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Chapter 8 

Final reflections 

‘Freedom, the anchoring good to capabilities and development, has no lasting meaning 
apart from a collective, dense and supple horizon of hopes and wants’ (Appadurai 2004: 
82) 

The aim of my research was to explore local perceptions of poverty and well-being in three 

communities in the southern Andes of Peru and the way in which these perceptions influence 

the capabilities of comuneros in their struggles to deal with poverty and to improve their lives. 

Livelihood studies have provided important insights into the relationship between the assets 

of the poor and their portfolio of activities, but many of these studies are apolitical and 

oriented towards social and economic factors. They pay little attention to local perceptions 

and/or variability in aspirations, and many do not explain why rural households that have the 

same set of assets can choose different livelihood paths (Zoomers 2002: 113).  

 My overall aim was to contribute to a better understanding of social mobility by studying 

the diverse ways in which local people perceive poverty and well-being as well as their 

aspirations for the future (notions of a better life), and by exploring the factors that together 

shape people’s capabilities (Bebbington 1999) and their ‘capacities to aspire’ (Appadurai 2002). 

Acknowledging that aspirations often reflect power relationships, I also analysed to what 

extent ‘notions of a better life’ contribute or do not contribute to the reproduction of poverty. 

Local perceptions of poverty and well-being 

Exploring comuneros’ own definitions of poverty and well-being in terms of what is valuable 

to them, I found that – in addition to having access to livestock and land – people in the three 

comunidades gave much importance to a person’s ‘capacity to work‘ (labour) and the way they 

are embedded in social networks. During their lives, comuneros encounter snakes as well as 

ladders, which explains why people move into and out of poverty. Snakes can be related to 

climatic conditions as well as accidents, robberies or other misfortunes that can suddenly 

deplete a comunero’s assets. Ladders are mostly related to finding opportunities to diversify 

production (dairy production, fishery), finding a job and/or migrating. Whereas everybody 

runs the risk of encountering a snake, ladders are accessible only to a restricted group of 

people. An analysis of the factors that enable comuneros to take advantage of these 

opportunities showed that while social networks are important, access to information is a 

condition sine qua non (without information, people are not capable of taking advantage of new 
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opportunities). Access to information (and being able to take advantage of ladders) generally 

requires an outward looking orientation that may contradict communal norms and rules, 

which often emphasize the importance of reciprocity and maintaining social relationships 

within the comunidad. Not complying with communal rules often means that people are 

excluded from communal resources (land, water, labour, etc.). In this sense, searching for 

ladders and trying to escape from poverty by looking around will often create paradoxical 

situations. For example, by migrating and/or having outside jobs, comuneros can weaken 

existing communal networks and become marginalized from their comunidades. 

 At the same time, however, the exploration of social mobility through the metaphors of 

ladders and snakes revealed the importance not only of resources, but also of status and 

identity. In the Andes, people’s ‘capacity to aspire’ cannot be understood without taking into 

account the past experiences of the indigenous population as a marginalized group. They were 

placed outside the mainstream society and excluded from practical citizenship rights. They 

were considered by politicians and state officials as simply a category of ‘the other’; 

uneducated, rural traditional and poor (De la Cadena 2000). These past experiences are 

reflected in the comuneros’ aspirations. The aspirations of comuneros to obtain a better life – 

aspirations that are related to, for example, modernity and education – are also related to their 

desire to change the negative connotations connected to their culture and social relations, and 

to become part of the state’s modernization project.  

Pathways of poverty and well-being 

I have identified two pathways by which comuneros pursue social mobility or better life, 

namely the individual and exit path, and the collective and local path. I have argued that for 

the comuneros of Yanampampa and Mosocllaqta, the path to social mobility is limited to the 

exit path, whereas in Jilayhua the comuneros also have a choice of a local path to improving 

their livelihoods and social mobility.  

 In Yanampampa and Mosocllaqta, the only viable way to achieve upward social mobility is 

to develop an orientation towards the outside. Here, access to opportunities is based on the 

information that comes through migration, education and the media and through the 

comuneros’ social networks. In this context, some people choose to assimilate modern and/or 

urban notions of better life. In the case of education, the knowledge and practices learned at 

school that stress individual achievement often conflict with communal norms of reciprocity. 

However, many people consider getting an education and becoming a professional the only 
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way to escape from poverty. This is sometimes connected to the aspiration for urban-style 

consumption, even if this generates conflicts. 

 Individual paths to social mobility often conflict with communal life, and people aspiring 

to modern lives are forced to hide and/or run the risk of being marginalized from communal 

resources. People’s desire to be modern and educated in these comunidades should be seen in 

relation to the subordinate position of these communities. In other words, comuneros adopt 

urban occidental notions of modernity and citizenship as a way to escape the negative 

connotations related to the Indio. They want to become ‘somebody’ and not remain 

campesinos, even if this will not directly generate benefits. 

 The situation in Jilayhua is different. Here, the aspirations of the comuneros are less related 

to urban occidental notions of modernity; instead, they reflect their own collective successes 

in creating a community and a collective identity that is sufficiently strong to counterbalance 

modern notions of well-being. Rather than assimilating foreign elements that conflict with 

their livelihoods, the comuneros of Jilayhua collectively investigate, debate and explore risks 

and opportunities and define collective ways to lead them out of poverty. Communities can 

allow the working of imagination in reshaping boundaries and feelings of injustice as well as 

pride (Appadurai 2002: 7). People in Jilayhua build on shared experience – they have a 

collective desire (aspiration) to improve their lives (achieve well-being) – and search for ways 

to incorporate notions of a better life and to bring these into line with communal norms and 

rules. 

 Possibilities for social mobility and improving livelihoods are therefore not only individual 

but also collective. Much depends on what Appadurai calls the ‘capacity to aspire’. While a 

study of social mobility in terms of access to resources (natural, financial, physical, human and 

social capital) may be important in the promotion of individual social mobility, it should not 

ignore longer and collective processes that are related to the shaping of aspirations. 

Explorations of livelihood choices that are based on comuneros’ aspirations and notions of a 

better life can illustrate the agency of comuneros in following their aspirations, but can also 

conceal issues of power that are involved in the shaping of aspirations. Explorations of local 

perceptions have helped to bring to the fore the issue of power in the shaping of comuneros’ 

orientations and aspirations. 

Killing the snake of poverty: the relevance of cultural capital 

I have argued that the capacity to aspire is unevenly present in the comunidades I studied. 

What are the factors that led to these differences? Even though we cannot make 
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generalizations based on the study of just three comunidades, the multi-case study approach 

did yield some important insights. First, location, infrastructure and institutional presence 

came to the fore when comparing the three comunidades. The developments in Jilayhua seem 

to be strongly related to its favourable location. Infrastructure is crucial in enabling access to 

information. For example, its proximity to the town of Yanaoca enabled easier access to 

NGO staff (who provided information about cattle activities); access to education provided 

access to laws that enabled the reclamation of land from hacendados; and the improvement of 

the road provided easier access to cities such as Cusco and Sicuani. These were important, but 

are not enough to explain why other comunidades that have the same conditions are not 

experiencing the same improvements as Jilayhua.  

 Second, past successful experiences of collective action have been and continue to be 

important in the ability to share, debate and seek information, which in turn helps in the 

shaping of collective aspirations. Collective successes in reclaiming land and in dairy 

production provided the comuneros of Jilayhua with a sense of pride that allowed them to 

appropriate positive symbols that enabled the creation of rituals. However, as I have argued 

throughout this book, successes of collective action are related to the successes of the 

networks and associations in which comuneros are involved. This is a differentiated process: 

while some comuneros are able to benefit from it, others are not. The feeling of community is 

certainly not shared by all comuneros and this situation can create conflicts and tensions 

among comuneros. However, it is important to note that past experiences of collective action, 

which are often neglected by poverty studies, influence the capability to debate, creating 

opportunities for access to local knowledge.  

 Third, I have illustrated the power of rituals in the creation of community and the shaping 

of collective aspirations based on own experiences. While aspirations are often shaped 

through information that comes from outside the locality, reproducing aspirations that are 

fragmented and that conflict with local experiences and reproduce power inequalities, rituals 

allow the imagination to view alternatives and aspirations, promoting the creation of 

community and identity.  

 This study therefore stresses the importance of cultural capital, viz. cultural practices 

related to the place and society of residence. In livelihood discussions, Bebbington (1999) 

includes cultural capital as one additional capital that allows agency and capabilities. This study 

shows that while cultural capital is important, not all rituals can be considered as contributing 

to social mobility. If we consider the reduction of vulnerability and the access to recognition 

and citizenship as important in local perceptions of social mobility, we can argue that not all 
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rituals contribute to this movement. Mainly rituals that can create a feeling of identity and 

community (appealing to past and present experiences of comuneros) can be considered as 

contributing to capabilities. I have illustrated how the day of Tupac Amaru – the most 

important indigenous leader to lead a rebellion against the Spanish – allowed the creation of 

community as well as access to opportunities to diversify livelihoods close to the comunidad. 

Rituals, especially when they appeal to recognized symbols – thus pointing to the importance 

of opening spaces for recognition – can become the cultural force that enables change in 

terms of recognition. This feeling can become the fuel that enables comuneros to confront the 

social conditions that produce poverty. In other words, it provides the capacity to aspire, 

which can allow comuneros the capacity to change the categories of poor, indigenous or rural, 

which determine their inclusion in the nation in negative terms of recognition, further 

disempowering them from becoming agents of change. Through this ritual, comuneros in 

Jilayhua were able create a feeling of community involving a large number of comuneros. By 

participating in the events they show that they should be considered real citizens and displayed 

the fact that they are no longer Indios but campesinos modernos. At the same time, it allowed 

them to generate new sources of income and improve their livelihood. 

 All these factors have contributed to the creation of new mental horizons and to new 

capacities to aspire. In the case of Jilayhua, aspirations allowed changes in terms of recognition 

and access to opportunities without necessarily leading to fragmented livelihoods. This 

explains why greater number of comuneros in Jilayhua perceive their livelihoods as improving, 

while in the other comunidades the perception is that things have not changed much. Cultural 

capital, which allows the capacity to aspire, is important in allowing comuneros’ collective 

capacity to confront snakes and take advantage of ladders. Cultural capital is therefore central 

in processes of construction of community and the comuneros’ ability to deal with poverty.  

 As Appadurai states, freedom in relation to capability has meaning only when people have 

access to this collective, supple horizon of hopes and wants. An analysis of social mobility that 

does not consider the relationship between the aspirations and the capabilities of comuneros 

can be myopic because it ignores the power issues that are hidden in the choices of the poor. 

The way in which past experiences influence the shaping of local perceptions and aspirations 

is a crucial issue when we try to understand people’s ability to climb ladders, which in the long 

term could help them to kill the snakes of poverty. 

 




