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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

If development is seen not just as growth of GNP (or as increases in some other 
inanimate objects of convenience), but more broadly, as an enhancement of freedom and 
well-being of people, then cultural issues can figure among the ends of development as 
well as among its means (Sen 2000b: 17). 

The aim of this study is to explore local perceptions of poverty and well-being in the southern 

Andes of Peru, and to analyse how these perceptions influence people’s capabilities in their 

struggle to improve their lives. Rather than using static notions of poverty, I apply more 

dynamic concepts such as vulnerability and social mobility while exploring comuneros’ agency in 

their struggle to achieve well-being (see also Zoomers 1998). Here, I define agency as the 

‘capacity to act and bring about change’ (Sen 2000a: 19), judging change in terms of people’s 

own values and objectives; thus, much attention is paid to local perceptions (i.e. what is a 

‘better life’ according to people’s criteria?).  

 Central to this exploration of comuneros’ agency in improving their lives is Amartya Sen’s 

notion of capability: ‘Substantive freedoms to choose a life one has reason to value’, or 

‘freedom to achieve various lifestyles’ (Sen 2000a). Whereas many poverty studies focus on 

capability deprivation in terms of income and/or resources, I use the broader conception of 

‘horizons, orientations and aspirations’, or what Appadurai calls ‘capacity to aspire’ (2004). If 

capabilities are central to development, then it is important to explore the way that local 

perceptions influence the movement of people in and out of poverty. 

 Thus, the objective is to gain a better understanding of social mobility.1 To do so, I analyse 

how different perceptions of well-being and poverty have been shaped in interaction with past 

and present experiences in three comunidades in the southern Andes of Peru, and how these 

influence the aspirations and capabilities of comuneros in their struggle to achieve a better life. 

Aspirations differ from community to community, and this is reflected in the way comuneros 

and comunidades struggle to improve their situation. 

Background: poverty and livelihoods in the southern Andes of Peru 

Recent research shows that instead of taking an undifferentiated situation of mass poverty as 

‘the problem’ and looking for solutions to it, the problem should be reframed. Anti-poverty 

                                                
1 Social mobility is defined in this study as the movement of people in and out of poverty, based on local 
perceptions of poverty and well-being. 
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policies often speak about the poor as a structural category. However, defining the poor on 

the basis of fixed criteria (income, consumption) does not allow us to see the dynamics of 

impoverishment or poverty alleviation, that is, the movement of people in and out of poverty. 

Viewing the poor as victims who need a kind of treatment prevents us from considering them 

as people with agency, with complex motivations, expectations and actions (Fischer and 

Benson 2006: 155) that are based on their own experiences and lives. The concept of poverty 

should be regarded as geographically, historically and culturally specific (Zoomers 2006: 1037). 

 Despite the growing recognition that poverty cannot be reduced to unidimensional and 

static indicators, in poverty debates the poor are often still described as victims who are 

characterized by a number of deficiencies, thus neglecting the multidimensionality, variability 

and dynamics of poverty. This also applies to the comunidades I studied, in which the 

majority of the population are classified as living in poverty. 

 According to Peru’s National Institute of Statistics and Informatics (INEI) – which 

measures poverty levels in terms of the Canasta básica de consumo (basic consumption needs of a 

person)2 – the highest incidence of poverty can be found in the rural Andes region, where 

83% of the population are classified as living in poverty (see table 1).  

 

Table 1. Poverty levels according to poverty line (source INEI 2002) 

In trying to explain this high incidence of poverty, reference is often made to structural 

factors, such as deficient macro-economic policies (price instability, low wages, etc.), 

                                                
2 Poverty lines are based on the basic consumption needs of a person, which in the case of Peru is 2,318 
kilocalories per day. This measurement is considered more accurate than the measurement of poverty based on 
unsatisfied basic needs (housing, electronic equipment, etc.), which consider variable criteria. For instance, the 
basic needs in urban areas are different from those in rural areas. Basic consumption needs calculated in relation 
to poverty lines of USD 74.3~42.1. For more information on the methodology of measurement see 
http://www.inei.gob.pe. 
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environmental limitations (land productivity, climatic conditions) (Lehmann 1982; Orlove 

1977) or lack of infrastructure or restricted market access. When ‘structural limitations of the 

poor to escape the situation that reproduces their poverty’ (Figueroa, Altamirano et al. 1996; 

Sojo 2001; Valdivia 2003) are mentioned, much attention is also paid to the characteristics of 

the population. According to Sheahan and Gavilano (2001: 157), there is a relationship 

between the indigenous population (who speak Quechua and work in agriculture) and the 

incidence of poverty. Describing rural poverty in Peru, Sheahan (1999: 112) states: ‘Poverty is 

highest for people in rural areas, for those with low level of education, and for those whose 

maternal language is Quechua or other Indigenous languages.’ Many scholars have noted that 

in the past, the problem of the poor was the problem of the Indio and the campesino (Mayer 

2001; Gonzales de Olarte 2003). 

 However, explanations that focus on structural factors and/or features of the population 

present limitations because they do not provide an insight into the dynamics of the daily lives 

of comuneros. As Sen (2000a) argues, an analysis of poverty in terms of structural factors or 

poverty lines does not allow us to look at the different causes that lead people into poverty. 

An exploration of the different local perceptions of well-being and poverty and the ways in 

which these influence the capability of people to escape poverty can provide a better 

understanding of the dynamics of poverty. 

Agency and livelihood studies 

The view of the poor as victims has been contested by livelihood studies that emphasize the 

agency of the poor. According to the adherents of the sustainable livelihood (SL) approach 

(DFID, FAO3), the population plays an active role in coping with poverty (Carney 1998). This 

approach demonstrates how people actively make use of the local resources that are available 

to cope with poverty and take advantage of the context in which they live. The SL approach 

puts specific emphasis on the agency of people in their use of available resources. It focuses 

on what people have, rather than on what they do not have (Carney 1998; Moser 1998: 1; 

Kaag, Berkel et al. 2002: 4), based on the following definition:  

A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets (including both material and social resources) and 
activities required for a means for living. A livelihood is sustainable when it can cope with and 
recover from stresses and shocks and maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets both now and 
in the future, while not undermining the natural resource base. (Carney 1998: 4) 

                                                
3 The UK’s Department for International Development, which is responsible for development and the reduction 
of poverty, and the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations. 
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The framework is based on the resources or assets that make up a person’s livelihood. These 

assets are (ibid.: 7): natural capital (land, water, wildlife, etc.), financial capital (credit, pensions, 

etc.), physical capital (basic infrastructure, e.g. transport, water, communications), human 

capital (good health and the skills, knowledge and ability to perform labour) and social capital 

(social resources on which people draw for their livelihoods, e.g. membership of groups, trust, 

access to wider institutional society). The policy focus is on trying to increase people’s 

capability by ‘expanding people’s options and choices’ through increasing their asset 

availability (ibid.: 12).4  

 In relation to the agency of the poor, new proposals have been developed as ‘ways forward 

in development research’ (Arce and Hebinck 2002; Kaag, Berkel et al. 2002), which raises 

questions about how the perceptions of actors in relation to future orientations should be 

studied (Kaag, Berkel et al. 2002: 2). It has been contended that the term ‘strategy’ puts too 

great an emphasis on the rational and strategic choices of the individual, while in reality the 

marginal conditions under which they live do not allow for such choices: human behaviour is 

not always intentional and much of what people do is unplanned. Some therefore prefer to 

use the term ‘pathways’ to refer to the choices that unfold through the individual’s interaction 

with the environment and are guided by past experiences (Kaag, Berkel et al. 2002). Others, 

such as Arce and Hebinck (2002), have criticized the livelihood approach’s use of the term 

‘capital’ as being too economic. They propose the use of the term ‘styles’, which puts more 

emphasis on the goal-oriented actions of an actor, which can vary depending on the context. 

The notion of farming styles, for instance, refers to ‘the result of goal oriented actions and 

related strategies … as actors’ projects carried out in particular historical contexts and arenas’ 

(Arce and Hebinck 2002: 7). The notion of styles has been applied to other fields, such as 

social security, where habitus is seen as influencing people’s livelihoods and thus leading to 

certain types of style (Nooteboom 2003). While the terminology may differ, all of these 

discourses contribute to the multidimensional view and analysis of poverty from the actor’s 

perspective. 

                                                
4 In the case of Peru, studies of peasant economies and the livelihoods of comuneros have brought to the fore 
the diversity in comuneros’ ways of coping with poverty and vulnerability. Caballero, J. M. (1981) Economia 
Agraria de la Sierra Peruana. Lima: IEP, Gonzales de Olarte, E. (1987) La lenta Modernización de la Economía 
Campesina. Diversidad, Cambio Técnico y Crédito en la Agricultura Andina. Lima: IEP, Kervyn, B. and C. Ayllu (1989) 
"Campesinos y Acción Colectiva: La Organización del Espacio en Comunidades de la Sierra Sur del Peru." Revista 
Andina 7(1): 7-60, Zoomers, A. (1998) "Estrategias campesinas en el Surandino de Bolivia: diversisdad y dinamica 
de la vida campesina." in A. Zoomers (ed.) Estrategias campesinas en el Surandino de Bolivia intervenciones y desarrollo rural 
en el norte de Chuquisaca y Potosí, pp. 13-33. Amsterdam: KIT, Bebbington, A. (2000) "Reencountering 
Development: Livelihood Transitions and Place Transformations in the Andes." Annals of the Association of 
American Geographers 90(3): 495-520, Kay, C. (2004) "Rural livelihoods and peasant futures." in R. Gwynne and C. 
Kay (ed.) Latin America Transformed: Globalization and Modernity, pp. 232-250. London and New York: Arnol and 
Oxford University Press Inc. 
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 While the positive elements of the SL approach are acknowledged, the approach has been 

criticized for failing to approximate the power inequalities that influence the access of poor 

people to assets. As the SL approach recognizes (Farrington, Carney et al. 1999: 8):  

… aspects of the intellectual coherence which the SL approach enjoys in the abstract are challenged 
in the real world, not least by the pervasive political marginalization of the poor and the distorted 
power relations which restrict their access to capital assets.  

While livelihood studies stress the agency of people, studies that focus on the power side of 

poverty tend to emphasize how difficult it is for people to escape the conditions that 

reproduce their poverty (Oyen 2002: 1-2).  

Agency, culture and unequal power relations 

When culture is mentioned in anthropological studies, it is often to stress the uniqueness of a 

cultural phenomenon and the need to preserve it from change. Some studies on the Andes 

take an extremely romantic view of Andean culture, in which the harmonious nature of 

reciprocity and cooperation is highlighted (Apffel Marglin and PRATEC 1998). An immediate 

conclusion is that these values need to be preserved and conserved. However, the harsh and 

dire reality of the poor in the comunidades contrasts greatly with the romanticized image that 

results from these views on the life and culture of comuneros.  

 Poverty-oriented research, on the other hand, focuses more on livelihoods and people’s 

struggle to cope with vulnerability, and tends to see cultural issues as hindering development. 

In his ‘culture of poverty’ thesis, Lewis (1970) argues that because of their marginalization and 

powerlessness, the poor often have no choice but to adapt to the existing situation, thus 

creating apathy and a lack of aspiration. Some of the traits emphasized are feelings of 

‘marginality, of helplessness, of dependence, and of inferiority’ with ‘little ability to defer 

gratification and to plan for the future, a sense of resignation and fatalism’ (ibid.: 73). 

Although Lewis emphasizes the importance of context in the origin of this subculture of 

poverty, he stresses that once this culture of poverty has been formed, it is transmitted from 

generation to generation, reinforcing cycles of poverty and making poverty more difficult to 

escape from. For Lewis, this culture of poverty determines the poor’s lack of agency to change 

the conditions that lead to poverty. Although Lewis’s thesis has been heavily criticized as a 

reified concept of culture and for not taking into account the social and political context, 

which led to ‘blaming the victim’ (Valentine 1971), his ideas remain influential.  

 To the extent that attention is paid to power relations, the most common conclusion is that 

poor people have limited agency in terms of their choices and aspirations. Bourdieu (1984) 
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provided us with a better understanding of how power relations play a role, by showing how 

in France the lower classes have internalized the tastes of the upper classes. He uses the term 

‘cultural capital’ to refer to the cultural goods and services (which include educational 

credentials) that create social differences. He points to, for instance, verbal ability, general 

cultural awareness, aesthetic preferences, information about the school system, and 

educational credentials (Swartz 1997: 74-75). Culture is produced and defined by dominant 

groups, and is imposed on the poor through formal institutions, such as schools. It is through 

these institutions that the subaltern classes come to perceive the values and norms of 

dominant culture as being their own, even if this perpetuates their subordinate position. The 

cultural capital of the dominant classes becomes hegemonic. In other words, these dominant 

ideologies become internalized and part of their habitus. As Bourdieu (1984: 384) observes: 

… there is no realistic chance of any collective resistance to the effect of imposition that would lead 
either to the valorization of properties stigmatized by the dominant taxonomy, or to the creation of 
new, positively evaluated properties. Thus the dominated have only two options: loyalty to self and 
the group (always liable to relapse into shame), or the individual effort to assimilate the dominant 
ideal which is the antithesis of the very ambition of collectively regaining control over social 
identity…  

Here, Bourdieu draws attention to the unequal power relations between hegemonic and 

subaltern groups. He argues that the institutionalization of the reproduction of inequalities 

and people’s habitus tends to create preferences that limit their capacity for change. Similarly, 

Fischer and Benson (2006) show that the aspirations of subalterns are influenced by 

hegemonic notions of a better life, which is based on capital accumulation. For them (ibid.: 

80):  

… hegemony is not fundamentally about cultural domination; it is about moral orientation, the 
pursuit of happiness and well-being, desires and aspirations, and conceptions of normalcy and the 
good life. Hegemony succeeds when the things that people are concerned about are brought into 
line with the pursuits of making money and the benefits realized by a slice of the stream of 
humanity.  

Fischer and Benson explore the reasons why Guatemalan farmers enthusiastically engaged in 

the newly introduced broccoli production. Broccoli production was alien to the everyday lives 

of these farmers, because they do not eat broccoli. In addition, the growing of broccoli as a 

cash crop involves great risks.5 The researchers (ibid.: 51) therefore contend that farmers’ 

involvement in broccoli production cannot be explained by past experiences alone, but instead 

                                                
5 Given that broccoli is primarily an export product, engaged in global markets, it is very vulnerable to price 
fluctuations. These farmers are the most vulnerable when prices fall. Fischer, E. and P. Benson (2006) Broccoli and 
Desire. Global Connections and Maya Struggles in Postwar Guatemala. Stanford: Stanford University Press. p. 61. 
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has other influences such as ‘…competing models of development and progress, multiple 

expressions of modernity, and convergent and divergent senses of what “better” means across 

locations’. In other words, the farmers’ desires often relate to the ways in which they frame 

their future (ibid.). In turn, this future is closely related to notions of modernity, development 

and progress, which can be considered part of hegemonic culture. In the case of the 

Guatemalan broccoli farmers, people’s desire to achieve something better is a result of the 

combination of past experiences of violence and poverty, and of institutions and of images 

that derive from the media or migration. In the context of discussions of cultural capital, 

Fischer and Benson thus maintain that these people have come to assimilate the cultural 

imagery of hegemonic groups (in the context of capitalist hegemony) as their own. This 

process is also reflected in their aspirations.6 The limitation of people’s agency to change their 

subordinated position due to their acceptance of hegemonic ideologies is thus central to their 

discussion.  

Local perceptions of well-being as influencing capability 

In development policies, poverty and culture are still regarded as having little connection 

(Alkire 2002: 23). An approach that brings these two together can provide new insights that 

are in tune with people’s livelihoods. Recent studies that focused on the livelihoods and 

capabilities of the poor stress the importance of local perceptions. Bebbington (1999) provides 

a framework that expands the view of capital from mere economic resources to capabilities, as 

defined in Sen’s terms. Bebbington argues that the concept of capital as used by the SL 

approach should be seen in relation not only to material value, but also to individuals’ 

perceptions of well-being and the resources they have to achieve this: 

We therefore require a notion of access to resources that helps us to understand not only the way in 
which people deal with poverty in a material sense (by making a living), but also the ways in which 
their perception of well-being and poverty are related to their livelihood choices and strategies, and 
the capabilities that they possess both to add to their quality of life and also to enhance their 
capabilities to confront the social conditions that produce poverty. (Ibid.: 2022)  

According to Bebbington, capital should be analysed not only in its material sense, but also in 

respect of the degree to which the various kinds of capital are related to conceptions of well-

being and capacities to ‘confront the social conditions that produce poverty’. He provides a 

framework that links livelihoods with larger processes of inequality and power. His study, 

                                                
6 He explains this through the incorporation of the term ‘limit points of hegemony’, explained as ‘constituting a 
horizon – this horizon being “hegemony”, a horizon of intelligible thought, limiting in advance what can be seen 
or heard, what is desirable, what counts as true’ (ibid. p. 82). 
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which is based on the way assets influence capabilities, adds another type of capital to the list 

of capitals. In this framework, people need five types of capital, that is: produced capital (e.g. 

money, infrastructure), natural capital (e.g. animals, land), human capital (e.g. capacity to work, 

education, information), social capital (e.g. family, comunidad, social networks) and – the 

addition – cultural capital (e.g. cultural practices related to the place of residence). Bebbington 

explores agency not only through the capitals of the SL approach but also in relation to the 

way in which people perceive the changes that take place in their environment, and how these 

perceptions allow for capabilities to fight the mechanisms that reproduce poverty (Bebbington 

2000). In his view, assets are not only resources that help people to make livelihoods, but are 

also means that allow power and agency to act and change the mechanisms that reproduce 

poverty.  

Research questions  

In my attempt to contribute to a better understanding of the link between local perceptions 

(as expressions of cultural capital) and the way people and communities ‘act’, I focus on 

people who, according to their own criteria, have managed to achieve a better life and have 

undergone upward social mobility. The following is the central question that guided my 

research: how do local perceptions of poverty and well-being influence the capabilities of 

comuneros to deal with poverty and improve their situation? 

 In order to further elaborate my research question, I formulated several sub-questions, 

namely: what are the local perceptions of poverty and well-being? How are these perceptions 

shaped? What are the differences between the various families and/or comunidades? How do 

these differences influence the capacity of households and/or comunidades to achieve a better 

life? 

Some conceptual considerations 

In studying local perceptions of well-being and poverty, and analysing the factors that 

influence the livelihood paths of the various households I studied, I apply the metaphor of 

‘snakes’ and ‘ladders’ (as put forward by Room (2000). Ladders are events that people consider 

as helping them to improve their lives, while snakes are those that are perceived as affecting 

their lives negatively. 

 Although Room’s analysis is based on the situation of Western countries, it is useful for the 

purpose of the present study because it attempts to bring together the discourse on social 

exclusion that is taking place in advanced societies, and the debates on livelihoods and 
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opportunities that are taking place in the context of developing countries, thereby emphasizing 

the need to expand discussions of social exclusion to include the resilience of the poor. Room 

advocates a broader approximation of social exclusion that is not limited to the exclusion of 

one group by another, but brings social exclusion closer to the people’s daily experiences. He 

thus prefers the definition of social exclusion as a degradation of living conditions that is 

virtually irreversible in the absence of ‘disproportionate interventions’ (ibid.: 411). 

Nonetheless, he also criticizes approaches to social exclusion for failing to consider the reality 

of poverty, as there are only very few cases of long-term exclusion (ibid.: 413). 

 Borrowing the insights gained from the livelihood approach, Room prefers the view of 

vulnerability rather than poverty and considers assets as central in determining the resilience 

of the ‘poor’. However, rather than focusing on the capacity of people to cope with 

adversities, Room stresses the importance of looking at opportunities (‘ladders’) as well as the 

assets that allow people to take advantage of these ladders (‘passports’) (ibid.: 417). For Room 

this distinction is needed when considering policies, since it is important to provide not only 

‘buffers’ to deal with snakes but also passports to stimulate upward mobility. These metaphors 

are important as they stress the dynamisms of poverty as well as the importance of context in 

the ability of people to deal with snakes and ladders. 

 According to Room (ibid.: 422), the metaphors of snakes and ladders may be applicable to 

an entity that is larger than the individual. In this way, the notion of the vulnerability of 

individuals and households can be extended to a whole group of people. The past experiences 

of the whole group are thus an important factor that determines the livelihoods that 

households pursue in order to achieve a better life. 

 The capabilities required to fight the mechanisms that produce poverty should be seen in 

relation to whether local perceptions of poverty and well-being allow the construction of 

locality or only reproduce power inequalities. Appadurai (2004) reminds us that although we 

cannot talk about a culture of poverty, there is a relationship between culture and poverty. 

According to him, studies of poor populations reveal several similarities. While some have an 

ambivalent relationship with the dominant society, resistance is shown in subtle forms (e.g. 

irony, distance, cynicism about these norms); others conform to the norms that perpetuate 

their own degradation. The poor are ‘survivors’ who look for ways ‘to optimize the terms of 

trade between recognition and redistribution in their immediate, local lives’ (2004: 65). 

Capabilities, according to Appadurai, are related to power – to the ability to create a 
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neighbourhood, community or locality that is context generative rather than context 

dependent (1996: 193).7  

 Local perceptions are important in determining the capability of people to fight the 

mechanisms that reproduce poverty. Notions of a better life are not objective: they are 

dependent on past experiences, on interactions with institutions and on images that come 

from the media (Fischer and Benson 2006). Therefore, in exploring local perceptions of 

poverty and well-being and the way in which these perceptions allow capability, we need to 

consider all these factors. How are local perceptions formed? How do they influence the 

different paths of households and comunidades? And how do they allow or not allow for 

fighting the mechanisms that produce poverty? That is, to what extent do local perceptions of 

poverty and well-being provide comuneros with the ability to choose between the notions of a 

better life that allow the creation of meaningful localities, neighbourhoods or communities, 

and the notions of a better life that reproduce power inequalities?  

Research design and methodology 

This study comprises the case study of three communities in the southern Andes of Peru. 

Case studies are empirical investigations into contemporary phenomena that utilize an all-

encompassing method of data collection and analysis (Yin 1994: 13). Stake (1998: 88-89) 

distinguishes between three types of case studies: the intrinsic case study, the purpose of 

which is to gain a better understanding of a particular case without trying to construct 

generalizations; the instrumental case study, in which the case is of secondary interest but 

supports and facilitates our understanding of something else (e.g. an existing theory); and the 

collective case study, which involves the extension of an instrumental study to several cases. 

Thus, this study can be considered a collective case study: the focus is not so much on the 

particularities of a specific case, as on analysing and qualifying generalizations that are often 

made in relation to livelihoods in the Andes. According to Bebbington (2000), ‘working at a 

regional level, it becomes more possible to narrate stories that do more justice to human 

agency while, at the same time, being clear on structural constraints’ (ibid.: 514). 

 In this research project, I pursued a triangulation of data collection by combining different 

techniques. I collected most of the data during an 11-month period of fieldwork; the methods 

                                                
7 According to Appadurai, the production of locality or neighbourhood is important because it allows the 
creation of local subjects, whose actions acquire meaning and historical potential. The importance of locality lies 
in the relationship of power between localities and dominant societies. Those who are able to maintain locality, 
meaningfulness and historical continuity are those neighbourhoods that have the capacity to aspire. Appadurai, 
A. (1996) Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. Pp. 
178-199. 
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I employed included participant observation, photo elicitation, informal interviews, surveys, 

semi-structured interviews and life-story interviews. I also carried out semi-structured 

interviews and informal talks, in order to make a selection of communities and to develop an 

understanding of the situation of the households in terms of experienced changes and social 

mobility. During a second phase of fieldwork, I participated more intensively in communal 

activities. This resulted in a survey of 168 families, a photo elicitation survey among 92 

individuals and semi-structured interviews with 48 families. I selected from these 48 families 

the 20 that I considered the most accessible and the most representative of dynamic or static 

families for life-story interviews.  

 I conducted my research in some of the poorest rural areas in the department of Cusco, in 

the provinces of Acomayo and Canas, which are 110 km from Cusco (the old capital of the 

Incas) and cover an area of 285.5 km2. Between 1979 and 1990, this area was part of the 

project area of PRODERM (Programa de Desarrollo Regional de Microcuencas), an 

integrated rural development project financed by DGIS/EU8 (Zoomers and Geurten 1991; 

del Carpio, Cavassa et al. 1992). During the past two decades, people have had to cope with 

macro-economic change (crisis), violence (Sendero Luminoso) and institutional change 

(centralization under Fujimori), in addition to climatic problems (droughts, floods, El Niño). 

All of these factors contributed to the major changes that people experienced with respect not 

only to their livelihood strategies, but also to poverty levels and their ability to achieve social 

mobility. 

 After what seemed like many long weeks of visiting the different communities, I finally 

selected three comunidades that were representative of the diversity in the Andes but that 

showed different development paths. For practical reasons, I chose localities that were 

accessible by public transport and comunidades that comprised between 150 and 300 

households (i.e. that were small enough to get to know). 

 All the communities I studied are poor peasant communities (from here on referred to as 

comunidades). Their situation was even more marginal about 20 years ago, when accessibility 

was restricted due to a lack of paved roads. The improvement of the infrastructure, access to 

education and markets, increasing national and international migration, the influence of mass 

communication and so on are all elements that have affected social mobility. 

 The comunidades are about a 30-minute drive from each other, and all are situated at an 

altitude of 3600 – 4000 metres; however, they also show differences. Mosocllaqta is a relatively 

isolated place without much governmental and/or NGO intervention, and is one of the 

                                                
8 Directorate General for International Cooperation (part of the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs). 
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poorest comunidades in the area. Yanampampa is relatively better off in terms of accessibility 

and institutional presence (having road access and being supported by development 

organizations), but neither comunidad has access to irrigation; comuneros depend on 

subsistence farming, often in combination with temporary migration. This is in contrast to 

Jilayhua, which has access to irrigation, acted as a pilot community for various development 

organizations, and has comparatively good road access and more favourable development 

opportunities. 
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Map A. Research area 
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Map B. Researched comunidades and accesibility 
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Direct observation: fieldwork 

Being a second-generation Japanese Peruvian, I presented myself as a student–researcher of 

anthropology who lives in the Netherlands and was working on a thesis.9 Most people in the 

comunidades in which I conducted research accepted my participation in their daily activities. 

People were quite willing to recount their daily activities because they felt that I was genuinely 

interested in their lives, as reflected by the many positive remarks they made. The reactions, 

however, differed according to the comunidad. In some comunidades it was not particularly 

common to see a foreign person walking around, unless he or she was an NGO worker or a 

religious missionary. During the first phase of the fieldwork, I was an unknown foreigner and 

people used to avoid me or ask who I was looking for; it was therefore difficult to get to know 

people.10 The people who were most open to me in the beginning were those in the 

comunidad who were Protestant and thought of me as a possible representative of the church. 

As the people of the comunidades started to understand the purpose of my stay, they became 

more open to my presence. However, I first had to introduce myself to the president of the 

comunidad and request permission to conduct research there.  

 After my presence in the comunidad had been authorized by the assembly (people would 

not have accepted me without that authorization), I started to participate in the daily activities, 

accompanying people when they took their animals to pastureland, milking cows, helping to 

peel potatoes or doing faenas alongside them. I was able to reduce the distance that separated 

the ingeniera from a compañera (which is what they call each other).11 Some women invited me to 

their houses for breakfast or to have a chat, and we would converse while peeling potatoes. It 

was usually during these informal talks that I caught up on the gossip and the daily happenings 

in the comunidad. I was able to get close to the women – but only to those who could speak 

Spanish, because I was unable to follow conversations in Quechua, the native language.12 My 

                                                
9 In Peru, there is a stage of study known as the practicas, which is a phase during which students are required to 
write a final paper based on their practical experience in order to earn a Bachelor’s degree. 
10 In Mosocllaqta, for instance, I later learned that they considered me a ‘terrorist’, since they had experienced 
one incursion by terrorists during which the mayor was executed in the main square. Some people would jokingly 
tell me that they thought I was one of Fujimori’s spies. I am a second-generation Japanese-Peruvian, which is the 
same background as the former president Alberto Fujimori (1980-1990). However, in the long term, the fact that 
I am a Japanese-Peruvian seems to have helped me to gain acceptance into the comunidad. This was better than 
being perceived as foreigner, albeit one who spoke the same language. 
11 In the beginning, people referred to me as ingeniera, as most NGO workers are called, or arquitecta. When I said 
that I was not an engineer, they started to call me señorita. This epithet was also based on the fact that I joined in 
their faenas, feasts and agricultural activities. 
12 Although I had taken some language courses and I was able to follow a great deal of their conversation, I had 
not learnt enough to carry out interviews in their language. While most of the men and younger women spoke 
fluent Spanish, most of the older women were monolingual in Quechua, and I had to take translators (students 
from the university, or younger boys or girls from the same community) to assist me with the interviews. 
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status as a student also changed when my husband13 joined me for a few days. After his 

appearance, people knew I was not a single woman but a wife, and this increased both my 

credibility and the openness of the women in the comunidades. These changes in attitudes 

also occurred after comunidad festivities, as the whole comunidad would talk about how I had 

danced, and they would approach me asking ‘How do you feel today?’. 

 In most of the communities I was able to rent a room in a family house, usually the room 

of one of the children who had moved to a nearby city to study. In Mosocllaqta, I stayed in 

the house of my compadres (I became a godmother to one of their sons). Thus, I was able to 

participate in the activities of the comunidad and in the lives of the families with which I 

stayed. 

 Although people became accustomed to my presence, interviewing people was difficult 

throughout my fieldwork. For instance, home visits were often unsuccessful, because people 

were too busy. The day for these families started at 06.00, and people did not return from the 

fields until 17.00. This reduced the amount of time available to interview people.  

 I gradually came to accept that going to a person’s home only to find the house empty was 

part of the process of conducting fieldwork. If a person said ‘I was about to go to the chakra’ 

or ‘I was about to pasture the sheep’, I would ask whether I could accompany them. I soon 

learned that this was the best way of interviewing people.  

 The comuneros found my walking around the comunidad a strange phenomenon. It is 

unusual for people to just wander around. One woman quipped that her daughter, who had 

just graduated from secondary school and was now looking for a job, had said that she too 

would like to have a job like mine; after all, one just had to walk around. It also helped that 

people knew that I was going to hand in a report about the research I was conducting in their 

comunidad. 

 All in all, the fieldwork and the data collection proved difficult, yet the data I acquired by 

carrying out ‘walking interviews’, attending the assembly and participating in comunidad 

activities yielded a broad understanding of the people and their social environment. 

Photo elicitation 

During my research, I used the photo elicitation method to identify local criteria of well-being 

and poverty. In their Visual Anthropology: Photography as a research method, Collier and Collier 

(1999) reveal the benefits of photographic material and how it can be useful in interviews, as 

photographs can serve as ‘…communication bridges between strangers that can become 

                                                
13 My husband is Dutch and speaks basic-level Spanish. 
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pathways into unfamiliar, unforeseen environments and subjects’ (ibid.: 99). This method of 

data collection helped me to approach people in the communities, because they like to look at 

photographs. While carrying out the photo elicitation survey, people who were just passing by 

would often come to take a peek and then start talking about the photos. I soon learned that 

people were willing to give up some of their precious time for interviews in exchange for a 

photo. They often spontaneously approached me if they knew that I had some with me.  

 These photographs were most useful when trying to identify a participant’s opinions about 

criteria of rich and poor. The three pictures I used are photos that I took in Cotahuasi, 

Arequipa while writing my Master’s thesis (Miyashita 1998): 

 

 

Photo 1. Working in the field doing ayni (Azusa Miyashita) 
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Photo 2. A family with cattle (A. Miyashita)

 

Photo 3. A grandmother and her grandchildren (A. Miyashita) 

I showed the participants the photos and asked whether the families in them looked rich or 

poor. The responses varied from ‘They are poor, like us’ to ‘They are better off, because they 
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live in a greener area’. This provided clues to and hints about the significance of the 

participants’ definition of poverty. 

 A similar technique I applied was a short survey inquiring about criteria of well-being. For 

this, I used hand-drawn cards rather than photos. After an initial period of informal chats with 

people, I made cards that illustrated the various resources that are important for their lives, 

such as agricultural products, animals, education, training, migration, work, money, domestic 

appliances, bicycles, feasts, pastureland, water, land, religion, family and house. I then asked 

the participants to make a priority list of which were the most important. I carried out the two 

surveys in a combined form with 92 people in the three communities. 

Interviews 

I distinguished dynamic households (those that were experiencing social mobility) from static 

households (those that were seen as remaining poor or rich) by asking 15 people, mostly the 

heads of families with whom I had better contact after some weeks of getting to know them, 

to give me the names of poor or rich families that were experiencing upward or downward 

social mobility, so that I could visit them. I then drew up a list of those who had been 

mentioned the most often. 

 As noted, informal talks and interviews generally worked best in a natural setting while 

doing something together, like walking to the field, eating lunch or taking cows to pastureland. 

Since taking notes or using a tape recorder would have disturbed this natural setting, I noted 

down these talks as soon as possible after the interview had finished, and did so somewhere 

where people could not see me. Writing things down was generally regarded as suspicious and 

interviews proceeded more smoothly without the presence of tape recorders. All interviewees 

were promised anonymity; thus the names presented in this study have been changed. 

Semi-structured interviews 

For the families whose names were supplied by the comuneros, I followed a semi-structured 

interview guide to ask about the most significant changes that had led them to upward or 

downward mobility, how they had dealt with those changes, whether their prospects had 

improved and what they would like to do in the future. Using these questions as a guide, I was 

able to ascertain the most important events in terms of ladders and snakes and to determine 

the assets that had enabled them to deal with these events. I simultaneously asked questions 

about their aspirations for the future and what kinds of decisions they had made with respect 
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to, for example, investments. I conducted a total of 48 interviews, each of which lasted about 

30 minutes. 

 Since these were personal interviews, the respondents preferred to be interviewed in their 

own homes. All participants were asked whether the interviews could be tape-recorded and 

notes taken. Some preferred only notes to be taken. Experience showed that the tape-

recorded participants usually forgot about the presence of the recorder. At a later stage, people 

became aware that I was giving photos to respondents to thank them for their time; from then 

on, people did not mind talking to me as long as the interview took place during breakfast and 

did not take too long. 

Life-story interviews 

I selected 20 representative cases from the semi-structured interviews to conduct a life-story 

interview. According to Atkinson (1998), a life story is: 

… a fairly complete narrating of one’s entire experience of life as a whole, highlighting the most 
important aspects. A life story gives us the vantage point of seeing how one person experiences and 
understands life, his or her own especially, over time. 

These interviews took between one and about four hours; sometimes it was necessary to split 

an interview into two sessions. The interviews, all of which were tape-recorded, revealed not 

only the various events and experiences that the respondents had undergone, but also their 

experience as a life project, which included the influence of people around them, the changing 

environment and the kind of past events that had come into play when they had had to take 

important livelihood decisions. The goal of this was to explore the ‘livelihood trajectories’ (de 

Haan and Zoomers 2005: 43), ‘… reporting typically about the outlines of behaviours … try 

to penetrate into a deeper layer of beliefs, needs, aspirations and limitations’ (ibid.).  

 According to Carmen Escalante, co-author of Gregorio Condori Mamani, the quality of a life-

story interview is determined by the degree of trust that one develops with the interviewee 

(personal communication, October 2002). Although I selected the most representative cases 

of upwardly and downwardly mobile households, the quality varied according to the level of 

trust that I had gained with these people. Most of my interviews began with the question: 

‘Where would you like to start the story of your life?’ While some of the interviews were not 

very different from an in-depth interview (i.e. they required a considerable amount of 

intervention on my part), others flowed more smoothly. As Atkinson (1998) comments about 

the ‘transformative’ power of life interviews, these interviews often left me wondering about 

the privilege of being able to carry out such an interview, and about the great responsibility 
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that it entailed. I recorded all the interviews, having promised to handle with care the 

information provided and to give the interviewees a copy of the transcribed text. 

Survey 

I conducted the survey during the last phase of my fieldwork, in order to cross-check 

households’ material assets and see whether or not this was in line with their classification as a 

poor or a rich family. The survey covered 168 households in the three communities; two 

university students helped me to carry it out. The information I cross-checked included 

general demographic data about the household (composition, life-cycle, religion, membership 

of the comunidad, education, work, land possession, etc.) and its approximate annual income 

(in the year of the survey, i.e. 2002), including, for example, the number of livestock animals 

sold, remittances, agricultural production and off-farm income. A significant finding was that 

income or possessions were not decisive with regard to the way in which the participants 

defined the criteria for determining whether someone is rich or poor.  

 

To summarize, the methodological approach – namely the use of case studies – allowed me to 

gain a broader view of the differences between the three communities; this would not have 

been possible had I focused on only one comunidad. This approach, however, also had a 

downside: I was not able to make an in-depth study of one comunidad as a case study, and the 

degree of acceptance in these communities differed. Although it is difficult to make 

generalizations, the selected comunidades are representative of the diversity that one 

encounters when studying the Andes.  

 Data triangulation proved very useful; most information was based on direct observations 

and interviews. This was checked by using additional sources of information, which helped me 

to establish that most people had recounted events truthfully (which was often also evidenced 

by their strong emotional responses). The confidence I acquired during the fieldwork made 

me constantly reflect on my responsibility to present this information in a way that may make 

a contribution to those who believed in my capacity to make a small difference to their lives. 

Organization of the book 

This book is divided into three parts and eight chapters: Part I (Chs 1 and 2) comprises the 

introduction. Part II (Chs 3 and 4) concerns local perceptions of poverty and well-being, and 

the snakes and ladders that play a role in people’s social mobility. Part III (Chs 5 - 7) deals 
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with people’s struggles to achieve a better life at the community level, and ends with my 

conclusions. 

 In Chapter 2, I present the historical and geographical context of the communities I 

studied, analysing the notion of comunidad in relation to the nation-state, but also making a 

distinction on the basis of their access to natural resources. I describe the relation between 

comunidades and haciendas over the course of time, as well as their geographical 

circumstances (access to resources). This chapter provides the background to the various 

dynamics that are explained in subsequent sections. 

 Chapter 3 deals with local discourses of poverty, well-being and social mobility. Based on 

the well-being surveys and photo elicitation I conducted, I explore the local perceptions of 

poverty and well-being, which can only partly be explained by assets such as land and 

livestock. Having good social relationships in the comunidad is usually the most important 

determinant.  

 In Chapter 4, I use the snakes and ladders metaphor to explore the events that are 

considered as affecting social mobility. I illustrate the events that have influenced the 

livelihood paths of households that are considered poor, better-off, or upwardly or 

downwardly mobile, and the way they have coped with these events. Through analysing life 

stories, I come to the conclusion that multitasking is increasingly important in the livelihoods 

of the comuneros. I analyse why only part of the population is capable of benefiting from the 

new opportunities, while others cannot take advantage of them. 

 My focus in Chapter 5 is on the importance of education as a ladder. While in the previous 

chapters attention is paid to local perceptions in relation to livelihoods, in this chapter I focus 

on the importance of status (through access to citizenship and modernity) in local perceptions 

of poverty and well-being. I describe the background to the important changes that have taken 

place in the field of education and the way these changes have influenced the livelihoods of 

the comuneros. The way education is perceived as a ladder, however, differs per comunidad, 

thus showing the importance of context and past experiences in perceptions of ladders. 

 Chapter 6 explores the different paths to modernity, as illustrated by consumption. While 

modernity is an important component of a better life, what modernity is and the shape it takes 

depend on the past experiences of comuneros and their interaction with the context. Some 

notions of modernity have been adapted to the daily lives of the comuneros but some have 

not, thus creating more frictions and tensions in the comunidades. 

 In Chapter 7, I illustrate the way a comunidad can become a community that allows not 

only access to resources but also the re-creation of identity and recognition. I present the 
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specific case of communal struggles in the appropriation of symbols for the benefit of 

tourism. Past experiences have taught comunidades to see collective action as an asset that 

allows them to take advantages of collective ladders.  

 In Chapter 8, I present my concluding remarks and bring together the theories and 

discussions that I put forward in the preceding chapters. 




