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ABSTRACT This paper examines how power is understood and exercised by actors involved in local decision
making, by drawing on an experience in participatory power mapping in an indigenous community of Oaxaca,
Mexico. Research was carried out during 2003-2007 by coupling a participatory action research approach and
ethnographic methods to focus on the usos y costumbres system (U and C or local customary law) as the most
important framework ensuring social order at the community level. The major recognized local actors and their
interrelations are identified as the most powerful elements in the local decision-making process. Local people as
well as outsiders must act within the framework of local values and norms to attend development interventions.
New research approaches towards community self-assessment can clarify how actors shape and re-shape local
power structures through daily routines, contributing to a better understanding of community development from a
productive perspective.
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INTRODUCTION

In Mexico, many studies on power issues in
communities have been carried out, mainly by
focusing on aspects of local development, natu-
ral resources management, management of envi-
ronmental problems, agricultural interventions,
and agrarian conflicts (Van der Haar 2001; Nuijten
2005; Govers 2006). Several studies have also
looked for better insights into local realities from
a conventional anthropological perspective, of-

ten by observing communities and people as re-
searchable objects (Chevalier and Buckles 1995).
In Mexican communities, this “objectivizing”
approach has at times led to adverse reactions
towards researchers on the part of residents. A
common criticism has been that researchers ar-
rive, conduct their work and leave, without fol-
lowing up or leaving valuable information with
their communities of study (Alemán 1998). It is
not strange to see local people deny researchers
entry to their community or even to expel them.
Despite the clear presence of tensions between
the observers and the observed, few studies have
tried to overcome these research constraints.

This paper aims to explain how local gover-
nance systems shape the social configuration of
El Oro, an indigenous community in the Mixteca
region of Oaxaca, where relations between social
actors, especially those between residents and
certain locally present outside entities, determine
the function of the social and political institu-
tions of the community. However, conventional
anthropological research approaches are unwel-
come and not useful in El Oro, due to their inher-
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ent violation of important and visible local social
codes, which themselves are a critical element of
local power relations. The need for a new ap-
proach led to the development of a set of partici-
patory tools whose initial use is described in this
article, along with what they reveal about El Oro,
and the very impacts of their use on locals’ sense
of agency in their context. Thus, the paper pro-
vides insight into how to articulate with local
people and how to comprehend the relationship
between local situations and communities and
academic research and goal-setting-a relation-
ship which thus has far been marred by friction
and inequality at times even jeopardizing both
the ‘development’ of the community and aca-
demic research.

This study set out to provide a window into
the unwritten regulatory system of traditional and
collective usos y costumbres (U and C or local
customary law), which largely govern local de-
velopment possibilities. U and C governance
structures are constituted of historically built
collective norms and rules that continually re-
validate and re-construct themselves to ensure
and regenerate local social order. Huge cultural
diversity in Mexico explains the wide variance
in U and C systems, often based on the social
groups present (Govers 2006; Nuijten 2003). The
U and C system is not officially recognized by
any federal law with exception of the Constitu-
tion of Oaxaca state, which considers this pos-
sibility within articles 25, 29, and 98 (SEGOB
2004).

In this study, power mapping techniques
(Bass et al. 1995; Chambers 1999) were used to
detect recognized and unrecognized social
spaces in the U and C where decisions are made.
Questions such as how power is gained, used
and lost were also considered within power map-
ping techniques, providing valuable clues for an
analysis of natural, political and economic re-
source control in El Oro, as well as identifying
who benefits from rural development interven-
tions. Finally, this paper elucidates who is in-
cluded and excluded within decision processes
in El Oro, how networks emerge, and how they
influence social integration and consensus for-
mation trough production interventions. The
participatory approach outlined below fosters a
lucid analysis of power in different structural
contexts, especially in situations where conven-
tional academic research techniques are not lo-
cally accepted, and reveals the importance of the

U and C system to El Oro’s development poten-
tial.

Context

In rural Mexico, small and remote communi-
ties can be seen as both political and natural
congregations. However, they are also social
entities in which internal and external forces
are constantly interacting (Guevara-Hernández
2007). The dynamics of these interactions and
the forces behind them translate into the con-
crete actions of local social actors and thereby
construct and shape what can be called ‘com-
munity life’ (Long 2001; Hickey and Mohan
2004). Thus, one can consider the conflicts, be-
havior and progress of community actors as mani-
festations of the interacting internal and external
forces within daily life (Hunter 1953; Hunter 1978).
In other words, actions implemented by individu-
als and organizations define their role in commu-
nity society (Long and Long 1992). In such situ-
ations, governance systems represent the regu-
lating frameworks within which shared codes,
values and relations mediate power relations.

Many indigenous Mexican communities share
four elements as ‘communities of common prac-
tices’ or pueblos: a) relation with a common terri-
tory, b) sense of belonging, c) common culture,
and d) collective project for the future (Carlsen
1999; Van der Haar 2001). ‘Indigenist’ research-
ers and some anthropologists suggest that many
indigenous communities do not have this last
element. But as ‘communities of common prac-
tices,’ they are normally constituted by groups
of families linked by ties of reciprocity, rituals of
marriage, and other social relationships, such as
compadrazgos (godparentship), in which prop-
erty is shared and social obligations taken on
(De Mente 1998). Moreover, communities often
share a social feeling of protection and exercise a
collective right to defend territory and family
values (Guevara-Hernández 2007). They provide
thus a clear collective path for the future proving
the indigenist anthropologists and researchers
wrong.

In most communities, the natural resource base
is the crucial economic element of a community’s
life. Complex social factors determine the access
and use of local resources. It could be said that
economic factors play the most important role in
community daily life, yet local processes are not
always easily or comprehensively described in
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economic terms. Social, as well as economic,
needs are figured into the perceptions and aspi-
rations held by communities and individuals. The
interplay of social and economic factors, formal
and informal structures created by land reform,
these relationships between land, history, and
power, and the role of unwritten U and C codes
constitute important questions for researchers.

Socio-economic and Biophysical
Characteristics of El Oro

El Oro is an indigenous community located at
the highlands in the Mixteca region of Oaxaca
State. It was founded in 1909 by families dis-
placed from other areas by religious conflicts.
The community has about 1,200 inhabitants (75
% are children under 15). There are about 130
citizens with rights on local resources and deci-
sion making autonomy in regard to resources.
All of them are called Mixtecos, and they share a
millenarian culture of social organization, with
particular elements of own language and tradi-
tions. Thus, the most important Mixteco root
being strongly kept is the language that is mainly
used as a connection with other communities in
the region and considered locally to be a source
of pride. No other cultural manifestations as
Mixtecos are observed in the community.

El Oro has a warm semi-humid climate but be-
cause of its altitude (2,350 m), nights are cold
(between 8-10 degrees C). The rainy season is
from the end of May until October with annual
rainfall of 800 mm. Close to the community there
are two very small and clean rivers, from which
water is directly brought a high point in the com-
munity, stored and distributed through eight taps.
The natural vegetation is mostly pine forest and
tropical oaks, locally used for fuel, house build-
ing, and to make charcoal and furniture.

The houses in El Oro are basically made of
wood and sun-dried clay blocks and have dirt
floors. Residents base their productive activities
upon small scale agriculture and livestock. How-
ever, the main cash earning activity is the exploi-
tation of 4,500-5,000 ha of common forest. The
locals mostly sell wood or charcoal. The main
crops are maize, wheat and oats (cropped by men
on collective lands) and a few vegetables spe-
cies like beans, chili peppers, zucchini and let-
tuces (cropped by women around the home-
stead). The livestock rearing is basically small

herds of goats and sheep, with some households
owning a few cows and chickens. All of them are
the responsibility of women and children. Most
production is destined for self-subsistence. What
is left is sold on the market in Oaxaca. The land
tenure is the communal type. Rights to use local
resources are regulated by a system of custom-
ary laws, exercised as the main mechanism for
allocation and control. In other words, everyone
with local rights and respect for internal agree-
ments, norms, and traditions can make some use
of the soil, water and forest resources available.
Thus, the community is partly administered
through the use of customary, informal law.

However, the federal government runs an anti-
poverty initiative called Oportunidades, by which
a couple of residents have been trained as health
promoters in order to educate locals on issues
family health, reproduction and enhancement of
social harmony. Monthly economic support is
provided to every woman with children. The other
federal initiative is called Procampo, which pro-
vides a cropping-season allowance to all male
and female farmers, to buy inputs for the maize
fields. Other productive interventions have been
run by a locally run, internationally funded NGO
for about twenty years. The NGO was initially
called AMEXTRA and then later, Misión Inte-
gral. This NGO depends mainly on an American
Protestant church for support.

METHODOLOGY

Field work was undertaken during 2003-2007
in El Oro, in the municipality of Santo Domingo
Nuxaá, within the district of Nochixtlán. Partici-
patory and ethnographic methods were used in
organizing participatory workshops to bridge the
gap between researchers and locals; these meth-
ods were also adopted in the hope of developing
a new and viable perspective on how to conduct
action-oriented research through joint genera-
tion and validation of information, as suggested
by Alemán (1998), Guzmán et al. (1996) and Ricks
(2003). Thus, researchers sought to involve resi-
dents in reflection on local realities, and shared
all information gathered with community research
participants.

Power mapping, a first step in rural apprais-
als, forms a part participatory rural appraisal (PRA)
and other participatory approaches to research
in rural areas. It has also been called actor map-
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ping, structure mapping, social mapping, retro-
spective community mapping, among other terms
(Chambers 1994; Bass et al. 1995). It is a set of
tools intended to provide a visualization of local
actors and the groups of social forces that play a
role in the local configuration of forces (Funda-
ción Arias 1997). Power mapping makes use of a
simple mathematical procedure known as the
Venn diagram, which is used to place local actors
graphically in terms of their importance in affect-
ing community decisions (Guevara-Hernández et
al. 2010). In terms of the mapping exercise, an
actor can be a person, a group or an organiza-
tion. The placement is carried by the residents
themselves. It is called power mapping here be-
cause the actors should be those actively in-
volved in decision-making related to the regula-
tion of community life and thus according to the
community hold a certain amount of power
(Guevara-Hernández et al. 2008).

Nine workshops were conducted in El Oro, in
which all the locals were invited to participate
through door-to-door invitations. Participants
were generally people from the various sectors
of the community, including those with duties in
the local governance system, women, elders and
children. Workshop attendance averaged be-
tween 25 and 50 people. Power maps were drawn
up with the residents. The information here pre-
sented was gathered from drawings, figures and
diagrams drafted by workshops participants.
Some complementary or missing information, in
relation to the actors and their roles, was added
from informal and/or semi-structured interviews
conducted with key informants, concurrent to
workshops.

In the workshops, participants identified and
differentiated a series of entities in terms of in-
ternal and external and (locally) recognized and
non-recognized actors. Internal actors were de-
fined as those included in the collective deci-
sion-making processes at the local level, while
external actors were limited in their participation
in the moment of decision-making at the local
level. Recognized actors were those that had a
formal position or voice in the political space of
El Oro, for example, government agents, local
committees; unrecognized actors were those that
exercised power through other means, such as
family obligation or religious affiliation. At every
point, an attempt was made to determine the role
of U and C in assigning power and shaping so-
cial interactions at the local level.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The Collective Reconstruction of El Oro
History

Participative historical reconstruction of El Oro
is shown in Table 1 and was carried out through
two workshops and by using a timeline as main
tool. Cross-checking and triangulation were un-
dertaken with key informants. The collective rec-
ognition of important dates in community his-
tory gave an initial idea about the local develop-
ment efforts and the community’s structure as a
rural social entity, and provided a chance for
workshop participants of all ages to form a com-
mon platform in order to better analyze present
power structures.

El Oro was funded in 1909 by two families that
were expelled from the main town of Santo
Domingo Nuxaá municipality because they had
become Protestants. To get these families out of
town the local government gave them permis-
sion to settle permanently in forested lands 30
km away. They were allowed to use the land as
common landholders of the municipality. It was
not until 1915 that any form of collective gover-
nance took shape. The settlers named a local
committee to work as the authority of the com-
munity and to deal with all local administrative
concerns. This was the Executive Committee,
now called the Municipal Agency for Common
Goods (Agencia Municipal y Bienes Comunales,
or AMBC). This was the point at which the sys-
tem of U and C became the main instrument of
local governance, to ensure the social order at
the community. It is, thus, important to recognize
that U and C is not always associated with tradi-
tion in established settlements, but can also be
adopted to regulate the affairs of new settlements.
In accordance with Foucault (1983), this is a
source of power to ensure sovereignty and dis-
cipline. Nevertheless, nowadays most of the
younger residents from El Oro have been raised
within the U and C system and thus hardly ana-
lyze the origin and evolution of the community.
This lack of consciousness was a frequent com-
plaint that community elders often mentioned to
the research team. They consider El Oro to be at
a critical point in its development since the lead-
ers who initially founded the community and
developed its governance structures are aging
(most are in their 70s and 80s). The end of cycle
feeling that emerged in the collective exercises
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Table 1: The most important historical moments of El Oro as identified during the workshops

Event

The first two Presbyterian families expelled from San Domingo Nuxaá arrived to this area with forest.
The Presbyterian church arranges some talks and negotiation with the Catholic and Methodist churches
at the municipality
Due to the Mexican revolution some people also look for refugee in this isolated area. At the same time
because of a dry season in the valleys, food was scarce and hunger affected the region; this forced some
people to look for assistance in the El Oro
Some North Americans (gringos or güeros) came and opened a mine to extract gold and mica in the
village territories. Villagers were cheated about the mine and were only hired as laborers
Adoption of the system of usos y costumbres
The first Presbyterian chapel is built on the highest hill of the village. It was made of local timber
Villagers assist in building another chapel in Chinapa, a neighborhood village
Villagers define an area to settle the cemetery
They participate in the construction of the rural road linking to the freeway that connects Oaxaca City
and Nochixtlán
The first elementary school is built. At the same time the first education committee is formed
The village is recognized and registered as a communal village through a national decree
Further extraction of gold and mica
The Presbyterian chapel roof is replaced with a local material called tejamanil (leaves of a palm tree)
The villages is constituted as an Agency of the municipality
The first mill is bought and the committee for its management is formed
The committee for local infrastructure and construction is also formed
The Presbyterian church faces up a crisis, and only one family in the village is practicing the religion. A
‘faith re-conquer’ strategy is launched and North American missionaries start to come to the village.
They stayed up to a month and brought from the USA several presents like cloth and toys for the children
The DIF office (office for family integral development) launches the first open school for adults. The
committee is also constituted
The rural road to connect the villages Herradura-Ojo de Agua is made
The elementary school started working with six grades of education
A well is opened in order to provide water to the villagers
The first fertilizers are introduced into the village
The villagers participate in the building of another Presbyterian chapel in the village of Tres Vistas
It is noticed that the amount of water is going down drastically and the crops start to decline in production
The forest exploitation started on an intensive basis due to economic crisis
The construction and running of the kindergarten is carried out
Coplamar (a program from the state of Oaxaca) starts to provide some assistance for local health. Then
a health committee is also formed.
The current building of the local authorities is opened
Electricity is introduced
The Presbyterian organization called AMEXTRA (an NGO) arrives in the village
Two local shops are opened, both of them managed by the village. The committees for their management
are formed
The water is brought from the small rivers
The rural road from El Oro to Chinapa is opened
The Presbyterian chapel is built in the village of Piedra de Cal
A basketball field is built
The electric network is extended
A forest nursery is launched by the NGO and some villagers participate
The satellite telephone is introduced
Electricity and water is provided to Chinapa village
Some ecological (dry) sanitary cabins are built with Coplamar’s support
People from Misión Integral (before AMEXTRA) arrived
A committee for road maintenance is formed
The secondary school ’by TV’ is built and opened
The Catholic chapel is built and Catholicism is formally practiced
The governmental program Progresa is provided to eight families
The Presbyterian chapel is rebuilt with concrete
The forest nursery is expropriated by the village
The village buys a bus to work as a public transport from the village to Oaxaca City. The committee for
its management and administration is formed
The government program called Oportunidades is brought to the village and all the women are included
The well runs dry
Another forest nursery is run in Chinapa with villagers’ support
A committee is formed  to ensure water provision to the village
A committee for running a local museum is approved as result of these research workshops
Projects and resources from CONAFOR are brought to the village

Year

1909

1914

1915

1921
1925
1930
1935

1938
1942
1948
1960
1965

1966

1968

1969
1970
1976
1977
1980

1983

1985

1986

1990

1992

1993
1995
1997

1998

1999
2000
2002

2003
2004
2006
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Fig. 1. The power map developed through participatory methods in El Oro

was an important early clue for understanding
power in El Oro: the collective structures that
have been built and maintained by current elders
may be less stable than their formal recognition
would suggest, depending upon changes and
continuity in the horizons and worldview of the
youth, as have shown other recent studies
(Guevara-Hernández et al. 2010, 2011).

A Differentiation of Actors

Internal Actors

The residents identified 18 internal actors: 15
‘locally recognized’ and 3 ‘non-recognized’ (Table
2 and Fig. 1). The internal and locally recognized
were: the AMBC and all its committees, a forest
nursery, a grocery store, a rural shop, water ser-
vices, construction, a road, the kindergarten, el-
ementary and secondary schools, an open sch-
ool, sports, health care, the mill, and finally, the
bus and other vehicles.

One of the responsibilities of the AMBC is to
assist and monitor the progress of the different
committees, making announcements in the CA
(community assembly) and facilitating the pro-
cess of selection of candidates for the different
cargos, or individual duties to be performed on a
temporary and rotating basis within the various
community structures (Nuijten 2003, 2005;
Govers 2006; Soler-Gómez Lutselschwab 2010).
The AMBC also deals with external initiatives,
local conflicts and the administrative responsi-
bilities of the governance of the community. For
instance, the Municipal Agent, the head of the
AMBC, travels to, talks to and negotiates with
the outside world. As head of the AMBC, this
person (usually a man) actually represents the
governing structure of the community, and
thereby the community itself. The other mem-
bers of the AMBC support him or her in this
cargo by, for example, writing administrative let-
ters, managing the communal funds, presenting
monthly financial status reports to the CA and

Note: Internal actors are those shown within the dark oval marked “El Oro”. Recognized actors are those that
overlap in the center of the figure; all other actors are unrecognized. Solid lines denote permanent links between
actors, while dashed lines denote temporary links.
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even organizing and facilitating meetings of the
various committees. In other words, the mem-
bers of the AMBC have the power to govern the
community under the validation of the CA.

The recognition and validation that locals
grant to actors in the decision making process is
in accordance with their origins and the nature
of the activities taking place in the community.
Validation in this context is considered an act or
process of making something legitimate, ratify-
ing it, or checking that it satisfies certain stan-
dards or conditions, in accordance with Gledhill
(2000), Govers (2006) and Soler-Gómez Lutsel-
schwab (2010). In this case, people publicly mani-
fest, encourage and accept certain actors and
recognize their room for action to fulfill commu-
nity interests under U and C norms. Therefore,
most internal actors originate in the community
itself and occupy an active role in validating com-
munity power structures, as well as maintaining
economic and productive activities. The distri-
bution of cargos is another common trait am-
ong local, recognized actors. For example, road
maintenance and construction activities can be
seen as obligatory, U and C mandated activities
carried out through the system of cargos. This
suggests that a line can be drawn between rec-
ognized and unrecognized actors that has more
to do with the gravitational pull of U and C obli-
gations than with property relationships or other
social distinctions.

Three entities were considered in workshops
to be local and yet unrecognized actors: the Pres-
byterian Church Protestant Church, the Catholic
Church, and the women’s working group. While
the women’s working group emerged from the
inside the community, their dependence on ex-
ternal support and use of unofficial space (such
as the pulpit) for exercising power led to their
denomination as unrecognized actors, with lim-
ited participation in official decision-making and
relative autonomy from community obligations.
Likewise, the Churches depend on outside sup-
port and do not operate within U and C struc-
tures, and are thus considered to be unrecog-
nized actors. Church-related activities are car-
ried out with internally defined cargos that do
not correspond to the U and C defined roles
within the community, suggesting that these ac-
tors have created a space of their own, outside
the local governance structure, but which may
nonetheless play an important role in the com-
munity’s daily life.

External Actors

In El Oro, the nine external actors identified
are almost entirely composed of governmental
institutions present in the community because
of specific projects or support programs carried
out through local and internal actors. They are
mostly services providers and a civil society or-
ganization (a NGO). External actors identified
were: the NGO called Misión Integral (formerly,
AMEXTRA). The governmental institutions are
COPLAMAR (coordination for marginalized ar-
eas), Seguro Social (IMSS-Ministry of the Health),
Ministry of the Social Development (SEDESOL-
Oportunidades), Ministry of Agriculture, Forests,
Livestock and Rural Development (SAGARPA-
Procampo), Ministry of the Environment and
Natural Resources (SEMARNAT-Pronare and
Conafor), Municipal funds (Municipio), Minis-
try of Education (SEP), and the Ministry of Com-
munications and Transport (SCT-temporary jobs)
(Table 2 and Fig. 1).

The fact that these actors were ‘identified’ as
a distinct type of actor indicates that they create
or maneuver within certain spaces beyond the U
and C. The visualization of these actors as an-
other type of power holder represents an entry
point for identification of a range of active, pas-
sive, challenging and other types of actors and
relations. According to Nuijten (2003, 2005),
Gaventa (2004) and Soler-Gómez Lutselschwab
(2010), this local diversity of actors may also rep-
resent the manifestation of different ‘force fields’
and spaces for action where power is gained,
lost, created, manifested, hidden, etc., in a differ-
ent manner than that within the sphere of locally
established power demarcated by U and C.

The Role of the Community Assembly

The Community Assembly (CA) was not iden-
tified as an internal actor by workshop partici-
pants. This surprising non-identification at first
puzzled researchers; yet discussion revealed that
it had to do with residents’ notions of the con-
cept of action (and committees as actors). When
facilitators asked specifically, locals again said
that the assembly is not a committee with an ac-
tion-oriented task, but rather a jury offering ver-
dicts on the legitimacy and effectiveness of local
processes, and validating the actions taken by
all the local committees, in accordance with
Govers (2006). Basically, the responsibilities of
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the CA are suggestion, approval, rejection and
supervision of actions taken by the internally-
recognized actors constituting the executive
branch of the U and C. Every resident with gained
rights is part of the CA. The CA thus embodies
power as exercised over the administration and
regulation practiced by several institutions, in
the sense of the supervising state structures as
mentioned by Foucault (1983), Perrés (1995) and
Gledhill (2007).

Since all the internal actors are recognized or
not by the community assembly, these actors
have local power to manage the cargos assigned
to them and to establish links with outside ac-
tors on behalf of the community and the commu-
nity assembly. However, beyond the AMBC, the
other internal committees also play very impor-
tant roles in the establishment of external links,
since the CA also entitles them to do so in order
to perform their duties.

Interactions Between Actors

In workshops, locals defined the links between
social actors in order to delineate the functions
of each actor as they relate to each other, and to
establish the character of these interactions (de-
pendency, mutual support, etc.). Initially, resi-
dents placed the identified actors very close to
each other to show functional vicinity. As the
map developed in subsequent workshops, they
decided to draw arrows to offer a better visual-
ization of the variation of links among the actors
(see Guevara-Hernández et al. 2010, 2011). Col-
lective debate gave form to the web of interac-
tions that show link permanency, direction and
intensity (Fig. 1).

The power mapping exercise revealed two
types of links between actors: temporary and
permanent (shown by dashed and solid arrows).
Permanent links were identified between the in-
ternal and recognized actors, particularly between
the AMBC and all the key local actors. The rest
of the links between actors were determined to
be temporary or purely functional. The thickness
of arrows between actors in the power map rep-
resents the intensity of interactions; the more
intense links were found between the AMBC and
all the internal and recognized actors (Fig. 1).

Links of ‘recognized’ internal actors with the
‘non-recognized’ internal actors (that is, the
women’s working group and the two churches)
were not clearly specified in the workshops. The

community authorities give support to these
groups to organize local events and allow them
to use community buildings and recreational ar-
eas.  However, any such relations can be classi-
fied as temporary, because power dynamics
within the women’s group and the churches are
in fact parallel to and different than those found
in the U and C structures. This result is interest-
ing because it shows that even in a community
founded fairly recently (1909) by religious fami-
lies, the consolidation of U and C structures has
led to relative autonomy for churches, leading to
a sharply diminished gravitational force of U and
C obligation within churches and a lack of par-
ticipation by churches in official local gover-
nance, despite the enormous impact of religion
in people’s daily lives. As a local power structure
created partly as a response to outside power
structures (federal, state, and municipal govern-
ments), it is possible that the U  and C system in
El Oro has reflected the same separation between
communal administration and common religious
practice that is found in other levels of gover-
nance in Mexico.

Interestingly, most links are directed from in-
ternal to external actors, revealing the local per-
ception of the relationship between local actors
and outside agencies. Rather than a top-down,
developmentalist perspective of intervention or
welfare, residents manifested a bottom-up vision
of local initiatives made possible through ties
with external entities, hinting at certain transfor-
mative possibilities (Gaventa 2004 and Soler-
Gómez Lutselschwab 2010). This may have to do
with El Oro’s historical development as a reli-
gious confrontation and separation from the
municipality and thus facilitate access to public
services (Guevara-Hernández 2007). This same
community history may explain the description
as ‘temporary’ given to all links with external ac-
tors except for the municipal authority (the stron-
gest and permanent link). It is through these links
that negotiation of conditions and resources that
benefit the community is carried out, but links
depend on specific projects and activities, and
are not seen as eternal by residents (Arce and
Long 1988). According to locals, the external re-
lations with governmental programs are more
important for the local actors than for the gov-
ernment. This is their interpretation, based on
the fact that officers from governmental programs
rarely visit the community to establish real col-
laborative projects; this pattern of behavior is
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common among Mexican officers (from govern-
mental organizations), according to Arce and
Long (1992).

The Women’s Working Group

The women’s working group has temporary
links to different internal actors that provide or-
ganizational support but mainly to the AMBC
and the Presbyterian Church. The group has very
important links to the NGO Misión Integral,
which has been crucial for its constitution and
consolidation. According to some locals, this
women’s group is becoming an important player
in organizing household developments since its
creation of new spaces for women’s self-empow-
erment through economic independency and by
improving household material conditions. Par-
ticipating women run production projects in the
agricultural and domestic spheres, and enjoy ex-
ternal support that allows them to receive mate-
rial benefits for their households. This is because
spaces for recognized actors are historically male-
dominated, and have formally and informally ex-
cluded women (Guevara-Hernández 2007).

The Catholic and Protestant Churches

The group of Catholic residents does not in-
volve more than 10 families, around 10% of the
total population. Once a month, Catholic family
members come together and celebrate service at
the house of one of the members. The links of
the Catholic families are based on their relation-
ships to the mother church in Nochixtlán. The
other religious conglomeration is a grouping com-
prising or 80 % of the population who practice
the Presbyterian religion. There is no major doc-
trinal difference between the last two, but they
split up due to interfamilial conflict. This local
actor has functioned since the foundation of the
community. It has played an important role in
shaping the residents’ beliefs and behavior. Over
the years many relatives of first settler families
came to the settlement and joined the El Oro.
They were attracted by the local opportunities
for living in peace and ensuring a way of living,
by being closer to their relatives. Thus, family
ties and religion have been among most impor-
tant elements of community cohesion in El Oro,
though not conceptualized as such in the power
mapping exercise. The power of the church is in
a sense made invisible since it is rooted mainly in

the minds of the believers and is not actively
expressed. Therefore, religious organization plays
an important role in establishing links between
locals and external actors, in a considerable co-
vert way and outside of the official, public social
structure.

Power as Locally Exercised

Residents from El Oro described power as the
right to participate in the decision-making of the
community. As they expressed, power can be
used individually or collectively, but must be
publicly recognized and validated by the com-
munity assembly. Again, the understanding is
functionalistic – the purpose of power is to run
the community. El Oro residents—at the mo-
ment—do not consider their cargos, or political
positions, as tedious chores. According to them,
a cargo (duty) represents an opportunity to
travel, meet people and make contacts outside
the community for ‘future needs’. They consid-
ered that a person in a position of power, for
example, holding a cargo, must be prepared for
and capable of carrying out the duty. An element
of the U and C is that those who hold positions
in the community must work their way up the
ranks, from supportive to leadership positions,
demonstrating their prudence along the way.

In its official political structure, El Oro has a
three-year cycle in which all the recognized in-
ternal actors, their links and duties are enacted,
and then revised, through an electoral system.
However, the U and C system is developed upon
an intricate structure of links and codes that are
constructed on a greater timescale, manifesting
a ‘common sense’ law that changes constantly,
but very slowly. These changes are then reflected
in the function of internal social actors, whose
use of recognized political and social spaces must
conform to the unwritten U and C. Thus, a dual
power structure is established, in which recog-
nized and unrecognized actors are constantly
(re)shaping community life, often through offi-
cial, visible structures but as representatives of
a collective will embodied in the U and C system.
Collective U and C is silent and invisible as long
as the visible power structures are able to pro-
vide the goods and services necessary for com-
munity life to continue within accepted norms
and limits; when these authorized channels are
unable to deliver, U and C becomes visible
through residents mobilization, protest and so-
cial expression outside of local power structures.
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FINAL REMARKS

Considering power from a functionalistic per-
spective helps shape a better understanding of
social power cycles, the role of local actors and
the trajectory of political life. Power mapping
proved a useful entry point to figure out how El
Oro was conceptualized by the locals them-
selves. Residents, who had hardly ever had the
opportunity to reflect on past and current social
dynamics, started to visualize, recognize and
evaluate themselves as part of something that
had changed over the years. According to par-
ticipants, that ‘something’ was the resulting so-
cial configuration of the community. Local ac-
tors and their links, spatial connotations and the
direction and intensity of social relations all be-
came apparent, based on collective agreements
among residents and between residents and re-
searchers.

The U and C system is the most important
structure for internal actors to focus collective
action and decision making on community de-
velopment concerns. The current social configu-
ration of El Oro reflects many years of putting
local rules, norms and codes into practice. With
time, a durable alliance of local actors and family
structures has emerged and constructed a func-
tional social configuration. Internal, recognized
actors depend very much on the U and C as a
guide to local governance, although they exer-
cise their person-based power through autho-
rized structures. The serious problems among
those internal actors were not clearly visible with
the first approximation to their reality; however,
once people reflected and became aware of the
context in which they are immersed, they started
to discuss, share, analyze, look at their commu-
nities as dynamic entities with a number of im-
portant areas of conflict and contestation, and
understand their roles in these more sophisticat-
edly mapped out social and power networks (see
Guevara-Hernández et al. 2010).

Contradictory, at the national level of Mexico,
power is exercised based on a top-down model,
particularly for the distribution of state and fed-
eral resources to rural communities (DeWalt 1979;
Eckstein 1978; Chevalier and Buckles 1995). How-
ever, the formal structures that administer power
at the community level are only useful in as much
as they correspond to the informal U and C deci-
sion-making systems. When top-down local
power structures fail to provide space for U and
C modes of decision-making, tension is likely to

build up with local systems, including families,
until it is expressed through protest or officially
censured activities (see Guevara-Hernández 2007
and Guevara-Hernández et al. 2008, 2010, 2011).
The periods of time required for popular discon-
tent to result in action depend on the type of U
and C system present in a specific place, the de-
gree of tolerance of a given political or economic
situation, and the family dynamics present, es-
pecially with respect to the role of rural and in-
digenous women in community political life.

While slow advances have been made in
Mexican formal political structures to include
women in decision-making processes, these ad-
vances have at times failed to engage with U and
C systems. In doing so, formal processes of in-
clusion run the risk of moving too fast or too
slow in comparison with informal systems. Only
those interventions able to enter into informal
power structures, including the family, will pro-
vide legitimacy to the gender equity initiatives.
Informal systems of power are not static; on the
contrary, their independence from legal codes
means that they are able to change in step with
the transformation of opinions, ideas and under-
standings in the social praxis within which they
operate. These changes, which take place within
historical and collective contexts, will determine
the capacity of the community, as a social entity,
to survive within the natural and social fabric of
modern Mexico.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This research was carried out with comple-
mentary grants of the Rockefeller Foundation
and the TAD of Wageningen University, and the
Fondos Mixtos-Chiapas (FOMIX CHIS-2009-
09-18) from CONACYT. The authors are very
grateful to Dr. Paul Richards and Dr. Conny
Almekinders of Wageningen University for their
feedback and support in the development of this
article.

REFERENCES

Alemán ST 1998. Investigación participativa para el
desarrollo rural: la experiencia de Ecosur en los
Altos de Chiapas. Serie Estudios de Caso de la
Red de Gestión de Recursos Naturales. Mexico
City: Rockefeller Foundation, P. 159.

Arce A, Long N 1992. The dynamics of knowledge:
Interfaces between bureaucrats and peasants. In:
N Long, A Long  (Eds.): Battlefields of Knowledge:
The Interlocking of Theory and Practice in Social
Research and Development. London: Routledge.

Arce A, Long N 1988. The dynamics of knowledge
interfaces between Mexican agricultural bureaucrats

WHO’S WHO? 143



and peasants: A case study from Jalisco. Boletín de
Estudios Latinoamericanos y del Caribe, 43: 5-30.

Bass S, Dalal-Clayton B, Pretty J 1995. Participation in
Strategies for Sustainable Development. London:
International Institute for Environment and
Development (IIED).

Carlsen L 1999. Autonomía indígena: la innovación de
la tradición. Revista Chiapas, 7: 14-31.

Chambers R 1999. Rural Development: Putting the Last
First. London: Longman Publications.

Chambers R 1994. Participatory rural appraisal (PRA):
Analysis of experience. World Development, 22:
1253-1268.

Chevalier JM, Buckles D 1995. A Land Without Gods:
Process Theory, Mal-development and the Mexican
Nahuas. London: ZED Books.

De Mente BL 1998. There is a Word for it in Mexico: The
Complete Guide to Mexican Thought and Culture.
New York: Passport Books.

DeWalt BR 1979. Modernization in a Mexican Ejido: A
Study in Economic Adaptation. London: Cambridge
University Press.

Eckstein S 1978.  El ejido colectivo en México. Mexico
City: Fondo de Cultura Económica.

Foucault M 1983. Power, sovereignty and discipline. In:
D Held, M Robertson (Eds.): States and Societies.
Oxford: Blackwell Publishers.

Fundación Arias 1997. La Formación de una Cultura
Democrática en Centroamérica. Paper presented
in the Regional Workshop of Incident Training at
the Arias Foundation in San Jose, Costa Rica, June
9 to June 11, 1997.

Gaventa J 2004. Towards participatory local governance:
Assessing the transformative possibilities. In: S
Hickey, G Mohan (Eds.): Participation: From Ty-
ranny to Transformation, Exploring New Approach-
es to Participation in Development. London: ZED
Books.

Gledhill J 2007. Recognizing Resistance: Rethinking
Histories of Resistance in Brazil and Mexico
Project. Preliminary Working Draft. Arts and
Humanities Research Council and Manchester
University,  P. 27.

Gledhill J 2000.  Power and its Disguises: Anthropological
Perspectives on Politics. London: Pluto Press.

Govers C 2006. Performing the Community: Represent-
ation, Ritual and Reciprocity in the Totonac
Highlands of Mexico. PhD Thesis, Unpublished.
Amsterdam: University of Amsterdam.

Guevara-Hernández, F, McCune NM, Gómez-Castro H,
Pinto-Ruiz R, Medina-Jonapá FJ, Hernández-López
A, Tejeda-Cruz C 2011. Conflicting regulatory
systems for natural resources management in South-
ern Mexico: An ethnographic case study. Interna-
tional Journal of Technology and Development
Studies, 2(1): 30-62.

Guevara-Hernández F, Ovando-Cruz J, McCune NM,
Pinto-Ruiz R, Medina-Jonapá FJ, Gómez-Castro H
2010. Participatory power mapping: A collective
identification of development actors in a small
cattle village of Chiapas, Mexico. International

Journal of Technology and Development Studies,
1(1): 5-28

Guevara-Hernández F, Pinto-Ruiz R, Gómez-Castro H,
Medina-Jonapá FJ 2008. Local perceptions on
empowerment and development in a remote village
of Chiapas, Mexico. Tailoring Biotechnologies
Journal, 4(1-2): 71-94.

Guevara-Hernández F 2007. ¿Y después qué?: Action-
Research and Ethnography on Governance, Actors
and Development in Southern Mexico. PhD Thesis,
Unpublished. Wageningen: Wageningen University
and Research Centre.

Guzmán G, Alonso A, Pouliquen Y, Sevilla E 1996. Las
metodologías participativas de investigación: un
aporte al desarrollo local endógeno. Paper present-
ed at the Second Congress of the Spanish Society
of Ecological Agriculture, in Pamplona-Iruña,
November 24 to November 27, 1996.

Hickey S, Mohan G 2004. Participation: From Tyranny
to Transformation? Exploring New Approaches to
Participation in Development. London: ZED
Books.

Hunter F 1953. Community Power Structure: A Study
on Decision Makers. Chapel Hill: The University
of North Carolina Press.

Hunter G 1978. Agricultural Development and the Poor:
Declaration of Policy and Guidelines for Action.
London: Overseas Development Institute.

Long N 2001. Development Sociology: Actor Perspect-
ives. London: Routledge.

Long  N, Long A 1992. Battlefields of Knowledge: The
Interlocking of Theory and Practice in Social
Research and Development. London: Routledge.

Nuijten M 2005. Power in practice: A force field approach
to natural resource management. The Journal of
Transdisciplinary Environmental Studies, 4(2): 3-
14.

Nuijten M 2003. Power, Community and the State: The
Political Anthropology of Organisation in Mexico.
London: Pluto Press.

Perrés J 1995. El poder: las relaciones de poder y los
mecanismos de poder institucionales: algunas
reflexiones teórico-epistemológicas. Mexico City:
Metropolitan Autonomous University.

Ricks F 2003. The Paradox: Research as Practice and
Practice as Research. Paper presented at the 2nd
National Research Symposium on the Voluntary
Sector, in Toronto, January 16 to January 17, 2003.

SEGOB 2006. Constitución Política del Estado Libre y
Soberano de Oaxaca. Mexico City: Gobierno del
Estado y Secretaría de Gobernación. From< http://
www.e- local .gob.mx/wb2/ELOCAL/ELOC_
const_oax.> (Accessed on September 03, 2011).

Soler-Gómez Lutselschwab L 2010. Memorias del
desarrollo: Once experiencias en Latinoamérica.
Editorial Desco. Lima, Perú, P.460.

Van der Haar G 2001. Gaining Ground: Land Reform
and the Constitution of Community in The
Tojolabal Highlands of Chiapas, Mexico. PhD
Thesis, Unpublished. Wageningen: Wageningen
University and Research Centre.

Non-English words appearing in text:
Usos y costumbres (U and C)– Local customary law
Cargos—Individual duties within the U and C system
Pueblos—Communities of common practices
Compadrazgos—Godparentship,
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Mixteco—An ethnicity of Southern Mexico, especially
present in the Mixteca region of Oaxaca
Agencia Municipal y Bienes Comunales (AMBC)—
Municipal Agency for Common Goods
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