
 
Confronting Change in Peru 

By Kay C. Medlin 
 
 

Change can be invigorating and exciting, but it also can be terrifying. It tends to be easier 
to accept when some measure of control is provided to the people suffering the change. Daniel 
Gilbert, author of Stumbling on Happiness, encourages us to continue to be open to change and 
warns, “Human beings are works in progress that mistakenly think they’re finished.” 

In a Sept. 25, 2012, article in the Harvard Business Review, Rosabeth Moss Kanter talks 
about why people in business organizations resist changes. She recognizes that people fight 
change because change gives them a feeling of loss of control and a sense of uncertainty. New 
things make people feel stupid. 

Much of Peru feels lost in a time the United States left behind centuries ago. When we 
visited there in September, we expected to be amazed by the ruins at Machu Picchu and to fall in 
love with the food. And we did. But we did not know that the most intriguing part of our visit 
would be the three days at the end of our trip, which we spent on Lake Titicaca. We expected to 
visit historic sites and to see how people lived centuries ago. We did not expect to see people still 
living in those circumstances, engaged in a classic struggle against the changes caused by a 
shrinking world. 

Lake Titicaca is South America’s largest lake by volume. It lies on the border of Peru and 
Bolivia in the Andes Mountains, almost 13,000 feet above sea level. Scholars have long been 
fascinated by the tales told by local fishermen of ancient palaces seen during dry spells when the 
lake level drops, or of local Indians diving down and touching the roofs of stone buildings. 
Stories of lost gold were enough to cause Jacques Cousteau to come to explore the lake. He 
found no treasure — only ancient pottery. 

Many of the islands in the lake are not natural islands. Some of them are half the size of a 
football field and are woven from buoyant totora reeds that grow in the lake. Centuries ago, the 
small, indigenous Uros tribe conceived of the islands as a way to isolate and protect themselves 
from the local population. After migrating out of the Amazon, they found themselves on the 
shore of the lake. Oppressed by the local population and unable to find land of their own to tend, 
the Uros harvested the totora reeds in the shallow parts of the lake and used them to build 
floating platforms. After building these platforms, the Uros used the same totora reeds to build 
houses on the platforms and canoes. In the middle of the frigid lake, the Uros found relative 
peace while living one of the most unusual lifestyles on the planet. The Inca considered the Uros 
subhuman and never bothered trying to subdue them when they invaded. The Spanish thought 
they were dirty and beneath contempt, and the local Aymara still dismiss them as dim-witted. 
But their culture survives almost 500 years after the fall of the celebrated Inca Empire. In 1997, 
the census counted nearly 2,000 Uros descendants. Now only a few hundred still live on the 
islands. Without significant changes to their traditional lifestyle, though, they are not expected to 
remain after this generation. 



This was described as a “good day’s catch” by the fisherman. 

The Uros rely upon the fish in the lake 
to survive. But the small species that is native 
to the lake, the Karachi, is threatened. In 1938, 
North American trout were introduced into the 
three-million-year-old lake in an effort to 
increase the food supply available to the local 
population. The lake would never be the same. 
The trout brought disease that the native fish 
could not tolerate, threatening the Uros’ way of 
life. 

Losing the fish was the first, but not the 
only, challenge to their way of life. Because of 
the proximity of the floating islands to Puno, a 
significant tourist destination, some of the 
islands are losing authenticity and are suffering the results of pollution. The environmental 
damage has, among other things, affected the growth of the reeds. Some of the Uros have 
decided to embrace tourism, seeing it as the only way to preserve some part of their unique 
culture, even if the authenticity of the simple fisherman’s life is lost. As one of the tourists 
making this possible, I knew that I was at once allowing them to preserve their home and 
assisting in the destruction of their environment. 

At least partly as a result of the well-intentioned decision to introduce the trout to the 
lake, an ancient culture will almost certainly not survive. Those who have lived this way for 
decades surely feel helpless. However, for the younger members of the Uros, when life on the 
reed islands disappears, growing up in nearby Puno (or on other nearby islands) will mean 
getting to school without the dangerous boat trip to and from school every day. The opportunity 
to do more than work just to provide food and shelter for survival may be possible. Although the 
result may be positive for some, the Uros who have lived the same way for hundreds of years 
have no voice in the decision. 

Travel almost always teaches. Sometimes the lessons are predictable: a new dish or a 
different style of architecture. This time, the lesson came from observing the complete 
transformation of a way of life. Imagine how difficult that must be for indigenous people, 
especially when fundamental change comes so rapidly. 

The islands in Lake Titicaca are a short boat ride and several centuries away from the 
beautiful and modern Hotel Titlaka. When we returned to the hotel, I brought back with me 
images of people so determined to stay on their woven “land” that they were willing to spend all 
day, every day, doing what is required just to survive. The drive not to change for these few 
hundred Uros is powerful. Would understanding that they are fighting against a safer, more 
comfortable life for their children ultimately matter? 
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