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Chapter 3 

Local discourses of poverty, well-being and social mobility  

‘You’ll have to sleep here,’ Señora Condori said when she saw how dark it had become 
outside. I’d been too busy with the interview to notice the time: it was already 18.30. ‘You 
never know what may happen at night – especially to women.’ I could see her smiling at 
me in the light of the one candle she had burning. I glanced at the rusty door. The walk 
back to Yanaoca would take 45 minutes, and I couldn’t be sure of finding a car that would 
give me a ride – and waiting in complete darkness for a lift was not an attractive option. I 
accepted her kind offer and took another sip of chamomile tea. I would continue my 
pleasant conversation with Señora Condori and her three sons.  

It was difficult to write in my notebook without light. I asked Señora Condori why she 
didn’t have electricity while all the surrounding houses seemed to. ‘We do not have 
electricity because we cannot pay for it,’ she replied. ‘We do not even have potable water. 
I know I should install electricity, but where would I get the money from?’ When I asked 
how much it would cost, she said that installation charge was 15 soles.72 She was a single 
mother with three sons, one aged thirteen, another six and the youngest four. The only 
land she could use was that surrounding her house, about 15m2 of it. Her five recently 
bought guinea pigs were her only livestock. She said that she earned agricultural products 
for consumption by working for other families, for example, taking care of sheep, helping 
to harvest potatoes, sometimes collecting bosta,73 and knitting and selling underskirts. 
However, there was no work at the moment and she could barely meet her family’s 
everyday needs. 

When it was time to go to bed, she picked up the candle and we went to the other room, 
the bedroom. I then saw that there were only two beds, and that she was preparing one 
for me. She and her three sons were going to sleep in the other bed, and I felt a little 
uneasy about taking a bed from them. Yet I gained some comfort when I saw how happy 
the children were that they would be able to sleep with their mother. As we were settling 
down, we talked about TV programmes, and the children asked me whether the scenes in 
such films as Rambo are real. ‘We would like to buy a TV when we have the money’, 
Señora Condori said. 

When I had talked to Señora Condori about her livelihood, I did not doubt that she lived in 

poverty. However, when I conducted fieldwork and asked people in the comunidad to identify 

‘poor’ households, Señora Condori’s name was not mentioned. Her poverty was seen as a 

temporary matter that would solve itself. She was a hard worker and she was young and had 

the support of her sisters, who were doing well in the comunidad. She was only in this 

situation as a result of having had appendicitis, but was already recovering. In fact, she had 

been able to borrow money from family and neighbouring comuneras. Although it was not 

easy, after she recovered she managed to find work washing clothes for NGO staff based in 

Yanaoca, and sometimes she demands money from her ex-husband to feed their two children. 

                                                
72 1 euro = 3.5 soles in 2003. 15 soles would buy roughly 300 pieces of bread. 
73 Cow manure. 
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She said that after she recovers fully, she will send her children to their father so that she can 

migrate and find work. 

 The case of Señora Condori shows that it is not an easy task to define what local 

perceptions of poverty are. For instance, is poverty related to a scarcity of money, land and/or 

livestock? Or is it related to a lack of labour and/or to the inability to deal with vulnerability? 

For Señora Condori, poverty was a lack of financial resources; for the other comuneros, 

however, it was the inability to work and a lack of access to social networks. Poverty has 

different faces, and local perceptions of poverty are flexible, changing and shifting, and can 

only be studied in interaction with the wider world (Baumann 1999; Cannesa 2005).  

 From this perspective, local perceptions of poverty have to be approached as discourses.74 

Cannesa (2005) reminds us that generalizations about local discourses often overlook the 

agency of local people, who in practice not only assimilate or reject dominant discourses, but 

are also able to adapt or change them. Local discourses choose and appropriate elements of 

dominant discourse according to local interests and circumstances. Even when presenting 

local perceptions of poverty and well-being as discourses, they cannot be discarded because 

they are often real in the eyes of those who adhere to these discourses (Baumann 1997) and 

they influence comuneros’ ability to deal with change. These discourses reflect the importance 

of comunidad and social relationships in local perceptions of well-being and poverty. 

 The chapter is divided into two sections. The first deals with local perceptions of poverty 

and well-being, based on the interviews I carried out among individual households. The 

second section analyses the criteria that were mentioned when asking households about their 

social mobility.  

Poverty and well-being in relation to wakcha 

Local perceptions of poverty and well-being in the context of the comunidades stress the 

importance of norms of reciprocity and social capital. This would seem to confirm the 

importance of the Quechua word for poor – wakcha, which in Spanish means orphan. 

Communal values stress the importance of social networks and access to labour. A historical 

study carried out by Spalding (1974) reveals the importance of the availability of labour in 

gaining access to resources in the context of comunidades. 

                                                
74 I use the definition of discourse used by Baumann, namely ‘a way of talking in speech and, just as importantly a 
way of social action’. Baumann, G. (1999) The multicultural riddle. Rethinking national, ethnic, and religious identities. 
New York: Routledge. P. 93. 
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… a person with many kinship ties had more labour at his/her disposal for helping in the 
production. This meant more opportunities for wealth and power. In fact, in this context wealth 
could be defined as effective kinship ties, or the possibility to mobilize the assistance of one’s own 
relatives. The Quechua word wakcha which means ‘poor’ is translated in XVI century dictionaries as 
‘orphan’.75 

People in the comunidades traditionally relied on mutual help to carry on with life. In order to 

work the fields, build houses, organize festivities, support the elderly, etc., comuneros depend 

on social networks. While in Spanish the word pobre (poor) has lost its link to the centrality of 

the social network in the Quechua context, an exploration of the local perceptions of poverty 

show that this link is still relevant. Many people refer to widows and to those who are living 

alone as poor, and access to labour continues to be an important aspect of the livelihoods of 

the comuneros: Señora Condori was not considered poor, not only because she could rely on 

the social networks of the comunidad but also because she was regarded as having the 

potential to improve her situation. 

 Communal values that stress the centrality of reciprocity and social networks have 

contributed in the livelihoods of the comuneros, as they allow comuneros to access labour in 

non-monetized economies and a context of marginality. The reliance on this type of 

cooperation continues in the form of aynis76 and mink’as,77 even after the introduction of a 

monetized economy (Morrée and Nieto 2002). In the comunidades studied, ayni and mink’as 

are still practised. It is a generalized perception that the poorer the people, the more they have 

to rely on each other’s help. Those comuneros who had the most difficulty getting a 

complementary income relied the most on ayni and mink’a. For instance, a comunero who 

was considered poor told me how most comuneros depend on ayni, while only those who 

                                                
75 ‘...la persona con muchos parientes tenía una cantidad mayor de fuerza de trabajo disponible para ayudarla en 
el trabajo productivo, y, por lo mismo, mayores oportunidades de riqueza como de poder. Efectivamente, en este 
contexto la riqueza podía ser definida como lazos efectivos de parentesco, o la habilidad de movilizar la asistencia 
de la propia parentela...la palabra quechua wakcha que significa “pobre” es traducida en los diccionarios del siglo 
XVI como “huérfano”.’ My translation. 
76 Defined by Mitchel as ‘balanced reciprocity used to obtain services and goods’, which can be called upon not 
only for agricultural work but also for weddings, funerals, construction of houses, etc. For more information, see 
Allen, C. J. (1988) The hold life has coca and cultural identity in an Andean community. Washington: Smithsonian 
Institution Press, Skar, H. (1997) La gente del Valle Caliente. Lima: Fondo Editorial de la Pontificia Universidad 
Catolica del Peru, Mayer, E. (2001) The articulated peasant household economies in the Andes. Boulder, CO: Westview 
Press. 
77 Similar to ayni but payment can also be made in the form of goods. It is composed by larger groups of people 
and more food and drink is offered than in ayni, giving it a festive tint. For more information, see Orlove, B. 
(1977) "Inequality Among Peasants: The Forms and Usages of Reciprocal Exchange in Andean Peru." in R. 
Halperin and J. W. Dow (ed.) Peasant Livelihood. Studies in Economic Anthropology and Cultural Ecology, pp. 201-214. 
New York: Sr. Martin´s Press Inc. 
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have some kind of work are able to pay jornal.78 Ayni is generally practised by those who have 

fewer resources, because this is the best way they can secure labour (Mitchell 1991: 64).  

Centrality of social networks in access to resources 

The survey I carried out revealed the importance of social networks, which have important 

implications for people’s access to all kinds of resources (and will finally be reflected in 

material assets). In response to the question what criteria they use for making a distinction 

between the poor and the better off, the comuneros gave the following answers:  

 

Considered better off Jilayhua Yanampampa Mosocllaqta 

1. Those who have vacuno mejorado 12   

2. Those who have livestock  10 10 

3. Those who have land 3 6 7 

4. Those who have land and livestock/cattle 1 5 5 

5. Those who have work other than agriculture 2  1 

6. Those who have land, livestock and profesión   1 

7. Those who have education 1   

8. Those who work 1   

Considered poor Jilayhua Yanampampa Mosocllaqta 

1. Those who do not have cattle/vacuno mejorado 6   

2. Those without livestock  10 6 

3. Those who have little land 6 6 8 

4. Those without livestock or land  5 5 

5. Those working only in agriculture 4  4 

6. Those in communities without water 2   

7. Those living alone 2   

8. Those who drink 2   

9. Those who do not work hard enough 1  1 

10. Those who do not like to try new things 1   

11. We are all the same  4 1 

Table 3 – Local discourses of poverty and well-being (own survey 2003) 

                                                
78 The main forms of access to labour in the comunidades are through ayni, mink’a and jornal. Jornal is a 
payment for the help they receive. It is usually accompanied by food and drinks. According to Skar, the 
difference between jornal and ayni lies in the degree of trust. While ayni is usually done among kin, jornal does 
not necessarily involve family members. One day one could be the one who pays, and the next day the one who 
pays can work as jornalelo. In Skar, H. (1997) La gente del Valle Caliente. Lima: Fondo Editorial de la Pontificia 
Universidad Catolica del Peru. While in the case of jornal, people do not need to be kin or related, they cannot 
get people just with money, as ayni is often preferred to jornal. Especially in times of labour shortage (e.g. 
sowing; see Ch. 2) people who pay jornal also talk about having to beg (suplicar) people to help them, or often rely 
on distant relatives, even if it is through jornal.  
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The survey reveals the importance of resources (such as land and livestock) in local 

perceptions of well-being and poverty. However, several comuneros pointed out the 

importance of having alternative sources of income – in the words of the comuneros, ‘doing 

something other than agriculture’.  

 Migration and alternative sources of income have provided many people in the Andes with 

the chance to improve their lives (Zoomers 2002). However, this does not mean that land and 

livestock and/or having resources in the comunidad are no longer important. For many 

comuneros, the comunidad is a ‘safety net’ (Winder 1978; Mitchell 1991; Zoomers 2006) and 

access to communal resources (e.g. water, land, livestock) provides the basis for subsistence. 

Especially at times when the economic situation becomes worse, people often choose to 

return to the comunidades in order to gain access to basic resources. Some comuneros make 

this explicit by referring to the fact that comuneros are better off in relation to those living in 

the cities, since one can at least find food in the comunidades, while in the cities one has to 

‘work even to eat’. For instance, one comunera told me why she had returned to the 

comunidad. She had been in Lima for three months, and: 

… it is really sad to see people there with nothing to eat. Here, at least you have something to eat, 
even if you do not have work. In the city, if you have no work, you have no food. Agriculture then 
is the basis for surviving, at least you have something to eat …. Life and work in the fields are hard, 
but one has food.79  

Even though ‘land’ and ‘livestock’ are often mentioned as important indicators of poverty, it is 

important to stress that this will ultimately depend on ‘social capital’. This is illustrated in the 

following section: a social network is essential in accessing all the resources necessary for 

building a livelihood. 

Access to land 

Although land is considered important in all three comunidades, an in-depth look at the 

livelihoods of comuneros reveals that social networks are essential for access to land. Having 

sufficient land is an important criterion not only for determining agricultural production but 

also for other activities such as dairy production, which requires large areas of improved 

pasture. A person who is commercializing cattle needs at least one hectare of pastureland for 

three improved cows.80 A reason often given for not engaging in the production of vacuno 

                                                
79 Field notes 12 Sept. 2003, Yanaoca 
80 Informal talk with Señor Condori, Jilayhua 
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mejorado is a lack of land. With limited land, they are usually not able to use their land for 

anything other than crop farming, as reflected in the comments of Señora Mendoza: 

I only have very little [land]. A little only …. they have given me a little only. From Caritas. I attend 
their meetings (…) but looking at my fields, I do not have [much land]. Maybe what I learn could 
be used for something later, I think, for raising cattle. ‘You should always learn’ they say and gave 
me that little pasture. But if I had [land], I would work a lot.81 

Those who do not have much land will not invest in the production of pasture, as their 

priority is the production of food crops (for their own consumption),82 even if they have 

access to irrigation. Households that have only a limited amount of land (such as Señora 

Mendoza’s household) give priority to the production of maize in the little irrigated land they 

have, since it is a product that can be either sold or consumed. Pasture is used only for feeding 

livestock, which in the case of Señora Mendoza would mean using the little land she has for an 

animal that is not destined for her own consumption.  

 People with insufficient land can improve their situation by renting and/or purchasing 

land.83 In Yanampampa and Mosocllaqta those who do not have sufficient land, first rent it 

(generally those with income through migration or other non-agricultural activity) or 

sharecrop (generally those without income) and then gradually purchase land of their own. 

Much will depend on, however, the availability of financial resources. Señor Malqui, for 

instance, did not have sufficient land (the little land his mother had in Mosocllaqta had to be 

divided among three brothers). He said that ‘in the maize fields we only have twenty furrows. 

Almost the length of our patio …. Just that. And that is not enough for three siblings’.84 The 

way he now gets access to land is by renting it from the comunidad (sometimes the church or 

the municipality) with the income he gets from his work as a baker in Cusco. ‘There is no 

other hope, since we do not have land. What is important is that we have money …. Because 

if you do not have money, you cannot rent either.’ He then added: ‘I thank God that I have 

learned a profesión’.85 

                                                
81 Interview 24 Jan. 2004 with Señora Mendoza, Yanampampa. ‘Poquito no mas [tengo]. Pero no...me han regalado un 
poquito no más. De Caritas, hasitito no más. Mirando a la chakra, no tengo siempre señorita. De repente más tarde puede ser algo 
digo, para criar ganado, siempre debo aprender...diciendo me regalo esito pastito.[...] Pero si tuviera, […]...mucho trabajaría’ 
82 Informal talk with Señora Mendoza, Yanampampa 
83 For a more detailed discussion of strategies related to life cycles, see p. 68. 
84 Interview 7 Dec. 2003 with Señor Malqui, Mosocllaqta. ‘…en el maizal, a penas tenemos 20 surquitos. Mas o menos el 
terreno del patio...estito. Asi no mas. Y eso para tres ya no nos alcanza’ 
85 Interview 7 Dec. 2003 with Señor Malqui, Mosocllaqta ‘No hay otra esperanza como nosotros no tenemos tanto terreno. 
Solamente lo importante es que no me falte plata [...]. Porque cuando no tienes plata no te dan tampoco.’ Gracias a Dios que he 
aprendido esa profesión’. 
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 Some households choose to work land al partir,86 so that they do not have to pay cash. 

Many Yanampampa comuneros, for instance, have moved to nearby towns and left their lands 

to others (al partir). Señora Mendoza does not have much problem finding land that she can 

work al partir, as many people are looking for a responsible person for sharecropping. She 

told me: ‘I sharecrop. So that I have access to all products …. People know that I work. 

Always. … If you sharecrop you have a lot of land. In that sense I do not have any 

problems’.87 Having a good relationship with other comuneros is therefore important in 

accessing lands.88  

 While these households aim to purchase some land in the future, it is becoming 

increasingly difficult to buy since prices are rising. Señor Mendoza: ‘Now we have to pay 13 

soles per square metre. Before we had to pay two or three cows, but now people are only 

accepting money.’89 

 Access to land, however, depends not only on financial resources but also, and especially 

on a good relationship with the owner of the land.90 As a comunera from Yanampampa said, 

when a piece of land is for sale, it is the family and friends who get the information first. 91 In 

Jilayhua, where land is scarce, Señora Ccoto told me how an old comunera decided to give her 

land to somebody who was not even a family member. As she was not cared for by her 

children because se asquean (they found her disgusting),92 it was Señor Ccoto who took care of 

her. In the end the lady wanted to give some land to Señor Ccoto. This led to heated 

discussions within the comunidad, but the lady insisted, so he was given a small piece of land 

(the rest was for her children). In general, it is considered almost impossible to get access to 

land without being family of the owner or having good contacts, and purchasing land is often 

forbidden. 

                                                
86 Sharecropping. The owner of the land provides the land, and the sharecropper provides the labour. The 
product is then shared between the two groups. This strategy is practised by those comuneros who live in the 
cities, who come back to the comunidad to pick up the production. Although in Yanampampa are a little more 
than 100 households that are registered in the comunidad, a big percentage are non-residents, meaning they live 
in the city while sharecropping their lands. 
87 Interview 24 Dec. 2004 with Señora Mendoza, Yanampampa. ‘... al partir hago. Para que no me falte nada. [...] Como 
siempre ven que trabajo, me vienen siempre. [...] Al partir hay bastante terreno. No. No hay problema de eso señorita’ 
88 Although a lot has been written about the hierarchical nature of sharecropping the research shows that also the 
poor in the context of the comunidades leave their lands for sharecrop when they need access to labour. As 
young households are able to advance in their family cycle they would gradually be able to access more land. In 
this sense, I consider sharecropping or renting of land, as a strategy that young households tend to engage in the 
access to land, something temporary. 
89 Interview 31 Jan. 2004 with Señor Mendoza, Yanampampa. ‘[ahora cuesta] 13 soles el metro cuadrado [...antes] 
calculadamente era para 2 vacas, 3 vacas asi. Ahora por metro cuadrado estan vendiendo’ 
90 In Yanampampa, selling of land occurs mostly because of permanent migration than because of necessity. 
91 Field notes 8 Oct. 2005. 
92 Field notes 30 Sept. 2003. Informal talk with Señora Ccoto, Jilayhua. 
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Access to livestock 

While possession of livestock is considered the most important criterion for defining well-

being and poverty, the ability to manage livestock depends not only on financial assets but 

also on social assets. Most households raise different types of livestock because of the benefits 

that each type brings. Livestock is considered a mobile savings account for campesinos 

(Lehmann 1982; Gonzales de Olarte 1987; Weismantel 1988; Mitchell 1991). As soon as 

money becomes available, they invest it in an animal; when they are in dire need of money, 

they sell their animals.  

 In the Andes, having different kind of animals provide a certain kind of security, but it 

requires investing time and labour, something that not all households are able to do. This is 

illustrated by Señor Gutierrez, who lives alone and can hardly provide the labour required to 

take care of all the duties: 

Of course, in those times I used to work well. But now that my wife has died, I work less. This is 
because there is nobody to help me. For me alone … I have to cook for my pigs, for my guinea 
pigs, for my chickens; I also have to take my horse and my cattle to the hills for pasture … I have 
to come back at 8 in the morning, sometimes at 7. After leaving my animal in the hills, I have to 
take the horses. … Afterwards, I have to work. Then I have to leave again; before 3 I have to go 
into the hills to get my cow. Then I have to go for my horses. I have to cook again for the pigs. I 
have to feed the guinea pigs, fetch pasture for the chickens, hens … like that. It is too much for me 
alone. I have to wash myself, cook for myself, like that. Sometimes I do not have time.93 

Creole cattle are relatively easy to combine with other activities, as they generally eat natural 

pasture and comuneros usually just take them somewhere until late in the afternoon, when 

they go and collect them. Some comunidades have organized turnos for grazing the cattle from 

the households of the comunidad.94  

 Access to pastureland largely determines the quantity and the kind of livestock that can be 

kept. People who do not have pastureland do not have cattle. In Jilayhua,95 the non-members 

of the comunidad always complain about the limited access they have to communal 

pastureland: ‘I do not have any cattle. That’s because I do not have any pastureland. Even if I 

                                                
93 Interview 25 Jan. 2004 with Señor Gutierrez, Yanampampa. ‘claro aquellas fechas trabajaba bien. Pero ahora que se ha 
muerto mi señora, estoy bajando un poco. Ya que no hay nadie quien me acompañe. Es que para mi solito...tengo que cocinar para 
mi chanchito, para mi conejo, para mis pollitos, también mi caballo, mi vacuno tengo que estar botando...tengo que regresarme a las 8 
a veces estoy regresando a las 7. Del cerro botando el animal, y a otra parte tengo que llevar el caballo. [...]. Después de eso tengo que 
trabajar. Ahora tengo que estar yendo antes de las 3 o las 3 tengo que ir al cerro a recoger mi vaca. Después de regresar tengo que 
regresar por mis caballos también. Otra vez tengo que estar cocinando para el chancho. Otra vez tengo que estar dando para el conejo, 
pasto, para los pollos, para las gallinitas...así señorita. Muy atroz es para mi señorita. Tengo que lavarme, cocinarme, así señorita. 
A veces no tengo tiempo’ 
94 This implies that instead of each household grazing their cattle, four people take turns watching them. 
95 It was only in Jilayhua that strict membership rules applied, and there were a large number of non-members 
who were considered ‘marginalized’ from the comunidad. 
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had sheep, the comuneros would tell me that I cannot graze on communal lands. They do not 

want it. They do not want it.’96  

 Income through cattle is usually achieved through engorde de ganado (buying cattle, fattening 

them up and selling them for a higher price). Although this enables comuneros to make as 

much as 100 soles profit, it requires a three-year investment. Some comuneros have better 

techniques for fattening cattle, such as feeding them barley. However, what is considered 

more productive by most comuneros is the raising and selling of other livestock, such as 

sheep, pigs, guinea pigs or chickens, since it takes less time to fatten them and they are easier 

to purchase. Señor Gutierrez:  

... sheep are not the same as cattle. Of course, cattle you can just leave grazing, but you have to wait 
three or four years before you can eat them. However, sheep are already bigger after only one year. 
You are left with wool, small parts, the head, you are left with manure … and the meat you sell if 
you need money, you take it to the market, you are left with nothing. All the leather you sell and 
you are only left with manure. Cattle on the other hand, you have to wait four, five years to sell … 
and while you graze them, the costs, feeding, the use of ojota, the use of your clothes and the dirt 
you have to wash …. No. It is not enough. Cattle are not the same as sheep. Sheep are good.97 

In some comunidades, such as Mosocllaqta, the number of sheep a household has is an 

important criterion for considering whether it is a better-off household.98 Sheep are 

considered most profitable, since people can graze them on communal land and raise them in 

large quantities. The more sheep one has, the better off one is considered to be. Many of 

those in the comunidad who had received a higher education could thank their parents for 

selling the family’s sheep (for around 40 soles per animal) to finance their schooling.99 Their 

proximity to the market of Combapata enables them to sell their sheep easily, providing 

people with some income in times of need. The prices of livestock, however, undergo the 

same fluctuations as the agricultural prices and some comuneros said that having livestock is 

not enough to achieve upward social mobility. 

                                                
96 Interview 6 Sept. 2003 with Señora de la tienda, Jilayhua. ‘No no tengo nada de ganado. Es que no tengo pasto. Los 
comuneros dicen cuando tengo ovejita así, no puedo llevar al campo. No quieren siempre. No quieren, no quieren.’ 
97 Interview 25 Jan. 2004 with Señor Gutierrez, Yanampampa. Ovejas no son lo mismo que Ganado. Claro que el ganado 
lo puede uno dejar pasteando, pero tiene que esperara tres, cuatro años para comer. Sin embargo ovejas, uno espera un año, y está 
grande. Te deja lana, pequeñas partes, la cabeza, el guano...y la carne puedes vender cuando necesitas dinero. Lo llevas al mercado y 
todito lo has utilisado. Toda la lana la vendes y te deja solo el guano. El ganado sin embargo, tienes que esperar 4, 5 años para 
vender...y mientras que los pasteas, los costos, la alimentación, el gasto de la ojota, de tu ropa y la suciedad que tienes que lavar. No. 
No es lo mismo, ganadono es lo mismo que oveja. La oveja es buena. 
98 This is the comunidad with largest number of concentration of sheep in one household; some having more 
than 200 sheep in the comunidad. 
99 Interviews 2 Dec. 2003 with Señor Paz and 28 Dec. 2003 with Señor Uribe . The survey showed that some 
families were able to get up to 2000 soles in income in 2002 for the selling of sheep. The amount, however, will 
depend on the number of sheep sold. When the comunidad of Mosocllaqta decided that the number of sheep 
should be limited to 100, several households decided to sell their sheep. 
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 An important condition for the raising of sheep is the availability of family members who 

can spend the whole day tending the sheep. Sheep raising requires a big investment in time 

and energy, especially when there are a large number of sheep, as they need to be taken to 

distant places where pasture is available. Households with children are generally better able to 

raise sheep as they can dedicate more time to this activity. Another possibility is to make use 

of the extended family: I know of a single comunera in her 30s in Yanampampa whose 8-year-

old cousin from the neighbouring comunidad was living with her so that he could help her 

with the pasturing of her sheep. Young families often do not have much livestock because 

they do not have children to take care of the animals, and because taking care of animals is 

difficult to combine with migration (as sheep require an investment in time, something that is 

not possible when one is absent for two or three months). 

 In comparison with these labour-intensive animals, guinea pigs are seen as requiring less 

time and less labour. This is often presented as the reason households start this activity. This 

was especially the case in 2005 in Jilayhua, when an NGO (Arariwa) arrived at the comunidad 

to provide training in the production of guinea pigs. Several households started raising guinea 

pigs. According to one comunero, the meat was meant for export to Europe, Japan and Asia; 

he also said that the low cholesterol content is the reason for its popularity. The guinea pigs 

are skinned and the meat is frozen and exported.100 The benefit of the production of guinea 

pigs is that one only needs to feed them in the morning and in the afternoon, and clean their 

cage every 10 days.101 The production of guinea pigs for export, however, is only possible for 

households that produce improved pasture, as improved guinea pigs require improved 

pasture. 

 The fact that comuneros consider their life in the comunidad as better than life in the cities 

(where they have to work in order to be able to eat) reflects the importance of land and 

livestock as a safety net, as was also reflected in the survey. However, access to land and 

livestock in the comunidades is also dependent on access to labour. In the following section I 

explore a different approach to local perceptions of poverty, one that reflects the importance 

of access to labour. 

Importance of labour 

The importance of social capital in local perceptions of poverty was stressed when making the 

distinction between the static and more dynamic households in relation to their poverty. There 

                                                
100 Field notes 15 Oct. 2005. Informal talk with Carlos. 
101 Ibid. 
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appeared a clear relationship between poverty and the availability of labour. Those who were 

considered poor were generally those who had a limited ability to work, such as old people, 

widowers or alcoholics.102 This is also reflected in the often heard statement that the poor are 

‘those who do not work’. ‘Waking early in the morning’ was given as an answer when they 

were asked for the reason why some households improve while others do not. To them, the 

fact that they were getting up at 04.00 was the reason they were working longer and harder 

than other households, which get up at 07.00. The ability to work is dependent on a number 

of factors. 

 First, age is considered as having an important influence one’s ability to work. Aged 

comuneros are more vulnerable, since they are not able to participate in mechanisms for 

accessing labour. There were some old people in Jilayhua;103 for instance, Señor Contreras, 

who said he was 83. His wife had died some years previously; one son had migrated to Puerto 

Maldonado (in the jungle). His married daughter lives in the comunidad, but because she has 

children she cannot take care of her father. She sometimes visits him and helps him with some 

activities, such as taking care of his cow and helping him work his land. He therefore lives 

alone, in a half-finished house that his son had started to build before he went to the jungle. 

He can barely take care of himself, as he has problems with his sight. The most he can do is 

take care of two sheep, which are tied to a rope. When I asked him whether he would like to 

have cattle, he said: ‘The cattle are for my burial .... when I die they [his daughter’s family] will 

sell them.’104 His son has a house in Cusco, but Señor Contreras does not want to leave the 

comunidad.105 When his wife was still alive, he was quite successful in raising cattle, but now 

that he has to depend on his son-in-law to do his business, things have worsened; for example, 

he was robbed on his way back after selling cattle at Combapata market. He had not been able 

to recover from this (as he is not able to work or migrate) and is keeping his last cattle to pay 

for his burial. He is dependent on the help of his daughter and his situation is not likely to 

improve. 

 Young comuneros are generally more capable of recovering from negative events, even if 

they are living alone. If one has the ability to work or invest in social relations, one is able to 

overcome difficulties, as was illustrated by the case of Señora Condori (Chapter 2). Although 

she was still recovering from her operation, she had been able to work by doing the laundry 

                                                
102 This was reflected in the research of local criteria or poor and better off. 
103 Old people were traditionally taken care of by their children, but in Jilayhua there were several old people who 
were living by themselves because their children had migrated and there was nobody left to take care of their land 
and their cattle. 
104 El ganado es solo para mi entierro ... Cuando me muera ellos [refiriendose a su hija] ya lo venderán. 
105 Interview 21 Oct. 2003 with Señor Contreras, Jilayhua 
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for NGO staff in Yanaoca and thus repay her loan. She told me: ‘If it will earn us some money 

… we have to take them to the river … almost five blankets we have washed.’ She also earned 

some extra money from knitting wool underskirts.106 This is also the case of young widow 

comuneras such as Señora Choque, whose husband was killed by lightning. For her, working 

to pay back their debts is more difficult because she needs to do work both inside and outside 

the comunidad. Being a member of the comunidad means that she needs to be present both in 

the comunidad and at faenas. Even though it was difficult, Señora Choque was able to migrate 

to the jungle to work in the commercialization of fruits or to go to the lake to fish.  

 Second, the composition and size of a family are important indicators of comunero’s ability 

to work. Incomplete families – especially widows and widowers – are often poor. When a 

person is old or alone, they are dependent on others and are not able to reciprocate work. The 

activities of men and women are generally seen as complementary (Allen 1988; Skar 1997; 

Morales 1998). During ayni, men are often working in the fields while the women are in 

charge of cooking, preparing chicha, etc. (Allen 1988). Only when these three elements (work, 

food and drinks) are present will people come for ayni. The role of women – namely as those 

who cook and prepare the food and chicha – is therefore considered crucial in getting people 

to help in one’s field. For widowers it is difficult to find someone to cook for ayni, and for 

widows it is difficult to find labour for ayni. In both cases, labour reciprocity through ayni is 

difficult. A person who lives alone is greatly limited in his or her ability to mobilize labour, 

especially if he or she is old. 

 Widowed women have even more difficulties in reciprocating work. Señora Ayala, for 

instance, has a hectare of land but is unable to find people to work it. In her case it is not so 

much age that is a handicap (she is only in her 50s) as the fact that she is a woman (and drinks 

too much). When she does ayni, only women come in return. Her only way to get people to 

turn up is to pay them some cash. However, even when a woman pays, it is difficult for her to 

get assistance as, in the words of the comuneros, ‘People talk behind their backs’. Señora 

Ayala said that: 

It is difficult ... difficult to find people for the field. They only come when you give them some 
money. I ask people from Ccolliry [a neighbouring comunidad] or my neighbours. I pay them 5 soles 
per day. I sometimes help and then people [women] also to come help me’.107  

                                                
106 ‘Pero si hay plata, vamos ... temos que cargar al rio…casi 5 frazadas hemos lavado’ (ibid.). 
107 Interview 11 Sept. 2003 with Señora Ayala, Jilayhua. Dificil…dificil encontrar gente para la chakra. Solo vienen cuando 
les pagas. Yo les suplico a la gente de Ccolliry o a mis vecinos y les pago 5 soles el dia. Yo ayudo de vez en cuando, y las mujeres 
vienen a ayudarme entonces. 
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In Señora Ayala’s case, she is able to pay jornal because she receives remittances from her 

daughter who is working in Lima.  

 Third, alcoholism is seen as hindering one’s ability to work – and as a reason why 

households are unable to improve. While alcohol consumption is considered a form of 

reciprocity when working the chakra (Allen 1988: 148),108 it is seen as hindering one’s ability to 

work if too much is consumed. A comunero’s reply when asked about the issue of alcohol 

was: ‘There are two or three families that do not improve because of alcoholism. They do not 

work, only drink.’109  

 This may be illustrated by the way comuneros talked about an alcoholic comunera. The 

person who was most often identified as alcoholic and poor is Señora Pongo from Jilayhua. 

She is a widow of almost 80 who lives alone in Jilayhua. She is known by the community as an 

alcoholic. She came to the community as a yerna and was given some land. She had two sons, 

but the older one left for a neighbouring community to live with a woman, and her youngest 

son died of an illness. Señora Pongo said that her life worsened after the funeral of her son. 

Although she gave this as the reason for starting to drink alcohol, her neighbours said that 

they think she had been drinking before. According to her neighbours, Señora Pongo forgoes 

food so that she can buy alcohol; they often see her lying on the ground in her kitchen. 

Although she is fine when she is sober, she starts cursing people and saying bad things as soon 

as she starts drinking. This is why her neighbours have stopped offering her help. It was 

revealing to see how many people agreed in their perception of Señora Pongo as poor.  

 Thus, the importance of social capital is reflected in local perceptions of poverty and well-

being. The access to resources and the capacity to use them depend greatly on the capacity of 

a household to mobilize labour, through family members or by having a good relationship 

with the comunidad. It is not land or livestock possession that makes a person poor or better 

off, but his or her capacity to work and to mobilize labour (see also Zoomers 1998). 

Pathways to mobilizing labour 

Comuneros must have access to sufficient labour if they are to improve their lives. The ways 

comuneros are able to mobilize labour depends greatly on the good relationships and status 

that a household has in a comunidad. The following came to the fore as important strategies 

                                                
108 Those who did not drink alcohol during chakra work were even marginalized, as in the case of evangelical 
members in Yanampampa. A comunera told me how people complained about her not drinking. ‘You will surely 
buy your hacienda by just looking, since you do not drink ... so they talk.... you will buy a car, they say.’108 
109 Informal talk with comunero, Jilayhua. 
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for maintaining good relationships: holding fiesta cargos, holding communal political functions 

and (for those with more assets) compadrazgo ties. 

 First, for younger generations the fiesta cargo system110 constitutes an importance step they 

have to take in order to be recognized by the comunidad. Contributing with such a fiesta is an 

important way for new members to create acceptance in the comunidad. Fulfilling such a 

responsibility is a huge burden on a young member of a comunidad, and comuneros usually 

try to meet this requirement through migration to get the money necessary to finance such an 

activity.  

 This was the case with the members of the Mendoza family, who needed to build their lives 

in the comunidad and considered it crucial to have a good relationship with the comuneros. 

Señor Mendoza decided to invest in social capital by doing the cargo for the comunidad, even 

though it was difficult for him financially. According to him, he had to do it so that ‘people 

would not criticize me or talk behind my back’. He had to migrate to the jungle to accumulate 

capital to pay for the cargo. As it is easier for comuneros to accumulate capital through 

migration when they do not have family; they therefore prefer to take responsibility for the 

cargo while they are still young.  

 For Señor Mendoza, doing the cargo was an important investment, as it opened the doors 

to the comunidad’s labour resources. In fact, as Señora Mendoza confirmed, they would have 

no trouble accessing land through sharecropping, as they were known as hard-workers and 

were accepted comuneros. Being active in cargos is a condition for acceptance into the 

comunidad; these investments are necessary in order to achieve social mobility, according to 

the norms of the comunidad. 

 Another way to gain prestige and/or access social networks is to perform communal 

functions in the comunidad. However, many comuneros are not able to perform these 

functions because they rely on income sources outside the comunidad, which requires 

travelling. Performing a communal function demands two years of constant involvement in 

comunidad meetings and activities, making it difficult for households that opt for temporary 

migration or to practise a profesión outside the comunidad.  

 The case of Señor Ccoto illustrates the demands that are put on someone who has to 

choose between remaining a comunero (focusing mainly on agriculture, with an orientation 

towards the comunidad) or becoming a professional (with a more external orientation). When 

Señor Ccoto had to make this choice, he decided on a combination of working for the 

                                                
110 A kind of sponsorship of the communal fiesta. Responsible for the expenses that are involved in the 
preparation of the religious celebration for the communal patron. In Yanampampa this celebration is carried out 
once a year. It is considered a way of distributing wealth to the comunidad. 
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municipality of Canas and working with his fellow comuneros in the comunidad (instead of 

pursuing higher education). At the time, joining the cattle association required the payment of 

a 5,000 sole fee.111 Furthermore, a new member had to show the seriousness of his 

involvement in the association by participating in all communal and association activities.112 At 

the same time, Señor Ccoto held various comunal offices, which also required a time 

investment.113 As a result of his involvement in all these activities, he gained access to 

important pasturelands as well as status in the comunidad; this was reflected in the fact that he 

had twice been chosen as president of the comunidad. However, he was only able to do this 

because the income from dairy production provided him with an alternative to migration.  

 Thus, for those who wanted to access labour and resources in the comunidad, holding 

office was an important way to achieve status in and a good relationship with the comunidad. 

However, this was not an option that was open to comuneros who had to migrate frequently 

or who were working as professionals; it is increasingly difficult to find comuneros who are 

willing to hold office. Nevertheless, holding office will remain important as long as resources 

in the comunidad continue to be an important basis for people’s livelihoods. 

 Another important element in discussions of well-being are compadrazgo ties. While 

reciprocal work, taking fiesta cargos and holding comunal offices are ways to access resources 

that are based on the comunidad’s norms of reciprocity, compadrazgo is a form of reciprocity 

that is not limited to the comunidad. The number of compadrazgo and padrinazgo 

relationships114 generally provides an indication of the degree of prestige that a person enjoys 

in the comunidad. While those who are chosen as padrinos must provide general support 

(financial or in the form of labour) for the ahijados in times of needs, the ahijados and 

compadres often reciprocate by providing labour. While some comuneros also choose 

compadres from outside the comunidad, padrinazgo is one way that better-off comuneros try 

to access labour and improve their status and acceptance in the comunidad. 

 The case of Mosocllaqta illustrates the difficulties that comuneros may have to overcome in 

order to preserve their access to the resources and maintain good relationships. The few who 

                                                
111 It is difficult to estimate what 5,000 soles was worth at the time since the sol’s value has fluctuated greatly, but 
at the time of the fieldwork the exchange rate was 3,5 soles for 1 Euro. In her words anyhow, 5,000 soles was harto 
(much). 
112 Interview 29 Sept. 2003 with Señora Ccoto, Jilayhua. 
113 He was also able to do all this because shortly after deciding not to study to become professional he was fired 
from the municipality, therefore being able to dedicate 100% to the activities of the comunidad, while combining 
with temporary migration. 
114 Skar makes this distinction. Both refer to quasi-family relationships established through ritual; padrinazgo 
refers to the relationship between padrinos and ahijados (inter-generational), where the padrinos become 
responsible for the spiritual development and education of the ahijado, while compadrazgo refers to the 
relationship between padrinos and actual parents (intra-generational), where a relationship of mutual help is 
established. 
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had chosen to migrate or learn a profesión did their best to avoid giving rise to gossip in the 

comunidad. According to one comunera (the wife of a teacher in the comunidad), they are not 

even able to buy new clothes for their children because people would start talking. Señor Soto 

shares the same experience, choosing to invest his money in the construction of a house and 

in a lorry business outside the comunidad, because he does not want to be criticized by the 

comunidad.115 He said that he had consciously chosen to live in a simple house and to not 

spend much on clothes; he added that ‘people sometimes think I’m able to do all this because 

I work in the municipality. But I earn only 400 soles a month’.116 He is afraid of becoming the 

target of hechizo,117 which is was what happened to his sister, who is now living in Lima and has 

started a clothing business. All the compadres of Señor Soto are from outside the comunidad 

and he is thinking of moving to the city once his job as regidor is finished. 

 Those who do not live in conformity with the comunidad’s norms are often left with no 

choice but to leave the comunidad or live on its margins. I present the cases of Yanampampa 

and Mosocllaqta to illustrate how comunal values and norms can be a restrictive factor, 

limiting the comuneros’ freedom to engage in activities. 

 The case of Señor Puertas – a yerno from Yanampampa – illustrates the life of a person 

whose activities are hindered by a lack not only of labour but also of acceptance in the 

comunidad. Señor Puertas came to the comunidad from Chosecani. He married later in life, 

having been active as president of the comunidad of Chosecani (his own comunidad) and 

spending a long time living and working in Lima, where he had gone when he was 8 years old 

after his parents died. As an enterprising person, he immediately saw the comunidad’s 

potential, namely its strategic location close to the lake. He suggested to the assembly that a 

communal fish farm should be started. His suggestion was rejected, however, because they did 

not want to listen to anybody from outside the comunidad.118 But Señor Puertas did not give 

up: he could not see any other way to improve his life, as the agricultural land was too 

fragmented.119  

 Señor Puertas therefore started a fish farm on his own. He bought the right to use the 

water from the Ministry of Agriculture and set up a one-man enterprise. He and his wife (his 

children are older and are working in Cusco) dug three pools in which to raise trout. Although 

it took him a while to learn how to raise trout, a year later he had 10,000 trout. However, it 

                                                
115 Field notes 9 Nov. 2003. Informal talk with Señor Soto.  
116 Compared to teachers, who can earn up to 900 soles per month. 
117 In English, a ‘spell’. According to him the curses that are cast on them by comuneros causes viento – a 
symptom that even the hospital was not able to understand or cure. The only person able to help a person who 
has viento, according to the comuneros, is the curandero. 
118 Interview 1 Feb. 2004 with Señor Puertas, Yanampampa 
119 Ibid. 
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was when he started to become successful that his bad luck started. One time, his fish were 

poisoned120 and he lost 10,000 trout. He had to borrow 2,000 US dollars from IMA in order to 

pay back the loan he had received to buy the fish. Another time, comuneros opened the sluice 

of the dam that channelled the water to his fish farm. Although a net he had made let the 

water through and held back most of the trout, he decided to limit his production: 

In the end, I thought I cannot raise such large quantities of trout. I should raise some, let’s say, 
2,000 or 3,000 trout only for consumption by the family. I can no longer raise 100,000, 200,000, 
because if there is another attempt like this I will not able to afford it. I can’t any more. There is 
that risk.121 

He said that he still faces a big problem, namely opposition from the comunidad: ‘I’ve had 

people from other comunidades coming to see my experiences and wanting to learn from 

them. However, nobody from this comunidad has come.’122 He said that he is often attacked 

when he speaks out during communal assemblies; people say that ‘this man must not 

dominate the comunidad’. Señora Puertas, tears in her eyes, joined the conversation: ‘They are 

still treating us badly … but we are not doing anything against them.’ Señor Puertas would like 

some assistance with their fishing activities, but nobody in the comunidad can or wants to 

help him. Now the trout are consumed only by the household or are given to those from 

other comunidades who come to work as day labourers (to do jornal).  

 In 2005, Señor Puertas constructed a special fogón (hearth)123 that allowed the smoke to 

escape from the room.124 He was then approached by an NGO that had heard rumours about 

it and was asked to teach other comunidades to make these fogones. He is proud that he is paid 

for teaching other comunidades to make these special fogones. 

 The case of Señor Puertas illustrates how his failure to conform to communal norms 

restricts his social networks and access to labour, while his ability to diversify his activities is 

also hindered. The consequence is that he has to lead a marginal role in the comunidad, and 

his activities are limited to what he can do without help from other members of the 

comunidad. He is virtually leading a life outside the comunidad, and not participating in 

reciprocal relationships. His initiatives are hindered by other comuneros. While communal 

                                                
120 Señor Puerta’s version. Ibid. 
121 Ibid. ‘Entonces a las finales, yo dije, ya no puedo criar cantidad de trucha. Debo criar unos, digamos unos 2,000 o 3,000 
truchas solamente para consumo de la familia. Ya no puedo criar 100,000, 200,000 porque si hay otro atentado venenoso me 
quemo. Ya no puedo. Hay ese riesgo.’ 
122 Indeed when inquiring other comuneros about Señor Puertas, they acknowledge the fact that he is isolated 
and marginalized because comuneros are jealous. Informal talk with comuneros in Yanampampa. 
123 Kitchen hearth that is made of adobe and burns bosta, guano or wood. 
124 The smoke created by the kitchen fogón is considered unhealthy as it tends to create a thick layer of smoke, 
leaving soot on the walls. 
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norms of reciprocity allow access to labour and to the resources of the comunidad, this can 

conflict with the individual aspirations of the comuneros and their engagement outside the 

comunidad.  

Final remarks 

In this chapter, the exploration of local perceptions of poverty and well-being at the level of 

the household showed that there is no single local perception; what is often reified as local 

perception more often reflects a communal value or discourse. Perceptions of poverty and 

well-being vary in space, and communal values (which define local definitions of poverty and 

well-being) influence the capacity of comuneros to adapt to changing conditions.  

 Local perceptions of poverty and well-being as reflected in local discourses stress the 

importance of labour. However, they also reveal the importance of social capital, which is 

important in gaining access to resources. Being a hard worker and maintaining good 

relationships within the comunidad facilitate access to the comunidad’s resources, but can 

conflict with comuneros’ increasing need to diversify their activities by engaging in activities 

outside the comunidad. While some comuneros solve this problem by leaving their 

comunidades, comuneros who depend on the resources of the comunidad have no choice but 

to conform to its norms.  

 


