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The Images of Cholo and Political Leaders in Peru
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SASAKI Naomi

Since the 1950’s, increasing migration from Sierra to Costa, especially to Lima, has
impacted on Peruvian society. The economic and cultural activities of immigrants have
encouraged the appearance of a new social actor, who is called cholo. Also, politically, the
word cholo was used strategically by President Alejandro Toledo during his presidential
election in 2000. Cholo is the one of the most important words to understand in Peruvian
society. This article aims to clarify its historical meaning and to study the effect of ethnic
factors on the presidential election of 2000,

According to the chronicles of the 16™ century, cholo originally referred to a kind of dog,
probably a mongrel dog. Then it became the term for a child of mixed race who has Andean
aborigine blood. Cholo has never been used as a technical term for classification in the social
hierarchy, but has been a word that indicates ethnicity. Therefore, it reflects feelings of the
people who use the word and it is sensitive. In Peruvian history, the word cholo was always
used as a disparaging term ; an insulting remark.

In contrast, during the campaign for the presidential election in 2000, “cholo” was used
with a positive meaning by Toledo. Toledo insisted on his ethnicity and appealed to the people
for their support, calling himself cholo. Toledo won the election. It is interesting to examine
how his ethnicity influenced voters. I conducted 31 interviews with people of the electorate.
Many people said that the ethnicity of the president was not so important. An interesting thing
is that despite the ordinary, insulting meaning of cholo, the majority did not show sensitivity to
this word. This means that ethnicity and the word of cholo did not have centripetal force in the
election. The main reason for Toledo’s victory lay in other social and political factors.
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