CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

DOCUM ENTS, LAW, AND
THE STATE IN THE ANDES
Kristin Skrabut

DOCUMENTARY FUTURES, PAST AND PRESENT
June 2016. “So you have some curiosities . . . some doubts or questions about the
digital ID cards.” The head of Peru’s new digital registry program asked me this
from across a long table, accompanied by four other digital registry experts. When
I asked to interview someone at RENIEC (Peru’s National Registry of Identity and
Civil Status) regarding Peru’s new e-ID cards—cards that promised more efficient and
secure access to the state through the use of “smartchips” with encrypted biometric
data and digital signature information—I had not anticipated the personalized panel
and slide presentation I was now sitting through. During the 90-minute presentation,
I realized RENIEC agents were concerned I would report on the program from what
one expert described as an “Anglo Saxon” perspective that fixated on the nefarious
potential of government surveillance, rather than draw on their “Roman” tradition,
which valued documents as symbols of inclusion in a nation of rights-bearing citizens.
However, several years of research on statecraft in Peru had taught me that documents were invested with meanings and embedded in dynamics far more complex
than either of these perspectives allowed. As materializations of law and “the state,”
documents were a means through which justice was sought and citizenship produced, but they were also tools of dispossession and capable of separating the letter
from the spirit of the law. They represented the state’s simultaneous penetration and
distance from everyday life, haunting social relations and promising transparency
while producing fear, confusion, and disorder (Das and Poole, 2004; Holston, 2008;
Goldstein, 2012). Documents were integral to the construction of social relations and
hierarchies (Weismantel, 2001; Lazar, 2008), and sometimes provided ways around
them. Finally, documents and the juridical categories they deployed provided the
common language through which different actors negotiate power, simultaneously
speaking to and past one another (De la Cadena, 2001, 2015). The question then was
not simply whether e-IDs and related forms of e-governance were bad or good, invasive or liberating, but rather how these new objects and techniques would intersect
with existing social dynamics to reproduce and reshape relations of citizenship and
the identity of the state.
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In this chapter, I lay the groundwork for analyses of these evolving technologies
of statecraft by highlighting the diverse, powerful, and contradictory ways documents intervene in Peruvians’ everyday lives. To do this, I follow the story of a single
“illicit” land takeover in Pachacútec, an impoverished shantytown in Lima’s northwestern periphery, and elaborate on the shifting role of law and documents at every
stage in the process. I have chosen to look at property rather than identity, civil
status, or any of the other sociopolitical relations in which documents are implicated
for several reasons. First, property relations and the documents that certify them are
an especially salient and oft-discussed feature of social and political life in this shantytown. Second, property provides a paradigmatic example of how “law” operates
more generally in Latin America, not as a clear and singular set of written rules but
as an “essentially discursive” form of “integrated sociolegal practice, in which social
actors create locally meaningful codes of conduct and systems of values that are
derived from multiple—and contested—conceptual sources, including transnational
local regimes, national legal codes, ‘customary’ legal principles, and . . . a perpetually
emergent ‘vernacular’ jurisprudence” (Goodale, 2008, p. 227). Finally, property has
the ability to make documentary dynamics uniquely visible by projecting them onto
space, while also highlighting some of their most dramatic consequences.
As a prelude to this ethnographic exploration of documents and property, I
begin by providing some theoretical context for an analysis of documents in the
Andes. I then delve into an ethnography of a contested land claim to highlight the
double-edged nature of state inscription and the role of documents in constituting
performances of citizenship, law and “the state” in ways that both reinforce and
undermine the existing order. Next, I explore the role of documents in constituting
political relationships, the ambivalent identities of individuals adept at navigating
the formal and informal aspects of bureaucracies, and the conflicts and anxieties surrounding the necessary gap between lived reality and documentary representation. I
conclude by considering the implications of these dynamics for the latest phase in the
development of Peruvian statecraft—the rise of digital identities and e-governance
infrastructure.
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I first became aware of the fetishistic quality of documents in Peru when I encountered RENIEC’s “Right to Identity” campaign in 2007. I had just started working in
Pachacútec when I stumbled upon an event in which hundreds women were waiting
in line to process birth certificates for the children they had in tow. As one woman
explained, “If I don’t worry about getting a birth certificate for my child, he would be
an animal. My child would be a zero . . . Someone that isn’t worth anything because
he doesn’t have anything [documentation].”1 My interlocutors likewise described
other types of formalization through analogies to birth certificates and idioms of
existence. Formalizing a community dining hall or a mother’s club was like getting a
“birth certificate” for the organization, and land titles were described as “birth certificates” for houses. At a community meeting, one resident declined a nomination to
serve as a community representative because, as he explained, “I am not, as they say,
a title-holder . . . I don’t exist.” When my interlocutors acquired documents through
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their engagements with different authorities—certificates of live birth, certificates of
survival, vaccination certificates, birth certificates, education certificates, marriage
certificates, proof of residency, etcetera—they tucked these documents neatly into
plastic folders. Compiling and maintaining this dossier helped to certify a life properly lived and gave the bearer a sense of civic engagement and propriety.
The existential importance of documents was based on the original violence of
Spanish colonialism, a violence that is reproduced at every “checkpoint” and every
encounter where state agents request or receive documents. Peruvian anthropologist
and novelist José María Arguedas describes the use of documents as tools of dispossession with frightening simplicity. “The judges and the notaries signed papers of every
description; that sufficed . . . The plundering of the ayllus began” (Arguedas, 2002, p.
6). As different authorities came to power in the Andes they demanded written proof
to certify native land claims and social arrangements, proof that only they had the
“right” to distribute. Documents gave lived relations political-legal weight and, empirically speaking, had a magic that could influence the behavior of others and authorize
actions—like theft and violence—that were otherwise prohibited (Weismantel, 2001;
Gordillo, 2006). Moving ahead to Peru’s dirty war2 in the 1980s, Poole describes state
rituals of “reading” lists and “checking” IDs that carry with them both the “ominous
uncertainty of war” and “the tangible familiarity of the fluttering, unread, arbitrary
and shifting forms of paperwork that mark the . . . lived geography of a state whose
form—like the paperwork itself—was never fixed or stable” (Poole, 2004, p. 36).
Uncertain about how their documents would be read, in this context, “a personal
identity card was simultaneously a peasant’s only guarantee and his source of greatest
vulnerability to the arbitrary power of the state” (Poole, 2004, p. 36).
That said, Peruvians have never been hapless victims in this process, but rather
learned to use documents and the law to their advantage (see Lobo, 1982; Seligmann,
1995; Thurner, 1997). We might call this embrace of law “hegemony” if we understand this term to mean not rigid domination but rather the “endless motion between
contestation and acquiescence” as people strategically draw on a network of signs
and systems of meaning to advance their positions (De la Cadena, 2000, p. 317).
Indeed, Peru’s ethnographic record provides numerous examples of what I would
call “agentic mimicry” between state agents and citizens. Seeking to govern more
effectively, the state establishes legal categories and institutions based on misreadings
of indigenous populations and lifeways, which populations then appropriate in an
effort to effectively engage and negotiate with the state (see Lobo, 1982; Seligmann,
1995; Ødegaard, 2010)
The embrace of law and fetishism of documents as materializations of state authority help explain why Peruvians subject themselves to tramites. Although directly
translated as “bureaucratic procedures,” tramites—which, like documents, help constitute people’s separation from and engagement with the state as well as the reality
of “the state” itself—are better understood as ordeals “undertaken at great personal
cost . . . a necessary, unavoidable bureaucratic hassle that you have to face if you
want to function as a legal and legitimate member of society, but nonetheless an
enormous drain on your time, energy and resources” (Goldstein, 2004, pp. 90–91).
Finally, as material objects, papers on which signs have been inscribed, documents
introduce particular anomalies into the dynamics of statecraft. Documents bearing
the “signature of the state” can be replicated and forged, giving life to “the state”
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while imbuing documents with uncertainty (Das, 2007). Documents are also subject
to a powerful “politics of immediation” (Mazzarella, 2006, emphasis mine) in which
their role as mediators is denied and they are expected to be passive conveyers of
unmediated truth (Hull, 2012). As a result, Peruvians often interpret documents’
quality of perdurance, which makes them valuable but also necessarily separates
them from the ever-shifting realities of the social world, as contributing to the ineffectiveness of government. It is in part this fervent belief, shared by state agents and
citizens alike, that “transparent,” unmediated, and perfectly updated information
will create a more modern and socially just democracy, that has led to the embrace of
new technologies of statecraft, surveillance, and identification in Peru.

AUTHORIZED VIOLENCE AND AMBIVALENT INSCRIPTIONS
In November 2009, I was interviewing Gerald Vega, the lawyer responsible for
Pachacútec’s saneamaniento fisico-legal, a legal term that refers to aligning physical realities with official records and otherwise “cleaning up” property relations,
when he got a call about a new “invasion” in sector G4. Pachacútec was initially
founded as a “self-help” housing project in the year 2000, when 25,000 squatters
from the south of Lima, the majority of whom were second and third generation
rural migrants, were relocated to a barren desert two hours north of the city center.
Squatters agreed to the relocation based on promises of free land on which to build
their houses, easy access to land titles, and national government support for installing infrastructure. However, since the relocation Pachacútec has continued to grow,
primarily via unauthorized “land invasions” instigated by individuals with few other
options for obtaining affordable housing. This dynamic reflects longstanding patterns of urban development in Lima, where law and governance appear to be constantly “catching up” with urban growth (Collier, 1976).
In a land invasion, a group of neighbors identify a shared need for more housing and organize a collective, overnight takeover of vacant land on which they can
construct homes of their own. Once in physical possession of the land, squatters
lobby politicians to legalize their land claims, combining ideals of autonomy and
entrepreneurship with conservative family values to portray themselves as poor but
upstanding individuals whose illegal actions are justified by their moral obligations
to provide dignified homes for their families. However, politicians must weigh squatters’ desires for “homes of their own” against the threats that these ad hoc occupations
pose to the development of the clean and orderly city that many Limeños, including
“invaders,” desire. Thus, on many occasions squatters are removed by force. It was
Vega’s job to assess whether the new settlement in G4 should be allowed to stay
and Pachacútec’s original plans altered, or if the original plans should be respected
and the “invaders” violently evicted. As an anthropologist interested in Pachacútec’s
development, I was graciously allowed to tag along.
When we arrived at the G4 invasion, a barren patch of sand at the edge of
Pachacútec on which precarious homes of straw and plastic now stood, we were
greeted by dozens of residents eager to demonstrate the righteousness of their land
claims and how much they had suffered to make this land their own. Despite explaining that I was an anthropologist and not technically part of “the state” that could
authorize their land claims, settlers still insisted I document their stories and living
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conditions, hoping I could relay them to media outlets or government officials who
might champion their cause. A representative led me from one makeshift structure
to another:
Just look at these living conditions. It’s unfair . . . the kids are getting sick
because of our conditions: the air quality, the food, the water. All we want is
a little bit of help from the state, from the Regional Government to get land
titles or be relocated elsewhere.
So far they had been subject to the harshest repression. One woman explained that
police had come with horses to destroy their homes, that they beat one man until he
was naked on the ground, that one pregnant woman had lost her baby in the violence. She couldn’t get the images out of her head. “Like a scratched record, it repeats
and repeats and repeats. I see it again and again and again.” All this violence, they
explained, even though their goal was to do right by the law: to formalize and regularize their settlement and to pay whatever money was owed to the people it legally
corresponded to. But they said that they refused to work with malos dirigentes (bad/
corrupt leaders) or traficantes (land traffickers) who wished to insert themselves into
their negotiations with the state and profit from this mediating role. They wanted to
work directly with the correct people in the state, the official state agents with legal
rights to definitively authorize their land claims. However, with regional, provincial,
municipal, and national governments to contend with, and different local leaders
spreading misinformation, they did not know who that was. Law and “the state”
were so complex as to be illegible to them (Das, 2007).
As I was talking with residents, Vega and the state’s attorney who accompanied
him were registering them. Settlers stood outside their shacks as they provided the
lawyers with their names and ID numbers so it would be easier to link individuals to
specific land claims. There were 70 individuals on site, but the dirigente (community
leader) managing things, a young woman with tawny red hair, promised a list with
identifying information for an additional 200 land claimants. As we left, the residents
chanted Vega’s name, hopeful about the results of the encounter, while Vega ruefully
shook his head. “Six months ago, I came here to evict them and they tried to take
my head off. This time, I’m like their savior.” The state attorney was also conflicted
about recording squatters’ information, which he said would be used to initiate the
“corresponding legal action.” However, it remained unclear what that would be. It
might mean official recognition of their land claims by the regional government, as
the squatters hoped, or it might be used to press charges against settlers for illegally
invading lands and defying removal orders. “It makes me sad to take their information,” the attorney said. “There were young women there, eighteen and nineteen
years old, who now are going to have a criminal record. And the dirigente said she’d
give me 200 more names!” (Figures 33.1 and 33.2).
State attention and inscription is always double-edged. The squatters’ illegal
actions would likely remain on their police records for life, but this record could
also serve as official evidence that they had maintained continuous possession of the
land, which they could use to further their land claims. At the moment of inscription, it was unclear whether the information gathered would be used to help or
harm, whether checking settlers’ documents represented a “threat” of punishment
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or a “guarantee” that the state would protect their rights (Poole, 2004). Far from a
clear set of rules, “law” in the Andes, and in Latin America more generally, is best
understood as the unstable space between the legal and the illegal. As they occur,
practices like land takeovers may be simultaneously “inside and outside” the law,
but the distinction between the legal and the illegal emerges disjunctively (Goodale,
2008). Either the settlement would be authorized and squatters recognized as upright
citizens seeking dignified homes and deserving of assistance, or the invasion would
be deemed a threat to the existing order and efforts to violently evict and prosecute
them would continue. After a week of rumors about more violent eviction efforts, I
heard the settlement would be allowed to stay.

PERFORMING CITIZENSHIP AND FASHIONING LAW
“It won’t be long now,” Charo, one of the more loquacious new residents of G4
explained. Within a few short days, architects, engineers, and property tax surveyors
would arrive to divide their occupation into legally sanctioned individual lots. “Very
soon, we’ll have our constancia de posesión”—a certificate that the Regional Mayor
had recognized their land claims and a potential precursor to obtaining nationally

Taylor and Francis

Not for distribution

Figure 33.1 Attorneys for the Regional Government register occupants of the new
settlement outside their would-be homes
Photo credit: Kristin Skrabut.
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Figure 33.2 Settlers chant Gerald Vega’s name in the hopes that their inscription
in his registry will lead to the formalization of their settlement and an end to
violent eviction efforts

Not for distribution
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recognized land titles. Charo and her comrades were proud of their accomplishments, proud that they had dispelled the injurious rumors and proven themselves
deserving of land:
They had said we were delinquents, thieves, terrorists, miscreants . . . That
is how they described us . . . So we had to go to the authorities, to the press
and say “No Sir, we are not delinquents, we are not traffickers. We are
respectable people who need a house in which to live . . . in which to raise
our children.”
Having witnessed the precariousness of their legalization process, I pressed for more
information about how they had tipped things in their favor. Charo responded earnestly. “A person demonstrates that with actions, behaving well in the eyes of society.
Doing the documents and everything by the proper channels.”
“Doing the documents.” It seemed so trivial compared to the violence that preceded it. For Charo, though, documents meant the difference between delinquents
and citizens, between the enemies of order and the righteous impoverished. “Doing
the documents” signaled a commitment to rational order, modernity, and development, while not doing them implied clandestine subversion, even when the act was
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as public as a land takeover. Even as Charo maintained that the abuses they suffered
were a “complete violation of their human rights,” she conceded that, “one also has
to recognize one’s own errors, because we entered here without documents to take
possession of a Green Area which was set aside to maintain the environment . . . It
was something illicit. We took possession illicitly.” In Charo’s description, documents
had the power to make actions and actors visible, increasing their “transparency”
and willingness to be known in a formal, bureaucratic sense.
Despite Charo’s confession of “illicitness,” other aspects of her story highlighted
how settlers had used documents and other trappings of state officialdom to constitute
their actions as legitimate from the beginning. She first clarified that the settlement
was not an “invasion,” but an “extension” (ampliación) of the existing G4 neighborhood, which residents had agreed to at their monthly community meeting.
We touched on the topic of people who were lodged in houses where other
people had land titles, lots that are the property of other people. Since the
majority of people were like that, the secretaries of G4 decided to expand
housing for those who needed homes of their own . . . and solicit land from
the regional government.
They inscribed this purportedly collective democratic decision in a Book of Acts.
They also acquired police documents to demonstrate that the G4 dirigentes who
opposed the extension had criminal records and thus were “delinquents” who should
not have a voice in the decision.3 They then performed this identity as formal, transparent, and morally upright democratic citizens for the authorities.
Performing this identity, Charo explained, began with a protest outside the
municipality “to request that the authorities listen to us . . . to make them know
the truth . . . [and] see our necesidad [poverty, legitimate need].” Once granted a
meeting, however, they had to change their tone. “When you go to the office to
talk . . . you have to speak with delicacy, with education. If you speak, they understand you. If you yell, they don’t understand anything. Not even if you yourself went,
Kris.” In implicating me, Charo indicated that the social capital granted to me by
virtue of my whiteness would not matter if I did not behave in a stately, respectful
manner. Being acknowledged as a rights-bearing citizen depended on the embodied
performance of formality, a performance that was partially constituted by documents.
Paradoxically, documents indicated a “pretense at obeying the rules [and] following
the law” (McFarlane and Waibel, 2012 p. 6), even as they undermined “the law” by
deriving it performatively and outside of official systems of authorization.
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“NO TE PODRÍA DECIR”: MEDIATORS AND “THE MAFIA”
Sra. Maria, the Vice President of the G4 extension, had a slightly different interpretation of why the settlement had been allowed to stay. “We’ve suffered so much . . . but
finally we are processing our documents, getting the proper documents . . . A gentleman arrived and he is going to support us with the documents and everything.” When
I asked if she knew the man’s name, she replied: “No te podría decir” (I couldn’t say).
When I asked if anyone else in the settlement might know his name, she clarified,
“There are some internal problems right now. I really couldn’t tell you his name.” It
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seemed that the help G4 received was a delicate matter; a political arrangement that
abutted the dynamics of clientelism and corruption that characterized many political
relations in the Andes, but were nonetheless typically discussed furtively.
The complexity of Peru’s bureaucratic apparatus and the proliferation of tramites
required to access the state has prompted the emergence of human mediators, morally
ambiguous figures who monopolize access to “the state” and embody its contradictions. These mediators have had different names at different stages in Peru’s history.
For instance, De la Cadena describes the tinterillos (unscrupulous lawyers) of the late
nineteenth century who, along with priests and landlords, formed the “numbing trilogy” of gamonalismo, a “pervasive system of local control imposed by large estate
owners . . . which deterred the development of a national state” by impeding direct
connections between the central government and citizens (De la Cadena 2000, p. 79).
Tinterillos were depicted as racially impure bureaucrats who used legal sleight of hand
to usurp Indian lands.
Similarly, in Pachacútec, acquiring land rights required mediators who understood
both the written and unwritten rules of land law. When these mediators emerged
from the bottom up, they were called dirigentes (leaders). They were elected in neighborhood assemblies, given credentials by the municipal government to certify their
representativeness, and over time, developed knowledge of tramites and social relationships with government employees that allowed them to shepherd documents
through the bureaucracy. Successful dirigentes also had the capacity to “move people,” to rally popular support or protest in the event that political pressure was
required to advance the tramites. Dirigentes’ legitimacy within Pachacútec could be
contested if community development stalled, or if they seemed to derive too much
personal profit from their public position. In these moments, dirigentes would be
reconfigured as “malos dirigentes” or “land traffickers.” Yet even if dirigentes lost
legitimacy among their neighbors, they might retain their mediating roles due to the
knowledge and relationships they acquired while working with the state bureaucracy,
and because bureaucrats continued to recognize them, either formally or informally,
as speaking for their communities.
On occasion these mediators appeared to be more top-down functionaries who
would “follow documents” through an institution, ensuring political claims were
heeded in exchange for political support. Lazar (2008, p. 114) contends that this
dynamic, too frequently dismissed as clientelism, in fact represents the “sound
Andean logic” of reciprocity. Through clientelism, the regular exchange of gifts and
favors becomes the foundation for sustained, if hierarchical, political relationships
that provide an important “hedge against what is often perceived not as democratization but as bureaucratic indifference and exclusion” (Gay, 1998, p. 16; quoted in
Lazar, 2008, p. 114).
The patron of the G4 extension was this sort of “top-down” mediator; a functionary of the regional government with a sagging face and graying hair who settlers
described as their new dirigente’s marido (husband). As engineers etched lines in the
sand to mark where houses should be built to align with the recently revised urban
plans, the functionary approached several women chatting on the sidelines and asked
who would be supporting the Regional Mayor’s next political event. They needed
hot chocolate and cake prepared for an audience of 2,000 people. A woman stepped
forward and promised she and her associates would take care of whatever he needed.
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Having made it past the violent arm of law and local authority, the settlers of G4
were quickly learning to navigate the formal and informal practices that constituted
“the state” in this context.
If they were lucky, their dirigentes might soon be absorbed into what some of my
interlocutors described as “the mafia”—the network of people whose personal connections and knowledge of tramites gave them what seemed like privileged access to a
state that was supposedly democratically open to everyone. One such “mafia” member, an established dirigente known as Vicario, had successfully led an illicit land
takeover in sector K1 at the same time that settlers in G4 were battling police. In the
K1 land takeover, Vicario encircled a would-be “Green Area” with plastic tarp ostensibly to protect it from “invaders.” After several weeks, he removed the tarp revealing
a settlement of houses constructed of old wood, so that outsiders might assume it had
been there as long as any other settlement in Pachacútec. One upper-level functionary in the regional government admitted to me that he had not opposed the invasion
because: “Sometimes, for friends, I play the fool.” Other dirigentes described the
action as “bien vivo” (very clever, wily), with a mix of disdain and admiration.
According to many of my interlocutors, viveza (cleverness, guile) was a quality
endemic to Peru that allowed some to succeed at the expense of the broader society.
When Peruvians complained that a situation was governed by the “ley del más vivo,”
(law of the swindle), they intended to describe something like the “law of the jungle,”
where the jungle was inundated with paperwork and intricate social-bureaucratic
networks, and succeeding required the agility to navigate informal bureaucratic
relations and the ingenuity to exploit the distance between lived realities and documentary representations. As I show in the next section, this distance was a source of
conflict in Pachacútec that people nonetheless sought to use to their advantage.
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GHOSTS AND VIVOS: MANIPULATING
DOCUMENTARY DISJUNCTURES

Viveza was a quality attributed to people who used documents to lay claim to multiple
houses that they did not “need,” or more accurately, were not using in accordance
with dominant norms about how shantytown homes should be used. Since the 1960s, a
particular normative moral framework has governed who Peruvians feel are supposed
to receive land in “self-help” housing settlements like Pachacútec. In this framework—
which is supported by laws, housing policies, political discourses, and the language
squatters use bolster their land claims—land is supposed to go to people deemed “truly
needy” because they have nowhere else to live and who will therefore live in the houses
full-time and contribute to the physical development and social life of the community.
Peruvians generally believe that these ideal-type residents should receive land
titles, documents that certify their ties to land and community, and transform them
into propietarios (property holders), special types of socio-legal persons who are
accorded a greater degree of civic virtue and who, housing experts believe, will have
a greater stake in the community. Like other documents, land titles give legal life to
identities and social relations, allowing them to do social work in expanded spheres
of interaction like “the justice system,” “the state” and “the market” (De Soto, 2000;
Poole, 2004). In fact, imagining their documents floating through these spheres helps
constitute these entities and connects Peruvians to them (Poole, 2004).
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However, as Appadurai argues, land titles also “partially unyok[e] people and
property from the complex local structures of accountability in which they would
otherwise be embedded” (Appadurai, 1996, p. 126). In other words, someone can be
a property holder in the eyes of the state, even when they are not effectively performing property relations in the eyes of neighbors. Indeed, several of my interlocutors felt
land titles were distributed too readily in Pachacútec, and without the proper oversight. One long-time resident suggested, “it was a mistake to give a property titles to
those people . . . because once they got them they closed up and left.” She went on
to describe Pachacútec as a pueblo fantasma, a ghost town haunted by documentary
shadows rather than a thriving community.
For most of my interlocutors, the solution to this problem was not to dissolve the
system of formal, commodified property, but to perfect it; to redistribute land to people who would use it in accordance with dominant ideals, and to give those people
title. In their view, the problem was not documents per se, but that the documents
and thus “the state” were out of touch with reality. The state needed to actualizar
(update) its records and govern based on this corrected image.
Importantly, the popular clamor for more accurate, up-to-date information as a
route to creating a more just society was not limited to housing. It was the source
of calls for increased auditing of food assistance programs, which news reports
frequently claimed had been “infiltrated” by “non-poor” people, and it led some
residents of Pachacútec to question the wisdom of policies based on census and survey information that, at three years old, was already considered out of date.
The irony is that the audits, recounts, updates, and other efforts to give “the
state” unmediated access to the population created a more complex and impenetrable system that gave greater advantages to mediators and “vivos” who knew how
to navigate it. The frequent calls for recounts and reassessments of who was “really
living” in Pachacútec had even led to a form of punctuated living; residents made sure
to be home when state agents were surveying, or at least made sure a sympathetic
neighbor would show surveyors their documents and vouch for their membership in
the community. It was a style of residency that corresponded precisely to the state’s
punctuated forms of surveillance, perpetuating the “ley del más vivo” and anxieties
about the state’s inability to know the reality of the population.
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BACK TO THE FUTURE: DIGITAL IDENTITIES
AND NEW TECHNOLOGIES OF STATECRAFT

Imagine that instead of waiting in line at an institution to tramitar, now you
can do it wearing pajamas, sitting in bed with your laptop and a cup of coffee. You plug your e-ID and biometric scanner into the USB port, insert the
smartchip side of your e-ID into the reader, verify that it’s you by scanning
your fingerprint, and process your documents.
This was the vision of modern state-citizen engagement offered by the head of
RENIEC’s digital registry program. It was a vision broadly promoted by the World
Bank and the IMF who believed it would support a good governance agenda—making
the state more accessible and efficient, and reducing corruption by reducing the number
of human mediators. It also perpetuated the project of a streamlined, centralized state,
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initiated under Fujimori’s notoriously neoliberal administration and continued by his
more “democratic” presidential predecessors. In the first few months of his administration, President Pedro Pablo Kuczynski appeared in newspapers flaunting his new
e-ID card, a symbol of the latest efforts to “modernize” the Peruvian state (Meléndez,
2016). Peru even received industry awards for its e-IDs and e-Passports, which were
deemed the pinnacle of “high security technology” and thus signaled Peru’s engagement with a particularly “global” post-9/11 form of modernity (Comercio, 2015;
Comercio, 2016a).
The RENIEC agent’s vision was one of instant connection and immediation.
But like the immediation of paper documents, it is an illusion, an effect of power
that draws attention to what is mediated rather than to the various tools and
complex processes of information transfer (Eisenlohr, 2011 in Hull, 2012). It
ignores the programs, encryption keys, and codes devised by people and thus
necessarily invested with cultural assumptions and prejudices. It also ignores the
infrastructural and class conditions required for these state-citizen engagements:
signal towers; electric hookups; houses that can protect against the dirt, heat, and
humidity that could disrupt the workings of computers and biometric readers; and
the resources to acquire and maintain both these apparatuses and the bodies that
supposedly provide unmediated access to the self. Thus, rather than equalizing
access to the state, forms of e-governance may reproduce or exaggerate existing
inequalities.
Although much research remains to be done on emerging technologies of statecraft, early signs point to continuity with older documentary regimes. As mediating
technologies, e-ID cards and the information infrastructures that support them seem
likely to reproduce the issues associated with efforts to connect state and society in
previous eras. In the first few months following the release of e-IDs and e-passports,
news reports showcased images of people waiting in long lines, critiquing them as
evidence of the state’s inability to serve citizens efficiently and effectively (Comercio,
2016b). There were also stories of e-passports being misprinted, potentially exposing travelers to detention and violence at international checkpoints, where they had
to navigate different racial regimes and, being Peruvian, were doubly at risk as the
racial and non-modern identity of their state would be refracted onto their bodies
(Comercio, 2016c).
Likewise, and as has been the case with all of the Peruvian state’s efforts to
“modernize” its identity (see Seligmann, 1995; Thurner, 1997; Ronsbo, 2008), new
mediators with different constellations of expertise have emerged to help people
access high demand documents more efficiently (Comercio, 2016b), navigate modernizing bureaucracies (Berg, 2015), and generally manipulate the space between
official registries and lived realities while confounding the state’s dreams of perfect
control. To take a mundane example, by 2016 Peru’s national government had mandated that every SIM card be associated with a national ID number. When I tried to
purchase one, my foreign status and lack of a national ID number posed a problem.
Without any prompting from me, clerks began asking other customers to if we could
“borrow” their ID numbers, something they assured me they did all the time. Several
customers declined, citing incidents where well-meaning citizens had been duped
by “vivos” who used their ID numbers in unauthorized ways. Eventually the clerk
realized he could sell me a phone the old-fashioned way, by recording my passport
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information. Nonetheless, upon returning home, members of my host family apologized for forgetting to “lend” me their ID numbers, a continuation of a relatively
common form of assistance that signaled trust between kin while undermining state
efforts at tighter control.
In a different vein, while e-governance technologies promise the elimination of
paper documents, paper is in fact being combined with digital registries in new ways.
Paper is still required to mediate between institutions with different computer systems,
to the point that Peruvians must provide certified printouts from institutions evidencing their absence from that institution’s digital registry. Obtaining government land
requires paper certificates of “zero property” from the public registry, obtaining a
birth certificate or ID card for someone over twelve months old requires certificates
of non-inscription from other civil registries, and applying for jobs requires paper
evidence of “no police record.”
Based on the evidence we have so far, the most novel or unexpected effect of the
rise of e-IDs, biometric databases, and digital registries may be the increased salience of habitus—that is, bodily comportments that accrue from and index one’s
upbringing and class position (Bourdieu, 1977)—and other forms of embodied
race and class distinctions. As Rao found in her study of how India’s poor are
incorporated into biometric databases, “technology is programmed to recognize
mainstreamed bodies,” such that the marred and indistinct fingerprints of laborers are rendered illegible and unfit for the electronic age (Rao, 2013, p. 74). As
enrollment in the biometric database becomes the norm, the unenrolled or the
illegible become “categorically suspicious” (Rao, 2013, p. 74). In her study of
Peruvian migrants, Berg has likewise found that increasing reliance on biometric
security for travel, while not eliminating the need to assemble an extensive file,
has prompted greater emphasis on the visa interview and on migrants’ abilities
to embody the ease of movement that accompanies elite, mobile cosmopolitanism, as well as the particular race and class positions their visa documents encode
(Berg, 2015, p.77). In this case, a primary role of mediators in the “migration
industry” is to teach Peruvians the bodily and affective components of travelling
“like a folklore artist”, “like a tourist”, or even “like a Japanese.” As financial institutions begin competing to give microloans to informal entrepreneurs,
with some offering in-person assessments of informal assets within 24 hours of
applying, we can detect hints of how embodied identities might become especially
salient in other realms of life as well.
Although technologies of statecraft and surveillance are developing rapidly, it
is important to recognize how social context and longstanding patterns of engagement with law and documents shape the ways these technologies are appropriated
(Rao, 2013). It seems likely that documentary fetishism and contested mediators will
remain critical features of Andean states for some time, even as embodied identities
take on renewed salience. Even at RENIEC’s administrative center, a soaring glass
and concrete building at the forefront of Peru’s move into the electronic age, we find
good reason to keep old and new mediating technologies in the same analytic frame.
For, even though I received a barcoded ID badge and had my fingerprints scanned
twice to enter and exit the room housing RENIEC’s computer server, I still had to
put pen to paper six times, signing separate rosters to enter and exit the building, the
elevator, and the digital registry office.
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NOTES
1 This and all other quotations were translated from the original Spanish by the author.
2 Peru’s dirty war, often referred as the “epoca de terrorismo” (era of terrorism) or “manchay tiempo” (time of fear), began in 1980 when a Maoist guerrilla insurgency calling itself
Sendero Luminoso (Shining Path) sought to bring about revolution through the bloody
destruction of everything relating to the existing national order of things. Peru’s national
government met this violence with violence, terrorizing villages suspected of harboring terrorists and killing thousands. Most scholars agree that the rise of Sendero Luminoso resulted
in part from pervasive and racialized political-economic inequality as capitalist development
accentuated breaches between urban/coastal/white populations and the rural/Andean/indigenous populations, while creating a pool of radicalized young people of “amalgamated rural/
urban identity” (Starn, 1991, p. 64). The end of this war is generally traced to 1992–1993
when Abimael Guzmán, the head of Sendero Luminoso, was captured and called for peace.
Nonetheless, as of 2017 remnants of Sendero Luminoso persist, often associated with narcotrafficking in the VRAE (Valley of the Apurimac and Ene Rivers). When the war’s casualties
were tallied for Peru’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission in 2001, the deaths numbered
approximately 69,000. Seventy five percent of these casualties were Quechua speakers, suggesting that the physical violence followed well tread lines of racialized, structural violence
(LaPlante and Theidon, 2008).
3 Ironically, these criminal records were based on their illegal land invasions and on assault
charges likely incurred while resisting eviction. Following Vega’s inscription of G4 settlers,
they might have similar records.
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