
 
THE EMERGENCE OF AN INDIGENOUS SOCIAL ACTOR  

IN SOUTHERN CHILE:  
 

MAPUCHE SOCIAL CAPITAL AND A CONTENTIOUS SOCIAL 
MOVEMENT IN LA ARAUCANÍA 

 
John Durston 
Social Anthropologist 
Santiago, Chile 
August 2008 
 
 
for LILAS, University of Texas at Austin 
 
 
 

This paper consists of two parts.  In Part One, the concept of social capital is defined and 
the debate surrounding it is summarized.  In Part Two, a particular type of social capital, a 
‘contentious social movement’ is analyzed by means of a case study of the Mapuche indian 
Consejo de Todas las Tierras of southern Chile. 
 
 

PART ONE. A KEY CONCEPT: ‘SOCIAL CAPITAL. 
 
Social capital is defined in this paper as the substance of certain social relations in which 
attitudes of trust combine with behaviours of reciprocity and cooperation, such that those who 
possess this capital have access to greater benefits than they could enjoy in its absence. 
 
Today a somewhat chaotic debate surrounds the concept of social capital. The discussions have 
proven their usefulness by bringing together a variety of conceptual fields applicable to strategies 
for overcoming poverty. The resulting strategic alternatives can be found in recent studies of 
causes for the persistence of poverty, and in new policy options currently under consideration. 
 
The use of market mechanisms in social policy has already revealed shortcomings (Cohen, 
2001), certainly on a par with those found in earlier attempts to establish welfare State systems in 
the region. However, many new experiences now being reported involve social policy 
approaches that favour a new view of the collective: regulations that govern services and 
transfers hold out incentives for association, and these elements of cooperation and social 
incentives for performance correspond generally to the conceptual framework of social capital. 
 
Strong central Governments are a centrepiece of this new strategy, along with the intentional 
production of beneficial shocks for local systems that traditionally perpetuated inequality and 
exclusion. Poor communities do not lay sole claim to social capital; indeed, many privileged 
sectors wield their own, to exclude and even to limit or weaken the social capital of other groups. 



 
Whether explicitly or implicitly, Government programmes tend to treat social capital as part of 
the problem because asset formation among poor groups becomes very difficult when this capital 
is concentrated in few hands. Incidently, these programmes reveal that the conceptual framework 
of social capital is not essentially conservative, but a neutral analytical tool useful for the design 
and application of highly diverse strategies for overcoming poverty. 



 

 
Because results have been so discouraging, and because poverty-fighting policies in the 
region have clearly reached their limits, it is time to take a new look at the traditional 
analytical approach to reproduction of poverty and capacity building. This, combined 
with early evidence coming from concrete experiences with social capital formation and 
developing synergy between the State and civil society, can lead to greatly improved 
poverty policies in these and other areas, both locally and nationally. 
 
 
I.  Social capital in a complex system 
 
A.  The war of definitions 
 
1. Is there such a thing as social capital? 
 
Some economists, both neoclassical (Arrow, 2000) and neo-Marxist (Fine, 2001), have 
argued that social capital is not capital at all, in the strict, full sense of the word. 
However, they make these claims based on widely diverse definitions of capital. Other 
authors, refuting these arguments, have put together detailed disquisitions pointing to a 
whole body of commonalities that liken the conceptual framework of social capital to 
that of economic capital, particularly physical capital: delayed consumption in favour of 
investment, disinvestment, the capacity for transformation, convertibility, deterioration, 
the capacity to create other forms of capital, and the like (Robison, Schmid and Siles, 
2001). In any case, the term now figures in a vast bibliography produced by the 
academic world as well as the international development agencies, accumulated over 
more than a decade, and it is unlikely that any alternative name will be take hold to 
cover the wide range of issues examined in this paper. 
 
No one questions the pressing need to emphasize these social, cultural and contextual 
considerations in an analysis of problems and policies for development, equity and 
fighting poverty. There is widespread recognition that individuals and collectives 
manage intangible resources that can be labelled “capital” in the general sense of assets 
mobilized to bring about results in undertakings and strategies; and in the absence of 
these assets, comparable outcomes could not have been accomplished (Coleman, 1990). 
 
The concept continues to arouse a wide range of intellectual positions concerning its 
public policy implications. The many authors reveal considerable differences regarding 
social capital, lying along an ideological continuum from the conservative to the 
progressive: “At the progressive end there is concern with citizenship, empowerment, 
pluralism and democratization, whereas at the conservative end social capital is found in 
a commitment to traditional family structures and a collective moral order of traditional 
values” (Gamarnikow and Green, 1999, as cited in Fine, 2001). 
 
The conservative on the ideological spectrum is content with existing national socio-
economic structures, while others see the need to transform current systems utterly, 
claiming that they are profoundly and essentially unjust and inequitable. An empirical 
study of poverty in Latin America and the Caribbean reveals, from the optimistic, 
reformist viewpoint, a need to change relationships between the State and poor groups 
as a prerequisite for changing the dynamics of reproduction of poverty, exclusion, and 
concentration of assets, including social capital. 



 

 
2.  Three different views 
 
The ideological positions expounded in recent writings on social capital tend to cluster 
around three views of the human being in society: 
 
i) individual maximization by rational choice, mixed with culturalistic determinism; 
 
ii) class relations as determinants of ideological superstructures and distribution of 
goods; and  
 
iii) complex social systems based on multiple agents. 
 
The first group of authors regards social capital as a set of cooperative behaviours and 
norms for peaceful coexistence that arise from the individual exercise of self-interest. 
Even self-interested choices of “rational devils” would produce social capital because 
cooperation opens the door to greater levels of individual profit (Fukuyama, 2000). 
Some authors extend this logic of rational choice into the non-economic realm, such as 
the satisfaction of socio-emotional needs (Robison and Siles, 2001). More conservative 
thinkers tend to see culture, defined in terms of beliefs and norms, as the original 
“uncaused cause” (Fukuyama, 2000) of social capital formation. The difference between 
these authors and the ´progressive´ group, at the other end of the continuum, reflects a 
long-standing discrepancy concerning the direction of causality between norms and 
behaviours. 
 
The third group reflects a growing tendency to see society as a complex ecological 
system with feedback mechanisms and diverse degrees of intelligent guidance. It is a 
view that brings together diverse elements of earlier conceptual frameworks (the 
rational individual, the culturalistic approach and the sociologizing stance). This model 
sees social capital as one of the intangible assets that multiple individual and collective 
agents mobilize in their strategies and undertakings. As in any complex system, 
causality is not unidirectional, and the system does not tend to equilibrium (Cowan et 
al., 1994). A single change, whether in norms, in social relations or in material 
conditions, can trigger a shock in the system that unleashes a transition phase of 
unpredictable outcome (Durlauf, 1997; Boisier, 2000; Bebbington, 2000). Instead of 
seeing abstract culture as a rigid programme, this group views it as an accumulation of 
alternative and even contradictory repertoires that are, moreover, being constantly 
redefined. 
 
Another way to classify and analyze the writings of dozens of authors on social capital 
is by looking at their own attitudes toward the concept. Edwards (1999) places them 
into one of three groups: “enthusiasts, tacticians and sceptics.” The label “tactician” 
may need further explanation: they believe that social capital holds out the potential for 
doing things better, and they extend a unifying interdisciplinary discourse able to 
embrace a broad range of concerns (Edwards, cited in Fine, 2001). The “enthusiasts” 
greatly outnumber the others, which probably reflects the markedly general nature of 
the term, making it easily appropriated by different theoretical and political schools 
(Fine, 2001). “Sceptics” are also numerous, apparently because the category includes a 
lively mix of people who feel put off by the very term “social capital,” who have read 
some paper with which they disagree, or who nurture a healthy suspicion of all excess 



 

of intellectual enthusiasm and shy away from bandwagons. 
 
3. Two types of “owners” 
 
Definitions of social capital can be further divided between those authors who consider 
it a personal attribute expressed in reciprocity networks available to individuals (Portes, 
1998; Espinoza, 1999); and those who believe that social capital is rather an attribute of 
social structures. The latter claim that social capital goes beyond the individual, 
extending to collective forms “owned” by communities, classes and entire societies 
(Coleman, 2000; Putnam, 1993b and Bourdieu, 1999). This discrepancy concerning 
ownership of social capital holds implications for determining who controls the use of 
this asset and who benefits from its outcomes. The divergent definitions reflect clear 
opinions on the viability of associative approaches to overcoming poverty. For example, 
Putzel asserts that trust among individuals in a network does not constitute a resource 
for society as a whole, but only for each individual or group at the centre of a network 
(Putzel, 1997). 
 
Both Bordieu and Coleman refer extensively to social capital as an attribute of social 
groups, collectivities and communities, and they examine the role of social institutions 
in creating this capital. Bourdieu emphasizes the need to conduct “investment oriented 
to the institutionalization of group relations” (Bourdieu, 1987). Coleman is particularly 
explicit on the issue raised by Portes. He describes social capital as a generator of public 
goods but distinguishes it from private, divisible, alienable goods; instead, social capital 
is an attribute of the social structure in which a person is embedded. Social capital, 
according to Coleman, benefits everyone, not primarily individual persons (Coleman, 
1990). 
 
North developed, in large part, the conceptual framework of economic 
neoinstitutionalism, which became a foundation of social capital. He explicitly centres 
his analysis on institutions at the community and supra-community levels (North, 1990). 
In general, both sociology and anthropology hold “institutions” as attributes of the 
collectivity rather than the individual. At this level of analysis, the nature of relations is 
not dictated by an immutable ´culture´ nor is it an outgrowth of the sum total of 
interactions among individuals, reflecting decisions of personal interest; instead, it 
arises from complex systems produced by the co-evolution of these decisions and 
interactions. One of the challenges facing the conceptual framework of social capital is 
to detect the principles by which these systems operate; another is to understand the 
cycle of feedback among individual actions, systems that emerge from these actions, 
and the ways in which changes at one level of abstraction lead to changes at another. 
 
These positions pit the individual against the collective, as Portes notes, revisiting a 
long-standing sociological and anthropological dichotomy. One group, upholding the 
“oversocialised” view, emphasizes internalization of collective norms and the impact of 
social relations and institutions on economic processes.  Defenders of the 
“undersocialised” stance pose the calculated self-interest of individuals as the driving 
force of all economic and social exchange (Fukuyama, 2000; Fine, 2001). Here too, 
Coleman is clear and balanced in stating that in reality, people are not wholly selfish 
and, when making rational decisions, do not act in total independence from one another 
(Coleman, 1990). 
 



 

Portes also recognizes the collective nature of social capital. He describes benefits of 
group membership and portrays social capital as a feature of social structure that 
facilitates the actions of persons and corporate actors. He shows how institutions of 
social capital and their “mechanisms appropriable by individuals and groups” exercise 
social control (Portes, 1998). According to Portes, the three basic functions of social 
capital are: as a source of social control, as a source of family support, and as a source 
of benefits through extra familial networks. 
 
Communities are composed of individuals who benefit from community social capital. 
The established ideology of social capital owes much of its wealth to its attempt to 
clarify the ways in which individual social capital interacts with the institutions of 
community social capital, whether by resisting them or, more commonly, reinforcing 
them. 
 
These two types of social capital -individual and collective- can be distinguished in part 
by their expected effects (even though their functions are not necessarily taken to 
completion in all real cases; social capital is only one of several factors necessary for 
the desired results to occur). The two concepts are equally valid and complementary, 
but heuristically distinct. As Portes warns, it is important not to “confuse ... dyadic 
exchanges [between two individuals] with those embedded in larger social structures 
that guarantee their predictability and course” (Portes, 1998). 
 
There are other fundamental differences between personal and impersonal forms of 
social capital. Personal social capital, expressed in networks, can vanish if certain 
individuals disappear, while “institutionalized” forms of social capital endure despite 
shifting membership. New manifestations of social capital can emerge very quickly, 
based primarily on existing personal ties or on ties that arise through initial interactions 
by people when they begin to cooperate. Such relationships, however, evaporate with 
equal alacrity in the face of adverse conditions. Institutionalization is the best means to 
overcome the precarious nature of this social condition: establishing norms and details 
for interrelationship, and procedures that perform effectively for attaining shared 
objectives. 
 
4.  Closed systems, open minds 
 
A new ‘unified theory’ appears to be taking shape. Transcending the separate 
disciplines, it incorporates the latest relevant ideas of each one. Cross-disciplinary 
criticism has fostered a more in-depth debate, and the resulting dialectic has yielded 
new hypotheses and views of the role of social capital in development. Emerging from 
the social capital debate is a supra-disciplinary paradigm; not limited to social capital, it 
involves  models of the complex system of human society that incorporate social capital 
as one of many elements to explain social dynamics. 
 
Nevertheless, it appears likely that broad discrepancies will continue to separate the 
three theoretical views of social capital. One likely outcome should be a convergence of 
the myriad definitions of the basic concept to ‘only’ two or three, each with its own 
ideological charge. With fewer definitions to juggle, it will become possible to select or 
assemble a conceptual framework appropriate to each analytical problem or specific 
application (the usual practice in applied social sciences), until such time as the debate 
works itself out and a more manageable array of conceptual positions on social capital 



 

takes shape. This paper offers just such an effort, guided by the “tactical” objective of 
analyzing real or potential contributions that the concept could make to public policy for 
overcoming poverty in Latin America. 
 
5.  Conceptual choices in this paper 
 
Some conservative thinkers and institutions have seized on social capital to justify 
pulling out State intervention from those communities where such capital allegedly 
exists. Social capital, like any intellectual construct, can serve the political interests of 
anyone who wields it. 
 
Following on the above discussion and summary of diverse positions upheld by authors 
on social capital, this chapter explicitly stands on the side of complexity, seeking to 
develop systemic models with a focus on the shifting patterns of feedback between the 
cultural and the structural. We side with the tacticians who are looking for relevant 
fields of action in the theoretical debate and in the observation of experiences. We also 
stand with progressives who believe that building social capital among excluded sectors 
may trigger transitions and drive reforms able to narrow social inequities. 
 
From the theoretical and ethical perspective, this paper draws instrumental value from 
the ongoing debate and from empirical experience. The chief contribution of this 
conceptual backdrop is that it gives the lie to the “technocratic myth” that the poor stay 
poor because they are merely a bundle of needs and pathologies and that they need 
technocrats to do things for them. The author distances himself from the conservative 
position because of his belief in the need to facilitate empowerment of the poor, 
supporting and nurturing their own capacities to form social capital. This point is 
particularly important in countries where public agencies are governed by the practice 
of paternalism and patronage sustained by a charitable, welfare-dominated view of poor 
sectors as essentially deficient. The proposals offered at the end of this article are based 
on the conceptual approaches to social capital detailed below. 
 
B.  The dynamics of social and cultural capital in sociocultural systems 
 
1. Three levels of the system 
 
The following analysis is built on a behaviouralist working definition of social capital 
that targets social relations above and beyond normative discourse; it examines poverty 
from a holistic perspective that systematically associates social capital with other forms 
of capital.  
 
Social capital is defined here as the attitudes of trust and behaviours of reciprocity and 
cooperation contained within certain social relations; and the unstated content of such a 
definition is at least as important as what is said. This definition, unlike others currently 
in use, does not centre on norms or on culture. It is a definition that follows in the 
footsteps of Coleman and Bourdieu, who see social capital as a resource to which 
persons, groups and collectivities have access through their social relations. Other 
authors, including North, Putnam and Fukuyama, prefer to place the emphasis on 
factors of culture, values, or symbolic and abstract elements. By ascribing causality to 
cultures, understood as normative systems and cosmovisions, these authors move 
perilously close to a simplistic “culturalist determinism.” They neglect the variability 



 

and volatility of normative systems, especially the ease with which they mutate in 
reaction to shifting social structures or in response to other changes in the environment. 
 
By defining social capital in this way, we distinguish it analytically from cultural 
capital. Bordieu, Bebbington, Boisier and others have contributed much in this field by 
positing different kinds of intangible capital. One inevitable conclusion that arises from 
the debate between “culturalists” and “sociologisers” is that the cultural and social 
subsystems of any given human population are in constant interaction. One does not 
determine the other, nor do they endlessly reproduce as identical iterations. We can 
make this easier to understand by conceiving the overall sociocultural system on three 
distinct planes. Social capital then lies on the behavioural plane of social relations and 
systems, while cultural capital and human capital or cognative capital occupy the 
abstract plane. Cognitive capital should be understood as knowledge (Boisier, 2000). 
Cultural capital is the symbolic system of world views and views of the human being, 
and the norms and values associated with socially valued behaviours. 
 
 
2. Trust, reciprocity and cooperation: three components of the relations and social 
institutions of social capital 
 
a) Trust 
 
In the sense used here, individual trust is an attitude (not an emotion) based on 
expectations of behaviour by the other person in a relationship, and on the affection 
existing between the two. The cultural underpinning of trust lies in the principal of 
reciprocity, and its emotional foundation is found in the affection felt toward people 
who prove to be reliable and seem to trust us. Trust is communicated through reiterated, 
reinforced behaviours in the form of discourses and actions realized that cede control 
over goods to an ‘other’. 
 
Whether trust is present or absent depends, not on rigid programming of an “ancestral” 
culture, but on repeated interactions with other people and an accumulation of 
experience demonstrating that they will respond with a quid pro quo1 to an act of 
generosity. Their response, in turn, nourishes a bond that combines acceptance of risk 
with a feeling of affection or expanded identity. Trust implies a willingness to 
relinquish control over one’s own goods to a trusted person (or, in the case of an 
institution, to its authorities). It entails overcoming risk aversion, at least with that 
person or group. 
 
Nevertheless, when the goods whose control is yielded or shared are of high value, the 
temptation for betrayal by the ‘trustee’ is proportionally greater as well, meaning that 
continued trustworthiness brings a high opportunity cost. The human need to have 
someone to trust comes up against a world fraught with risks and threats, creating a 
fertile environment for relations of both social capital and fraud. All social groups 
nurture feelings of family obligation and internalization of the rules of community 
identity to protect themselves against betrayal. Nevertheless, betrayal occurs, serving as 

                                                 

 1“Tit for tat,” the essential principle of reciprocity and thus, cooperation. 



 

a traumatic lesson learned and a negative reinforcement against trust.2

 
b) Reciprocity 
 
The social sciences, especially anthropology, developed the concept of reciprocity on 
the basis of the classic Marcel Mauss Essay on the Gift. 
 
In his essay, written at the beginning of the century and published in the 1950s, Mauss 
identifies reciprocity as the governing principle of formal and informal institutional 
relations at the community level. From pre-market times until today, societies have 
practised a form of exchange quite foreign to market principles (although it also 
operates within the sphere of the market), involving the exchange of gifts (objects, 
assistance, favours). A gift signals willingness to enter into a social relationship and a 
culturally sanctioned obligation to return the favour. This “diffuse reciprocity,” or the 
eventual return in some way or another of a favour, loan or “gift,” is obligatory, but in 
contrast to market transactions, payback cannot be immediate or precisely equivalent 
(Mauss, 1966). 
 
Social relations in any socially delimited setting (such as a traditional society or most 
modern communities) take shape through numerous past interactions and as long-term 
potentials glimpsed in the future. Relationships in communities with stable membership 
tend to form simultaneously among the same people and families in all spheres and 
institutions of human life: religious, legal, political, family and economic. According to 
Mauss (1966), these relationships are “total phenomena,” and communities themselves 
are “total systems” blending economic, religious and legal features. This is why 
reciprocity, which at first glance appears to be one of the least of a broad range of social 
phenomenon, is in fact the very foundation of the relationships and institutions of social 
capital. 
Several other anthropologists were quick to understand this conceptual framework and 
enrich it. Raymond Firth developed a concept of “social organization” to describe 
regular relationships derived from institutions and social structures (Firth, 1961). 
George Foster wrote on “dyadic contracts” as the basis of interaction between peers and 
of networks, describing both as expressions of reciprocity (Foster, 1961). Dyadic 
contracts, defined as informal and generally implicit understandings between two 
people who maintain exchange over time, are the first link in ego-centred networks and, 
at the same time, the basis of more complex organizations that serve as collective assets. 
 
c) Cooperation 
 
Cooperation is complementary action to achieve shared objectives in a common 
undertaking. It is different from collaboration, in which allied actors exchange 
contributions in pursuit of separate (although compatible) undertakings and objectives. 
Cooperation emerges alongside trust and bonds of reciprocity as an outcome of frequent 
interaction among individual strategies. Its intellectual foundations lie in game theory 

                                                 

 2In this case, it is not a question of a permanent cultural balance contrary to 
social capital, in the style of Putnam (1993a); where betrayal has occurred repeatedly or 
at a very high cost, the disillusionment is overcome only by the passage of time and 
many positive experiences with trust reciprocated. 



 

and cooperation theory (Axelrod, 1984), meaning that it can be fostered through 
iterative opportunities to trust or betray. Alternatively, it could emerge as an unintended 
consequence of the co-evolution of strategies practised by multiple agents 
(“complexity”) (Cowan et al., 1994; Axelrod, 1997). 
 
3. Networks, teams, communities, bridges and links: types of social capital 
 
All human groups possess the potential for social capital. This is because values and 
norms that reinforce cooperative behaviours as well as other “precursors” of social 
capital, such as friendship, are almost universally present in humn groups. Nevertheless, 
the magnitude of social capital can vary tremendously from one human grouping to 
another because these precursors do not automatically comprise capital in and of 
themselves. 
 
All people regularly maintain an array of friends and relatives who share values and 
norms similar to their own. Only occasionally, however, do they undertake some 
personal project, whether for a major life change or some other objective. This is when 
they reach into their pool of potential allies to recruit certain individuals. Friendship 
may exist as a value per se, or it may be more instrumental; but at times of opportunity 
or need, or when some risk arises, people recruit certain friends or relatives to lend a 
hand. 
 
We obtain “socio-emotional satisfiers”3 through interpersonal interaction and through 
group membership, which may or may not be instrumental initially. These satisfiers 
meet our human need for sociability, a need no less fundamental than material needs 
(Durlauf, 1999). They give us the incentive to invest our time, effort and reciprocity in 
groups and organizations, and this behaviour produces an immediate reward regardless 
of the success or failure of any shared undertaking.4

 
The dialectic between theoretical debate and empirical research has produced a 
hypothesis of six different kinds of social capital, each with its own characteristics and 
dynamics: 
 
a) Individual social capital: dyadic contracts and ego-centred networks 
 
Individual social capital is manifested primarily through social relations expressed as an 
informal dyadic contract (between two parties), containing an element of trust and 
reciprocity. It is extended through ego-centred networks. 
 
This resource lies, not in individuals as in the case of human or ‘cognitive’ capital, but 
in relationships among individuals. Anthropologists speak of ego-centred networks in 
which each member has a distinct, unique network friends and contacts, comprising 
‘personally-owned´ capital, and each individual is free to manage this capital and reap 
                                                 

 3For an analysis of the centrality of these “socio-emotional goods” in the 
emergence and feedback of social capital behaviours, see Robison and Siles, 2001. 

 4Other forms of capital whose possession is able to produce emotional 
satisfaction are associated with some of the same psychosocial variables attached to the 
context of social capital. 



 

its benefits. 
 
b) Group social capital 
 
Group social capital, an extension of ego-centred networks, appears when many bonds 
are interwoven in a face-to-face group. All members know each other, all are friends, 
and there is a high degree of closure, meaning that relationships become intercwoven 
and denser. The order of magnitude found in empirical studies in Latin America runs 
from 4 to 12 people from different households. The end result is a group capable of 
functioning as a team, or in other words, as an ‘enterprise’. The people all trust one 
another greatly as a result of multiple past experiences of diffuse reciprocity. 
 
c) Community social capital 
 
At the community level social capital becomes fully collective. It is unlike individual 
and group social capital, because communities acquire members, not through 
recruitment by a single person, but as a right of all residents. The community may be 
territorial or functional; in other words, membership may be associated with a stable 
neighbourhood or could be a community of interests defined by a common objective. 
 
Communities are more than simple networks or even “circumscribed” networks. The 
classic definition of community focuses on coordinated activity in pursuit of a common 
purpose, self-government, cultural superstructure, and a sense of identity. Community 
social capital is comprised of structures that form the institutional bedrock of 
community cooperation. It resides not only in the array of networked dyadic 
interpersonal relationships, but also in the sociocultural system proper to each 
community and the structures by which it sets its norms, governs and manages itself and 
applies sanctions. 
 
d) Bridging social capital: horizontal alliances in a given territory 
 
A major extension of individual social capital as well as group and community social 
capital is the formation of ties that provide symmetrical, horizontal access to remote 
persons and institutions. Extensive horizontal bonds can be found in second-level 
associative organizations in a territory and usually take the form of alliances and 
coalitions. 
 
e) Linking, ‘ladder’ social capital: reciprocity with asymmetrical control 
 
All societies display power differences among individuals. In certain relationships of 
trust, reciprocity and cooperation, one party possesses more control and social capital 
than the others. When such bonds cut across social strata, they often assume the 
characteristics of a patron/client relationship. In a democratic context, a bridge of this 
kind may lead to empowerment and the formation of synergies. It can be visualized as a 
ladder more than a bridge, as it connects a low-power actor to a high-power actor, such 
as the State. 
 
f) Societal social capital 
 
In all nations or societies, certain practices, widespread throughout the territory, 



 

constitute intangible assets belonging to all individuals. The challenge of studying and 
measuring these assets poses considerably more difficulty than at the local scale. Of 
particular interest here is the progressive dissemination of the social institutions and 
practices of democratic participation. This includes the learning of electoral processes 
and the mechanisms by which new actors emerge and eventually become accepted or 
tolerated in a local or regional socio-political system. 
 
In combination, these diverse forms of social capital can contribute to overcoming 
poverty and improving the quality of life in the broadest sense.5 This will happen, 
however, only if social capital is combined with other assets of the poor and their allies 
in a complementary and synergistic process, through a consistent, shared strategy, and 
only when opportunities exist to change relations of control in society. As marginalized 
communities and neighbourhoods become social actors and mobilize their internal and 
external social capital, they will need to compete with other more powerful actors that 
use their own social capital to maintain control over their environment,  which includes 
social groups that hold less power (Bourdieu, 2001). 
 
C. How the forms of social capital interact 
 
Applying the concept of social capital to overcoming poverty poses a challenge. It 
brings up issues of inequality among groups and requires examining how the different 
types and sub-national levels of social capital interact. 
 
1. Reciprocity, kinship and the formation of social capital 
 
Households rely on a set of material and human resources. However, they also have an 
important reserve of social resources: the bonds that strengthen cooperation with 
individuals and with other households. This cooperation is based, not on impersonal 
solidarity, but on interpersonal ties among specific and concrete individuals, that is, the 
social capital of the people who make up the household, an asset that they bring to the 
home itself as a group or team. 
 
Although reciprocity is a form of exchange, it does not resemble an economic 
transaction so much as an oft-repeated give-and-take of gifts and favours. Compensation 
for these gifts is diffuse, neither immediate nor exact, and each expression of aid 
reaffirms and strengthens trust between the two parties (Mauss, 1966). This sheds light 
on another important characteristic of reciprocity: it is not a group relationship, except 
in a limited sense as a collection of individual relationships. Instead, it is a relationship 
derived from a stable, implicit agreement between two people, the aabove-mentioned 
dyadic contract. These non-explicit contracts exist between two people who agree to 
help one another at times of need or in risky economic endeavors. They operate in 
settings where legal sanctions are weak (Fukuyama, 2000), and they require some 
degree of personal certainty, or faith and trust in the solidarity of the other person, as in 

                                                 

 5The typology used here is an adaptation of the one developed by Woolcock 
(1998). Individual, group and the community social capital all form what has been 
called bonding social capital, bridging social capital (among groups) and linking social 
capital (relationships among unequal groups, with a more explicit emphasis on 
verticality and inequalities of power). 



 

many situations of modern life. 
 
2. The kinship network: pool of social resources 
 
While an individual’s strongest, most stable and most reliable relations of reciprocity 
are with family, not all relatives are active participants in “dyadic” relationships with a 
given individual (or in anthropological terms, an “ego”). Indeed, an ego’s known and 
recognized kin are nothing more than a potential pool of possible relationships of 
reciprocity. With many relatives, interaction is occasional and casual, and relationships 
with others are so fraught with conflict that stable reciprocity, with its positive affective 
load, is rendered almost impossible under normal conditions. Because the set of people 
holding positions of kinship (siblings, uncles, aunts, brothers- and sisters-in-law, etc.) 
differs objectively for each individual, this network of potential social relations is “ego-
centred.” Each ego lies at the hub of a web of relatives in concentric circles, overlapping 
and intertwining with the kinship networks of other egos in a single community. 
 
The senses of belonging, identity and duty associated with kinship, critical for the 
objective of ensuring trust and reciprocal aid, are so strong that in many parts of this 
region, that the principle even extends to friends (“ritual” or “fictive” kin). Such 
relationships are formalized and ritualized through the institution of godfathers and 
godmothers (padrinazgo) in baptism, marriage and the like, producing as well bonds of 
‘co-parenthood’ (compadrazgo). 
 
3. Kinship groups, support groups and the “Big Man” 
Out of this abstract web of potential relationships, compounded with the addition of 
neighbours, friends and members of the same generational cohort, each head of 
household maintains active relationships of diffuse reciprocity with a much smaller ego-
centred network. Naturally, he is also engaged in the ego-centred networks of his 
relatives. These networks of real relations of exchange among family members are 
known as kinship groups. The fact that they overlap in a dense mesh of relations of 
reciprocity, with continuous exchanges of aid, is what lends the community a form of 
solidarity, much stronger than any abstract sense of shared social interest of a category 
or class, in its relations with the rest of the world. 
 
Kin, as has been shown, do not automatically constitute a “social group.” In the strict 
sense used by anthropological and sociological theory, the social group alludes to 
something more than a disperse network or a simple category of similar people. It is a 
grouping of people with stable relationships of interaction, whose perceptible 
boundaries distinguish its members from others. This is why ego-centred kinship groups 
have been called “quasi-groups” (Mayer, 1966). 
 
Nevertheless, kinship groups often serve as the basis for authentic social groups whose 
presence is critical in any attempt to intervene in a community or neighbourhood. In 
some cultures, such as indigenous communities in the Andean region, these “real” 
social groups, while informal, serve as the base of support for a specific outstanding 
individual called the “Big Man” or some similar term. They are quasi-groups that, 
belying the academic myth of social pressure to distribute savings in such communities, 
actually enable peasant households in rural communities to accumulate capital and grow 
as businesses based on labour contributions acquired through the reciprocity network. In 
exchange, younger or less entrepreneurial relatives enjoy the security of knowing that 



 

help will be available from the “Big Man” at times of need. 
 
There is a prevailing trend for older heads of household to have more resources and 
greater status than younger people in general, leading to internal patron-client or 
“vertical” reciprocity relationships. In western Guatemala, reciprocity between people 
of unequal standing is also based on sometimes severe social stratification within the 
indigenous community, and some parents are able to leave their children a generous 
inheritance of goods and status. As a result, many “Big Men” head relatively stable and 
delimited support groups based on their own kinship group enhanced through 
relationships of padrinazgo and compadrazgo with nonrelatives. These groups function 
as expanded economic enterprises and as factions to support a particular man competing 
for prestige within the community. Because members cannot simultaneously belong to 
the kinship group of a rival man of prestige, these cases can legitimately be considered 
authentic social groups. Some communities have a single “Big Man” who has risen 
above the rest. Others have two or more, each with his particular support group based 
on horizontal and vertical reciprocity. The result is conflict, with factions vying for 
economic, political and organizational advantage. It is even common to observe the 
paradoxical practice of reinforcing commercial ties by establishing relationships of 
compadrazgo with outsiders from non-peasant social strata, often the very people who 
have despoiled the communities of land or proceeds from the sale of products. 
 
4. Mutual reinforcement of the individual and the collective in communities and 
neighbourhoods 
The yet-undefined processes by which community or “meso” institutional social capital 
arises from “micro” or individual social capital, and possibly from other origins, are 
highly complex and varied. Only by gaining an understanding of such processes will it 
be possible to develop a clear picture of the interaction between these levels of social 
capital. The two are not antithetical: individual social capital is a precursor of 
community social capital, which in turn is one of the resources by which people expand 
their individual social capital. 
 
Stable social relations follow a clear progression. They begin as a dyadic contract 
between two individuals and advance to ego-centred networks (individual or “micro” 
social capital) that sometimes give rise to community social capital institutions (“meso” 
level). This is why Coleman (1990) believes that the existence of dense networks is a 
necessary precondition for structural social capital to emerge. 
 
Social capital takes a distinct specific form at each of the three tiers (micro, meso and 
macro) in response to the particular problems existing at each level (Ostrom, 1999). 
From the individual to the community level, these types and rationales cross-fertilize 
one another in general terms, although conflict also frequently arises between the 
motivations of the individual, the closed group, and the community. Consequently, the 
presence of individual social capital at the micro level does not guarantee that meso or 
macro social capital will emerge. Similarly, the existence of social capital of any kind is 
no guarantee that benefits will accrue in all situations. 
 
For example, as Portes notes, “...social capital in the form of [institutional] social 
control may clash with social capital in the form of network-mediated benefits...” 
(Portes, 1998). This is due partly, according to Portes, to the fact that the “function [of 
tight networks] is precisely to facilitate violation of those rules for private benefit.” 



 

Indeed, in a certain sense, formal institutions exist largely to counteract individual 
social capital (Sen, 1987). Nevertheless, the basic norms of collective institutions do 
tolerate the workings of interpersonal networks, and individuals abide by institutional 
norms because they have internalized the values of these norms and because any 
infringement of them brings negative sanctions by the group. Individual social capital in 
networks and community social capital in institutions can be symbiotic and synergistic, 
reinforcing and complementing one another. This occurs when an informal institutional 
structure exists, providing collective norms for prohibitions, punishments, and 
“rewards” for individuals, and serving as a potential source of personal benefit. The 
norms and mechanisms of reward may include heightened prestige, public goods, and 
rules that encourage reciprocity. Personal strategies operating within this framework 
reinforce the institutional structure. 
 
Another way in which individual social capital enhances community social capital is 
associated with stability – both are long-term propositions. Coleman claims that social 
capital is stable to the degree that individual strategies and relationships are stable; thus, 
“[d]isruptions of social organization or of social relations can be highly destructive to 
social capital” (Coleman, 1990). 
 
Arrow (2000) also reminds us that formal social institutions – those whose legal 
structure is based on explicitly defined positions – are at least as important as the 
informal structures that comprise social capital. Indeed, Coleman argues that formal 
institutions can remain stable even at times when individual relationships and strategies 
experience great instability. At other times, of course, formal institutions become void 
of social capital, surviving as empty shells with little more than legal status, or derailed 
into functions of “amoral familism” (Banfield, 1951). Meanwhile, informal institutions 
with no legal basis or written rules may be highly stable and become so deeply 
embedded in formal institutions as to actually ensure their stability and effectiveness, 
albeit by altering their vision. 
 
5.  Community prestige as a strategic household objective 
 
Much of the theoretical debate swirling around social capital has taken place in the 
abstract, with no reference to concrete local situations. In the best of cases, it has 
explicitly or implicitly targeted urban settings. Many of the issues examined above call 
for specific, tailor-made approaches when applied in rural communities, especially in 
the peasant regions of Latin America. In the words of Woolcock, “while poverty in 
strictly economic terms can be just as intense in the rural as is in urban areas,6 the 
presence in the former setting of tighter and more enduring community networks 
prevents many of the more visible manifestations of poverty associated with large 
cities” (Woolcock, 1998). In short, matters involving the existence, strength and utility 
of community social capital are simply different in rural settings, and an examination of 
them may in fact shed new light in the conceptual debate on social capital in general. 
 

                                                 

 6In all the countries of the region, however, the percentages of poverty and 
indigence are much greater in the countryside than in the city. That is, in rural 
communities the presence of social capital is apparently associated with extreme 
shortages of other, complementary, forms of capital. 



 

This chapter suggests that observation of rural communities could clear up issues of 
community social capital that are less evident in informal urban networks from which 
much of the theoretical work has drawn its models. The particular contribution of the 
rural vantage point is the central role that the territorial dimension plays in social 
capital. 
 
It is a reasonable assumption that the rural community provides an ideal environment 
for social capital to emerge or be created.7 The relative stability of interpersonal 
relationships crisscrossed by kinship and located in a single local area throughout a 
lifetime very likely fosters a precursor of social capital. It is important not to succumb 
to bucolic romanticism about rural life, and to avoid idealized visions of 
“communitarianism” and “peasantry.” Nevertheless, peasant communities tend to 
possess abundant “precursors” for the formation of social capital – shared identity and 
historical memory, a local group descended from common ancestors, permanence 
among residents, strong ties of kinship, and fully constructed sociocultural institutions. 
In these places it is far easier to understand the dynamics by which individual and 
collective social capital interact. 
 
Peasant households juggle a number of economic and family objectives, and their 
production decisions reveal priorities. An understanding of the stages in the household 
development cycle shows how non-economic  “family” objectives shift over time. The 
head of household sets priorities along the following continuum: 
subsistence/consumption tends to prevail among young households, 
accumulation/capitalization takes precedence in middle age, and finally, older heads of 
household seek to maximize prestige by combining wealth, generosity and service. 
 
Rural development projects often underestimate the importance of prestige in peasant 
communities. This is partly because prestige is to a degree a non-economic factor, and 
partly because of a generally accepted stereotype that peasants are essentially 
egalitarian, meaning to say, all equally poor. The technical specialist or professional, 
gazing earthward from a more lofty social position, likely underestimates the degree of 
respect and admiration that peasants may enjoy from their peers. Finally, the scale of 
values that define individual prestige varies from one cultural context to another, 
although the three factors listed at the end of the above paragraph tend to be basically 
universal. 
 
In poor peasant regions of the Andes, Mexico and Mesoamerica, prestige and status 
(social ranking derived from a person’s personal prestige) are traditionally associated 
with the holding of an assortment of civic or religious cargos (“positions” or “offices”) 
that require great dedication of material resources and time by the head of household. 
 
One hypothesis from early anthropological studies, currently undergoing reassessment, 
was that expenditures on religious festivals were a useful means to even out personal 
wealth because men who had begun to accumulate enough assets to achieve social 
differentiation were expected to make greater outlays (leveling mechanisms).8 Today it 
                                                 

 7Empirical (and quantitative) evidence already exists to support the hypothesis 
that more social capital exists in rural communities. See UNDP, 2000. 

 8Although it is being rethought, the “leveling mechanism” has entered the trans-



 

has become clear that both the expenditure and the dedication of time constitute 
investments in prestige and diffuse reciprocity (see below), yielding future economic 
benefit. Studies have shown that expenditures associated with these positions did not 
reduce holders to a common level of poverty (positions include that of cófrade or 
member of a religious brotherhood, alcalde rezador or public leader of prayers, town 
councilman, and the like). By shouldering civic or religious expenditures, a household 
did cut into its capital and consumption levels during the current year. But in the long 
run, the head of that household gained greater prestige, enabling him to mobilize labour 
and products for his personal enterprises, and his material fortune was enhanced. 
 
These traditional ceremonial positions, the performance of which was the most visible 
sign of prestige for heads of household, have changed profoundly in recent decades, as 
is most evident in western Guatemala. Although several formal political positions 
survive and are even expanding, two new formal institutions have gained greater 
presence in this region: evangelical churches and development or international aid 
projects. Half a century ago, the old syncretistic civic and religious system provided a 
means for older heads of household (who had several grown children and sufficient land 
and savings) to display their spending power and their dedication to others. Today this 
role has been taken over by the opportunity to occupy positions in evangelical 
congregations, new Catholic lay organizations and, to an ever greater degree, in 
international aid or development projects where community members serve as 
presidents of committees, promoters, and the like. According to some analysts (Stoll, 
1990), these positions, which also bring expectations of patronage benefits, are 
emerging as new “positions” of community prestige for peasant heads of household. 
 
6. Cities and peasants 
 
Should the shape and dynamics of social capital in poor urban neighbourhoods be 
placed alongside those of the peasant or indigenous community and examined through 
the same lens? Can urban society be placed under the same microscope for a deeper 
look into the psychosocial relationship between social capital and the formation of 
personality and individual social identity? Powerful arguments can be made against it, 
including the particular cultural traits associated with possession and cultivation of land 
in small holdings. Indeed, Jane Jacobs, the great urbanist and one of the early 
proponents of the concept of social capital, emphasizes that her studies of social 
systems in large cities cannot be extended to rural communities or even to small cities 
(Jacobs, 1961). 
 
Nontheless, many working-class or marginalized urban neighbourhoods possess the 
essential characteristics of a community and display relationships and institutions of 
social capital which closely resemble those of the peasant world. Some time ago, 
Roberts described immigrant neighbourhoods and squatter camps in the mega-cities of 
Latin America as “cities of peasants,” places that reproduce both the normative systems 
and the bonds and concrete institutions of the rural places of origin of early migrants, 
especially in the poorest urban neighbourhoods (Richards and Roberts, 1999). Jacobs 
herself uses the following language to define the key principles of social capital in 
neighbourhoods of large cities: ““people invest years of their lives in significant 
relationships ... Once established, these networks can expand relatively fast, weaving 

                                                                                                                                               
disciplinary literature on capital as an unquestioned concept. 



 

new and resilient forms and new organizations ... These networks are the irreplaceable 
social capital of the city” (Jacobs, 1961). This closely resembles the language 
commonly used to describe rural communities. She also underscores the most important 
factor determining the development of social capital in urban neighbourhoods, a factor 
that also plays a critical role in collective social capital in nearly all rural communities: 
“... wherever ethnic neighbourhoods develop and are stable, they possess another 
quality apart from ethnic identity: they contain many individuals who stay put. This 
factor, more than mere ethnic identity, seems to me the most significant” (Jacobs, 
1961). 
 
What emerges most clearly from these references is that rural communities and lower-
class urban neighbourhoods frecuently possess certain basic elements in common. Each 
individual case, however, reveals unique dynamics that distinguish it to a greater or 
lesser degree from the common model. This applies equally to cases of rural and urban 
poverty. 
 
D. Social exclusion: social capital as part of the problem 
 
Is social capital by definition a good thing? It can legitimately be defined in reference to 
undertakings whose goal is to achieve the common good. Despite charges of tautology 
(Portes, 1998), any form of capital can be defined accurately in terms of the outcome it 
is expected to produce (Fine, 2001), so long as the presence of this outcome is not taken 
as evidence of a causal relationship. However, it would be a mistake to overlook the 
informal institutional phenomena that militate against social capital per se: exclusion, 
corruption, mafias, and the like. 
 
For analytical purposes, social capital would be better defined in more neutral terms as a 
resource that can be applied in undertakings that produce benefit for some, while 
excluding or even injuring the rest. Social capital is ultimately an asset, like money: 
having it is a good thing. Amost all people have some social capital and use it as part of 
their strategies, both for economic purposes and for meeting social and emotional needs. 
However, social capital is not equally distributed in society, nor is it markedly more 
abundant in settings of severe poverty. 
 
Cooperation in small, organized groups is clearly a universal human trait. An equally 
universal tendency in complex societies is for some such groups to be excluded. Durlauf 
(1997) has shown the dynamic process by which this tendency leads to growing, 
permanent inequality. Social capital is essentially associated with social exclusion, “... 
the societal and institutional processes that exclude certain groups from full 
participation in the social, economic, cultural and political life of societies” (Narayan, 
1999). 
 
1. Back to basics 
 
Bourdieu, Fukuyama, Edwards and Foley are a few of the many authors who claim that 
social capital, like other forms of capital, is distributed unequally in society. When 
Putnam’s book on Italy was published in 1993 ((Putnam, 1993a; Narayan, 1999), it 
triggered an intense debate from which the issue of power was at first curiously absent. 
Fine has given extensive thought to the implications of this omission. In actual fact, 
Bourdieu wrote years earlier that social capital and cultural capital (for example, human 



 

or cognitive capital) are the “property” of clearly defined and delimited groups or socio-
economic strata (Bourdieu, 1987 as cited in Fine, 2001). Putzel (1997) remarked that 
even if a group or stratum possesses considerable social capital, it will not obtain the 
potential fruits of this capital unless it has access to other resources, especially material 
resources. 
 
 
Today the issues of power and unequal possession of social capital are once again on 
the agenda (even in the World Bank): “...the same ties that bind also exclude ... Groups 
and networks only work by including some and excluding others ... In socially 
differentiated societies ... social capital can help preserve the status quo of exclusion” 
(Narayan, 1999). The World Bank already subscribes to this idea that social capital is 
part of the problem, saying, “Social institutions ... form the framework ... and shape 
many of the dynamics that create and sustain poverty...” (World Bank, 2001, italics 
added). 
 
 
2. Inter-generational transmission of life opportunities and group influence 
 
Because development analysis often overlooks power struggles in society, “culturalist 
reductionism” becomes a convenient way to explain why poverty is so persistent. The 
social capital paradigm accounts for conflicts between groups and strata struggling to 
preserve or expand their control over scarce resources. It also gives insight into the 
balance between historical events and traditional cultural norms. The concept of social 
capital is useful for examining inequality and for analyzing assets or resources that the 
poor have available but have been unable to activate fully. Those who lay claim to large 
reserves of social capital are better equipped to accumulate human capital and 
educational credentials, as well as the symbolic asset of social prestige (Bourdieu, 
1987). In fact it is the elites who most often tap into kinship and friendship networks 
acquired in exclusive educational establishments. The business world reports larger 
amounts of associative institutionality (collective social capital) than any other socio-
economic group (UNDP, 2000; Güell and Márquez in ECLAC, 2001). All those who 
belong to this institutional web cooperate, partake of reciprocity, enjoy important 
contacts as social actors, and exert influence over public policy. In general, the 
stratification of educational circuits is a critical factor in the unequal transmission of life 
opportunities, and it operates through the very cultural and social mechanisms that are 
typical of social capital, activated primarily and to greatest effect by groups and strata of 
privilege (Bourdieu, 1987; ECLAC, Social panorama, 2000). 
 
3. Why the poor do not accumulate: exclusion, domination and political patronage 
(‘clientelism’) 
 
Thus, the “haves” find social capital to be a useful mechanism for influencing their 
environment and for accumulating more social capital. At the same time, the poor 
display a very low tendency to accumulate capital in general, both social and otherwise, 
which can be explained largely by effective moves to limit their intangible assets, 
destroy them,9 cover them up or divert them through relationships from which others 

                                                 

 9Social capital “is the asset that we least know how to build - certainly we know much more about 



 

are able to extract much of the benefit. These last relations, of clientelism, involve two 
parties; the “patron,” who develops the discourse and practice of patronage, stands to 
gain greater social capital than the “client.” 
 
4. Clientelism: the State as part of the problem 
 
Some of the most appealing proposals for using social capital to improve anti-poverty 
programmes start with the assumption that there is a gap between State and civil society 
(Evans, 1996; Ostrom, 1996). In actual fact, the interface10 between government 
institutions and civil society in Latin America and the Caribbean (as in other regions) 
would appear to be crisscrossed by sociocultural links of many kinds, especially in 
parliamentary democracies based on political parties. 
Well-established social groups use these sociocultural ties to exert pressure, in the form 
of organized, well-paid lobbying efforts to influence the decisions of administrators and 
legislators, and to practise patronage. Latin American practices of clientelism take shape 
primarily as chains of political brokers who manage unequal, paternalistic relationships 
with their clients by monopolizing information and controlling the dispensation of 
benefits (Auyero, 2000). These relationships can be analyzed in the conceptual 
framework of social capital, even without an empirical study to show whether or not 
they are ‘real’ forms of social capital. Theoretical efforts in this direction argue, for 
example, that the negative impacts of social capital are manifested in powerful social 
groups that are not accountable to the citizenry and practise corruption and cronyism 
(Narayan, 1999). It seems obvious that lobbying and clientelism serve as important 
resources for meeting the objectives of persons and social groups as well as political 
parties and governments. 
 
Like many other forms of social capital, lobbying and patronage are part of the problem 
with perpetuation of poverty and inequality, not because they are bad in and of 
themselves, but because they are poorly distributed in most societies. Indeed, serious 
problems of corruption often ensue when these practices are highly concentrated, 
meaning that very few individuals and groups enjoy personal relationships of high trust 
with public officials, reinforced by friendship and ties of compadrazgo. Authoritarian 
clientelism, in particular, reproduces an extremely unequal balance of power between 
political actors and the poor, especially when exercised locally by dominant “brokers” 
and “godfathers.” When considering whether to apply the conceptual framework of 
social capital for improving poverty programmes, it is important to remember that 
patronage in its most exclusive and dominant forms is the clearest example of social 
capital as part of the problem, a part in which the State itself is deeply involved. 
 
The situation is most critical at the national level in countries that have highly 

                                                                                                                                               
how to destroy it” (Bebbington, 1999). 

 10According to Long, a social interface is the arena of interactions involving 
opportunities and challenges to build bridges, accommodate, segregate or respond to the 
social, cognitive and evaluative stances of multiple actors coming from different social 
and cultural worlds. Interfaces are not face-to-face confrontations, but multiple complex 
inter-system communications that encompass many interests, relationships and unequal 
forms of rationality and power. Any study of interfaces needs to address the many 
voices, experiences, practices and learning processes of all relevant actors (Long, 2001). 



 

centralized administrative and business structures. Here the concentration of social 
capital (associated with other assets) feeds a regular practice of cronyism, lobbying and 
patronage in the executive and legislative branches. The dynamics of social capital 
perform in ways very similar to factionalism in a small community, as all major actors 
know one another personally. 

 
 

PART TWO.  A CONTENTIOUS SOCIAL MOVEMENT 
 
 
 

Contentious social movements are those that seek conflict with government to gain 
media coverage and public support for their causes and to pressure governments into 
accepting their demands (Tarrow 1998). In this paper, contentious social movements, in 
particular the Mapuche indigenous movement of southern Chile, are seen as a particular 
form of bridging social capital.  In this case, the emergence of such a movement also 
has its roots in kinship-based rural networks, and it can be argued that, despite its 
rejection of existing democratic institutions, it contributes to societal social capital as 
well.  
 

 
 
 
Many leaders of the Mapuche movement explicitly rejects playing by the rules, 
justifying ‘direct action’: 
 

‘I could have comfortably continued participating in seminars, criticizing the 
system, without criticizing through action. This is the only way to reach people 
who are constantly bombarded with media messages—to make an example of 
oneself. (Aucán Huilcamán, Mapuche leader) 

 
 The Mapuche people came to occupy a large portion of present-day Chile, by fi rst 
resisting the Incas, then the Spanish and later, the Chilean military. They fi nally lost 
their territorial autonomy in 1883. Currently, there are close to a million Mapuche in 
Chile, with the majority living in urban areas. However, there are also more than 2,000 



 

small rural communities in reservations, primarily in the South between Concepción 
and Osorno. The Mapuche are the poorest in the most impoverished region of the 
country. 
 
During the entire 20th century, the Mapuche formed important organizations and 
participated in the political system. See Bengoa (1999). The origins of the present-day 
Mapuche movement can be traced to the founding of Mapuche Cultural Centers in 
September 1978. These centers, operating under the auspices of the Catholic Bishop of 
Temuco, were a reaction to the policies of the military dictatorship that deprived the 
Mapuche of their integrity as a distinct people (due to the division and sale of 
communal land). This group organized more than a thousand communities and offered 
training on Mapuche culture and language and also on organizing and leadership. 
 
The Cultural Centers later became independent from the Catholic Church, reestablishing 
themselves as Ad Mapu associated with the prohibited Communist and Socialist parties, 
but also incorporating Mapuche identity and traditional communal authorities. 
In 1990, a division among the leaders of Ad Mapu led to the founding of the Mapuche 
organization, All Lands Council (in Mapudungún, Aukiñ Wallmapu Ngulam). The All 
Lands Council is the fi rst Mapuche organization to work to recover their land: 
Aukiñ Wallmapu Ngulam or Consejo de Todas las Tierras [All Lands Council] 
is among the most polemic Mapuche organizations in recent years. Its land “recoveries” 
(1991) and “symbolic” occupations (1992) have awakened all manner 
of reactions from Chilean and Mapuche societies. (Marimán 1995). This breakaway 
group came to greatly infl uence public opinion and also the Chilean government, which 
presented a bill to Congress establishing special programs for indigenous 
peoples (approved by Congress in 1993). Over the years, the Council has used methods 
like civil disobedience and the arrest of its leaders, as well as dialogue with the 
authorities and purely symbolic participation in the electoral system. 
It has also succeeded in gradually participating in the international indigenous 
movement, which has resulted in new links to forums that discuss and develop positions 
on indigenous rights, notably the United Nation’s Commission on Human Rights. 
 
 
Its contentious mobilizations, alternating with dialogues with government 
representatives and international groups, have made the Council and its leader the most 
widely recognized representatives of the Mapuche movement (both within Chile and 
internationally). The Council was the fi rst supporter of the “ethno-territorial” self-
governance proposal in 1992 and continues to disseminate the idea, based on the 
Wallmapu concept—a large territory that was the Mapuche people’s ancestral domain 
(Lavanchy 2005). The Council is one of many Mapuche CSOs: some are communities 
that occupy ancestral land currently on the properties of large farms or large forestry 
companies; others are regional and national grassroots or intellectual groups that 
frequently disagree, particularly over the issue of the use of violence. These groups only 
occasionally succeed in coordinating their positions and actions to create a “movement” 
with a common meaning. 
 
In Chile, Cardinal Raúl Silva Henríquez valiantly confronted the dictatorship following 
the 1973 coup. “The Catholic Church was the fi rst to publicly draw attention to the new 
indigenous policy and its profound implications on Mapuche culture. At the same time, 
it lent its support and protection to Mapuche leaders so they could organize and have 



 

their voice heard” (Toledo Llancaqueo 2005). The bishop of the Mapuche zone, Sergio 
Contreras, founded the Indigenous Institute Foundation and in 1978, he pushed for the 
formation of Mapuche Cultural Centers so the communities could defend their identity 
and cultivate organizational and leadership capacities10 (Reuque 2002). It was from that 
context that many of the current Mapuche leaders emerged. That process bore much 
fruit: today we participate, are members of the organizations, sometimes without 
sharing strategies, but we all have the same fi nal objectives. (Isolde Reuque available at 
http://www.conadi.cl/noticia147.htm). 
 
In Chile, the occupations of large farms led by the All Lands Council and other 
Mapuche organizations have elicited changing responses. Until recently, the 
government routinely accused Mapuche groups of “terrorist action” (using an 
antiterrorism law enacted during the military dictatorship) when they set forestry 
plantations and machinery on fi re. In 2005, however, judges began to accept the 
arguments of terrorism experts and international legal organizations (Observatorio 
2005) that crimes against property were not terrorism but subject to other existing laws. 
They stopped interpreting these crimes as terrorism and exonerated some of the 
accused. In 2006, leaders convicted earlier in southern Chile under the antiterrorism law 
began a hunger strike, which Mapuche CSOs unanimously supported. The recently 
elected Bachelet government reacted with a series of strategic changes: fi rst, it ignored 
the case, then it vowed not to apply the antiterrorism law to the Mapuche, then 
supported a proposed law to release those imprisoned. Finally, it proposed amending the 
antiterrorism law to correct the most unjust sections. The Mapuche movement 
supported this last effort.  In 2008, however, landowners and rightist media are 
pressuring for the application of anti-terrorist laws to the more violent organization, the 
Coordinadora Arauco-Malleco. 
 
The 1993 Indigenous Law in Chile foresaw that the state would buy land, but in contrast 
with the other basic principle of the market-based agrarian reform that called for the 
benefi ciaries to pay for the land, lands were given to indigenous communities at no 
cost. In recent practice, much of this land has been given to “communities in confl 
ict”small movements of Mapuche that have broken the law by invading or attacking 
large farms to reclaim ancestral land. 
Despite the broad scope of the proposals made by the All Lands Council their central 
demand continues to be land. In order to succeed in this objective, the movement must 
fi rst formulate coherent discourse that can mobilize the grass roots as well 
as have an impact on public opinion and governments. The carrying out of direct actions 
converts land demands into an effective tool to pressure governments. 
 
In Chile the sensitivity of governments to international public opinion (especially that of 
private enterprise) led them to hold discreet negotiations with Mapuche leaders. 
The fi rst large farm occupations by the All Lands Council in the early 1990s, together 
with the demands of other organizations and communities, contributed to the passing by 
Chile’s Congress of the Indigenous Law and the creation of CONADI (Corporación 
Nacional de Desarrollo Indígena, a mixed government body with elected indigenous 
members) in 1993, with a “Land and Water Fund.” This marked a brief period of 
understanding and collaboration between Mapuche organizations and the government. It 
was followed by a series of confl icts over indigenous rights, environmental principles 
and large infrastructure projects. These confl icts led the majority of Mapuche 
organizations to curtail relations with the government around 1997. 

http://www.conadi.cl/noticia147.htm


 

 
The demands for autonomy by some organizations of the Mapuche movement 
were accompanied by the destruction of forestry plantations, houses and machinery by 
small groups of activists. The government, as we have seen, responded with repression 
and criminalization of these organizations. But at the turn of the 21st century, the 
government also increased monetary resources for indigenous communities, principally 
the Orígenes program cofi nanced with a loan from the Inter-American Development 
Bank (IDB). 
 
At fi rst, the increase in resources through the Orígenes program was largely channeled 
through patronage networks controlled by local politicians. Communities began to 
compete among themselves to access resources; however, at the same time, 
intercommunity organizations emerged that demanded the completion of the programs 
and of government promises. These new collective actors began to be taken into account 
in the negotiations about the evolution of the Program and the future of CONADI. 
A critical evaluation of the former government summarizes the complex challenge 
that the Mapuche movement currently faces (Yáñez and Aylwin 2007): 
The Lagos administration, whether or not premeditatedly, assumed a dual 
strategy towards the indigenous community. This included a policy of rewarding 
those who did not question the model of development with land and 
resources for material and cultural development … and another policy, of a 
repressive nature … in the criminal treatment of indigenous protests by using 
special legislation, including the anti-terrorism law, to confront protestors by 
using police violence against the communities and efforts to destroy the more 
“radical” organizations. 
 
The growing complexity of the strategies employed by the different parties in the 
Mapuche case is illustrated by the government’s decision to detain leaders of disruptive 
street demonstrations and the Mapuche response to this. The arrests allow the 
movement to denounce the criminalization of a just cause; moreover, the Mapuche have 
integrated the arrest of its leaders into their own strategy:  
 

“A leader should be in jail, not when the State decides he should, but when he 
does” (Aucán Huilcamán, interview June 2006). 

 
In this particular case, the co-evolution of strategies took an additional turn in 
September 2006, when the Chilean judiciary ordered the arrest of Huilcamán upon his 
return from a meeting on the implementation of the UN Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples. The Inter-American Commission on Human Rights and other 
organizations intervened on his behalf and the arrest order was lifted (interview, 
October 2006). Jail sentences and appeals, however, continued for months. 
 
The success of this social movement in democratizing rural life and opening spaces for 
participation in civil society for the poor now presents them with a new context and a 
diffi cult decision. While Chilean political parties are formally democratic, they still 
operate based on favors and backroom negotiations. CSOs must decide how to maintain 
their own legitimacy given this environment. As Brett (2006) describes the case of 
Guatemala, social movements must choose between “negotiated settlements that 
preserve their autonomy … or participation in the state-managed mechanisms for 
inclusion.” In practice, however, rural CSOs can alternate between these two strategies. 



 

For the Consejo de Todas las Tierras, the institutions of participatory management also 
serve as spaces to denounce the persistent injustices of governments and socioeconomic 
systems they reject. the evolution of strategies by the three types of actors 
(movements, political parties and governments) has led to a systemic transition in which 
the game of rules (Abramovay et al. 2006) generated new perceptions about the “rules 
of the game.” In this new phase, contentious rural organizations exercise their strategies 
both within and outside established institutional mechanisms. 
 
And, in the Mapuche case, “[Mapuche organizations] are always threatening stronger 
action, making use of the imaginary Chilean fear of an ‘Indian attack.’ The small land 
takeovers are symbolic, to show what they can do. The state reacts quickly with an 
offer, to stop the threat. The leaders are personally strengthened because they obtain 
benefi ts from the government and with these resources they gain the loyalty of the 
grass roots. In this way, they emerge as social actors” (Francisca de la Maza, interview 
2006). 
 
There are various examples of Mapuche organizations that occupy farms and offi ces, 
block highways and confront police with the purpose of negotiating with the 
government. The occupiers negotiate the return of the land and in many cases they 
become clients of the political party leaders that negotiate the confl ict settlement. 
 
In the case of the Mapuche, movement leaders criticize collaboration with parties: 
Mapuche [municipal] councilmen and mayors do not owe their [offi ce to] communities, 
but to their parties. Without the party, they are nothing. The parties are machines and 
have ways of infl uencing. (Aucán Huilcamán) 
 
[The Mapuche mayor] had a powerful benefactor—[the congressman who] supports 
him ... he gave him resources and vehicles. He also provided easy access to 
national government. (Mapuche anthropologist) 
 
The main organizations in the Mapuche movement of Chile differ in two important 
respects from the European and North American movements (labor unions, students, 
and women) that have inspired much of current theory on social movements. Various 
authors (Foweraker 1995; Brett 2006; Rosa 2006) believe that these conceptual 
frameworks do not completely satisfy the demands of Latin American reality. 
 
One important difference is that in the northern hemisphere, the existence of a 
democratic culture, a developed civil society and a democratic political system have 
favored the emergence of social movements, while in the Mapuche movement it has 
been the movement that has contributed to the return of democracy and to the expansion 
of human and social rights. 
 
A second difference is that Consejo de Todas las Tierras has already lasted  
nearly two decades without showing signs of ending the “contentious cycle” that 
Tarrow (1998) proposes. They have given a democratizing shocks to the country and 
contributed to the deepening of national, regional and local democratic systems. The 
movement has not weakened and government has not implemented the profound, 
democratizing reforms for indigenous peoples that would make the movement 
irrelevant. 
 



 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 
 
 
 
Arrow, Kenneth J. (2000): "Observations on social capital". IN World Bank,  Social capital: A 
multifaceted  

Perspective. World Bank. Washington D C 
 
Auyero, Javier (2000): "The logic of clientelism en Argentina: an ethnographic account" Latin 
American Research Review, Vol. 35, Number 3, University of New Mexico, Albuquerque. 
 
Axelrod, Robert (1984): The Evolution of Cooperation, Basic Books, Inc., New York 

     
Axelrod, 1997: The Complexity of Cooperation: Agent - Based Models of 

Baltimore.  
 
Bahamondes, Miguel (2001), "Evaluación y fortalecimiento del capital social en 
comunidades campesinas".  Proyecto INDAP/IICA/CEPAL sobre Pobreza Rural, enero 
de 2001. Santiago de Chile. 

 
Banco Mundial (2001): "Informe sobre  el Desarrollo Mundial 2000 - 2001. Lucha 
contra la Pobreza.  Washington D C 
 
Banfield, Edward ( 1951): The moral basis of a backward society.  New York, Free 
Press. 
 
Beattie, John (1966): Others cultures: aims, methods and achievements in social 
antrhropology. London, Routledge. 
 
Bebbington, Anthony, (1999): Capital and Capabilities: a Framework for Analyzing 
Peasant Viability, Rural Livelihoods and Poverty, World Development, Vol. 27,  N 12. 
 
Bebbington, Anthony, (2000): "Social capital and poverty reduction: relationships, 
networks, and organizations". New Paths to Social Development, 
www.worldbank.org/socialsummit. 
 
Boisier Sergio (2000) Conversaciones sociales y desarrollo regional, Editorial 
Universidad de Talca, Talca, Chile. 
 
Bourdieu, Pierre (1999): Razones Prácticas. Sobre la teoría de la acción, Editorial 

Anagrama, Barcelona. 
 
Bourdieu, Pierre (2001) Las Estructuras Sociales de la Economía. Ediciones Manantial, 
Buenos Aires. 
 
Carroll, T. F. y A. Bebbington (2000): "Peasant federations and rural development 
policies in the Andes" Policy Science No. 33, pp. 435 - 457. Netherlands 
 
 



 

CEPAL (2001): " Capital social y políticas públicas en Chile: Investigaciones 
recientes." Serie Políticas Sociales no. 54. División de Desarrollo Social. Santiago de 
Chile.  
 
Coleman, James S. (1990):  “Social Capital”, IN Foundations of Social Theory, The 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press. 
 
Coleman, James (2000) "Social capital in the creation of human capital", IN World 
Bank, Social capital, A Multifacted Perspective. Washington D C. 
 
Coleman, James S. (1990):  "Social capital", Foundations of Social Theory, The 
Belknap Press of Harvard University, Cambride, Mass. 
 
Cowan, G. et. al (1994): Complexity: metaphors, models and reality, Santa Fé, Nuevo 
Mexico, Santa Fe Institute. 
            
Durlauf, S. (1997): What should Policymakers Know about Economic Complexity?, SFI 
Economics Research Program, Santa Fe Institute, New Mexico, EE.UU. 
 
Durlauf, Steven N. (1999): The case "against"  social capital. Department of 
Economics, University of Wisconsin. Madison. 
 
Durston, John (1999): Construyendo Capital Social Comunitario, Revista de la CEPAL, 
N 69. 
 
Durston, John (2000): ¿Que es Capital Social Comunitario? Serie Políticas Sociales No. 
38 División de Desarrollo Social, CEPAL. Santiago de Chile. 
 
Durston, John (2001): "Evaluando el capital social en comunidades campesinas de 
Chile", ponencia presentada al XXIII Congreso de la Latin American Studies 
Association, 6 de septiembre, Washington DC. 
 
Durston, John (2005): "El clientelismo político en el campo chileno: ¿apitutados o 
apechugadores?", en Porras, J. y V. Espinoza (compiladores) Redes: enfoques y 
aplicaciones del análisis de redes sociales. Editorial Universidad Bolivariana, Santiago 
de Chile 2005. 
 
Durston, John (2007): “Poder local y movimiento étnico en Villarrica, Chile”, en 
Willem Assies y Hans Gundermann (eds.), Movimientos Indígenas y Gobiernos Locales 
en Latinoamérica, copublicación de El Colegio de Michoacán, IWGIA y la U. Católica 
del Norte (Santiago de Chile). 
 
Durston, J. y Daniel Duhart, 2003: Formación y pérdida de capital social comunitario 
mapuche. Cultura, clientelismo y empoderamiento en dos comunidades, 1999–2002. 
CEPAL, Serie Políticas Sociales 63(LC/1858-P), Número de venta: S.03.II.G.30, 
febrero de 2003. 

 
Edwards, B. y Foley, M. (1997): "Social capital and the political economy of our 
discontent", American Behavioral Scientist, Vol. 42, No. 5, pp. 669 - 78 
 



 

Edwards, B (1999) "Enthusiasts, tacticians and sceptics: The World Bank, civil society 
and embeddedness”, American  Journal of  Sociology, Vol .91, No.3. 
 
Espinoza, Vicente (1999): "El capital social", Documento de Trabajo SUR, No. 170, 
proyecto FONDECYT N 1990818, Octubre, Santiago de Chile. 
 
Evans, Peter (1996): 'Government Action, Social Capital and Development: Reviewing 
the Evidence on Synergy', World Development, Vol 24. No. 6 pp. 1119-1132 
 
Ezpeleta, Justa (1995), “Participación social ¿en qué escuela?: una reflexión a propósito 
del PARE y los sectores de extrema pobreza”, ponencia presentada al Seminario 
Internacional  sobre Administración Descentralizada y Autonomía Escolar: el Rol de la 
Comunidad en la Gestión Educativa,  CIDE/UNESCO, Santiago de Chile, noviembre, 
noviembre de 1995. 
 
Fine, Ben  (2001) Social capital vs. social theory: political economy and social science 
at the turn of the millennium.  Routledge, London,. 
 
Firth, R.  (1961): Elements of  Social Organization, 3a.  Ed.,  Boston, Mass, Beacon 
Press. 
 
Foster , G. (1961): "The dyadic contract: a model for the social structure of a Mexican 
peasant  village". American Anthropologist, vol. 63, Washington, D. C.  
 
Fox, Jonathan (1996): 'How Does Civil Society Thicken? The Political Construction of 
Social Capital in Rural Mexico', World Development, Vol. 24, N 6, pp. 1089-1103. 
 
Fukuyama, F. (2000) “Social capital and civil society” IMF Working Paper. Presented 
at the IMF Institute Conference on Second Generation Reforms, Novembre 8 –9, 1999. 
 
Gamarnikow, E y Green, A. (1999): "Developing social capital: dilemmas, possibilities 
and    Limitations in Education', IN Hayton (ed.) Tackling Disaffection and Social 
Exclusion. Kogan Page, London. 
 
Gonzalez, José A. (1997): El clientelismo político. Perspectiva socioantropológica. 
Editorial Anthropos, Barcelona 
 
Granovetter, Mark (1985): “Economic action and social structure: the problem of  
 groups", American Journal of Sociology 91:3. 
 
Hanifan, Lyda (1920): TheCommunity Center.  Silver, Burdette and Co., Boston. 
 
Hardin, Garrett (1968): "The tragedy of the commons", Science 162: 1243 - 1248. 
 
Jacobs, Jane (1961): The death and life of great American cities.  Random House, New 
York. 
       
Kaztman, Rubén (2001) "Seducidos y abandonados: pobres urbanos, aislamento social y políticas 
públicas", Seminario Internacional "Las diferentes expresiones de la vulnerabilidad social en 
América Latina y el Caribe", CEPAL, 20 y 21 de julio. 



 

 
Levin, Henry (2000): Las escuelas aceleradas: una década de evolución. PREAL, 
documento número 18, Santiago de Chile, Oct. 2000. 
 
Long, Norman (2001): Development Sociology: Actor Perspectives. Routledge, New 
York and London. 
 
Mauss, Marcel  (1966): The Gift. Forms and Funcions of Exchange in Archaic 
Societies, Cohen & West Ltd, London. 
 
Mayer, Adrian (1966), “The Significance of Quasi–groups in the Study of Complex 

Societies”, en M. Banton (comp.) The Social Anthropology of Complex Societies, 
Londres, Tavistock. 

 
Mitchell, C. D. (1968), (ed.): A Dictionary of Sociology, London, Routledge and 
Keegan Paul. 
 
Narayan, Deepa (1999): Bonds and Bridges: Social Capital and Poverty.  World Bank, 
Washington DC. 
 
North, D. (1990): Institutions, institutional change and economic performance, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. 
  
Ostrom, Elinor (1996): 'Crossing the Great Divide: Coproduction, Synergy and 
Development', World Development, Vol. 24, N 6, pp. 1073-1087. 
 
Ostrom, Elinor (1999): Principios de Diseño y Amenazas a las Organizaciones 
Sustentables que Administran Recursos Comunes, www.fidamerica.cl
 
Parker , Cristián (2001): “Capital social en las representaciones juveniles: Un estudio en  
jóvenes secundarios”. EN CEPAL 2001.    
 
Patton, M.Q. (1980). Qualitative Evaluation Methods. Beverly Hills: Sage. 
 
PNUD (2000): "Informe de Desarrollo Humano  en Chile 2000". Santiago. 
 
Portes, Alejandro (1998): 'Social Capital: Its origins and applications in modern 
Sociology', Annual Reviews, 24: 1-24. 
 
Portes, A. y Landolt, P. (1996):  'The Downside of Social Capital', The American 
Prospect, N 26. (http://epn.org/prospect/26/26-cnt2)
 
PROHECO (1999): Orientaciones técnico-administrativas  para el trabajo de las 
AECOs. Ministerio de Educación, Tegucigalpa. 
 
PRONADE (Programa Nacional de Autogestión para el Desarrollo Educativo) (1999):  
Manual de Capacitación de los COEDUCAs.  Ministerio de Educación, Guatemala. 
 
Putnam, R. (1993a): Making democracy work. Civic traditions in modern Italy. 
Princeton, New Jersey, Princeton University Press. 

http://www.fidamerica.cl/
http://epn.org/prospect/26/26-cnt2)


 

 
Putnam, Robert D. (1993b): 'The Prosperous Community: Social Capital and Public 
Life', The American Prospect, N 13. http://epn.org//prospect/13/13putn.htlm
 
Putzel, J. (1997): 'Accounting for the "Dark Side" of Social Capital: 
Reading Robert Putnam on Democracy', Journal of International Development, Vol. 9, 
N 7. 
 
Richards, P. y Roberts B. (1999): Social Networks, Social Capital, Popular 
Organizations, and Urban Poverty: a research note.  University of Texas, Department 
of Sociology. 
 
Robinson, L. y Siles,  M. (2001): "A social capital paradigm for poverty reduction: the  
MSU Position" prepared for the International Conference: toward a new paradigm: 
Social Capital and poverty  reduction in Latin american and the caribbean".  Draft, 
MSU. 
 
Sen, Amartya (1987): “Development as capability expansion”. Journal of Development  
Planning no. 19. 
 
Sen, Gita (1997) : Empowerment as an Approach to Poverty, Background Paper to 
Human Development Report. 
 
 Staples, Lee. (1990): Powerful Ideas About Empowerment, Administration in Social 
Work, Vol. 14 (2). 
 
Stoll, David (1990): Is Latin America Turning Protestant?  The Politics of Evangelical 
Growth.  Berkeley, University of California Press. 
 
Strauss, A.,  y Corbin, J. (1997): Bases of qualitative research.Newbury Park, London, 
Sage. 
 
 
Tendler, Judith (1997) Good government in the tropics.  Johns Hopkins University 
Press, Baltimore. 
 
Uphoff, Norman (2000): "Understanding social capital: learning from the analysis and 
experience of participatión", IN ; World Bank, Social Capital, a Multifaceted 
Perspective. 
 
Woolcock, Michael (1998): “Social capital and economic development: toward a 
theoretical synthesis and policy framework”, Theory and Society, no. 27. 
 

http://epn.org/prospect/13/13putn.htlm

	Long, Norman (2001): Development Sociology: Actor Perspectives. Routledge, New York and London.

