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Preface 
 
 Raised in a bilingual household with two parents committed to international 

exposure through travel, I have always held an intense curiosity for the world around me. 

My original interest in Latin America resulted from a trip to Nicaragua at the age of 

fourteen, and has since brought me back several times to Ecuador, Bolivia, Argentina, 

Chile and Peru. Experiences in each country have provided me with unique and raw 

exposure to different Spanish dialects, cultural practices and political histories within the 

region. The highlight of traveling within each country has consistently been my 

interactions with local people, particularly women. Whether this has consisted of 

connecting with Chilean and Ecuadorian mothers while living in their homes, or working 

with indigenous women in the Peruvian Andes, I have witnessed the awe-inspiring nature 

of these women and their hospitality, compassion and display of resilience and agency. 

Many of the experiences I mention materialized last year during a six-month study 

abroad program in Valparaiso, Chile through Kalamazoo College, followed by 

independent travel and a five-week internship with FINCA Peru in Lima, Peru. Generally 

speaking, my academic and professional experience abroad provided me with a deeper 

passion for women’s rights, fluency in Spanish and a profound interest in Latin America. 

However, none of this would have been possible without the unwavering support from 

my friends, family, and Kalamazoo College community. 

 I am extremely grateful for my supervisor Iris Lanao, the executive director of 

FINCA Peru. Iris was an amazing mentor throughout my time in Peru, and consistently 

went out of her way to assure that I was being challenged and learning during my time 

there. Additionally, I would like to thank the Arcus Center for Social Justice Leadership 

for offering me a grant to complete my internship in Peru. Finally, I must extend my 

utmost gratitude to Dr. Katerina Stefatos, my faculty advisor. Throughout this nearly 

year-long process, Dr. Stefatos has been an incredible source of wisdom, motivation, 

support, and patience. I would like to thank her for opening my eyes to new perspectives, 

and for the hours she spent reviewing my numerous drafts and offering constructive 

feedback. Working with Dr. Stefatos has helped me grow in profound ways, and for this, 

I am tremendously grateful.  
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Introduction 
 
 In today’s global capitalist economy, access to credit is increasingly difficult for 

those in the developing world, particularly women. Through participation in microfinance 

programs, female clients gain can access not only to credit, but to a plethora of 

community-building workshops and interpersonal violence reduction programs. This 

Senior Individualized Project focuses on FINCA Peru, a local-level microfinance 

organization that seeks to empower indigenous and non-indigenous women in urban and 

rural areas of Peru. Through discussion of relevant literature and reflection on my 

internship with FINCA Peru in 2018, this project investigates the ways in which 

economic empowerment can lead to a reduction of experiences of violence for women in 

Peru. As an interdisciplinary research project, there is a demonstrated intersection 

between political science, history, economic development, and feminist theoretical 

critiques. Additionally, through the inclusion of a set of women’s testimonies, I focus on 

women’s lived experiences of violence, gendered relations of power, and how these are 

shaped by discourse and institutions. One of the main goals of this research is to move 

away from only spectacular depictions of violence into more systemic and endemic 

depictions that encompass everyday experiences, such as economic violence, racism, and 

interpersonal violence. Before delving into my research, this section will present my 

reflexivity and positionality, feminist methodology, a brief literature review, and an 

overview of the chapters. 

V. Positionality and Reflexivity 

 In the feminist research process, reflexivity is a valuable tool for addressing power 

imbalances between the researcher and the researcher’s subjects. As Ramazanoglu and 
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Holland note, reflexivity “attempts to unpack what knowledge is contingent upon, how 

the researcher is socially situated, and how the research agenda/process has been 

constituted” (Ramazanoglu & Holland 2002, 118). This being said, it is of the utmost 

importance to properly recognize my position of privilege as an academic from the 

United States. Skinner et al. as well as Ramazanoglu and Holland agree that in order for 

women’s voices to be heard through feminist research, it is not “necessary or indeed 

possible always to match researcher to ‘researched’. This is in part because this puts the 

burden of research and action solely on the shoulders of particular groups… and in part 

because it is not possible to eliminate differences between these two parties” (Skinner et 

al. 2005, 13). This was critical to keep in mind while completing my research, both in 

Peru and after returning. Moreover, addressing the power imbalances between the 

researcher and the researched allows for a more concrete understanding of the work I was 

tasked with. 

 Identifying my privilege to the groups of women I worked with in Peru proved to 

be somewhat unavoidable, since I was almost always the only non-Peruvian in the room. 

Most white Americans know that when they travel in and around Latin America, the label 

of “gringo/a” will be automatically given to them. This term does not necessarily have 

negative connotations, but is a way of pointing out someone who enjoys relative 

privilege. While working with groups of rural women in Ayacucho, it struck me that the 

great majority of them had never seen nor interacted with an extranjera or foreigner 

before. Although my Hispanic background does not make me look nor sound like a 

typical “gringa”, I still wanted to present myself as an outsider that had come to observe, 

not one desperate to blend in with them nor to “save” them. This resulted in a number of 
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fascinating conversations with women who were genuinely curious about my position on 

the United States government and on several cultural topics pertaining to American 

society. While I often try to detach myself from my American identity and culture, I 

realized that there are ways I can use my American identity to relate with other 

communities, while practicing cultural relativism.  It is my general impression that the 

Kalamazoo College community, particularly students, remain rather isolated from raw 

exposure to the topic of women’s social and economic empowerment in a global context, 

and I am committed to making a difference in this regard through the presentation of my 

research. Furthermore, my interdisciplinary academic background in Political Science, 

Spanish Language and Literature, Anthropology/Sociology, and Women and Gender 

Studies allows for such reflexivity to take place during this process. 

II. Feminist Research Methodology 

 Central to conducting feminist research is incorporating a feminist methodology. 

According to Skinner et al., methodology is “a complex political process concerned with 

establishing the contested connections between epistemology, theory, ontology, as well 

as reflections on the validity, ethics and accountability of the knowledge that is 

produced” (Skinner et al. 2005, 9).  Ramazanoglu and Holland note that this methodology 

is distinctively feminist when “it is shaped by feminist theory, politics and ethics and 

grounded in women’s experience” (Ramazanoglu & Holland 2002, 16). In establishing 

my methodology for this project, it must be made clear the ways in which my paper can 

be considered feminist research. First and foremost, I am focusing on the lived 

experiences of women, and analyzing these through testimonies. Secondly, this work is 

entirely intersectional. The term intersectionality was first coined by Kimberle Crenshaw 
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in 1989 and can be described as “a key analytic framework through which feminist 

scholars in various fields talk about the structural identities of race, class, gender, and 

sexuality” (Cooper 2016, 1). Intersectionality is entirely relevant to my research, since it 

suggests that the indigenous, female, working class identities of the women with whom I 

worked cannot be separated from one another. The intersectional framework approaches 

their varying identities as intertwined (Crenshaw 1991).  

 Incorporated within my feminist methodology is specific sources of knowledge 

included in my research. Traditional scientific research would typically discredit personal 

experiences as a source of knowledge in official research, seeing these as subjective 

rather than objective. However, feminist research views personal experiences as an 

essential source of knowledge, particularly when it comes to researching sexual violence. 

Ramazanoglu and Holland explain how “accounts of rape illustrate both the necessity of 

grounding knowledge in experience, and the impossibility of treating experiential 

knowledge as simply true… Feminists need to go beyond competing stories of experience 

if they are to produce valid knowledge of rape and its connections to sexuality and power 

relations (Ramazanoglu & Holland 2002, 129). This is why I chose to incorporate a 

plethora of feminist theoretical concepts, accompanied by women’s personal accounts of 

interpersonal violence through testimonies from FINCA Peru.  I approach these 

testimonies as a form of “knowledge production”, meaning that the documentation of 

their lived experiences contribute to the organization’s understanding of the impact they 

are having on their clients. 

 While there exist many criticisms of using experience as a source of knowledge, I 

argue that this was the best method for framing my research. Ramazanoglu and Holland 
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point out the criticism that “any one person’s experience will be limited, partial and 

socially located, and so cannot be taken as general knowledge of how social phenomena 

are organized as social relations” (Ramazanoglu & Holland 2002, 125). This critique is 

fundamental in analyzing any documentation of human experiences, which is why this 

project begins with specific terms that are used to contextualize the later testimonies. 

Above all, utilizing women’s experiences through testimonies, for example, is a concrete 

way of “making sense of experience, and of the diversity of experiences”, and has been 

“a critical element in social and political transformation” (Ramazanoglu & Holland 2002, 

127). The authors offer a contemporary example of this when acknowledging the 

“feminist claims that women in modern societies very generally experienced 

subordinated relationships to male power were founded in part on sharing accounts of 

experiences” (Ramazanoglu & Holland 2002, 127). Thus, this knowledge was only 

brought about by and recognized through the documentation of women’s lived 

experiences. 

III. Literature Review 
 
 In order to establish the feminist methodological framework mentioned above, I 

utilize several authors whose theories contributed greatly to my understanding of 

women’s economic empowerment and experiences of violence, both in and outside of the 

Latin American context. This section will introduce literature from Kimberly Theidon, 

Veena Das, and Nthabiseng Motsemme, whose concepts and case studies are central to 

this project. Another piece of literature heavily incorporated in this project is the set of 

FINCA Peru testimonies, which, as previously mentioned, is not usually recognized as an 

“official” source of knowledge. However, integrating these voices into my project offers 
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an emphasis on women’s lived experiences, which are typically relegated. 

 Kimberly Theidon’s work primarily focuses on Peru, as she was present and 

involved during the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in the aftermath of the 

Peruvian internal armed conflict. Through her ethnographic research, Theidon discusses 

the realities of the conditions that primarily indigenous women faced during and after 

these years. Central to these experiences was the concept of women and girls “servicing 

the troops” through forced sexual violence. This led to a constant feeling of insecurity, 

and a contradictory nature of “communal security”, where soldiers did not provide 

greater security but rather a constant level of sexual violence and rapes (Theidon 2009, 

11). Furthermore, Theidon acknowledges how rape was used as a a means of establishing 

hierarchies of power between armed groups and the indigenous populations. For 

example, young girls or cholas were “reserved” for the troops whereas educated 6apa6zo 

women were reserved for captains (Theidon 2009, 11). These findings are fundamental to 

my central argument that the gender identity of these victims cannot be disconnected 

from their indigeneity. Additionally, Theidon’s theory of a “living memory of terror” is 

vital to my project, particularly when discussing the testimonies. This is conveyed 

through her discussion of “La teta asustada”, which refers to the psychological violence 

carried by indigenous women who were victims of sexual violence. Specifically, this is 

shown through the presence of burdensome memories of sexual violence in their bodies 

and minds, especially when passing their fear and “dis-ease” onto their children through 

breast milk (Theidon 2009, 9). Theidon’s ethnographies assist in contextualizing this 

project and offer an explanation of how past experiences of violence in Peru continue to 

be materialized years after the conflict. 
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 Connected to Theidon’s concept of a living memory is Veena Das’s theory of 

poisonous knowledge. Das (2000) discusses how a living memory of terror has the power 

to create agency for survivors of violence. She asserts that the outcome of violence is 

agency, survival techniques, and ability to navigate patriarchal structures (Das 2000). 

Utilizing this theory is essential in helping deconstruct the notion that women who 

experience violence are merely “victims” who possess little agency. Nthabiseng 

Motsemme (2004) further analyzes the agency held by women who have experienced 

extreme violations, while framing this in the context of the South African Truth and 

Reconciliation Commissions. Motsemme argues that silence should recognized as “a 

language which speaks volumes” when interpreting survivors’ accounts of gender 

violence. 

 The literature included to assess both the benefits and limitations of microfinance is 

primarily comprised of the studies of Cepeda et al. (2017) and Murshid et al. (2015). 

These case studies from Guatemala and Bangaldesh offer conclusions that are intrinsic to 

understanding the varying effects of microfinance. I do not include quantitative research 

of my own in order to assess FINCA Peru’s impact, therefore I rely on this data to 

represent microfinance’s reach outside of Peru. 

 This project is organized into three chapters. The first chapter will seek to define 

the different forms of violence against women, as well as relevant theories such as the 

gender continuum of violence and political economy of violence. Using a historical 

framework, this chapter will offer an analysis of the Peruvian internal armed conflict 

from 1980-2000 in order to provide context for the rest of the project. This overview will 

focus specifically on the sexual violence and forced sterilizations that targeted indigenous 
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women in Peru during these years. The second chapter focuses on microfinance and 

assesses its demonstrated effectiveness in economically empowering its female 

borrowers, using FINCA Peru as a case study. This is accomplished by employing a 

political economy of violence and gender development perspective. Finally, the third 

chapter utilizes the aforementioned testimonies from a FINCA Peru qualitative study to 

theorize women’s experiences of violence and analyze the importance of silence and a 

“living memory of terror” within these accounts. The concluding portion of this project 

acknowledges key findings in regards to gender justice and reconciliation, as well as 

assesses areas for further research. 
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Chapter 1: An Analysis of Violence Against Women in Contemporary Peru 
 

In analyzing the intricacies of violence against women in present-day Peru, the 

historical context of state-sponsored gender violence in all of its forms must be 

addressed. This first chapter will provide such context, and make possible a more in-

depth understanding of the testimonies from FINCA Peru clients in the third chapter. 

Firstly, it is imperative to provide definitions for the types of violence against women that 

will be addressed in this paper. Using the works of several feminist theorists, the proper 

definitions of Physical Violence, Feminicide, Economic Violence, Sexual Violence, 

Emotional Psychological Violence, and Genocide/Ethnocide will be provided. In doing 

so, the idea of the “everydayness” of violence in Latin America will be explored. In 

countries where excessive military presence is accompanied by a long-standing culture of 

impunity, collective amnesia, and an inescapable cycle of violence, violence against 

women is normalized and quickly erased. This connects directly to theories such as the 

structural continuum of gender-based violence and the political economy of gender 

violence, which provide a partial explanation for the consistently disproportionate and 

overwhelmingly high rates of violence and poverty that women and girls face. In 

analyzing the various definitions of violence against women, theoretical perspectives 

from Audre Lorde, Foucault, and Bakare-Yusuf will be employed. 

A complete historical analysis of violence against women in Peru would date back 

to the country’s period of colonization, but this paper will focus on a more recent analysis 

of the years 1980 to 2000. This was the period of Peru’s most recent and violent internal 

conflict, in which thousands of women were targeted, raped, tortured, and murdered. 

Particular emphasis will be placed on examining state-sponsored sexual violence under 
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President Alberto Fujimori, including the 200,000 forced sterilizations of primarily 

indigenous women. Significant research completed by Kimberly Theidon will be utilized 

in this section in order to provide a robust analysis of the events of this historical period. 

Historically and contemporarily, a key technique that allows states to perpetrate wartime 

sexual violence, and gender violence in general, is by installing an architecture of 

impunity and fostering collective amnesia. The damaging nature of impunity and the 

erasure of sexual crimes will be analyzed in the context of Peru during the 1980-2000 

conflict. Additionally, a case study from Guatemala will further demonstrate the 

architecture of impunity within the greater Latin America. The concluding section of this 

chapter will be dedicated to understanding the concept of achieving gender justice after 

periods of extreme violence against women. I analyze how Peruvian victims and their 

families were compensated for such violence during the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commissions that took place from July 2001 to August 2003. Finally, I discuss 

Fujimori’s legacy in present-day Peruvian politics, and the collective amnesia that still 

lurks.  

V. Defining Violence Against Women 

 The continuum of gender violence and the political economy of gender violence are 

two theories that are essential in understanding definitions of gender violence and its 

continuation on the global scale. They both relate directly to the experiences lived by the 

clients of FINCA Peru with whom I worked, as well as to women facing structural 

violence in all regions of the world. Theoretically, the continuum of gender violence 

argues that violence against women does not occur solely during armed conflicts, but 

before and after as well. Cynthia Cockburn writes extensively on the topic, and argues 
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that males are the main perpetrators of violence, citing statistics from Britain that show 

men committing 95% of violent crimes and 99% of violent sexual crimes (Cockburn 

2016, 2). Additionally, Cockburn notes that the “continuum” relies on the consistent 

presence of violence in our societies, even during times of peace, which in turn “makes it 

inevitable that in times of armed conflict the abuse will multiply and take new forms” 

(Cockburn 2016, 2). Many authors theorize on solutions to the cyclical nature of gender 

violence, and Cockburn suggests we aim for the following three “inseparable aspects of 

peace”: “the demilitarization and civilization of society; the safety and equality of 

women; and the wellbeing of the natural world” (Cockburn 2016, 2). While the complete 

eradication of gender violence is unlikely, combatting these preliminary factors could 

lead to the destabilization of the gender continuum of violence. Moser and Clark’s 

contributions further discuss the presence of a gender continuum of oppression and 

subjugation of women. In Victims, Perpetrators or Actors?, they argue that the 

conditions, prevailing structures and ideologies that are in place before, during and after 

conflicts must be critically addressed. At the same time, it is noted that national 

reconciliation and democratic transitions are equally gendered processes, and typically 

result in the lived experiences of women, especially indigenous women, continuing to 

remain marginal and not institutionalized (Moser 2001).  This theory of a continuum of 

gender violence will be referred to at several points in throughout this project, as it is 

directly applicable to women’s experiences of violence before, during, and after the 

Peruvian internal armed conflict. 

 The political economy of gender violence argues that women face disproportionate 

rates of violence and poverty, and these high rates of violence and lack of development 



	 12 

are a result of war and deeply-entrenched colonial, capitalist, neoliberal and patriarchal 

structures within a given region. Jacqui True theorizes the political economy of gender 

violence by identifying the “productive resources” that women around the globe lack 

equal access to, these including land, income, employment, credit, education, and 

technology (True 2010, 39). This is to argue the ways in which poverty and wealth 

interact with the continuation of violence against women globally. This discussion is 

central in defining violence against women, as the textbook definitions for the principal 

forms of violence often exclude to mention the contributing factors and consequences of 

gender violence during peace and war. 

 During the FINCA Peru workshops I attended, each of the female participants were 

tasked with defining the principal forms of violence against women, and the ways in 

which these are present in their lives. I heard from both lower-class women living in the 

urban space of Lima and primarily indigenous women in rural Ayacucho, and their 

definitions differed. However, one continuity was the ways in which they described the 

“everydayness” of violence in their lives. This is most prevalent during times of armed 

conflict or socio-political unrest, when excessive surveillance and military presence, and 

its gendered effects, seep into nearly every sector of society. As demonstrated in 

Hernandez Castillo’s case study of Chiapas, Mexico, militarization during armed conflict 

has gendered effects through the use of psychological violence, physical violence, and 

sexual violence (Hernandez Castillo 2006). Through hyper-security and surveillance of 

vulnerable populations, they install a constant fear lived by their targets. Often times, this 

surveillance can terrify populations into submission. Additionally, militarization brings 

sexual harassment, alcoholism and drug abuse, prostitution, sexually transmitted 
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infections, and domestic abuse. In the seemingly constant presence of soldiers and/or 

occupiers, men and husbands tend to feel their masculinity challenged (Hernandez 

Castillo 2006). In countries like Peru, legacies of violence from wartime have contributed 

to an overarching structure of violence within society, which continues to normalize and 

justify everyday acts of violence. 

 Outside of armed conflict, the everydayness of violence in the Latin American 

context can be felt by a seemingly inescapable cycle of violence propagated by gang-

related activity and poverty. Additionally, the common practice of public infiltration of 

private resources generates feelings of insecurity. Another legitimizing mechanism in the 

systematic continuation of violence against women is impunity. When violent acts are 

committed without proper investigation or prosecution, impunity prevails while 

ideological structures remain intact. This allows for the continuation of structural 

violence, whether in the form of domestic violence 1  or feminicide. Within the 

international community, there exist a plethora of definitions of the different types of 

violence experienced by women. In researching these, I selected the definitions most 

closely related to those used and discussed in the FINCA Peru workshops. The following 

definitions for physical violence, feminicide, economic violence, sexual violence, 

emotional psychological violence, and genocide/ethnocide provide context for their 

respective discussions throughout this paper. First and foremost, physical violence can be 

defined as any form of physical aggression, whether through slapping, beating, burning, 

or choking (Cepeda et al. 2017, 4). It must be acknowledged that this term can be 
																																																								
1	Throughout this paper, I refer to intimate partner violence as domestic violence, rather than 
interpersonal violence. This is because the women with whom I worked with in Peru are most 
familiar with the term domestic violence, and utilize it in many of their discussions about their 
experiences with violence.	
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considered problematic, and that this particular definition does not represent all forms of 

physical violence. This being said, physical violence is usually, but not necessarily, 

involved in cases of domestic violence. Connected to physical violence is feminicide or 

femicide; the intentional killings of women on account of their gender.  For example, in 

Ciudad Juarez, Mexico, hundreds of female workers in the Maquiladora industry have 

been brutally murdered since 2000, marking it a “ground zero of feminicides” (Gaspar de 

Alba, 65). In “Poor Brown Female”, Gaspar de Alba reports how despite international 

coverage and outrage, the maquiladora industry, as well as the U.S. and the several 

multinational corporations backing the industry, “have seemed little interested in 

pursuing the investigation of these murders affecting the lives of their personnel, or in 

seeing justice prevail” (Gaspar de Alba, 65). It is this intentional, systematic, and 

continuous nature of these murders that characterizes them as feminicide. Another 

defining characteristic of feminicide, according to Sanford, is its incorporation of a 

culture of impunity, rendering it a political term as well (Sanford 2008). 

Economic violence against women works to decrease women’s economic 

independence and empowerment. Using controlling and coercive behaviors, a spouse or 

male relative seeks to dictate the family’s finances and control the females’ access to 

financial services, including credit or savings, employment, education, and medical 

attention (Cepeda et al. 2017, 5). By establishing dominance over all economic aspects of 

a woman’s life, the aggressor manipulates and controls their access to economic 

resources and activities. This form of violence is especially pertinent in impoverished 

communities, and among female participants of microfinance. Many FINCA Peru clients 

seek training on how to overcome the economic violence they are subjected to as they 
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gain access to credit and grow their small businesses.  

When defining sexual violence, first and foremost, it is essential to acknowledge 

that “even a broad definition of sexual violence results in a narrow understanding of the 

gendered dimensions of war, and of the full range of harms that women (and men) 

experience and prioritize” (Theidon 2016, 189). Given this, sexual violence seeks to 

include all types of sexual abuse or harassment, such as forced sex (Cepeda et al. 2017, 

4). In the context of the internal armed conflict in Peru, which will be addressed in the 

ensuing section, sexual violence played a prominent role. In Theidon’s conclusion of 

Gender Violence in Peace and War: States of Complicity, she explains how patterns of 

sexual violence varied during this period, mentioning that “Shining Path guerrillas were 

more inclined toward sexual slavery and mutilation, forced nudity, and coerced abortions; 

the Peruvian armed forces were more likely to engage in sexual torture and gang rape” 

(2016, 192). All the aforementioned tactics used during the conflict, by both sides, are 

forms of sexual violence. In comprehending the motivations behind sexual violence 

during armed conflict, Theidon argues that we must seek to understand “when and where 

sexual violence occurs; which individuals or groups are targeted and why; who the 

perpetrators are; and the types of sexual violence practiced, and how these may vary 

across time, space, and armed groups” (2016, 191). The following section on the 

Peruvian armed conflict will seek to do so.  

Another principal form of violence against women is emotional psychological 

violence. This can take many forms, including abuse through “threats, humiliation, verbal 

aggression, and/or scorn” (Cepeda et al. 2017, 4) Emotional psychological violence is 

often a result of physical and sexual violence. In “The Milk of Sorrow”, Theidon 
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describes the psychological violence carried by indigenous women who were victims of 

sexual violence during the Peruvian armed conflict. Theidon’s theory on the violence of 

memory shows how victims carry their burdensome memories of sexual violence in their 

bodies and minds, passing their fear and “dis-ease” on to their children (Theidon 2009, 

9). An example of psychological abuse outside of the Latin American context is prevalent 

in the Israeli occupation of Palestine. In the West Bank, psychological abuse directed at 

Palestinians is a result of hyper-surveillance by the Israeli government, primarily through 

strict identification laws, checkpoints, and restricted mobility. 

The final task of this section will be to define genocide and ethnocide. While 

these forms of violence do not inherently target women, they are incredibly detrimental to 

humanity and must be eradicated. The definition of genocide can be applied to the 

Peruvian internal conflict, as well as dozens of cases outside of Latin America. In 1948, 

the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights held its Convention on 

Genocide, a monumental step in defining and targeting genocide on a global scale. 

Article II of the convention defines genocide to include: “any of the following acts 

committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or 

religious group: killing members of the group; Causing serious bodily or mental harm to 

members of the group; Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to 

bring about its physical destruction in whole or in part; Imposing measures intended to 

prevent births within the group; and Forcibly transferring children of the group to another 

group” (United Nations General Assembly 1948: 2). Ethnocide encompasses many of the 

same acts, but specifically targets the deliberate and systematic destruction of the culture 

of an ethnic group. In the occupied Palestinian territories, ethnocide has occurred for 
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decades through the construction of illegal settlements and deaths of countless Palestinian 

civilians. In Peru, ethnocide took form in the forced sterilizations of primarily indigenous 

Quechua women in the 1990’s. This case of ethnocide will be thoroughly addressed in 

the following sections of this chapter.  

Connected to genocide and ethnocide is the reconceptualization of gender 

violence in the context of war, i.e. sexual violence as an act of genocide (Sanford et al. 

2016). The landmark rulings of the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 

Yugoslavia (ICTY) in 1998 and the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) 

in 2001 found that wartime rape and sexual enslavement are considered to be war crimes, 

crimes against humanity, and an act of genocide (Sanford et al. 2016). According to the 

definition provided by this ruling, there were genocidal elements present in the Peruvian 

armed conflict. With the adoption of more specific definitions of war crimes and crimes 

against humanity, the international community is better equipped to determine what 

reparations are needed in the aftermath of conflicts. This has not always been the case, as 

was visible during the Peruvian Truth and Reconciliation Commissions and its inability 

to properly address the forced sterilizations of primarily indigenous women. 

The aforementioned seven forms of violence against women encompass the 

majority of violations experienced by women around the globe, but not all of them. 

Luckily, these terms have become more incorporated in global education and recognized 

as legitimate human rights abuses in international law. Governments are beginning to 

view violence against women as a public health issue with serious costs, rather than 

simply as a women’s rights issue (Cepeda et al. 2017, 3). While these terms are essential 

in analyzing past historical conflicts as well as contemporary ones, hopefully their 
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necessity will decrease in the coming years as we work to combat gender violence. 

 
II. Theoretical Perspectives on Violence Against Women 
 

Before analyzing the Peruvian internal armed conflict and the extreme cases of 

gender violence that it produced, it is imperative to identify relevant theoretical 

perspectives on gender violence. First and foremost, the gender identity of these victims 

cannot be disconnected from their indigeneity. This is the approach taken by the FINCA 

Peru organizers who lead workshops for thousands of indigenous women in Peru’s region 

of Ayacucho, many of whom lived during the armed conflict. During these workshops, I 

noticed several women voicing their thoughts about hierarchies of violence within their 

communities. At the top of this hierarchy, they would say, is the death of a loved one, or 

sexual violence by armed forces, whereas domestic violence was not always considered 

to be the most aggressive form of violence or abuse. Additionally, state-sponsored public 

displays of violence would typically be prioritized over violence that occurs in the private 

sphere, like the home. I compare this idea to Audre Lorde’s compelling theories from 

“There is No Hierarchy of Oppressions”, published in 1983. Lorde draws upon her 

personal membership to different oppressed groups and intersecting identities to argue, “I 

have learned that oppression and the intolerance of difference come in all shapes and 

sexes and colors and sexualities; and that among those of us who share the goals of 

liberation and a workable future for our children, there can be no hierarchies of 

oppression” (Lorde 1983, 1). Applying this idea to a so-called “hierarchy of gender 

violence” suggests that survivors of any form of gender violence should be treated as 

survivors, not dependent on the specific form of violence they were subjected to. At the 

root of gender violence in Peru is not only a harmful patriarchal system, but also systemic 
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violence including militarization, racism, and socioeconomic inequality. These are all 

factors that must be taken into consideration in this context. 

Another key theory to incorporate in this theoretical discussion of gender violence 

is the Foucauldian perspective that violence aims at transforming the body into something 

that is disposable. In regards to the body, Foucault writes that “power relations have an 

immediate hold upon it; they invest it, mark it, train it, torture it, for it to carry out tasks, 

to perform ceremonies, to emit signs” (Foucault 1991, 173). The forced sterilizations and 

wartime rapes of female indigenous bodies in Peru show this disregard towards and 

disposability of the female body. In a similar vein, Bakare-Yusuf’s analysis of Foucault 

goes on to contend that these bodies are becoming instrumental in the exercise of terror 

and control, saying: “these inscriptions and incorporations of power onto the body mark 

the ending of one type of body and the beginning of a new type of body: a useful body” 

(Bakare-Yusuf 1997, 313). Therefore, the materiality of the gendered and indigenous 

bodies subjected to the terrors of the Peruvian armed conflict simultaneously can become 

“useful”. Bibi Bakare-Yusuf’s theories provide a similar perspective, using female black 

slavery in the United States to theorize on bodies as laboring, sexual, and reproductive. 

These enslaved bodies have “useful” capabilities, and are depended upon for things like 

labor, sexual pleasure, reproduction, yet also disposed of through torture and violence, 

thus there is a symbolic element, while simultaneously and importantly, their usefulness 

becomes evident in the fact that they can still work (Bakare-Yusuf 1993, 313). This can 

be compared to the “useful” indigenous female bodies in Peru, which were capitalized 

upon for reproductive and sexual capacities during the armed conflict, yet brutally raped 

and disposed of. The next section will work to apply the aforementioned definitions and 
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theory of gender violence to the historical events of the Peruvian conflict. 

III. The Peruvian Internal Armed Conflict, 1980-2000 
Part 1: The Shining Path and Tupac Amaru Revolutionary Movement 

 
 The historical context of this paper begins in 1980, with the commencement of the 

Peruvian internal armed conflict, or the sasachakuy in Quechua, which translates to 

“difficult time”. In her book Intimate Enemies, Kimberly Theidon sums up this twenty 

year period of political violence as “a finite period in which normal moral codes were 

suspended, people engaged in the previously unimaginable, and many individuals grew 

strange unto themselves” (Theidon 2012, 3). It began in 1980 when the Shining Path, or 

“Sendero Luminoso”, the Communist Party of Peru, set into motion their revolution with 

an attack on the Andean village of Chuschi. The Shining Path was founded by professor 

Abimael Guzmán of the Universidad Nacional San Cristóbal de Huamanga, with the goal 

of installing a top-down revolution. Commonly referred to as the “Senderos”, the Shining 

Path aimed to use guerrilla warfare to “mobilize the peasantry, surround the cities, and 

strangle the urbanized coast into submission” (Theidon 2012, 3).  

 In the preliminary stages of the Shining Path’s violent revolution, the government 

severely underestimated the stronghold that this organization would come to have over 

the Peruvian civil society. Their initial extremist tactics were disregarded as fanatical, 

allowing them to garner support in the rural areas, with little surveillance. From 1980-

1982, under the government of President Fernando Belaunde Terry, they focused on 

political work, for instance freeing their political prisoners from the Ayacucho jail 

(Theidon 2012, 4). Dramatic displays of force like this gave the Shining Path guerrillas 

leverage over the police, who were ill-equipped to combat them. As was the case with 

other Latin American revolutions, the Shining Path grew in popularity because it filled 
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the absence of the state (Theidon 2012, 4). After the Agrarian Reform from 1969 to 1975, 

civilians in the countryside felt ignored and lacked a sense of authority outside of their 

respective farming communities. They sought a formal bureaucracy that would look after 

their needs and provide order. However, the Shining Path guerrillas would later come to 

be classified as a terrorist movement by the Peruvian government, due to random acts of 

violence, corruption, and Maoist ideologies (Encyclopedia Britannica 2019). The internal 

conflict did not evolve into a war between solely the guerrillas and the armed forces, but 

included the peasants as well (Theidon 2012, 5). In this war of three competing groups, 

there was a fratricidal element, which occurs when villagers “learn to kill their brothers” 

(Theidon 2012, 5). According to Hernandez Castillo, a similar framework operated in 

Chiapas, Mexico during the 1990’s where fratricidal elements justified the low intensity 

warfare (Hernandez Castillo 2006). The purpose of fratricidal conflicts further seeks to 

justify militarization, repression, everyday violence, and the reemergence of racial, class, 

ethnic hierarchies, and ethnocidal strategies, all as an attempt to ensure law and order 

(Hernandez Castillo 2006). In applying this theory to the Peruvian context, the ensuing 

section on Peru’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission will elaborate on the greater 

effects this fratricidal element had on soldiers. 

In 1984, another guerrilla group called The Tupac Amaru Revolutionary 

Movement (MRTA) launched a guerrilla attack against the Peruvian state. Unlike the 

Shining Path guerrilla movement, the MRTA identified with the ideology of other leftist 

organizations in Latin America, including Castroite guerrilla movements. While still 

utilizing acts of terrorist violence, the Final Report issued by Peru’s Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission (TRC) found that the MRTA was only responsible for 1.5% 
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of reported deaths (TRC Final Report 2003, Article II, Section B, No. 34). Instability and 

conflict between groups persisted through the remaining period of Belaunde’s 

presidency, and throughout the presidency of Alan Garcia Perez from 1985-1990. The 

TRC’s Final Report issued sufficient criticisms regarding the governments of both 

parties. For example, Fernando Belaunde’s Popular Action Party was charged with 

“initiating a process of militarization that lasted more than a decade and had grave 

consequences for the country” (TRC Final Report 2003, Article IV, Section B, No. 83). 

Simultaneously, the TRC recognized Belaunde’s efforts to “preserve the democratic 

system, local and general elections, and freedom of the press in the context of a difficult 

transition to a democratic regime, and in the middle of the worst internal armed conflict 

in the history of the Republic” (TRC Final Report 2003, Article III, Section B, No. 28). 

Additionally, the TRC confirmed that all three presidents during the conflict —Belaunde, 

Garcia, and Fujimori— assumed the presidency democratically. However, the report is 

careful to identify Fujimori’s leadership, beginning not with his 1990 election but with 

the coup d’etat of April 1992, as “an authoritarian ruler who sought to remain in power 

consolidating a corrupt autocracy” (TRC Final Report 2003, Article III, No. 36). The 

remainder of this chapter will focus on Fujimori’s ten years in power, and the 

catastrophic effects his policies and actions had specifically on the indigenous women of 

Peru. 

IV.  The Peruvian Internal Armed Conflict, 1980-2000 
Part II: President Alberto Fujimori 

 
On July 28th, 1990, Alberto Fujimori was elected as President of the Republic of 

Peru. His campaign platform focused on ending hyperinflation and eradicating the 

guerrilla movements that had been gaining control for over a decade (Theidon 2012, 5). 
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After Fujimori’s election to office, in 1991 widespread concerns grew that the Shining 

Path could overthrow the Peruvian government (Theidon 2012, 5). In September of 1992, 

his administration was able to follow through on campaign promises by arresting the 

founder and leader of the Shining Path, Abimael Guzman. This arrest essentially knocked 

out the guerrilla movement in a single blow, labeling Fujimori as Peru’s “savior” and 

“pacifier”. Years later, it was uncovered that the Counterterrorism Directorate Police 

Force was responsible for finding and arresting Guzman, and they were not under 

Fujimori’s supervision (Kovarik 2018). With this, it is evident that misinformation in 

Fujimori’s administration began early on, and much of it has yet to be uncovered.  

Until 2000, Fujimori governed Peru with a brand of right-wing populism that 

allowed for him to rewrite the constitution, stage a self-coup that shut down congress in 

1992, disband the legislature, dismantle political parties and other institutional 

intermediaries, and execute numerous human rights violations. Meanwhile, he retained 

popularity, a reelection in 1995, and the facade of a democratic leader through his self-

described “direct democracy” rhetoric (Theidon 2012, 5). In the greater Latin American 

context, populism can be defined as political movements/regimes led by a charismatic 

leader who mobilizes a multi-class political coalition, is heavily dependent on the lower 

class, and does not rely on established political parties (Dugas 2003). According to John 

Dugas in his article on neopopulist regimes in Latin America, Fujimori fits this 

description. Despite winning two “democratic” elections, Fujimori’s authoritarian and 

right-wing tactics were in no way democratic. According to Stephan Horler from the 

Council on Hemispheric Affairs, there were three main components of Fujimori’s 

governing style. First, was his infamous right-wing economic policy that stabilized the 
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Peruvian economy while fueling international investment (Horler 2016, 1). As was the 

case with the “economic miracles” of Chile and Brazil during their respective military 

dictatorships, Peru also enjoyed economic stability during its regime. Central to 

Fujimori’s style was an unwavering and violent drive to eradicate both the Shining Path 

and MRTA guerrilla movements, coupled by his demonstrated “tolerance of excessive 

and disastrous levels of corruption in the government” (Horler 2016, 2). In order to fully 

understand the grasp that Fujimori’s leadership had on Peru, the specific crimes for which 

he is directly responsible must be addressed. 

 The majority of this section will focus on analyzing the forced sterilizations 

administered by Fujimori and his regime, but before doing so, other human rights 

violations, for which Fujimori is responsible, must be recognized. During Fujimori’s first 

couple of years as President, there were at least two significant massacres of civilians for 

which government agencies were directly responsible. These were executed by the 

National Intelligence Service’s secret death squad called “La Colina”. The first was the 

massacre of Barrios Altos, which occurred in November of 1991 and killed 15 people at a 

barbecue in a Lima neighborhood (Horler 2016, 2). The second incident was the 

massacre of La Cantuta on July 18th, 1992. In this instance, a professor and eight of his 

students were kidnapped by members of the Peruvian Army at the Universidad Nacional 

de Educación in Lima, Peru (TRC 2003, Article V, Section B, No. 140). Combined, these 

two massacres resulted in the disappearances and deaths of more than 30 individuals 

including university members, women, and children (Horler 2016, 2). Unfortunately, 

according to the TRC’s Final Report, these attacks represented only a handful of 

universities in Peru that were affected by “the counter-subversive strategy of detentions-
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disappearances and destruction of infrastructure, during the authoritarian regime of the 

1990s, by the installation of military bases on the university campuses” (TRC 2003, 

Article V, Section B, No. 140). After Fujimori’s authoritarian tactics had violently 

infiltrated the public education sector, the healthcare system would be next.  

V.  Forced Sterilizations and Sexual Violence in the Peruvian Internal Armed 
Conflict 

 
After his reelection to a second term in April of 1995, President Fujimori began to 

introduce increasingly authoritative measures. This became clear almost immediately, 

when he instituted his “voluntary” sterilization program targeted towards indigenous 

women as a way to lower birth rates and eradicate poverty. Between 1996 and 2000, an 

estimated 270,000 women were forcibly sterilized as a part of Fujimori’s “Programa 

Nacional de Población”, also known as the Voluntary Surgical Contraception campaign 

(AQV) (Theidon 2015, 2). Although these sterilizations have since been certified as a 

crime against humanity by the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court in 2002, 

they were supported at the time by several international organizations. At the United 

Nations Beijing Conference on Women in 1995, Fujimori proudly presented his program 

as “a progressive reproductive rights program”, thus garnering $36 million of funding 

from USAID, as well as contributions by the Nippon Foundation and the United Nations 

Population Fund (Kovarik 2018). Further international support was voiced by the World 

Health Organization in February of 1996, when they congratulated Fujimori on his 

success in lowering birth rates to control population growth. Since the program 

specifically targeted indigenous women, these sterilizations can be viewed as “a classic 

case of ethnic cleansing masked in development rhetoric” (Kovarik 2018). Characterizing 

these sterilizations as ethnic cleansing is not an erroneous claim. As aforementioned, 
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ethnocide includes imposing measures intended to prevent births within a certain ethnic 

group, the Quechua people in this case. Additionally, similar practices have been 

documented in Chiapas (Hernandez-Castillo 2006). Despite its ironic title as a 

“voluntary” surgical contraception campaign, the targeted women were not typically 

unformed of the procedures beforehand. For years, generous funding from USAID and 

the Manuela Ramos organization helped the Ministry of Health (MINSA) meet their 

monthly quotas (Theidon 2014, 2). The paradox of international support as well as the 

feminist pretext in the case of these sterilizations is a particularly interesting factor. It was 

not until 1999 that human rights organizations finally began to denounce the program as 

the death toll rose and horrific stories were brought to light (Theidon 2014, 2).  

 In the third chapter of this project, I discuss the testimonies of the women with 

whom I worked in Ayacucho, at least one of who was subjected to these forced 

sterilizations. Thus, it is imperative to analyze the implications of this state-issued sexual 

violence, among the other forms. Author and professor Kimberly Theidon is an expert on 

women’s rights violations within the Peruvian political system, particularly those brought 

to light during the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in Ayacucho, Peru from July 

2001 to August 2003. In this next section, I seek to use Theidon’s analysis on the 

violence of memory and the process of social reconstruction in Peru to argue the severity 

and living memory of terror of the forced sterilizations and wartime sexual violence, and 

the lasting repercussions this has had on Peruvian indigenous communities. These include 

the ones I worked with in Ayacucho and the surrounding rural areas. In Theidon’s article 

“First do no harm”, she examines the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions that 

included 17,000 testimonies from victims, and the final report released by the 
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commissioners in 2003. In doing so, she argues for the classification of these forced 

sterilizations as war crimes and crimes against humanity (Theidon 2014, 2) Established 

by President Alejandro Toledo, Fujimori’s successor; the TRC not only brought about the 

testimonies of victims who were imposed to forced sterilizations, but thousands other 

accounts of wartime rape, exploitative sexual relationships, deaths, tortures, and 

disappearances. Theidon notes that many of the sexual crimes, which often resulted in 

unwanted pregnancies, were carried out on both the individual and institutional level by 

the army, police, and guerrillas of the Shining Path and the Tupac Amaru Revolutionary 

Movement (Theidon 2014, 2). In “Hidden in plain sight”, an interesting analysis is 

provided on the stories of these children born from wartime rape, despite various attempts 

at abortions and infanticide, a common practice in post-conflict settings. These children 

are collectively labeled different names that allude to their unworthiness and 

unwantedness, such as “children of shame/hate” and “monster babies” (Theidon 2015, 4). 

Another essential theme that Theidon brings to light is the way in which women report 

these crimes in their testimonies. She notes that “women overwhelmingly refuse to 

narrate first-person accounts of rape… these are third-party reports, and the women 

speaking refer to the phenomenon of unwanted pregnancies in the plural” (Theidon 2015, 

2). This can be attributed to residual stigma, posttraumatic stress disorder, and a 

psychological pain surrounding women’s memory of experienced violence. Later, this 

project will address the role of women’s agency in revisiting their traumas and lived 

experiences of violence through silence, while negotiating the extent and nature of these 

experiences during official processes, like TRCs. 

 Understanding theories on the violence of memory offers us an in depth look at the 
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implications that wartime sexual violence leaves on its survivors in psychological, 

emotional, and physical ways. In “The Milk of Sorrow”, Theidon introduces the idea of 

women’s bodies as historical sites, and how painful memories of sexual violence 

accumulate inside of them. These accounts were depicted through several graphic rape 

testimonies given to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in Ayacucho after the 

conflict. Through these, we are shown how women do not only carry the narrative burden 

of speaking about their sexual violence in order for it to be legitimized, but they also 

carry this burden in their bodies, passing their fear and “dis-ease” on to their babies 

through blood and breast milk (Theidon 2009).  

The process of social reconstruction or social repair in Ayacucho, Peru is 

demonstrated in Theidon’s book Intimate Enemies. This process is not autonomous from 

economic revival and rebuilding infrastructure, but centers around “reconstructing the 

social ruins that are among the most enduring legacies of war” through striving to 

reinvent community in a region that experienced the heaviest repercussions of armed 

conflict in the late 20th century (Theidon 2012, xiii). Through a variety of practices, 

including “Memory projects”, Theidon’s interviewees offer vivid perspectives on how 

the legacies of violence are perceived today. One quote in particular stands out, and 

encompasses my understanding of the commonly held attitudes in the region. When 

speaking about her research plans in Ayacucho with the director of an NGO in Lima, 

Theidon was told “Look, what you need to understand is that they’ve already forgotten 

everything that happened…” (Theidon, 30). Evidently, this violence has stained 

communities, and these traumatic memories are often repressed. This is a sentiment I 

observed during my time in Peru, and one that can be explained by the existing 
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architecture of impunity. 

VI. The Aftermath: Gender Justice and Reconciliation 
 

Installing an architecture of impunity and fostering collective amnesia limits any 

possibility for justice to be served. Impunity is perhaps the most influential and powerful 

tool that states and individuals use to perpetrate sexual violence, especially during 

periods of conflict and political or socioeconomic unrest. On the state level, installing an 

architecture of impunity that extends to all sectors of civil society, including police and 

military, makes the investigation of gender crimes and achieving justice for victims 

incredibly onerous. The Peruvian military and government used this mechanism 

extensively during the civil war, especially to execute wartime rapes of indigenous 

women. As with the investigation of any crime, the details and specificities matter. When 

an architecture of impunity is existent, there is an overwhelming absence of these details, 

and in cases of domestic abuse and sexual crimes, the normalization of male violence 

against women is heavily depended upon. Militarism, misogyny, and racism are 

systematically used to uphold this process of normalization. Outside of the Peruvian 

context, Guatemala provides another case study of how impunity has and continues to 

legitimize the “everydayness” of gender violence. In Victoria Sanford’s piece “From 

Genocide to Feminicide”, the case of Claudina Isabel Velasquez Paiz is presented as one 

of the many cases of feminicide in Guatemala that was fostered by a strong architecture 

of impunity. Sanford notes that Claudina was but one of 518 women who were murdered 

in Guatemala in 2005 (2008, 105). These murders came after Rios Montt’s dictatorship 

and a bloody civil war from 1960 to 1996, when the “genocidaires” were never brought 

to justice and impunity continued to reign over a decade after peace accords were signed 
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(Sanford 2008, 105). Through examining Claudina’s feminicide and the lack of adequate 

investigation that followed it, Sanford shows how Guatemalan authorities normalize 

feminicide by creating an environment of impunity. For example, when Claudina’s body 

was found in front of a house/informal restaurant, there was “no effort by either the 

national police or prosecutor’s office investigators to search the house or restaurant for 

blood stains or evidence” (Sanford 2008, 115). Furthermore, Sanford reports that there 

was “tremendous confusion about the most basic and critical piece of forensic 

information, such as the time of death” (2008, 115). These examples of impunity result in 

state sponsorship and normalization of feminicide and other forms of gender violence. 

While the Peruvian TRC effectively provided reparations and a voice to many of 

the victims of the internal conflict, there are always new and more inclusive ways in 

which gender justice can be achieved. Many scholars argue that by better understanding 

our rights, we can hold our justice systems to higher standards. In the world of 

International Human Rights, there exists a set of first-generation human rights and 

second-generation rights. First-generation rights are “civil and political rights protected 

by a variety of treaties following World War II”, while second-generation rights focus on 

social, economic, and cultural rights protected by soft-law rather than internationally 

binding agreements (Theidon 2016, 189). A critical aspect of working with victims of 

gender violence is establishing a “rights consciousness” framework that supports victims 

to come forward about the violations committed against them. Using her ethnographic 

research, “Rights Talk and the Experience of Law: Implementing Women’s Human 

Rights to Protection from Violence”, Merry emphasizes the importance for vulnerable 

populations to define their rights and have these be respected by the legal system, 



	 31 

especially judges, prosecutors, and police (Merry 2003, 344). However, these systems of 

power and the omnipresence of gender, class, and racial hierarchies tend to undermine 

the construction of a resistant subjectivity, despite the international treaties and victim 

rights advocacy that exist to represent and protect these at-risk groups. In order to achieve 

gender justice in more effective ways, we must create systems for victims to understand 

their problems in terms of rights, and whether or not to rely on a legal system that has 

inescapable risks and has consistently failed to bring justice to victims of domestic 

violence, especially in the case of indigenous women. Arguably, this could be brought 

about through a shift in subjectivity and adoption of a rights consciousness mentality for 

victims. 

 VII.  Conclusion: Collective Political Amnesia and Fujimori’s Legacy 
 

Throughout Latin America, there is a long-standing and common trend of 

governments misremembering and erasing the atrocities experienced by hundreds of 

thousands of civilians during a dictatorship. What Augusto Pinochet in Chile, Jorge 

Rafael Videla in Argentina, and Alberto Fujimori in Peru all have in common is the 

following: their regimes resulted in a collective amnesia that plagues their respective 

countries and prevents their citizens from fully remembering the tragedies that occurred. 

For example, in 2009 former President Alan Garcia turned down a donation from the 

German government to create a “Museo de la Memoria”, a museum of memory to 

commemorate the lives lost during the conflict (Kovarik, 2018). Furthermore, Fujimori’s 

political ideology and “personality cult” of “Fujimorism” relies heavily on collective 

amnesia and remains relevant in current Latin American politics. His daughter, Keiko 

Fujimori, commands Peru’s Popular Force Party, a party controlling much of Peru’s 
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congress through a system that was constitutionally drafted by her father. Back in 2009, 

Alberto Fujimori was finally sentenced to 25 years in prison, on several charges including 

the murders of 25 people. However, in December of 2017, president Pablo Kuczynski 

issued Alberto Fujimori a humanitarian pardon due to health issues, releasing him 

fourteen years before the end of his original sentence (Zarate & Chan 2017). Stark 

criticism from both in and outside the government ensued, placing Fujimori back in 

prison in 2018. Despite this criticism, Fujimori still holds many supporters who refuse to 

acknowledge the human rights abuses, which he committed during his regime. A recent 

New York Times Article labeled Fujimori as “the world’s first democratically elected 

former president to be found guilty of human rights violations in his own country” 

(Zarate & Chan 2017). This chapter has identified the ways in which Fujimori, in 

cooperation with his “death squad” La Colina, police forces, and international funding, 

has egregiously sponsored sexual violence and ethnocide, all of which contributes to the 

overarching structural violence that continues today. Social reconstruction through the 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission attempted to mitigate some of the post-conflict 

effects, but the violence of memory strongly persists in indigenous communities. The 

following chapter will address specific microfinance initiatives that seek to dismantle the 

oppressive forces that limit women’s economic independence and empowerment within 

indigenous communities, and argue for its effective practices within the region. 
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Chapter 2: Microfinance and The Political Economy of Violence 

Hundreds of groups of low-income female entrepreneurs meet monthly in urban 

and rural settings of Peru to track the progress of their small businesses or 

“microenterprises”. While collectively repaying their group loan, these women 

simultaneously discuss topics like women’s health and domestic violence, and 

specifically how these issues pertain to their lives. These are clients of FINCA Peru, a 

microfinance cooperative that has been providing credit to the “unbanked” women of 

Peru since 1993. This next chapter will seek to define microfinance as well as explore its 

relationship to the economic empowerment of women and reduction of interpersonal 

violence. Through analyzing its construction and incorporation into the global economy 

in the 1980’s, microfinance will be analyzed as a powerful instrument for social and 

economic change. I argue that the operational efficiency of microfinance is maximized 

through “village banking” practices, when loans are dispersed to small groups at a local 

level, and accompanied by social initiatives. In arguing for this, FINCA Peru will be used 

as a case study for how microfinance serves as an avenue for violence reduction and 

rights consciousness raising for women in Lima and Ayacucho, Peru. Like many 

development practices, microfinance faces certain criticisms and limitations when it 

comes to achieving institutional goals, and some of these will be addressed. An emphasis 

on the political economy of violence, feminist international relations theory, and gender 

and development discourses will be utilized to explain the need for microfinance 

initiatives in areas of extreme inequality. Through assessing the programs of FINCA Peru 

and three of their workshops I attended in January of 2018, I demonstrate how 

microfinance attempts to serve as a mechanism to combat gender violence in the 
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developing world.  

V. Defining Microfinance 

 Throughout this section, I hold the notion that there is an extreme deficit of non-

exploitative lending practices that exist in today’s under-developed and developing 

world, which global hegemonies like the United States can be blamed for. Microfinance 

is a powerful instrument for social and economic change, and works best to boost 

economic development when practiced by socially-conscious microfinance institutions 

and NGOs with unique operations like FINCA’s. This section will begin by exploring the 

basic structure of microfinance, and assess how organizations employ community-

banking methods to economically empower primarily female borrowers.  In economic 

terms, microfinance can be defined as “the management of small amounts of money 

through a range of products, and a system of intermediary functions that circulates money 

in an economy... It includes loans, savings, insurance, transfer services and other 

financial products and services” (UNCDF 2005, 21). While providers of microfinance 

can include credit unions and commercial banks, this chapter will primarily focus on the 

types of services provided by for-profit microfinance institutions (MFIs), non-profit 

organizations and cooperatives. The main factors that differentiate these groups are the 

type of business model, type of targeted borrower (i.e. low-income women in urban 

settings and indigenous women in rural settings), and loan size and pricing (Boss & 

Millone 2015, 3). Over time, microfinance has come to not just serve as a tool for 

economic development, but a mechanism for achieving a variety of social objectives, 

including female empowerment and reduction of gender violence. 

Microfinance, a relatively new concept, was pioneered in Bangladesh in 1983 by 
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Mohammad Yunus, founder of the Grameen Bank. Yunus, winner of the 2006 Nobel 

Peace Prize, started his bank by granting small loans to basket-weavers and holding the 

notion that “access to credit is a human right” (Robinson 2001, 25). Since then, Yunus’s 

lending model has grown into a well-respected, worldwide phenomenon and practice for 

eradicating poverty. According to a 2008 report by The Guardian, the Grameen Bank 

alone has loaned “£3 billion to more than six million of the very poorest in Bangladesh 

and across the Asian sub-continent, yet it remains entirely self-financing” (Perkins 2008). 

After the demonstrated success of the Grameen Bank and other MFIs, the United Nations 

(UN) announced 2005 as the “Year of Microcredit”, acknowledging its importance as a 

tool for poverty alleviation and international development. Kofi Annan, former UN 

Secretary General, stated that “sustainable access to microfinance helps alleviate poverty 

by generating income, creating jobs, allowing children to go to school, enabling families 

to obtain health care, and empowering people to make the choices that best serve their 

needs. The great challenge before us is to address the constraints that exclude people 

from full participation in the financial sector” (UNCDF 2005, 1). In short, the primary 

focus in adopting microfinance was to establish an inclusive financial sector, which can 

offer access to credit and basic financial services for low-incomes sectors of a population. 

The loans provided by microfinance organizations are typically small and in Bangladesh, 

for example, average around $100 a year. Here, the typical microenterprises include tea 

stalls, vegetable vending, or garment sewing (Murshid et al. 2015, 2). In Peru, these types 

of small businesses vary across regions, but include selling handmade crafts, baked 

goods, and agricultural produce.  

Microfinance has many moving parts and contrasting models, thus I am focusing 
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on group-based microfinance and a set of key factors similar to those utilized by FINCA 

Peru’s client lending model. These are outlined in Velasco and Marconi’s 2004 study 

“Group Dynamics, Gender and Microfinance in Bolivia” published in the Journal of 

International Development. In discussing how microfinance operates in Bolivia, the 

authors note that microfinance “achieves higher rates of loan repayment than 

conventional banking, without having access to the collateral which conventional banks 

employ to protect their loan portfolio. It performs this trick through constructing social 

relationships which substitute for collateral by putting pressure on the borrower to repay 

loans” (Velasco & Marconi 2004, 522). Using banking groups to develop these 

relationships allows for borrowers to put pressure on each other to repay their loans. 

Velasco & Marconi highlight social learning, gender solidarity, and group reproduction 

as the key aspects of group based microfinance. These factors are directly correlated with 

FINCA Peru’s model. Since many microfinance clients have little formal education, 

social learning is an essential practice for turning formal training of financial services and 

business practices into a process of mutual support. Furthermore, gender solidarity offers 

the opportunity for female clients to reflect on their shared experiences as women. This is 

achieved through frequent reunions, reflections, and workshops. Finally, group 

reproduction occurs when the banking group develops into a “pressure group” to push for 

another objective, like better healthcare or reduction of violence (Velasco & Marconi 

2004, 522). The final section of this chapter will articulate how these factors materialize 

in FINCA Peru’s programs. 

While we see noteworthy qualitative change brought about by microfinance in 

regions like Peru, microfinance as a global practice has several limitations. Critiques 
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regarding high interest rates on loans and little formal support for borrowers are typical 

arguments against large, international microfinance organizations. Furthermore, 

conflicting studies on results and impact measurement must be taken into consideration. 

For example, two separate studies conducted in Bangladesh and Guatemala measure 

different levels of success, as will be analyzed next. When examining such studies, it is 

important to keep in mind that measuring the effectiveness of women’s economic 

empowerment in reducing interpersonal violence is not a study that can be conducted 

overnight. Long-term impact measurement studies must span years and include both 

qualitative and quantitative reporting. 

A crucial limitation of microfinance that must be addressed is the possibility for 

microfinance participation to cause female borrowers to experience higher levels of 

economic violence. In their study on microfinance and domestic violence in Bangladesh, 

Murshid et al. acknowledge the “intrinsic value to giving poor women an opportunity to 

earn additional income for the household”, while also mentioning that “the associated 

empowerment may have unintended consequences in terms of increased domestic 

violence as traditional gender roles are challenged” (Murshid et al. 2015, 2). This is an 

unfortunate yet all too common reality for female borrowers, including FINCA’s clients, 

and relates back to the cyclical nature of the political economy of violence. The 

testimonies that will later be analyzed do not explicitly report cases of domestic abuse 

due to their participation in the FINCA workshops, but this is not to say that these 

experiences do not occur. 

One recent study conducted in Guatemala by Cepeda et al. shows a positive 

correlation between economic empowerment and reduction of gender violence. This 
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cross-sectional study measures the impact of microfinance on different forms of violence 

against women, including economic, emotional-psychological, and coercive control. The 

results show that “increased status and economic independence of women due to their 

participation in microfinance services reduced violence against women” within the 

Altiplano region of Guatemala (Cepeda et al. 2017, 1). Therefore, it is not in all cases that 

violence continues and/or accelerates due to a woman’s participation in the economic 

sector. In the third chapter of this project, I will employ the narratives of several FINCA 

Peru clients to demonstrate the emergence of a rural and indigenous women’s 

consciousness-raising in Peru. Many of the women speak to their experiences with 

finding an increased equality between them and their partner(s) after participating in 

FINCA Peru’s programs. 

II) The Necessity for Microfinance:  
The Political Economy of Violence and Gender Development Perspective 
 
In order to properly understand how microfinance attempts to alleviate deeply 

entrenched poverty faced by women, one must look at concepts like the “political 

economy of violence” that explain the systemic inequalities faced by borrowers. 

Theorists like Jacqui True hold the notion that “women’s physical security and freedom 

from violence are inextricably linked to the material basis of relationships that govern the 

distribution and use of resources, entitlements and authority within the home, the 

community and the transnational realm” (True 2012, 40). Thus, there are significant 

linkages between the various forms of violence faced by women, and these are both 

cyclical and structural. Furthermore, one cannot disconnect the interpersonal violence 

that takes place in the private sphere to that which occurs in the public sphere. In many 

countries, including Peru, poor economic conditions targeting women can be attributed to 
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the legacies of wartime sexual violence, as well as to the normalization of violence and 

inequality, and ideological frameworks based on sexism, militarism, and racism that 

dominate all aspects of public and private lives. In a similar framework of analysis and 

within the Marxist feminist tradition, the gendered division of labor in the context of 

capitalist economies relies on women’s reproductive/unproductive labor that 

institutionalizes gender inequality, oppression, and the public/private divide. In a similar 

vein, Meredith Turshen explores the machineries and function of the “political economy 

of rape” in the context of Africa. In her paper, she analyzes the construction of women as 

property, centering on women’s productive and reproductive labor as assets available for 

transfer by the state and other actors. Turshen further argues that treating women and 

their bodies as transferable commodities and assets has severe policy implications, in 

addition to the other cultural and psychological implications (Turshen 2001, 9). Similarly, 

feminist international relations theory fundamentally argues that worldwide, women lack 

equal access to productive resources like credit and employment. Thus, in areas where 

these resources are more equitable and economic and social rights are widely available, 

women are less susceptible to violence. Furthermore, in the 1980’s, the Gender and 

Development Discourses (GAD) gained momentum, establishing a framework that 

included a “gender analysis” as way to identify differences and the power imbalance 

between men and women in productive work and access to resources, as well as gender 

as a relation of power embedded in institutions (Heward & Bunwaree 1999, 2). Given 

these theories and the overwhelmingly higher number of female borrowers to male 

borrowers, one cannot disconnect microfinance from a gender development perspective. 

 In her discussion on development theory in “Domestic Violence as a Development 
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Issue”, Ruth Jacobson argues that humanitarian and development agencies must 

acknowledge their positionality, whether it is at the local or international level. 

Additionally, they must be prepared to confront the fact that “their interventions may 

affect those power relations who are inseparable from domestic violence” (Jacobson 

1993, 38). Jacobson is careful to mention that the term “domestic violence” does not 

solely refer to violence within a heterosexual partnership or marriage. Male violence 

against women often occurs outside the home and by other male figures besides a spouse, 

such as neighbors or relatives. As previously mentioned, this paper approaches domestic 

violence as interpersonal violence, utilizing the term domestic violence since it is the one 

FINCA clients are more familiar with. As Jacobson would argue, domestic violence 

should be analyzed as a phenomenon of violence that takes place primarily in the private 

sphere. However, it needs to be addressed as a public concern, rendering it visible and 

thus challenging the public/private distinction. 

III)  Empowerment Through Microfinance Case Study: FINCA Peru  
 

Throughout this chapter, FINCA Peru has been cited as an exemplary model of 

microfinance. The following section will utilize the aforementioned theories to argue this, 

as well as provide concrete reflections on how their workshops are effectively changing 

the lives of their clients. FINCA Peru is a non-profit microfinance organization for 

women that has been operating across the Peruvian regions of Lima, Ayacucho and 

Huancavelica since 1993 to serve the “unbanked”. FINCA Peru originated as a branch of 

FINCA International, a large microfinance actor founded in 1984 with networks in 

dozens of countries. The founders of FINCA Peru decided to separate from the 

international microfinance network and operate under their own conditions, with 
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permission to keep the name. This was primarily due to the belief of the founders that 

these institutions work best remaining at the local level, employing local staff and relying 

mainly on funding from within the country. When large international donors become 

involved, this can change the chemistry the organization has with its members and staff. 

Regardless, FINCA Peru maintains many structural similarities to the international 

organization, going beyond traditional microfinance with its group lending programs or 

“bancitos”. These groups of low-income female entrepreneurs collectively take out a loan 

in which they learn to repay while undergoing training on subjects such as the use of 

credit, development of entrepreneurial skills, and the improvement of self-esteem, social 

discipline, women’s rights and health awareness. The majority of FINCA’s clients are 

relatively young, have little formal education in the form of primary and secondary 

school, are married, have families to support, and all own their personal microenterprises, 

which may include selling food or handicrafts, or small scale agriculture. As of 

December of 2016, the Ayacucho region had a total of 5,756 clients and 219 banking 

groups, the rural zones surrounding Ayacucho had 2,494 clients and 128 banking groups, 

and the Lima region had 4,418 clients and 260 banking groups (Pait 2017, 75). Given this 

data, there are twice as many clients in Ayacucho and the surrounding rural zones than 

there are in Lima. The majority of clients in Ayacucho and its rural zones are indigenous 

Quechua women, and FINCA Peru has been successful in reaching these groups. 

According to FINCA Peru’s 2016 Annual Report, their institutional goal for 2017 was to 

strengthen the training programs in the rural zones. There has been difficulty establishing 

the same quality of trainings in these zones, due to their remote locations, unreliable 

roads and a lack of electricity and internet access. Joining microfinance institutions like 
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FINCA Peru as a way to achieve economic independence often forms a basis for these 

clients to address a range of other issues such as domestic abuse and public health, 

eventually helping these women gain an ability to negotiate more effectively in the public 

sphere. Through their practices, FINCA Peru manages to effectively facilitate what 

serves as the formal banking process for over 15,000 women in Peru.  

The primary social initiative that accompanies FINCA Peru’s lending programs is 

called Sumaq Warmi, a Quechua term that translates to “woman of valor”. Sumaq Warmi 

is an educative model that FINCA Peru implemented in 2014 to contribute methods for 

reducing violence against women and children in rural Peru. This model was based off of 

a successful model previously implemented in South Africa with a local women’s 

microfinance organization (Pait 2017, 75). The program’s intervention began in the rural 

zones of Ayacucho and Huancavelica in 2014, and in 2017 expanded to include 

Huamanga and South Lima. The project is funded by the Inter-American Development 

Bank (IDB) and its Multilateral Investment Fund (FOMIN). The rest of this section will 

analyze FINCA Peru’s effectiveness in empowering women through three of their rights 

consciousness raising workshops which I volunteered at in January of 2018.  

The first of these workshops took place at the FINCA Peru offices in Ayacucho, a 

small city high up in the Andes surrounded by a number of rural zones. During this 

reunion of 140 female members from over 20 different rural communities, the space was 

created for them to share their personal reflections, stories and transformations since 

joining Sumaq Warmi. These reunions have proved to be a tangible way for FINCA Peru 

to measure the impact that their programs are having on lowering percentages of 

domestic violence. Through witnessing and co-facilitating these events, I could directly 
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hear and see the change of these participating women through their spoken testimonies 

and interactions amongst each other and with facilitators.  

The following two events both took the form of workshops, the first given to 72 

female community leaders from the rural areas surrounding Ayacucho, and the second 

one to 150 leaders in especially low-income areas of Lima. The purpose of these 

workshops is to train these women or “lideresas” who had been selected by their banking 

groups to serve as the group leaders. Their role is not just to make announcements or to 

remind the other members of the bancito to submit their payments on time, but moreover 

to lead the process of collective social empowerment. After being recognized as 

outstanding group contributors, these lideresas undergo FINCA trainings on topics like 

gender and sexuality, gender equality, women’s health, healthy methods of raising 

children, and violence against women. Later, they offer these learnings to their banking 

groups through events called “movilizaciones sociales” or “social mobilizations”. 

 At the first workshop in Ayacucho, the participants were divided into groups of 

eight for the sessions, allowing for a more inclusive and effective exchange of ideas. I 

took turns visiting with each group, listening as they discussed the importance of gender 

roles and norms in their communities, as well as identified the different forms of 

physical, economic and psychological violence that exist within their homes and 

communities. The third workshop took place a few days later in the suburbs of Lima with 

around 100 participants, and centered around defining types of violence. By separating 

into small groups, participants were able to open up about personal experiences and gain 

trust from their peers. Later on, these groups presented their discussions to one another, 

empowering themselves through the development public speaking skills. Many of these 
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discussions were centered around their experiences with their spouses’ alcoholism and 

the violence that often accompanies this, especially on holidays and special occasions. 

 All women are constantly encouraged to actively participate, although this proves 

much easier for some than others. In the Ayacucho workshops, there tends to be a 

language barrier since the training materials are in Spanish, and several women are only 

comfortable speaking Quechua. To mediate this, facilitators will shift between Quechua 

and Spanish. Another barrier to participation is having children present; many of the 

women bring their children along and do not always feel comfortable speaking about 

such topics in front of them. Childcare is typically made available by the organizers, but 

many women keep their infants with them for breastfeeding. While attending the 

workshops, I often noticed women getting emotional, especially during triggering 

conversations about alcoholism and physical violence. Emotional processing is 

encouraged, and adequate support is provided for those who need to address and/or 

discuss certain topics separately. In the next chapter, we will hear how two women, 

Brigida and Aydee, have noticed a changed standing within their communities due to 

their participation with FINCA Peru initiatives. 

IV)  Conclusion: Impact Measurement through Qualitative Reporting 
 
A recent quantitative study conducted by the Inter-American Development Bank 

(IDB) on FINCA Peru’s programs did not show significant change in levels of violence 

against these women and their children since the launch of Sumaq Warmi in 2014. I will 

utilize the rest of this paper to argue that by no means is a quantitative model the only 

way of measuring progress. In fact, quantitative reports, such as those pushed by large 

donors like the IDB, often do not show the same levels of progress. However, the IDB is 
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the largest source of development financing for Latin America and the Caribbean, and the 

principal funder of Sumaq Warmi. Therefore, they have the responsibility of tracking the 

progress and impact of their funding projects. In order to prove significant changes, 

FINCA Peru’s Sara Pait conducted a qualitative study in 2017. This study uses the 

testimonies of nine participants to prove the organization’s capability of boosting 

economic empowerment and reducing violence against women within the region through 

microfinance programs and community trainings. The necessity of this report came after 

the IDB concluded that Sumaq Warmi had failed to meet their goals of reducing violence 

against women during the program’s pilot years of 2014-2016 (Pait 2017, 79). To 

determine this, researchers used a series of complex surveys, which included around 250 

closed questions for each participant. The questions were in both Spanish and Quechua, 

and asked participants about their family backgrounds, children, characteristics of their 

home and community, emotional health and confidence, spousal relationships, work, and 

domestic violence (Pait 2017, 79). According to Pait and other FINCA Peru organizers, 

“several of the questions regarding participant’s attitudes and opinions surrounding 

experiences of violence resulted in great confusion for participants with lower levels of 

education” (Pait 2017, 79). These sentiments prompted Pait’s qualitative investigation 

through testimonials, which both can and do contrast the aforementioned quantitative 

results. The following and final chapter of this project analyzes three of these testimonies 

as well as a short documentary, in order to demonstrate significant change and argue for 

the continued necessity of FINCA’s programs in the region. 
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 Chapter 3: Theorizing Gender Violence through Testimonies 

 Over the past several decades, microfinance organizations and institutions around 

the globe have generated hundreds of ways to effectively measure their social impact. 

Many organizations, like FINCA Peru, are still working on how to make these complex 

processes both ethical and gender sensitive. In this chapter, I will begin by analyzing 

theories on silence and memory, including reflections on testimonies of gender violence 

at the South African Truth Commission. The concept of “official” versus “unofficial” 

testimonies will be explored, arguing that “official” testimonies in the context of Truth 

and Reconciliation Commissions are a non-gender sensitive process with inherent 

setbacks. This discussion will preface my discourse analysis of the “unofficial” 

testimonies of Brigida, Aydee, and Sofia, three Quechua women who have participated in 

Sumaq Warmi. As aforementioned in the previous chapter, Sumaq Warmi is FINCA 

Peru’s initiative to reduce violence against women and children in indigenous 

communities surrounding Ayacucho, Peru. In 2017, FINCA Peru’s researcher Sara Pait 

interviewed and transcribed the testimonies of nine women who reflect on the specific 

forms of violence committed against them and how their participation in FINCA’s 

program has impacted them2. Each of the three testimonies that I analyze mention the 

respective interviewee’s experience of interpersonal violence during childhood and 

adulthood, as well as with state-sponsored violence during the Fujimori years of Peru’s 

internal conflict. In order to provide a feminist discourse analysis on the lived 

experiences of these women and gendered relations of power, these testimonies will be 

put into conversation with Veena Das’s notion of poisonous knowledge and Gavatri 

																																																								
2	I have been granted access to this report by FINCA Peru and have permission to employ the 
testimonies in the context of this project.	
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Spivak’s discourses on subalternity. In theorizing gender violence through these 

testimonies, new ideas on trauma, justice, and repair in Peru will be revealed. 

Furthermore, I incorporate reflections on a brief documentary-style video produced by 

FINCA Peru in 2018. The women in this video speak to how their participation in FINCA 

Peru’s programs have impacted their experiences of interpersonal violence. Both of these 

frameworks of testimonial reporting are intrinsic to measuring the organization’s impact 

and will be used to show how FINCA Peru’s microfinance programs and community 

trainings are normatively capable of boosting economic empowerment and reducing 

violence against women in Peru. 

V. Theories on Silence and Memory: “Official” Versus “Unofficial” 

Testimonies 

 As mentioned in the first chapter of this paper, Peru’s Truth and Reconciliation 

Commissions (TRCs) in the early 2000s resulted in an inadequate and often problematic 

representation of many of the victims’ lived experiences during the internal conflict. This 

was not unique to the Peruvian TRCs but is rather representative of other institutional 

processes in which individuals recall and account for their experiences of violence. A 

significant aspect of the inefficiency of TRCs is reliant on “the patriarchal nature of 

judicial proceedings” that “encourages women to forgive and forget” (McKay 2000, 569, 

cited in Stefatos 2012, 212). Thus, the nature of the legal system under which TRCs 

operate provokes a lack of gender sensitivity. An example of gender insensitivity in the 

Peruvian TRCs included the presence of male judges and male interpreters, which 

potentially discouraged other women from providing their accounts. Furthermore, official 

testimonies provided in hearings are often responded to with a “narrative fetishism” 
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which is “designed to expunge traces of trauma and avoid the development of a new 

identity which incorporates the traumatic events” (Treacy 1996, 141). This encourages 

the “forgive and forget” mantra, which is detrimental to overcoming trauma and hinders 

the agency that victims possess due to their memories of violence. Additionally, narrative 

fetishism sensationalizes and prioritizes certain forms of violence and torture, attempting 

to categorize certain forms as “real” and others as not. This process supports a hierarchy 

of gender violence, one that is already present and attempts to dismiss less egregious 

forms of gender violence. In this framework of analysis, domestic/interpersonal violence 

often remains invisible and marginal within the official and legal discourse. Typically, an 

abuse with multifaceted and longstanding effects on the body and psyche of the victim is 

often treated as a form of violence located solely in the private sphere, rendering it de-

politicized and normalized.  

In adopting a similar critique of inadequate reporting at TRCs, Nthabiseng 

Motsemme emphasizes the importance of silence in relation to women’s accounts of past 

experiences of violence, specifically in the context of South African apartheid. 

Motsemme argues that “women’s articulation of their languages of pain and grief through 

the language of silence” is intrinsic to fully comprehend the effects of violence 

experienced by individuals and communities (Motsemme 2004, 910). Therefore, in 

spaces like the TRC hearings where official verbal testimonies are given, we must 

incorporate effective ways to “read” silence and reinterpret it as “another language 

through which women speak volumes” (Motsemme 2004, 910). For example, in South 

Africa, “women’s silences uttered at the TRC should then be viewed as a part of a range 

of languages of pain and grief to narrate often hidden but troubled elements of their 
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recent pasts” (Motsemme 2004, 910). However, reading silence requires an undoing of 

our long-held notion that silence signifies an inability to communicate, or a lack of 

agency to speak up about something. Yet the Foucauldian perspective suggests “while 

silence and secrecy are important shelters for power and a source for anchoring its 

prohibitions, they also have the capacity to loosen its hold, thus making it possible to 

thwart hegemonic power itself” (Motsemme 2004, 917). Therefore, silence can be a 

powerful signifier of resistance, courage, and agency, especially during official or 

unofficial accounts of gender violence. 

 While acknowledging the power of silence in testimonies, “unofficial” verbal 

testimonies, often given one-on-one, can be incredibly effective in helping victims of 

gender violence heal and exercise their agency. Unlike official testimonies, unofficial 

accounts tend to foster the agency held by survivors who are equipped with unique 

knowledge. These knowledges are what Das approaches as “poisonous knowledge”, an 

outcome of one’s experiences with abuse and interpersonal violence (Das 2000, 205). 

Unofficial accounts are often multi-faceted and more gender sensitive since they occur 

outside of a courtroom. However, Motsemme argues that verbal testimonies are “a 

limited frame of understanding past traumas”, yet we “valorize verbal language to such 

an extent that we regard it as the primary means through which a person enters into the 

social and intellectual life of the community, and ultimately into connection with 

themselves” (Motsemme 2004, 915). This perspective is important to take into 

consideration, both in the context of official and unofficial testimonies. The stories 

verbally portrayed in the FINCA Peru testimonies, as well as the video, are not indicative 

of all experiences of FINCA’s participants. Those who did not choose to offer 
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testimonies are in no way “weaker”, or have less agency than those who did. Often times, 

secrecy can be seen as a mode of resistance and a protective mechanism against 

intergenerational trauma (Franco 2010, 213). In the aftermath of civil conflicts, collective 

violence, repressive regimes, and colonialism, secrecy facilitates the renegotiation of 

subjectivities, and helps indigenous communities, for example, come to terms with a 

traumatic past (Franco 2010, 213). Furthermore, there are many non-verbal ways to offer 

a testimony. As demonstrated by Latina Feminist Group authors in their introduction 

“Papelitos Guardados”, writing down personal stories and memories “evokes the process 

by which we contemplate thoughts and feelings, often in isolation and through difficult 

times. We keep them in our memory, write them down, and store them in safe places 

waiting for the appropriate time when we can return to them for review and analysis, or 

speak out and share them with others” (Latina Feminist Group 2001, 1). Therefore, 

written narratives can also serve as a process for empowerment or healing, whether 

eventually shared or not. Another specific example of this process is seen through the 

narratives of female political detainees in Chile during Augusto Pinochet’s dictatorship. 

Temma Kaplan focuses on the story of Nieves Ayress, a political prisoner of three years, 

to reflect on the “gendering of memory”, “reversing shame”, and reassigning political 

dignity to female political detainees in Chile (Kaplan 1999, 1). Ayress and her fellow 

detainees, who were sexually abused and dehumanized, offer their testimonies, which 

serve as a gendering of memory and mechanism of reversing the shame that was assigned 

on their identities and bodies by the military regime though extreme sexual abuse.  

 In general, it has been found that gendered narratives in post-conflict settings are 

typically placed “within everyday lived experience, rather than nationalist concerns” and 
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that “women’s recollections are often interested in the contexts of daily life in which they 

attempt to make and maintain their homes and relationships” (Motsemme 2004, 909). 

The author mentions that this was at least the case during the South African TRCs, and 

the same is true for the FINCA Peru testimonies analyzed in this chapter. We will later 

see that their reflections almost exclusively center around the home and their 

relationships within it, even when discussing state-sponsored violence that occurred in 

the public sphere. Therefore, this aspect appears to be present in both official and 

unofficial testimonies, but does not deny the importance of framing these experiences 

within the political sphere. 

 Before delving into the unofficial testimonies of FINCA Peru clients, it is important 

to acknowledge Sanford’s theory of a “living memory of terror”, which I will revisit not 

only in relation to victimhood, but also as possibly opening up spaces of agency. In the 

context of Peru, this is visible in Claudia Llosa’s 2009 film La Teta Asustada. The film 

closely follows Fausta, a young woman whose mother lived through the horrors of the 

Peruvian armed conflict and experienced sexual violence as a result. Out of a deep fear of 

men that her mother’s stories have instilled within her, Fausta keeps a potato inside of her 

vagina to “ward off” and prevent rape. This corporeal mechanism of survival can be 

analyzed as a mode of exercising agency, while the potato serves as a protective 

mechanism. As Motsemme found in her analysis of the South African TRCs, many 

stories revealed “new forms of agency by women in unexpected places under daily 

conditions of horror” (Motsemme 2004, 910). The same can be said for living with or 

under memories of horror, as demonstrated by Fausta in La Teta Asustada. Throughout 

the film, Fausta is portrayed as very silent, and other characters explain this by saying it 
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is due to “the milk of sorrow”, the memories of violence that her mother passed down to 

her. Fausta’s silence serves as resistance, and a way to reconcile with the 

intergenerational trauma within her family. This theory of a “living memory of terror” is 

directly applicable to the following testimonies, as will be discussed. 

 
II.  The Testimonies, Part One: Brigida 
 

The rest of this chapter will analyze the testimonies of three women who are 

participants in the Sumaq Warmi initiative and FINCA Peru’s microfinance programs. 

Each of these testimonies was offered voluntarily through in-person interviews with Sara 

Pait during 2017. The report contains nine testimonies in total, but I have selected the 

three that pertain most closely to my research. Since the majority of the interviewees 

speak Quechua, these testimonies have been translated to Spanish. The excerpts I include 

have been translated to English, and I affirm that my fluency in Spanish makes these 

translations true and accurate. Throughout the following sections of this chapter, I will 

analyze these testimonies within a gendered and intersectional framework, further 

expanding on the aforementioned theories on silence and memory and a living memory 

of terror. Additionally, Spivak’s discourses on subalternity and Das’ theory of poisonous 

knowledge will help to demonstrate the different positionalities of these women and the 

agency they possess. 

 Brigida is a 56-year-old Quechua woman from Pomabamba and one of the 

program’s exemplary leaders. Her testimony focuses on her violent upbringing and 

marriage, as well as the discrimination she has faced for being illiterate and wearing 

traditional Quechua clothing. Brigida’s participation with FINCA Peru began six years 

ago when she entered into a banking group to sell cultivated vegetables in her home and 
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in markets. Of her childhood, she recalls that “my father drank and fought a lot with my 

mother, he would arrive home drunk from parties and hit her. There usually wasn’t food, 

my mother did not cultivate much” (Pait 2017, 37). Brigida is the second of five children, 

and her principal duties growing up were taking care of her younger siblings, and later 

cooking. At eleven years old, Brigida moved to Lima with her cousin and her cousin’s 

husband. She was left alone in Lima, but a cousin of her father’s brought her to work at a 

market. At this point, Brigida “paused due to emotion when referring to this moment” 

(Pait 2017, 37). This inclusion of “silence” in Brigida’s testimony is an important factor 

to recognize, as Motsemme would argue. Reading silence does not only indicate 

victimization and traumatization, but can be a powerful signifier of resistance, courage, 

and agency. At 16, Brigida says “I returned to my village, but I was no longer used to it. I 

didn’t like the food, I didn’t like being on the farm” (Pait 2017, 37). She then left for 

Ayacucho, where she met her husband and had her first child. Of this time, she recalls: 

 “I was very humble, I never left the house. When my second son was born, we went 
to my husband’s home (in the same town where I was born). There, things were terrible. 
His mother was very mean, she made him hit me. What have you brought her for? She 
would tell her son. There are animals to be taken care of and she spends all day at home 
with your baby… What is that woman worth? Why did you bring her? By the time I had 
four children, and the oldest was already twelve, she still made him hit me” (Pait 2017, 
37).  Of this violence, she says “sometimes I escaped, but I was humble, I did not talk to 
anyone. Other women would ask how I was doing when they saw me, but I kept quiet. 
Eventually, I separated with my husband, I could not stand to be beaten anymore. He left 
with another woman and left me with two of our children (the older ones had left to work 
in Ayacucho when they were twelve), but the two little ones and I suffered” (Pait 2017, 
37).   
 
 Through this testimony, we see the role of women’s agency in revisiting their 

traumas and lived experiences of violence through silence. Brigida mentions that she was 

silent during her experiences of violence, which by no means strips her of agency. As 

aforementioned, silence is another language, which speaks volumes in this context. She 
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remained silent because of fear, shame, practical dimensions, the normalization of 

domestic/interpersonal violence, and the gendered expectations of submissiveness. As 

Das might argue, Brigida’s silence was to a certain extent reinforced by the necessity of 

survival. Therefore, her silence should not solely be interpreted as victimhood, since it 

contains traces of agency and survival.  

Regarding her involvement with FINCA Peru/Sumaq Warmi, Brigida says “I 

thank God for this, since I have separated with my husband I have learned and seen many 

new things, I have traveled to Apurímac, to Huancayo, Andahuaylas, and Ica”. 

Furthermore, she notes that her frequent participation with NGOs has not gone unnoticed 

by her community, saying that “They envy me because I’m a community agent and I’m 

healthy... but I ignore them. In the Sumaq Warmi programs, they tell me: Don’t pay 

attention to what others say, you could be the Mayor of Ayacucho!” (Pait 2017, 39). 

Brigida accredits her newfound public speaking abilities to her participation in FINCA’s 

programs and acknowledges how she has been able to effectively participate in the 

microcredit programs despite her illiteracy. Brigida’s case is exemplary of how, with 

support by NGOs and effective trainings, it is possible to achieve the empowerment for 

women and children in vulnerable situations who have been exposed to interpersonal and 

structural violence. 

III. The Testimonies, Part Two: Aydee 

 Aydee is a Quechua woman who has overcome terrible treatments and injustices 

with a capacity that exceeds that of an average person. She is a clear example of 

resilience in the face of the misfortunes that occurred, because she did not have a family 

environment or a community to protect her. Aydee experienced various forms of violence 
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at several stages in her life, including abandonment and trafficking by her father during 

childhood, rape and mistreatment by her first partner during adolescence, and forced 

sterilization by public sector officials during her adult life. Aydee’s testimony reveals the 

pernicious gender continuum of violence present in her community and allows for her 

reflections on the theory of a living memory of terror. 

Aydee is 45 and has been participating with FINCA Peru banking groups for 7 

years. She lives in a rural zone outside of Ayacucho where she works with dairy 

products. She has two children who are 20 and 24. Aydee’s mother died when she was 

nine years old, also the age when she and her four siblings were abandoned by their 

father. Of her childhood, she says:             

Father got together with another woman and abandoned us. A neighbor gave us a 
small house out of pity, and my siblings and I would go out to help people in the fields so 
we could have something to eat. Sometimes we ate, other times we didn’t. We didn’t have 
clothes. There was a small restaurant in Huamanga that would feed us sometimes. I 
would look for my father to ask for some money, but he and my stepmother would hit us” 
(Pait 2017, 50).  

 
Aydee was also trafficked by her father, who sold her to a woman as a maid. Her 

siblings were left alone. After a year and a half there, her uncles on her mother’s side 

helped her return home. When Aydee arrived home, she re-enrolled in school where she 

was raped by the father of her first child. He was staff at her school and mistreated her 

using coercive control and abusive behavior. Eventually, the couple moved in with his 

parents, where Aydee had her second child. Aydee says that her in-laws treated her well, 

however “my husband disrespected me because I didn’t have a family, no mother, 

nothing… he would tell me that I was worthless. He had other children with many other 

women. My second child was three months old when he left me, so I left and returned to 

my mother’s village” (Pait 2017, 51). After three years raising her children there, Aydee 
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met her second husband. Of the beginning, she says:  

 
“It was good, my children called him 56apa and got along with him even though 

he was not their father. However, after a while, things got worse. People asked him why 
we didn’t have our own children together. So when he drank, he would hit me. But once I 
started working at Manuela Ramos (NGO) as a promoter for reproductive health, he 
stopped hitting me. I made him aware of my rights, and he began to respect me” (Pait 
2017, 52).  

 
Veena Das’s theory of poisonous knowledge relates to Aydee’s story, since her 

experiences of violence resulted in agency, survival techniques, and her ability to 

navigate patriarchal structures. Aydee never had children with her second partner because 

she was forcibly sterilized during the Fujimori years. Of this experience, she says: “I was 

brought to Cangallo, they didn’t explain anything to me, they didn’t say what they were 

going to do or that I wasn’t going to be able to have more children. They put serum in my 

hand and put me under. When I woke up, I felt the patch. My second child was less than 

eight months old at the time” (Pait 2017, 52). Aydee was summoned to register for the 

reparations list of women who were forcibly sterilized, but was not included in Peru’s 

TRC. As a result of her infertility, Aydee faced rejection and mistreatment from her 

second husband’s family, who resented her inability to bear children. She was thus 

unable to assume the sacred and traditional role of motherhood, a role deeply embedded 

both within and beyond the Latin American context. Assuming this role in her second 

marriage might have provided some type of legitimization to her gendered and racialized 

existence. This manifestation of the political economy of violence is a part of the reason 

that women continue to face high rates of violence on a global scale. Aydee’s testimony 

is crucial because it sheds light on the pernicious nature of public sector interventions and 

official state mechanisms of violence, as in this case of forced sterilizations of poor 
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indigenous women who are later resented by their own communities and families. At the 

same time, Aydee’s testimony reveals the relevance of programs and institutions that 

protect the rights of women and children, in order to restore their self-esteem and agency. 

IV. The Testimonies, Part Three: Sofia 

The final testimony comes from Sofia, a 63-year-old Quechua woman from 

Acocro who has been participating in FINCA Peru’s programs for 7 years. Throughout 

her attendance to 12 of Sumaq Warmi’s “social mobilizations”, she has become known as 

quite reflexive, especially on the topic of violence against women. Sofia’s story is unique, 

as she lived through the entirety of Peru’s internal armed conflict and reflects on the 

direct implications that this exposure to violence and terror had on her. Beginning with 

her childhood, Sofia shares:  

“Our mothers and fathers never wanted us to play or study with friends, they 
prohibited it. I was taken out of school after the first grade. My father was very stubborn. 
I had to work hard and graze all the sheep. We were seven children, and I was the third. 
My father worked in planting seeds and my mother worked around the house. My family 
was sad, because when my father drank, he would hit my mother. Many years later, she 
quietly left for Lima due to the abuse. My siblings and I dispersed, and my older brother 
and sister were in Lima when the terrorism began” (Pait 2017, 19).  

 
Sofia said that the abuse towards her mother was because of “alcohol and 

machismo”. She believes that now, there is less machismo in her community, partially 

due to Sumaq Warmi and the conversations these programs have initiated between both 

men and women. She hopes that in the future, more men are able to come to the 

workshops. When Sofia was 19, she married another young man from her village. At 21, 

she had her first of nine children, one of whom later passed away. Regarding her 

marriage, Sofia says:  

“At first, our marriage went well, but later it didn’t, because he would hit me 
when he was drunk. I never said anything to my father, until a neighbor saw that my arm 
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was bruised and purple. I told her that I had fallen down, but she told my parents that I 
was being abused. I wanted to separate from my husband, but he had already promised 
my parents that he would no longer hit me. He followed through, and we had more 
children, as he wanted. If I didn’t accept to having more children, he would say it was 
because I was cheating on him” (Pait 2017, 20).  

 
Sofia and her husband raised their children during some of the most difficult years 

of Peru’s internal armed conflict. Sofia cites the difficulty she had with educating her 

children at this time, as well as with pregnancy, saying “There were many hardships 

during these years, we would sleep here and there, and didn’t eat much” (Pait 2017, 20). 

Sofia and her family left to live in Lima at the house of her father’s sisters, where her 

husband joined them before he was killed by political violence. Here, Sofia gave birth to 

a daughter with physical and communication disabilities who was never able to speak nor 

walk. Out of strong desire to find treatment for her daughter, Sofia wanted to move back 

to Ayacucho with her family, but her husband refused. Yet Sofia insisted, so they 

returned with their five children, and had two more children in Ayacucho. Unfortunately, 

Sofia’s disabled daughter died at twelve years old.  

As analyzed in the first chapter of this paper, the Peruvian internal armed conflict 

terrorized civilians in both rural and urban Peru. According to Sofia’s testimony, her 

family was no exception. Her husband was a government official, and was killed by 

terrorist groups during the internal conflict. Sofia recounts this, saying: 

“I didn’t see anything, but others told me what had happened. His body was 
found after 5 months, a man came to tell us that he was found in a ravine/ditch. The night 
he died, he had been taken by “the terrucos” while he was sleeping. That is all I know. I 
searched for him incessantly, and through this searching, I gained the attention of one of 
the terrorists. His name was Claudio, and he told me ‘surely you are going to tell the 
‘cabezas negras’ (a name given to military personnel during the internal conflict). He 
also told me ‘Be careful and quiet, because if not, you will also die” (Pait 2017, 21).  

 
At this point in her testimony, Sofia looked at the ground and said: “I cried 
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thinking about how I was going to leave my children as orphans” (Pait 2017, 21). Sofia 

continues with her account, noting that after receiving this violent threat from terrorists, 

she remained quiet and took care of her children while relying on family in Ayacucho for 

help. The interviewer notes that “When Sofia tells her story, she does not cry, she keeps 

her sobriety, but I imagine that she must have suffered a lot, and it may have taken a great 

emotional cost to have been the one who decided to return the family to the village” (Pait 

2017, 21). After her husband’s death, she was alone for a year and a half, fighting to 

protect her children. She then met another partner with whom she had two more children. 

Now, she is in a stable relationship but still deals with coming to terms with her past 

traumas. She highlights the importance that Sumaq Warmi programs have had in this 

process, especially in helping her analyze different forms of violence against women. 

Throughout her testimony, Sofia emphasizes that the Sumaq Warmi programs should 

continue, and focus on including the males in the community. She believes that the men 

in their communities, including their male partners, are the ones who need to listen to the 

topics that are analyzed, in order to ensure the improvement of relations between men 

and women. 

V. The Outcomes 
 

 While powerful and compelling, these testimonies are not the only way of 

expressing FINCA Peru’s positive social impact on their clients. During my time working 

with FINCA Peru, they produced a short documentary video featuring several of their 

female participants from the Ayacucho region. The video gives these women the chance 

to share their experiences of violence in their homes and communities. Together, these 

oral testimonies help us witness the change of attitudes that several women have 
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experienced through their participation in FINCA Peru’s initiative. The video was 

produced in Spanish, but I have translated some excerpts to English. In reflecting on her 

participation, one interviewee acknowledges that “In my community, there has been a lot 

of violence including both physical and psychological mistreatment. I can’t deny that I 

too experience much of this violence. As we live among such violence, it is our husbands 

and men in general that marginalize us” (FINCA 2018, 0:20-0:39). One of the principal 

goals of the Sumaq Warmi initiative is to decrease violence in communities, which first 

begins with acknowledging it. For many women in the program, this step is extremely 

challenging, due to a continuum of gender violence and its indoctrination within their 

communities. Through analyzing these testimonies, I have noticed the prevalence and 

normalization of interpersonal violence, fostered by a set of patriarchal and hyper-

masculine ideologies. Furthermore, the exposure to everyday violence and terrorization 

during and in the aftermath of the internal armed conflict upholds longstanding structures 

of racial inequality, precarity, and militarism. However, these structures are slowly being 

deconstructed as more and more women, like those included in this video, find agency 

through speaking up about their experiences of violence. For example, a woman at the 

end of the video notes: “I feel happy. Now, I feel like a boss in my home. My husband 

doesn’t control me as much by always asking where I am going. I know how to work just 

like he knows how to work, and we are equals in our economy. All of this has changed 

since being in Sumaq Warmi” (FINCA 2018, 7:06-7:33). By equipping participants with 

a newfound ability to acknowledge the harmful cycle of violence that they have been 

subjected to, these women are eager to work on repairing personal and communal trauma, 

educating their communities, and improving their leadership skills. 
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The concluding chapter of this project will address other relevant organizations 

and initiatives in the region that are engaging in similar work. Additionally, I will initiate 

areas of further research, as well as the limitations I experienced with my own research. 

Finally, present-day Peru will be briefly analyzed to pose both the progress and 

challenges that the country faces in regards to combating poverty and violence against 

women. 
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Conclusion 
 
 This project has demonstrated the primary operations and goals of FINCA Peru; 

however, FINCA Peru is only one of the many organizations seeking to empower women 

in Peru and Latin America in general. ProMujer, founded in 1990 in Bolivia, is one of 

Latin America’s leading women’s development organizations (ProMujer: Who We Are). 

They began operations in Peru in 1990 to offer health, educational, and finance services, 

utilizing a similar micro-lending structure to that of FINCA Peru’s. ProMujer’s health 

services in the region have been an extremely successful aspect of their program, having 

completed “more than 300,000 screenings, consultations, and counseling sessions in the 

last two years” (ProMujer: Peru). As a larger, multi-national organization, they likely 

implement both qualitative and quantitative methods of measuring progress. Moving 

forward, FINCA Peru may potentially benefit from referring to organizations like 

ProMujer for replicable studies of impact measurement.  

 Further areas of research for this project could be conducting additional qualitative 

and quantitative studies with FINCA Peru’s clients, both in Ayacucho and in Lima. 

Specifically, I am interested in conducting qualitative research with male spouses of 

FINCA Peru clients in order to document their changes in attitudes regarding masculinity 

and/or machismo. During my time working with FINCA Peru, I spoke with very few men 

and have little knowledge regarding their perceptions of their spouse’s participation in 

FINCA Peru’s programs. However, as an organization, FINCA Peru could potentially 

garner support from donors to conduct this research. The limitations I experienced while 

conducting my own research was reliant on the fact that I was only in Peru for a brief 

time, and I do not speak Quechua. This restricted me from connecting with many of the 
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women on a deeper level, and gaining a more concrete understanding of their 

experiences. However, with this limitation was mitigated with the help of the testimonies. 

 In order to further establish this project’s relevancy, the present-day conditions of 

Peru must be addressed. Last week, on April 17th, 2019, many international newspapers 

reported the suicide of former Peruvian president, Alan Garcia, immediately before he 

was to be jailed for corruption charges. As mentioned in the first chapter of this paper, 

Garcia was Fujimori’s predecessor, and served his first presidential term from 1985 until 

1990, during the years of the internal armed conflict. He later served as president from 

2006 to 2011, marking him as “one of Peru’s most prominent politicians” (Phillips & 

Collyns 2019). Despite a lengthy corruption scandal for having taken bribes from the 

Odebrecht, a Brazilian construction company, Garcia “rejected claims of wrongdoing, 

painting himself as the victim of political persecution” (Phillips & Collyns 2019). The 

“political persecution” card was also played by Keiko Fujimori during a separate 

corruption scandal, and appears to be a common theme in Peruvian politics. The country 

mourned the loss of its former president, as Garcia had gained many dedicated supporters 

over the years. 

 Like many countries around the globe, Peru continues to face significant challenges 

in regards to the mistreatment, subordination, and economic underdevelopment of the 

female population. However, a primary goal of this project was to highlight the ways in 

which one of the country’s prominent organizations, FINCA Peru, is actively combatting 

the gendered continuum of violence that remains deeply entrenched in Peru. The key 

findings of this research are rooted in the theoretical analyses of the testimonies, and the 

demonstrated impact that FINCA Peru has had thus far on at least a few of its clients. 
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While these accounts are not representative of all of the organizations participants, it can 

be said that generally, the Sumaq Warmi initiative has been successful at economically 

empowering women in Peru. The process of social reconstruction and justice for victims 

is an enduring process, even twenty years after the internal armed conflict in Peru. 

However, with the existence of programs like Sumaq Warmi, Peru’s future appears to be 

a promising one. 
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