 
its own unique structures. One of the central arguments of this dissertation has been that the 
possibilities of street vending should not be excessively romanticized but neither should be 
underestimated or minimized. Street vending can in some cases be considered as a potentially 
sound and efficient way to prosperity, but it largely depends on the resilience of the individual 
street vendor and on the structural factors that benefit or limit their actions. It has become 
clear that what can be seen as an opportunity for street vendors in the tourist streets of Cusco 
can often at the same time enhance their vulnerability. For example, the opportunity to make 
lots of money does not necessarily result in an improvement of the socio-economic situation 
of the street vendors because, as I have argued, it often leads to direct spending behaviour 
which, on the contrary, increases their economic vulnerability. The interactions between 
street vendors and tourists can improve the socio-economic situation of the former, but the 
contact with tourists also entails the risk of increasing their vulnerability as soon as they 
become completely dependent on the economic support of the tourists. Independence is a 
big advantage of street vending in the tourist streets of Cusco, but it also sometimes increases 
vulnerability and can even lead to complete destitution. The street vendors’ ability to actively 
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respond to structural restraints and their general room for manoeuvre suggests that street 
vendors are not necessarily poor but vulnerable human actors. They are vulnerable to the 
insecurities of street vending and changes in their socio-economic conditions. The question 
remains what this vulnerability means for the street vendors’ possibilities of social mobility.

Welfare trajectories of street vendors: dynamics of capitalizing on tourism

The diverse and complex situations in which street vendors try to make a living, result in their 
different life courses and welfare trajectories. The activity of street vending requires a variety 
of abilities and strategies, to have access to the tourist streets, to resist certain temptations 
in the streets, and to deal with its insecurities. The research population of street vendors can 
globally be divided into two categories on the basis of how successful they are in adapting 
to this new livelihood opportunity, in dealing with insecurities and in making a career in 
tourism. On the one hand, you have the ‘sensitive vendors’ who experience difficulties in 
responding to the insecurity and vulnerability of street work. On the other hand, you have 
the ‘resilient vendors’ who have the necessary resourcefulness and flexibility to deal adequately 
with the vulnerability and insecurities that come with street vending.67

The sensitive street vendors are mostly newcomers who experience difficulties in adapting 
to their new economic activity. They are usually very susceptible to bad vending days and 
merchandise seizure, because they lack experience and/or social networks. It often concerns 
single mothers and children or youngsters whose vending activities can be characterized most 
accurately as short-lived and ad hoc. They use the income from street vending, for example, to 
cover their short-term needs and their daily living costs. Since they do not make long-term 
plans they generally lack financial or social support to overcome shocks such as merchandise 
seizure, bad vending days and other misfortunes. Consequently, these shocks often result in 
downward social mobility. There were for example various cases of sensitive street vendors 
who saw themselves forced to leave the streets after they had been ruined completely by 
merchandise seizure or robbery. Other vendors had to take a step back on the social ladder 
and became a vendor on the local market or an informal wageworker again because they 
proved too shy or vulnerable for the tourist streets. In line with Zoomers’ typology of 
livelihood strategies, the trajectories of these vendors can be considered compensatory (1999: 
49-50). The livelihood of these vendors is marked by volatility, and despite all their efforts to 
redress their situation, these vendors keep hovering along the margins of vulnerability. They 
can be considered sensitive vendors because of their inability to adapt to the changeable 
socio-economic conditions. They permanently have to compensate their vulnerability with a 
balancing act between periods of poverty and periods of relative wealth.

The resilient vendors on the other hand, are not that easily destroyed because they have a 
certain repertoire which helps them to withstand insecurity and vulnerability. These vendors 
are generally the high value product vendors – such as aquareleros, plateras and artesanos – 
who can draw on their experiences and strategies to resist vulnerability. They have vending 

67 The distinction between “resilience” and “sensitivity” is made by Bayliss and Smith (1991) in order to get a 
better understanding of vulnerable households in cases of emergencies or disasters. 
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expertise and know how to manage good contacts with tourists, other street vendors and 
wholesalers, and are able to develop their networks successfully. They are very keen to 
anticipate fluctuations and to reduce vulnerability by participating in informal saving and 
credit systems, producing their own merchandise, combining multiple livelihood strategies, 
and constructing extensive social networks. They can best be described as small entrepreneurs 
or established vendors who know how to respond to insecurities, who are able to exploit 
opportunities, to recover relatively easily from the negative effects of a changed environment 
and to make a career out of street vending and tourism. However, not all resilient vendors 
are equally successful in their objectives. Some of the vendors I met succeeded in advancing 
from the streets to more secure labour opportunities in the formal sector. Their employment 
as a street vendor was a means in acquiring the skills needed to gain access to steady jobs or 
to open a fixed arts and crafts shop. Although this trajectory often meant a step backwards in 
terms of income, the vendors considered it as upward mobility because of the income security 
and employment status. Other vendors experienced less clear trajectories of upward mobility 
but moved in and out of situations of socio-economic improvement and deterioration. Men 
went to work in steady jobs but fell back on street vending because they missed its advantages 
such as the freedom, the big wins and the social contact with other street vendors and tourists. 
Women succeeded in building more economically stable situations for themselves and 
enjoyed relative material wealth by saving money through the informal saving systems, but 
often lost much of what they had gained, after a misfortune such as a robbery, merchandise 
seizure, family illness or divorce.

To sum up, established vendors are much more resilient and less vulnerable than the sensitive 
vendors, because they have experience, resources, social networks, and access to informal 
saving systems. They experience a certain degree of well-being and use a long term strategic 
plan to capitalize on tourism and secure the future of their children by buying a plot of 
land or by investing in their children’s education. Nevertheless, as street vending remains an 
insecure economic activity, the resilience of these vendors has its limits. They still run the 
risk of falling back into patterns of backward social mobility through delinquency, total 
fracaso, or by starting over again with low value products. In this sense, street vending has 
to be considered as a process which one can move in and out of, and which contains the 
possibility for the street vendor to make a career out of. This view implies that street vendors 
are permanently moving into and out of periods of poverty. After they hit the ‘jackpot’ 
they may feel relatively rich but as soon as all the money is spent, they fall back into their 
former situation where the earnings of their street vending can just cover their daily living 
costs. After a merchandise seizure they may feel completely destitute, but with a few days of 
hard work and possibly support from friends or family, vendors can succeed in replenishing 
their stock and can resume their activity. Even vendors with accumulation strategies, such as 
the high value product vendors, often only experience short impulses of social mobility. As 
a consequence, for the majority of the ambulant street vendors socio-economic mobility is 
short-lived. After all, the improvements generated through tourism and street vending form 
in most cases only a temporary buffer against situations of misfortune. Street vending reduces 
vulnerability rather than keeping households out of poverty completely, and this is why I 
prefer to speak in terms of “vulnerable careers”.
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Tourism and poverty alleviation

The conclusion that for the majority of ambulant vendors social mobility and improved 
socio-economic situations are short-lived, brings me to my final point on the possibilities 
of tourism for poverty alleviation. In the introduction of this dissertation I have indicated 
that tourism is often considered as an important force for poverty reduction. The economic 
activities surrounding tourism have specific characteristics which increase their potential 
for pro-poor growth (Ashley et al., 2000). Tourism brings consumers to the countries of 
destination, which gives local people the opportunity to link into this sector and to diversify 
their livelihoods. In addition, tourism products can be created from or built on natural 
resources and culture which are the few assets belonging to the poor. On the basis of this 
study some specific potentials for poverty alleviation can be added to Ashley’s list. It has 
become clear that tourism gives street vendors the possibility to participate in a global 
economic activity by shaping transnational relationships and by capitalizing on these affluent 
visitors’ goodwill. Furthermore, it gives them the opportunity to perform or to make assets of 
some of the features, such as indigenousness and poverty, which are often grounds for social 
discrimination on the local market.

For the street vendors, however, these advantages also have their potential downsides. The 
internal dynamics of street vending in the realm of tourism suggest that there are also 
fundamental restrictions to the utility of tourism as a tool in the struggle against poverty. 
The first restriction has to do with the fact that more and more tourists visit Cusco and 
that this provides an important livelihood opportunity for the households of an increased 
number of street vendors. Street vending is an accessible labour opportunity for many people 
living in the outskirts of Cusco because it does not require a high starting capital or any 
professional skills. With the necessary introduction by relatives or friends, the streets are 
relatively easy to enter. As a consequence, however, new street vendors are being introduced 
to the streets every day, and the competition is increasing rapidly. Especially during the last 
stage of my fieldwork, complaints about increased competition and decreased selling success 
were ubiquitous in my conversations with street vendors. The rising number of street vendors 
has resulted in decreased vending possibilities, chock-a-block streets and a lot of ill-at-ease 
tourists. Saturated markets also have put pressure on local policy makers to act against street 
vendors. It has made it more difficult every time to enter the street vending business or to 
remain a determined street vendor. In this sense, the opportunities created by tourism are 
limited. Tourism is not inexhaustible as a resource for labour opportunities such as street 
vending.

A second limitation to the advantages of tourism lies in its potentials for livelihood 
diversification. From a theoretical perspective, tourism has the potential to diversify local 
economies because it can easily be combined with existing livelihood activities (Ashley et 
al., 2000). I have argued that tourism can be considered an important way of livelihood 
diversification as long as it is combined with livelihood activities outside the realm of tourism. 
In my observations, tourism replaced the street vendors’ alternative livelihood activities and 
had but weak links with other sectors of the economy. The majority of the street vendors I 
worked with interrupted their alternative subsistence activities in order to focus completely 
on activities related to tourism. Many watercolour vendors, for example, pushed their women 
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to start selling in the streets, single mothers took their children along to the streets and young 
vendors persuaded their siblings to accompany them in the selling of souvenirs to tourist. 
The younger generation of vendors of Chinchero halted their textile production to be able 
to spend more time selling directly to tourists. These reorganizations attest to the increasing 
number of households who are altering their economic activities in favour of tourism and who 
are becoming more and more dependent on the income from street vending. Households are 
becoming dependent on a large-scale economic process, and they are ever more vulnerable 
to the insecurities involved in street vending and tourism. As soon as the flows of tourists 
dwindle, they will be left without economic alternatives to sustain themselves.

A final criticism relates to the access of local people to natural and cultural resources. 
Although these resources are supposed to be one of the few assets local people have free access 
to, I witnessed how struggles about “ownership” flared up when tourists came into the picture. 
In Cusco, the recuperation of the historic centre became an issue on the political agenda as 
soon as UNESCO declared it a cultural heritage site. From the time of this re-orientation of 
the city to the present time tourist economy, the vendors have been increasingly denied free 
access to the natural and cultural resources, which guarantee their vending possibilities. Their 
access to the cultural heritage sites is being denied on the assumption that they are a potential 
threat to tourism development because of the urban chaos they create. This appropriation of 
the historical heritage sites has contributed to the loss of control of the street vendors over 
local resources and even to the exclusion of street vendors from the available resources (see 
also Martinez Novo, 2003). Such an exclusion enhances the spatial inequalities street vendors 
are confronted with and confirms Mowforth and Munt’s claim that tourism can reinforce 
patterns of socio-economic inequality (2003).

Although it is extremely difficult to isolate the impact of tourism from other factors of 
change, I have indicated that tourism has a specific influence on the street vendors’ livelihood 
possibilities and limitations. Street vendors generally recognize tourism as a resource that can 
help them to lift themselves out of poverty. At the same time tourism based street vending 
can be perceived as a high-risk option because of its seasonal aspect and its liability to boom-
bust cycles such as political instability, global recessions and global competition. This is 
why tourism often reinforces the insecurities and vulnerabilities that are already a part of 
the economic activity of street vending. Street vendors’ political status, earnings and social 
contacts are often more insecure on the tourist market than they are in a local economic 
context. As I have indicated, the political status of the street vendors fluctuates because 
the local authorities permanently redefine their position in the tourist picture. Earnings in 
tourism are equally subject to remarkable fluctuations because tourists have little notion 
of local prices and use their own economic reality as frame of reference. Social contacts in 
tourism are often brief because they usually end as soon as the tourist disappears from the 
scene. In this sense, the example of street vending indicates that tourism does not necessarily 
reduce the vulnerability street vendors work and live in. On the contrary, as both economic 
activities are characterized by dramatic fluctuations, the combination of both economic 
activities often increases vulnerability.

To conclude, the case of street vendors illustrates that tourism has contributed less to long-
term economic development than might have been expected or than it might have the 
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potentials for. Tourism has the possibility to improve the socio-economic position of street 
vendors, but the internal mechanism of street vending makes it clear that street vending is 
not always as rewarding as it could be and that street vendors are not always getting optimal 
returns from tourism. Nevertheless, street vendors cannot be called the “losers” of tourism 
development as Broham (1996) does. Despite the broader socio-political restrictions, street 
vendors can wield agency over their own lives. They develop their own strategies to make 
their selling activities as reliable as possible and to cope with vulnerability. Even though most 
street vendors believe that real progress will only be made if they can leave the insecurities of 
street life behind, they try to take as much advantage of the activity of street vending as they 
possibly can. Every individual street vendor will try to reduce their vulnerability by looking 
out to expand their social networks, by developing their own saving strategies and methods 
to cope with regular state harassment, by developing human capital, and finally by improving 
their social skills in the streets. There is room for improvement but street vendors could be 
supported more in their struggles of dealing with the structural restrictions and dynamics 
that generate and regenerate their vulnerability. How can it be that a world dominated by 
increased globalization still does not adequately recognize one of the economic activities, 
which seem to fit perfectly in the dynamics of globalization, because of its flexible, mobile 
and transnational features? It is quite clear that tourism has the potentials to benefit the 
socio-economic position of street vendors, but that for the majority of the vendors tourism 
would be more beneficial if they were to receive the political and social support to help them 
in dealing with the insecurities that characterize their economic activity.

Note on the future

As social mobility is something that has to be evaluated over generations, one of the big 
questions remains what the future of the children of the ambulant vendors presented in this 
dissertation will bring. All the street vendors I spoke with aspired to a better future for their 
children. They hoped their children would be able to build a life as a professional outside 
the streets. I have illustrated that the possibilities for a better future for their children are 
uncertain because the income from street vending is unreliable and because of the unstable 
nature of the working and living circumstances of these ambulant vendors. Nevertheless, I 
wish the street vendors of this dissertation all the energy required to keep on fighting to 
improve their situation and that of their children with the same vigorous drive, I so often 
admired. That all their dreams may be fulfilled!
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Appendix 1 General characteristics of the 
street vendors quoted in this dissertation
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Appendix 2 Glossary

Aquarelero(s) Vendor of watercolour paintings
Ama de casa Housewife
Ambulante(s) Street vendor
Amistarse Establishing a friendship
Artesano(s) Arts and crafts vendor
Asociaciónes de Provivienda See pueblo joven
Ayudante Servant
Boleto turístico  A tourist ticket for admittance to historic 

monuments and sites in and around Cusco.
Brichero(s)  Peruvian who is looking for a tourist to become 

their partner with the intention of obtaining a 
ticket to Europe or North America.

Bricherismo See brichero
Canaston Collective savings and credit mechanism
Casco Monumental Historic Quarter
Campesino(s)  Literally, peasant; people from the countryside of 

Peru
Comerciante(s) Merchant
Comadre Godmother
Compadrazgo Godparenthood
Compadres Godparents
Conquistadores Spanish Conqueror
Cargador Porter
Chicha Andean corn beer
Chicos de la calle Street children
Chincherino Native of Chinchero
Cusqueño(s) Inhabitant from Cusco
Empleada doméstica Domestic servant
Engaño Rip-off
Indigenista(s)  Non-indigenous people who glorify the 

indigenous culture
Indigenismo  Movement of intellectuals and politicians who 

assigned a dominant social and political role to the 
indigenous population

Fiestas Patrias National Holiday
Faja (s) Handwoven belt
Fracaso complete destitution or failure
Gringo (feminine: gringa) Foreigners from different cultures
Inti Raymi Festival of the sun
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Jalador(es)  Vendors of tourist packages such as meals in a 
restaurant or guided tours

Lustrabota(s) Shoe shiner
Maleados Troublemakers
Manta Handwoven textiles
Mestizo Urban resident
Ojotas Rubber sandals made from tyres
Pandero Collective savings and credit mechanism
Pasaportera(s) Belt to guard your passport
Pavo Turkey
“Plata que se gana fácil, se gasta fácil” “Easy money, easily wasted”
Platera(s) Silverwork vendor
Plaza Square
Plaza de Armas Main Square
Plazoleta Small square
Postalero(s) Postcard vendor
Pueblo(s) joven(es)  Literally, young village; popular migrant 

neighbourhood in the outskirts of the city
Puneño(s) Inhabitant from Puno
Mestizaje  Process of interchange of different cultural 

identities and values.
Muñeca Literally, doll; handmade Andean doll
Sacamefoto(s)  Vendors dressed up like Incas who pose for a 

photo in exchange for money
Seguir adelante To go ahead
Sendero Luminoso Shining Path
Señorita Young woman
Tablero Tray to display silverwork
Tarjeta Painted postcard
Tostados Roasted grains
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Appendix 3 Original quotes of respondents

Chapter 2
Q1  “Tenemos que cuidar mas al Casco Monumental porque es nuestro Patrimonio y 

tenemos que cuidarlo como todas las ciudades que tiene su Casco Monumental o 
Patrimonio y en este caso nuestro Patrimonio pues, esta considerado y protegido por 
UNESCO que lo han declarado como Patrimonio Cultural de la Humanidad (…) es 
decir que nosotros dedicamos un cuidado muy celoso, quiero decir que tenemos tanto 
la policia municipal, la seguridad cuidadana y la policía nacional al fin de proteger mas 
que todo al visistante y nuestro vecino, por supuesto, no?, para garantizarles un poco, su 
libre transito, en que pueden visitar los monumentos arqueológicos tranquilos. Por esto 
tenemos que tener más el cuidado en el casco monumental” (Interview Lucho, 9 July 
2007).

Q2  “No se van a dejar que los ambulantes ingresan en la Plaza de Armas, porque es zona 
intangible (…) o sea, zona turística, donde el turista tambien quiere estar tranquilo, ver 
todo el panorama, yo creo que necesitan sentarse un rato en los asientos y no estar ahi 
hostigado por los ambulantes” (Interview Hector, 20 July 2007).

Q3  “Porque el turista viene a visitar nuestra Patria y Nuestro Pueblo y ellos no permiten 
comprar a los comerciantes ambulantes. No les gustan, porque porque en sus paises 
la organizacion ya esta mas avanzada, tratan de comprar siempre en establecimientos 
formales donde pueden hacer algun reclamo y esto es su garantia” (Interview Lucho, 9 
July 2007).

Chapter 3
Q4  “No eran tan bruscos como ahora, no se arreaban como ahora (no te empujaban como 

ahora)”, “ahora son muy torpes”, “ahora están más estrictos”, “ahora ya no te dejan 
vender, siempre escapando, ya no es como antes, ahora es malo el control, antes no había 
control.”

Q5  “[Los municipales] te insultan, te dicen limosnera, traposa,.. asi una vez me han dicho 
‘limosnera no te da vergüenza estar con tu hija parada acá, que vergüenza todavía una 
mujer… anda trabajando!, porque no trabajas?’ … yo le dije ‘señor, estoy trabajando’ [el 
pregunto] ‘pero con una hija, no te da vergüenza estar con tu hija acá?’ Así me dijo una 
vez a mi me dolió porque esto era cuando estaba saliendo unas de las primeras veces a 
vender y me ha quitado mis postales y ‘yo dije, señor un favor, devuélvame, yo no salgo, 
estoy saliendo recién’ [el respondió] ‘debe darte vergüenza’ y seguía insultando pero tenia 
que humillarme para que me devuelva, me ha devuelvo pero me ha insultado de todo 
y me aguante, que podía hacer? Tenia que conseguir dinero” (Interview Cristina, 3 July 
2005).

Q6  “Si te quitan, el día siguiente vas a pintar, cuando no pintas y te quitan como empiezas 
de nuevo si no tienes plata” (Interview Pedro, 5 September 2005)?
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Q7  “Nosotros no queremos atropellarlos, no queremos hacer abuso de la autoridad, no, 
si no dialogar, nosotros a travez del dialogo y la persuacion vamos a convencer a los 
trabajadores, no, que dejen las zonas del Casco Monumental y que pasen a ocupar 
zonas autorizadas y en lo posible vamos a re-potenciar el Mercado de San Blas donde 
tenemos actualmente un area de 600 metros cuadrados aproximadamante para impulsar 
el desarrollo economico de los artesanos (…) necesariamente vamos a ayudar, vamos a 
impulsar el desarrollo economico a ellos porque estas personas son un remanente una 
sobra de aquellos comerciantes que quedaron en la via publica porque no tuvieron el 
recurso economico para comprar un stand en Molino, Confraternidad y los centros 
comerciales de la ciudad” (Interview Lucho, 9 July 2007).

Q8  “El otro alcalde muy drastico era, ahora ya no te decomisa, de repente acerca y dice 
que tiene que irte pero asi escapando, de repente puedes vender algo porque ya no te 
decomisa” (Field notes, 16 July 2007).

Q9  “Ahora [la calle] esta un poco mas accesible a los ambulantes. Pero siempre te presionan, 
no es como antes, por ejemplo en Carlos Valencia es un escalera muy presionada, muy 
fuerte, te quitaban bruscamente, ahora no porque ingreso una alcaldesa. No es tanto, 
pero lo malo de lo que nos estan dejando vender es que tambien mucha gente se esta 
viniendo a vender y hay mucha competencia. Hay veces decimos nosotros: hubiera sido 
como antes, que nos limiten. No vendes pero ahora ya tambien es mucho mas gente y 
mucho mas competencia” (Interview Reyna, 13 July 2007).

Q10  “Para mi mejor seria que quitan porque ahora mira, como no quitan hay mas ambulantes. 
Como ahora no quitan todo el mundo se pone a vender en la calle” (Interview Tomas, 23 
July 2007).

Chapter 4
Q11  “Tal vez nos ibamos a malear con los chicos de la calle” (…) “Tengo que saber escoger 

mis amistades, no me junto con chicos de la calle, es que cuando te juntas con ellos, 
quieres ser como ellos, empiezas a fumar y drogar y empiezas de hablar como ellos” 
(Interview Rodrigo, 3 September 2004).

Q12  “Se prostituyen para su barriga, se van con cualquier persona no importa que son 
borrachos, que son maleados, normal se van, no les importa que personas son, lo que les 
importa es la plata” (Interview Pedro, 5 September 2005).

Q13  “Yo he visto que a muchos niños en la época … yo he visto que les engañaban con una 
moneda y se les llevaba, que se les llevaba o igualito a una compañera también igualito le 
engañaron por unos centavos y esto paso o sea también le violaron” (Interview Demetrio, 
11 October 2005).

Q14  “A veces me trataban mal, a veces cansada me hacian barrer, lavar, cargar, … allí es lo que 
me cansa” (Interview Marta, 1 September 2005).

Q15  “Me fui de la casa porque nadie me compraba ropa y me fui a trabajar” (Interview Edgar, 
9 August 2005).

Q16  “Si no quieres hacerlo vete porque siempre hay personas que quieren trabajar por la 
comida no mas” (Interview Rodriguez, 12 Augustus 2005).

Q17  “Antes ella trabajaba en casa de hogar, empleada doméstica con cama dentro pero con 
bebe no se puede trabajar, muy difícil entonces desde que tuvo su hijo, se puso a vender” 
(Interview Pedro, 5 September 2005).

Q18  “No es gusto que ganas 100 soles al mes” (Field notes, 17 June 2005).
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Q19  “Es que ella [mi esposa] es más tímida que yo, es que yo soy menos tímido mas hablador, 
mas bromista, … y así ganas, depende como es el turista a veces es alegre, tu también 
estas alegre a veces estas un poco molesto entonces les haces reír en algo o sea dices yo 
soy Picaso o yo soy Michael Jackson o les haces reir en cambio mi esposa no es así ella 
no sabe convencerles”(Interview Miguel, 5 September 2005).

Q20  “No tengo esta manera de convencimiento, si me dices no, me voy, aunque mi hermana 
les sigue [los turistas] hasta que compra” (Interview Adriana, 16 September 2005).

Q21  “Sucesivamente se va pasando [que me maltrato] y mas y mas hasta que resulta que ya 
mas ganaba que mi esposo y asi he aprendido de defenderme, ahora que pasó, con tantos 
años de experiencia ya no me puedo humillar, quizás algunas veces, pero ya no mucho 
como antes, ya no hay esta tristeza, ese dolor” (Interview Marina, 3 July 2007).

Q22  “Cuando lustras no aumentas nada pero cuando vendes postales tienes que aumentar … 
te compran y de nuevo tienes que sacar postales” (Interview Edgar, 9 August 2005).

Q 23  “Gente de la calle que se droga y que roba” (…) “La gente piensa que [un lustrabota] es 
uno de mal vivir, no son educados, no se puede expresar, … somos como este bolígrafo, 
como un objeto que no tiene validez, no podemos servir para nadie, no servimos para la 
sociedad, o sea, la peor persona” (Interview Humberto, 1 July 2005).

Q24  “Para ganar la plata tienes que convencer el turista, si es el caso si preguntas ‘señorita 
comprame’ y al toque me compra, si claro seria un negocio fácil, pero no es asi, tienes 
que hablarle, contar tus historias o preguntarle de donde eres o sea convencerle porque 
seria fácil cuando yo pregunto ‘cómprame’ y al toque cuanto cuesta y al toque te da. Pero 
para que un turista te compre tienes que convencerle, hablarle, aun que esta gustando 
la faja, por lo menos tienes que explicar el trabajo. Les explicas la significación de los 
diseños entonces el turista se anima y así me compra pero si digo asi: ‘compra faja’ no me 
va a comprar ni sabe … hay muchos turistas que dicen: fajas para que sirve?, para que es? 
me preguntan, entonces yo les explico ‘esto es asi, yo misma les trabajo, …’” (Interview 
Claudia, 12 October 2005).

Chapter 5
Q25  “A veces vendo, a veces sin vender me vengo, uno con otro es, a veces hay suerte, hay 

veces no hay suerte” (Interview Virginia, 21 June 2005).
Q26  “En la época alta puedes llegar hasta 150 Soles, esto es capital, la ganancia seria como 

50-60 Soles, pero no es cada día, es que a veces si tienes suerte puedes vender bien” 
(Interview Miguel 5 September 2005).

Q27  “A veces que vendo biensito y asi feliz estoy, pero hay dias tambien si no vendo y estoy 
preocupando tambien, no todo es felicidad y no todo es alegria” (Interview Marina, 3 
July 2007).

Q28  “A veces ganan a veces pierden, si no hay ingreso, no comen o si comen pero algo 
chiquito, por ejemplo comen pan con queso o platano por almuerzo, pero si ganan si 
compran pollo” (Field notes, 8 September 2005).

Q29  “Este mes no he vendido nada, saco de mi ahorro no mas, esto es cuando no hay turismo” 
(Interview Tomas, 17 October 2005).

Q30  “Lo unico, voy a mi tierra y traigo papa, maiz y trigo” (Interview Domérica, 29 
September 2004).

Q31  “Hay veces me metia otra vez al horno para trabajar, si habia dos o tres dias sin vender 
nada o de vender dos o tres Soles es solo para comer nada mas, entonces otra vez me 
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mete en el horno hay veces una semana, dos semanas hasta que la plaza se mejore” 
(Interview Miguel, 5 September 2005).

Q32  “A veces digo no importa voy a vender al costo porque necesito el dinero” (Interview 
Virginia, 21 June 2005).

Q33  “Cuando necesito urgente, voy a precio minimo, para comer no me importa el precio” 
(Interview Pedro, 5 September 2005).

Q34  “Es un riesgo tener la plateria porque estas a la mira de los delincuentes, porque el 
mismo hecho que cuesta digamos una pieza 20 o 30 Soles entonces agarras un tablero, 
en todo este tablero supongamos que hay un capital de 1000 Soles y estas a la mira de 
los delincuentes, porque a mi hace poquito me sucedió una desgracia y me robaron todo 
un paquetito de esta bolsa. Me robaron valor de 1000 Soles, 1200 mas o menos, es un 
riesgo tambien tener el hecho que es algo pequeño pero cuesta, no?” (Interview Reyna, 
13 July 2005).

Q35  “Al rato nos ibamos al pinball, jugar taco, billar, … y no nos duraba para nada toda la 
plata, no lo veías, es que fácil lo has conseguido, no te has costado nada” (Interview 
Tomas, 17 October 2007).

Q36  “Tengo al mano suelta, soy de invertir muy rapido el dinero, de no tener dinero en la 
mano, un malgasto de dinero: o sea cosas que no son necesariamante para comprar pero 
por puro gusto de comprar lo compro y allí es donde se va el dinero, de repente son 
juguetes, o comida que me gusta comer bastante, o sea son pequeñas cosas. Y en alli se 
va el dinero es como se viene la crisis es decir ‘como puedo gastar tanto en cosas que de 
repente no necesito’ y ahora ya no tengo dinero” (Interview Virginia, 21 June 2005).

Q37  “Un sueldo fijo es diferente, lo puedes tener en duro, ya no te gastas” (Interview Caren, 
16 May 2005).

Q38  “En la calle, lo ves de poquito en poco tu plata, y si juntas, a veces lo gastas, cuando 
uno esta mal. En cambio en un trabajo fijo, es que te dan todito de golpe, toda tu plata 
te dan; toda tu plata de golpe, tu lo ves, y asi puedes, utilizar y gastar, en cambio, de 
poquito en poco no puedes, a veces se enferma alguien y se va el dinero” (Interview Ana, 
16 May 2005).

Q39  “En la calle no puedes juntar no estas acostumbrada de llevar la plata a tu casa” 
(Interview Demetrio, 11 October 2005).

Q40  “Cuando te pagan mensual, sacas una buena cantidad. Si ganas diario, por ejemplo el 
diario que ganas puedes gastar, se te ocurre cualquier cosa lo gastas, lo gastas entonces es 
dificil de juntarlo” (Interview Humberto, 20 July 2007).

Q41  “El pandero tiene una importancia grande para progresar, porque si juegas pandero mas 
te preocupas de vender, como sea tienes que lograr a vender, por la cantidad que juegas 
tienes que vender (…) es una responsabilidad porque te ponen multa si no juegas, por 
esto que te preocupes para ahorrar, de esta manera puedes salir de esta pobreza, o sea, lo 
que sea tienes que vender, es una responsabilidad” (Interview Marina, 3 July 2007).

Q42  “El pandero es un medio, de repente, de seguir adelante” (Interview Virginia, 21 June 
2005).

Q43  “Mensual no gano, todo lo que gano es para la barriga, no junto, no tengo ahorros, si yo 
venderia bien-bien, de repente tenia ahorros. Pero como yo tengo tres hijos hay veces 
voy al Cusco tengo que comprar azucar, arroz, por esto para la mantención no mas” 
(Interview Mercedez, 12 September 2005).
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Q44  “Lo estamos poniendo en un banco porque es bastante. Para tener menos problemas 
del robo o para no hacer perder el dinero se lleva semanal el dinero al banco para que se 
acumula mas el dinero y que los participantes no se adeudan” (Interview Reyna, 13 July 
2007).

Chapter 6
Q45  “Pero lo que me importaba es que me tratara mejor que otras personas porque soy su 

hijo, que me de cariño. No me ha dado cariño, nunca me ha dado cariño” (Interview 
Pedro, 5 September 2005).

Q46  “Es triste de no tener hermanas, no tener mama, no tener papa es bien triste. Llega tu 
cumpleaños y que vas a hacer si no tienes a nadies. Tranquilo en tu cuarto tienes que 
estar. Si quieres te duermes, si no quieres no duermes. En mi caso es asi sola no tengo a 
donde ir. Llega el dia de la madre no tienes a donde ir, llega el dia de navidad sola [con 
tu hija] en tu cuarto. No tengo a nadies entonces lloras” (Interview Cristina, 3 July 2005).

Q47  “No estoy tranquilo en la casa, he acostumbrado a salir en la calle, o sea estar en 
ambiente” (Interview Humberto, 1 July 2005).

Q48  “Contando mi vida me desfogo” (Interview Cristina, 3 July 2005).
Q49  “[En la calle] tengo mis amigos que estan en la misma situacion de mi, hablamos de 

nuestros problemas. Amigos con plata hablan otra forma, con ellos no puedo hablar, con 
personas que son igual puedo hablar” (Interview Pedro, 5 September 2005).

Q50  “Antes, solamente las madres vendian en la calle, pero estos dias, los vendedores llevan su 
entera familia a la calle. Es que se ha aumentado la venta ambulatoria … ahora venden 
todos, hasta los hijos venden, hasta los nietos comienzan de ir a vender entonces se va 
aumentando” (Interview Virginia, 21 June 2005).

Q51  “Hay malos y buenos turistas, los malos te gritan y se amargan, los buenos escuchan tus 
problemas, saben comprender” (Interview Pedro, 5 September 2005).

Q52  “Cuando les ofrezco [los turistas] mis postales o algo, nos gritan o se amargan hasta 
que a veces llaman la policía porque piensan que queremos robar” (Interview Emilio, 15 
September 2005).

Q53  “Con estos amigos tengo buenos recuerdos, saben entender los problemas de otras 
personas, me gustan ellos, les tenia confianza y les he llevado a mi casa, conocian a mi 
hermana, mi mama, mi casa”

Q54  “los otros [turistas] son comunes, no te hablan, no te ayudan, solamente consigues 
amistades en el momento que vendes nada mas” (Interview Pedro, 5 September 2005).

Chapter 7
Q55  “Entonces menos conchuda anda, se toma mas importancia en su presencia, su ropa” 

(Field notes, 16 July 2007).
Q56  “Antés no me comportaba como ahora, era lisa o sea que no tenía respeto hacia una 

persona, les gritaba, les insultaba, no tenía comportamiento y no me vestía bien. O sea 
he cambiado así” (Interview Rosalia, 16 July 2007).

Q57  “Me canso de vender, ya no tengo paciencia como antes” (Interview Rosalia, 16 July 
2007).

Q58  “A veces a los turistas les gusta las [vendedoras] mas conchudas hasta que viene con 
ojotas porque da pena al turista y así compran” (Field notes, 16 July 2007).
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Q59  “He sobrellevado, hice la casa, jugué pandero, cuando tu llegaste quizás no jugaba 
pandero” (Interview Marina, 3 July 2007).

Q60  “Desde que nació mi hija estoy mas responsable y me preocupo más que antes, más 
que todo en su ropa, en su educación … de lustra bota pensaba en mí no más, para mí 
comida, para mi cuarto nada más” (Interview Tomas, 17 October 2005).

Q61  “He progresado bastante. Por ejemplo, ahora tengo, tengo mejores cosas que antes, 
por ejemplo, ahora tengo un tele, o sea lo básico, no? Ya no como antes, no? Comía 
comida chatarra [bien baratas] pero ahora ya no, como ganamos un poquito mas, ya nos 
damos el trato un poquito mejor. (…) ahora tengo dinero ahorrado en el banco, tengo 
digamos si ya nos dejan vender, tengo dinero, antes no tenia, tenia apenas para comer, 
para estudiar, pero ahora si tengo un capital, tengo mi terreno ya estoy mas tranquilo” 
(Interview Tomas, 23 July 2007).

Q62  “Se trata sobre una apariencia exterior porque en realidad [los aquareleros] no han 
progresado” (Intreview Marco, 13 July 2007).

Q63  “Hay niños con problemas psicológicos, no se puede adaptar a la sociedad por su 
carácter, por falta de educación y una buena preparación, son débiles y ignorante, no 
tiene acceso a una profesión, han nacido así en familias ignorantes, su familia no les 
da buena educación, no han ido a la escuela ya están acostumbrada a la vida de la calle” 
(Interview Marco, 13 July 2007).

Q64  “En la calle aprendes a sobrevivir, estar despierto, aprendes a no ser tímido, a conocer 
mucha gente” (Interview Ignacio, 14 September 2005).

Q65  “Es que nosotros cuando vendemos en la calle somos mas hábiles [que los que no 
tiene la experiencia de vender en la calle], y convencedoras, al turista le convencemos 
de alguna manera, sonriéndole, riéndole, o diciendo suplicando, y te compran. Tenía la 
experiencia de estar vendiendo en la calle, y tendiendo a los turistas, y así me metí acá y 
a Maylet también le metí y bien mis jefes no se quejan” (Interview Ana, 19 July 2007).

Q66  “En un lado si, ya no me puedo malear. Además, tengo un sueldo fijo y la diferencia es 
notable. En las calles hay días buenos, hay días malos. Con un trabajo fijo no tienes que 
preocuparte. Como un día no tengo nada, de que voy a pagar alquiler. En la calle tal 
vez ganas un poquito mas pero siempre gastas tu plata. En cambio ahora casi no puedo 
gastar, me dan comida en el restaurante (…) ahora tengo horario fijo, en la mañana 
tengo tiempo para hacer otras cosas. He superado un poquito más porque te dan 
renumeraciones como para navidad o un poco de propina. Mi intención era superarme y 
no como vendedor toda mi vida en la calle, me da vergüenza de trabajar en las calles, no 
es de ganar mas o menos pero no estar todo la vida en la calle porque quiero hacer algo 
en la vida, tal vez estudiar una carera” (Interview Ignacio, 14 september 2005).

Q67  “Simplemente en la manera que he avanzado es en tener una idea bien fija para mis hijos 
no?, o sea no darle lo que mi papa me ha dado. Bueno no le echo la culpa también no … 
de repente si [mis hijos] no quieren estudiar o dejan de estudiar de repente van a tener 
cargar adobe como yo por 10 Soles entonces mejor de tener claramente que estudian 
para tener bien, que sea profesionales” (Interview Demetrio, 11 October 2005).

Q68  “Era difícil, es que yo estuve acostumbrado en que nadie me mando entonces yo 
extrañaba la calle y pensaba voy a regresar a la calle … yo quería dejar mi trabajo y 
regresar a la calle para estar más tranquilo y para no depender de un jefe. Extrañaba 
también mucho a mis amigos, jugando fútbol, o sea (en la calle) tenías tiempo para jugar 
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fútbol para ir a … no se a tomar chicha no se, eso era lo que mas extrañaba porque 
estabas libre” (Interview Demetrio, 11 October 2005).

Q69  “He mejorado porque me siento tranquila, alegre porque tengo mi tienda. Antes de 
la tienda estaba triste porque queria tener mi tienda para descansar y para estar mas 
tranquilo porque en la calle es muy sufrido porque los policias no nos dejan vender. (…) 
entonces he mejorado en todas maneras: he superado un poco mas, estoy ayudando a 
mis hijos, he comprado cosas, cosas que queria estoy logrado, he comprado mi carro, 
he comprado mis muebles, he puesto mi tienda, … solamente me falta mi misma casa” 
(Interview Luisa, 17 Augustus 2005).

Q70  “Siempre voy a vender en las calles. Tambien si no hay necesidad, por la costumbre 
o cuando tambien estoy aburrida, para distraerme voy a trabajar en la calle porque 
encuentras tus amigos” (Interview Luisa, 17 Augustus 2005).

Q71  “Ya no quiero salir a lustrar. Es que con lo que voy a lustrar voy a tomar, voy a ponerme 
en otro delito y voy a volver aca. Es que por los malos amigos, cuando lustras tienes 
plata y los malos amigos te llevan a tomar, jalar terokal y fumar marihuana. Por esto 
ya no quiero ir a lustrar, porque todos los lustradores llegan a cometer en miseria o en 
delitos graves” (Interview Jorge, 4 July 2007).
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Samenvatting in het Nederlands

Kwetsbare carrières
Toerisme en dynamiek in levensvoorziening onder straatverkopers in Cusco, Peru

Toerisme is de laatste jaren een van de snelst groeiende sectoren in de wereldeconomie. Na de 
olie- en de auto-industrie volgt toerisme als derde. Toerisme wordt algemeen beschouwd als 
een bron van rijkdom en werkgelegenheid. Ook ontwikkelingslanden zien het als een motor 
voor hun ontwikkeling die tewerkstelling genereert en buitenlandse valuta binnenbrengt. 
Sociaal-wetenschappelijk onderzoek toont echter aan dat er kanttekeningen geplaatst 
kunnen worden bij de snelle groei van het toerisme. Uit debatten over duurzaamheid blijkt 
dat toerisme ook negatieve effecten heeft op het leefmilieu, de cultuur en de lokale economie 
van toeristische bestemmingen.

Dit boek sluit aan bij dit duurzaamheiddebat. Ik bestudeer in deze etnografische studie 
meer bepaald de lokale impact van de globale economie op de bestaansstrategieën van 
straatverkopers, die in het toeristische centrum van Cusco (Peru) werken. Het gaat om 
straatverkopers die dagelijks vanuit de buitenwijken van Cusco naar het centrum van de 
stad afzakken om souvenirs aan toeristen te verkopen. Het is een heel heterogene groep 
van vrouwen, jongeren en kinderen die allerlei goedkope en aantrekkelijke spulletjes aan de 
toeristen aanbieden. Kinderen verkopen vingerpoppetjes, chocolade en postkaarten. Jongeren 
poetsen schoenen en verkopen schilderijen. Vrouwen verkopen zelf gemaakte souvenirs, zoals 
beschilderde kalebassen en met de hand geweven broekriemen of ze verkopen sigaretten en 
snoepgoed. Ze werken allemaal in het centrum van Cusco, daar ontmoeten ze de toeristen, ze 
weten dat die koopkrachtig zijn en op zoek zijn naar souvenirs.

De centrale vraag in deze studie is hoe straatverkopers omgaan met mogelijkheden en 
beperkingen om van het toerisme te kunnen ‘profiteren’. Profiteren heeft in deze studie niet 
alleen een economische inhoud. Ik gebruik het begrip in zijn brede betekenis: het gaat om het 
effect van toerisme op het natuurlijk, humaan, sociaal, cultureel en financieel kapitaal van de 
straatverkopers. Ik operationaliseer deze probleemstelling aan de hand van enkele specifieke 
onderzoeksvragen. De eerste onderzoeksvraag focust op de context waarin het dagelijks 
leven van straatverkopers zich afspeelt en onderzoekt het socio-economisch profiel van 
straatverkopers en hun positie in de Cusqueense samenleving. De tweede onderzoeksvraag 
zoemt in op de bestaansstrategieën van de straatverkopers in dit toeristisch centrum door 
een analyse te maken van hun inkomenssituatie en hun sociale netwerken. De laatste 
onderzoeksvraag gaat in op de dynamiek in de armoedebeleving van de straatverkopers en 
schetst een beeld van de effecten van straatverkoop op sociale mobiliteit en armoede.

De hoofdstukken in dit boek zijn ingedeeld op basis van deze drie onderzoeksvragen. Na 
hoofdstuk 1, dat de theoretische debatten en de probleemstelling van deze studie inleidt, 
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volgen drie hoofdstukken over de context waarin het dagelijkse leven van de straatverkopers 
zich afspeelt. Hoofdstuk 2 beschrijft de ontwikkeling van het toerisme in Cusco en de 
hernieuwde belangstelling voor het Incaverleden. Het focust op de positie van de lokale 
bevolking in de transformatie van Cusco tot een toeristische stad, waar het onthaal van 
de eindeloze stroom bezoekers de topprioriteit is op de politieke agenda. Het toerisme 
domineert het centrum. De lokale bevolking wordt naar de buitenwijken verdreven om 
plaats te maken voor toeristische infrastructuur. Bars, restaurants, hotels, reisbureaus en 
internetcafés rijzen in het centrum als paddenstoelen uit de grond en het contrast met andere 
delen van de stad wordt steeds groter. Buiten het toeristische centrum overheerst de armoede. 
Grote gezinnen wonen er samen op kleine oppervlaktes, ze hebben weinig of geen toegang 
tot stromend water, elektriciteit, openbaar vervoer of huisvuilophaling. De bewoners van de 
buitenwijken kunnen slechts een klein graantje meepikken van het toerisme, ze worden uit 
het centrum geweerd om het imago van de stad niet te ontsieren. Straatverkopers passen 
blijkbaar niet in het plaatje dat de lokale overheid van Cusco wil presenteren aan toeristen. 
Straatverkoop wordt geassocieerd met chaos, onveiligheid, armoede en ander ongemak. In 
de ogen van de beleidsmakers hebben straatverkopers een negatieve invloed op het beeld van 
hun stad en vormen ze een bedreiging voor het historische erfgoed dat door de UNESCO 
beschermd wordt.

Hoofdstuk 3 illustreert hoe deze visie van de lokale overheid het beleid ten aanzien van 
straatverkoop doorheen de jaren vorm heeft gegeven. De dagelijkse aanwezigheid van 
honderden straatverkopers brengt problemen met zich mee. De lokale overheid staat onder 
druk om in te grijpen. Het beleid ten aanzien van straatverkoop is echter niet consistent. 
Dit doet de plaats van de straatverkopers op het politieke speelveld nu en dan verschuiven. 
Gedurende mijn veldwerk merkte ik hoe een periode van extreme repressie door burgemeester 
Valencia (1998-2006) werd gevolgd door het mildere beleid van burgemeester Sequeiros 
(vanaf 2006). Hoofdstuk 3 beschrijft de gevolgen van deze verschillende benaderingen op 
de positie van de straatverkopers in de Cusqueense samenleving en op hun mogelijkheden 
om profijt te halen uit de aanwezigheid van toeristen. In tijden van extreme repressie blijken 
straatverkopers weinig mogelijkheden te hebben om zich op te werken door bijvoorbeeld 
duurdere producten te verkopen. In tijden van een mildere aanpak neemt de concurrentie 
tussen de verkopers echter snel weer toe, waardoor de mogelijkheden om hun inkomen te 
verhogen vaak ook beperkt blijven. Besluit is dat straatverkopers het beste proberen te maken 
van hun situatie en creatieve oplossingen zoeken om zich in de straten van Cusco overeind te 
houden. Hierdoor behoren ze nog steeds tot het typische straatbeeld van deze stad.

Hoofdstuk 4 schetst een algemeen beeld van de heterogene groep straatverkopers in het 
toeristische centrum van Cusco met als doel enkele stereotiepe beelden over straatverkopers 
te ontkrachten en hun reële levensloop te beschrijven. Straatverkopers kunnen niet alleen 
ingedeeld worden op basis van hun leeftijd, maar ook op basis van gender, scholing, afkomst, 
werk geschiedenis en de aard van het product dat ze verkopen. Deze diversiteit kleurt 
de persoonlijke verhalen van de straatverkopers en hun individuele mogelijkheden en 
beperkingen om van het toerisme te profiteren. De analyse toont ondermeer aan dat niet 
alle kinderen, die op straat werken, ‘straatkinderen’ zijn, dat niet alle straatverkopers arm 
zijn en dat er zowel rurale als urbane straatverkopers in de straten van Cusco werken. In 
dit hoofdstuk wordt ook duidelijk dat straatverkoop als een proces beschouwd moet worden 
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en dat straatverkopers carrière kunnen maken. Ze kunnen zich opwerken van bediende tot 
zelfstandige, van onervaren straatverkoper tot ervaren straatverkoper of van postkaartverkoper 
tot verkoper van schilderijen.

Hoofdstukken 5 en 6 bestuderen de inkomens en sociale netwerken van straatverkopers. 
Hoofdstuk 5 gaat dieper in op de inkomenssituatie van straatverkopers door enerzijds te 
focussen op de economische betekenis van straatverkoop en anderzijds op de strategieën die 
straatverkopers gebruiken om met inkomensonzekerheid om te gaan. Toeristen hebben over 
het algemeen weinig besef van wat normale prijzen zijn voor deze koopwaar. Gevolg is dat 
het inkomen van straatverkopers erg onderhevig is aan schommelingen. De ene dag verdient 
een straatverkoper niets en de andere dag verdient hij meer dan een doorsnee arbeider in 
Peru. Het uitgangspunt van dit hoofdstuk is dat straatverkopers de mogelijkheid hebben 
om op korte tijd veel geld te verdienen, maar dat de onzekerheid over hun inkomen het 
opbouwen van eigen kapitaal bemoeilijkt. Deze onzekerheden maken dat straatverkopers 
kunnen beschouwd worden als kwetsbare economische actoren. Ze ontwikkelen systemen om 
roekeloze uitgaven te vermijden. Succesvolle straatverkopers zijn diegenen die er in slagen om 
hun economische onzekerheid te verminderen door bijvoorbeeld te participeren in informele 
spaar- en kredietsystemen of door hun geld op een andere duurzame manier te beheren.

In hoofdstuk 6 maak ik duidelijk dat het inkomen van straatverkopers uit meer dan alleen 
financieel kapitaal bestaat en dat straatverkoop meer is dan een louter economische activiteit. 
Straatverkoop heeft ook grote sociale gevolgen. Om dit aan te tonen zoem ik in op de 
familierelaties van de straatverkopers en op hun contacten met collega’s en toeristen. Het 
blijkt dat deze sociale netwerken van cruciaal belang zijn om stand te houden op straat en een 
bepaalde vorm van sociale mobiliteit mogelijk te maken. Het is opvallend dat straatverkopers 
met zwakke familiebanden veel kwetsbaarder zijn voor de onzekerheden van straatverkoop 
dan diegenen die een uitgebreid familienetwerk hebben om op terug te vallen in tijden van 
tegenslag. Sterke familiebanden of andere vormen van sociaal kapitaal kunnen echter ook 
negatieve gevolgen hebben voor de individuele bewegingsvrijheid van straatverkopers en 
hun mogelijkheden om ten volle van het toerisme te profiteren. In hoofdstuk 6 geef ik het 
voorbeeld van alleenstaande moeders die een enorme sociale en economische druk ondergaan 
omdat ze moeten samenleven met hun ouders, broers en zussen. Hun mogelijkheden om te 
investeren in de toekomst van hun kinderen zijn hierdoor erg beperkt.

In de hoofdstukken 7 en 8 kom ik terug op de vraag wat het effect is van het toerisme op 
de sociale mobiliteit van de straatverkopers. Op basis van enkele levensgeschiedenissen van 
straatverkopers geeft hoofdstuk 7 een empirische reflectie op het thema sociale mobiliteit. 
Straatverkopers blijken verschillende trajecten te bewandelen. Ik onderscheid drie vormen van 
sociale mobiliteit. Opwaartse mobiliteit vindt plaats wanneer straatverkopers een duidelijke 
verbetering in hun socio-economische situatie ervaren. Laterale mobiliteit vindt plaats 
wanneer de socio-economische situatie van de verkopers doorheen de jaren op hetzelfde 
niveau blijft schommelen. Neerwaartse mobiliteit wijst op het verslechteren van de socio-
economische positie van de straatverkoper. Hoofdstuk 7 toont aan dat ervaren verkopers hun 
levensstandaard weten te verbeteren door de verkoop van waardevolle producten, een efficiënt 
beheer en management van hun inkomsten en de toegang tot uitgebreide sociale netwerken. 
Verkopers die een minder zichtbare vooruitgang hebben geboekt zijn vaak verkopers die 
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van dag tot dag leven; het gaat dikwijls om alleenstaande moeders, die niet de middelen en 
de sociale netwerken hebben om zich op te werken. Verkopers die neerwaartse mobiliteit 
ondergaan, zijn vaak verkopers die in de criminaliteit zijn terecht gekomen, failliet zijn 
gegaan of niet opgewassen zijn tegen het strenge optreden van de lokale overheid.

Hoofdstuk 8 reflecteert op de algemene onderzoeksvragen door de resultaten van de 
empirische hoofdstukken te verbinden met de meer theoretische debatten over toerisme, 
informele economie, duurzaamheid en sociale mobiliteit. Straatverkopers beschouwen 
toerisme als een belangrijke economische activiteit die het mogelijk maakt hun gezinnen 
te onderhouden. Straatverkoop aan toeristen blijft echter ook een onzekere economische 
activiteit die de verkopers blootstelt aan vele risico’s en structurele ongemakken zoals 
schommelingen in inkomen, onzekere politieke status en inbeslagneming van koopwaar. 
Straatverkopers zijn voortdurend bestaansonzeker: het toerisme laat aan de meerderheid 
van de straatverkopers alleen tijdelijke verbeteringen van hun socio-economische situatie toe. 
Besluit is dat toerisme de kwetsbaarheid van straatverkopers verzacht maar niet wegneemt. 
Straatverkopers beleven erg kwetsbare carrières. Daarom is ‘kwetsbare carrières’ de titel van 
dit boek.
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Resumen en Español

Carreras vulnerables
El turismo y las dinámicas estrategias de existencia entre los vendedores ambulantes de Cusco, 
Peru

El turismo es uno de los sectores económicos que mundialmente se ha desarrollado muy 
rápidamente durante los últimos años. Trás la industria del petróleo y de los vehículos 
motorizados, es la actividad económica más importante en el mundo. El turismo 
generalmente se considera como una fuente de empleo y de dinero. Sobre todo los países 
en desarrollo lo consideran como un medio para desarrollarse, que genera ingresos y deja 
entrar divisas extranjeras. Sin embargo, unos estudios socio-científicos han mostrado que se 
plantean algunas dudas en cuanto al crecimiento rápido del turismo. Como se menciona en 
los debates sobre la sostenibilidad, el turismo tiene consecuencias negativas para el medio-
ambiente, la cultura y la economía local de los destinos turísticos.

En el marco de los debates sobre la sostenibilidad, este libro examina los efectos micro-
económicos del turismo en unos de los destinos turísticos más importantes de América 
Latina. Este estudio etnográfico investigará específicamente el impacto local de una economía 
mundial, enfocándose en las estrategias de existencia de los vendedores ambulantes que 
trabajan en el centro turístico de Cusco. Se trata de vendedores ambulantes que bajan cada 
día desde las barriadas del Cusco al centro de la ciudad para vender recuerdos a los turistas. 
Es un grupo heterogéneo de mujeres, jóvenes y niños que ofrecen todo tipo de mercadería 
a los turistas. Los niños venden títeres, chocolates y postales. Los jóvenes lustran zapatos y 
venden cuadros. Las mujeres venden recuerdos que han hecho ellas mismas, como calabazas 
pintadas y cinturones tejidos a mano, o venden cigarillos y dulces. Todos estos vendedores 
ambulantes trabajan en las calles de Cusco en la esperanza de obtener su parte del pastel 
turístico o de aprovecharse de la riqueza que el turismo supuestamente conlleva.

La pregunta central en este estudio es ¿Cómo los vendedores ambulantes manejan sus 
posibilidades y limitaciones de poder sacar provecho del turismo? Aquí, la palabra “provecho” 
no es meramente un término económico. Lo entendí en sentido amplio, considerando 
los distintos tipos de capital (físico, humano, social, cultural y económico) a los que los 
vendedores ambulantes recurren para sacar provecho del turismo. Lo examino a través de tres 
preguntas de investigación. La primera pregunta se enfoca en el contexto que da forma a la 
vida cotidiana de los vendedores ambulantes y explora su perfil socio-económico y su posición 
en la sociedad cusqueña. La segunda pregunta estudia cómo los vendedores ambulantes 
intentan construir una vida dentro del turismo, teniendo en cuenta sus ingresos y sus redes 
sociales. La última pregunta trata de describir las posibilidades de la venta ambulante en el 
turismo en cuanto a la movilidad social y la lucha contra la pobreza.
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Los capítulos en este libro son estructurados según estas preguntas. Tras el capítulo 1, que 
introduce los debates teóricos y las cuestiónes centrales, hay tres capítulos que se dedican al 
contexto de la vida cotidiana de los vendedores ambulantes. El capítulo 2 describe el desarrollo 
del turismo en la ciudad de Cusco y la relacionada revitalización de la cultura Inca. Se enfoca 
en la posición de la población local en esta transformación de una ciudad provinciana en 
una ciudad turística, donde la prioridad política es dar placer a los miles de visitantes 
extranjeros. El centro actual de la ciudad está dominado por el turismo y la población local 
se ha visto desterrada a las afueras de la ciudad para dar lugar a la infraestructura turística. 
Numerosos cafés, restaurantes, hoteles, agencias de viaje, y cafés internet surgen por todas 
partes y el contraste con otras partes de la ciudad sigue creciendo. Muchos barrios fuera del 
centro turístico no se caracterizan por esta riqueza exterior, sino por la pobreza. Grandes 
familias viven hacinadas en superficies pequeñas, sin acceso al agua corriente, a la electricidad, 
al transporte público, o al servicio de recogida de basuras. Los habitantes de estos pueblos 
jóvenes no tienen muchas posibilidades para participar del turismo, y se les niega la entrada 
al centro para mejorar la imagen de la ciudad. Los vendedores ambulantes, por ejemplo, no 
responden a la imagen que el gobierno local quiere presentar a los turistas, porque siempre 
han sido asociados con el desorden, la inseguridad, la pobreza y otras molestias. Según las 
autoridades locales, los vendedores ambulantes tienen una influencia negativa en la imagen 
de su ciudad y forman una amenaza contra la herencia histórica que está protegida por la 
UNESCO.

El capítulo 3 ilustra cómo estas ideas del gobierno local han dado forma a la política en cuanto 
a la venta ambulante. La presencia diaria de cientos de vendedores ambulantes trae consigo 
varios problemas y presiona a las autoridades locales para que reaccionen. Sin embargo, los 
cambios en la política local y la falta de una política coherente en cuanto a la venta ambulante 
hacen que el estatuto político de los vendedores ambulantes cambie continuamente. Durante 
mi trabajo de campo, he podido observar cómo un periodo de represión extrema bajo la 
gestión del alcalde Valencia (1998 – 2006) fue seguido por una política más suave bajo la 
dirección del alcalde Sequeiros (desde 2006). Este capítulo describe las consecuencias de 
los distintos enfoques en la venta ambulante para la posición de los vendedores ambulantes 
en la sociedad cusqueña y sus posibilidades de sacar provecho de la presencia de los turistas. 
He observado que los vendedores ambulantes, por ejemplo, tienen limitadas posibilidades 
de expansión en épocas de represión extrema por falta de seguridad. En épocas de baja 
represión la competencia es grande y hace que los vendedores tengan menos posibilidades 
de aprovecharse al máximo del turismo. Sin embargo, una de las conclusiones es que los 
vendedores ambulantes siempre intentan hacer lo posible por mejorar su situación y buscan 
soluciones creativas para sobrevivir en las calles de Cusco. Es por eso que siempre forman 
parte de la escena típica de las calles de Cusco.

El capítulo 4 hace una descripción general del grupo heterogéneo de vendedores ambulantes 
en el centro turístico de Cusco. El objetivo es invalidar la imagen estereotípica de los 
vendedores ambulantes y llamar la atención sobre su caminos en la vida. No pueden ser 
clasificados únicamente con base a su edad: también hay diferencias de género, educación, 
orígen, experiencia profesional y el tipo de producto que venden. Esta atención a la 
diversificación pone atención a las historias personales de los vendedores ambulantes y sus 
posibilidades y limitaciones inviduales de poder sacar provecho del turismo. Demuestran que 
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no todos los niños que trabajan en la calle son “niños de la calle”, no todos los vendedores 
ambulantes son pobres y en las calles de Cusco hay vendedores ambulantes tanto rurales 
como úrbanos. Además, se ve en este capítulo que la venta ambulante debe ser considerada 
como un proceso, y que los vendedores ambulantes pueden hacer carrera. Pueden promoverse 
de dependiente a independiente, de vendedor inexperimentado a vendedor experimentado o 
de vendedor de postales a vendedor de cuadros.

Los capítulos 5 y 6 estudian los ingresos y redes sociales de los vendedores ambulantes. El 
capítulo 5 contextualiza los ingresos de los vendedores ambulantes, enfocándose de un lado 
en la capacidad económica de la venta ambulante y de otro lado a las estrategias que los 
vendedores recurren para arreglárselas a pesar de la inseguridad de sus ingresos. Como los 
turistas en general no tienen la menor idea de cuáles son los precios locales, los ingresos de 
los vendedores ambulantes dependen de fluctuaciones. Un día un vendedor ambulante puede 
no cobrar nada, otro día ganar más que un obrero medio en Perú. El punto de partida de 
este capítulo es que los vendedores ambulantes tienen posibilidades de ganar mucho dinero 
a corto plazo, pero que la inseguridad de sus ingresos y la discontinuidad de las ganancias 
complican el ahorro de dinero. A causa de esta inseguridad, los vendedores ambulantes 
pueden ser considerados como actores económicos vulnerables, quienes se ven obligados a 
desarrollar sus propios sistemas para protegerse de un modelo de gastos imprudentes. Los 
vendedores que tienen éxito son los que logran reducir la vulnerabilidad en la manera de 
participar en sistemas de ahorro y crédito informales o que saben gestionar su dinero de 
manera sostenible.

El capítulo 6 se hace claro que los ingresos de los vendedores ambulantes consisten en más 
que un capital meramente financiero, y que la venta ambulante es algo más que sólamente 
una actividad económica. Se trata del aspecto social de la venta ambulante, enfocándose en 
los lazos familiares y el contacto con los compañeros de la calle y los turistas. Parece que estas 
redes sociales son cruciales para mantenerse en la calle y para experimentar cierto tipo de 
movilidad social. Por ejemplo, se ve claramente que los vendedores ambulantes, y sobre todo 
los niños, con lazos familiares débiles son mucho más susceptibles a la inseguridad de la venta 
ambulante que los que tienen una red familiar extensa a la que acudir en los tiempos más 
difíciles. Por otro lado, unos lazos familiares fuertes u otras formas de capital social pueden 
tener consecuencias negativas para la libertad de movimiento individual de los vendedores 
ambulantes y para sus posibilidades de sacar mayor provecho del turismo. En este capítulo, 
doy el ejemplo de la madre soltera que se enfrenta a una presión social y económica enorme, 
porque vive junto a sus padres y sus hermanos. No tiene muchas opciones para invertir sus 
ingresos del turismo en el futuro de sus hijos.

Los capítulos 7 y 8 son los capítulos de conclusión, que vuelven a plantear la pregunta de 
si los vendedores ambulantes experimentan una movilidad social por la presencia de 
turistas. Basándose en las historias personales de la vida de algunos vendedores ambulantes, 
el capítulo 7 hace una reflexión empírica sobre el tema de la movilidad social. El capítulo 
demuestra que los vendedores ambulantes siguen diferentes caminos y distingue entre tres 
formas de movilidad social. La movilidad social ascendente ocurre cuando los vendedores 
ambulantes han experimentado una mejora evidente en su situación socio-económica. La 
movilidad lateral ocurre cuando la situación socio-económica de los vendedores ambulantes 
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no ha cambiado mucho durante los años. Movilidad descendente se trata de vendedores cuya 
situación socio-económica ha empeorado durante los años del estudio. Este capítulo indica 
que generalmente los vendedores con experiencia que por medio de la venta de productos de 
alto valor, una eficaz administración de ingresos y acceso a una extensa red social han podido 
mejorar su situación socioeconómica. Los vendedores que han experimentado movilidad 
lateral son los que viven al día o madres solteras que no tienen recursos para promoverse. 
Los vendedores que han experimentado una forma de movilidad descendente son los jóvenes 
que se han entregado a la delincuencia o los vendedores fracasados por falta de una buena 
conservación de los ingresos o por confiscación de la mercadería.

El capítulo 8 reflexiona sobre las preguntas de investigación generales, relacionando los 
resultados de los capítulos empíricos con los debates teóricos sobre el turismo, la economía 
informal, la sostenibilidad y la movilidad social. Los vendedores ambulantes consideran el 
turismo como una actividad económica importante, que les permite mantener a sus familias. 
Sin embargo, la venta ambulante en el turismo sigue siendo una actividad económica insegura, 
que les expone a muchos riesgos y molestias estructurales como fluctuaciones de los ingresos, 
un estatuto político cambiante y la confiscación de la mercancía. La consecuencia es que los 
vendedores ambulantes constantemente entran y salen de una situación de pobreza, y que para 
la mayoría de los vendedores ambulantes, el turismo sólo lleva consigo mejoras temporales en 
su situación socio-económica. Se puede concluir que el turismo sólo atenúa la vulnerabilidad 
de los vendedores ambulantes en vez de suprimirla completamente o en vez de proteger a sus 
familias de la pobreza. Es por eso que he elegido el título “carreras vulnerables”.
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