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Abstract 

 

Grievances Matter:  

Unemployment and the decline of the piquetero movement (2003-2007) 

 

Marcos Emilio Perez, MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Javier Auyero 

 

The unemployed workers movement in Argentina (also known as the piqueteros) 

emerged during the mid 1990s, as a response to the increasing poverty and 

unemployment produced by the economic reforms implemented by the national 

government. Its extraordinary growth and leading role in the protests of 2001-2002 led 

many scholars to believe that it would become an enduring aspect of Argentina‟s politics. 

However, after 2002, the movement entered a period of decline, which was reflected in 

the loss of members, support, and public influence. 

In this paper, I study the trajectory of this movement in order to advance certain 

arguments regarding the relation between grievances and collective action. I will argue 

that a key factor behind the decline of the movement was the amelioration of the main 

grievance which gave it rise. The emergence and consolidation of the piqueteros 

coincided with a period of increasing unemployment. However, after 2002, Argentina‟s 

economy entered a phase of intense growth which significantly improved labor market 

conditions. The new scenario deeply affected the movement‟s influence. 

Therefore, the study of the piqueteros can provide significant insight about social 

movement theory. In particular, it suggests that the relation between grievances and 

collective action is more direct than what the resource mobilization and political process 
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approaches predict. In other words, the case of the piqueteros shows that grievances 

matter: although several factors may mediate between them and collective action, their 

effect is never negligible. 

In addition, this paper addresses a more “empirical” gap. Although there is an 

increasing body of literature about the decline of the piquetero movement, most studies 

focus on political variables and neglect the potential role played by the reduction in 

unemployment. In other words, in exploring the causes of this downfall, authors usually 

center on the emergence of a new government in 2003, the divisions between different 

organizations, and the loss of legitimacy among other sectors of society. By focusing on 

an alternative explanation, I expect to contribute to the understanding of this movement. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

The unemployed worker‟s movement in Argentina emerged during the second 

half of the 1990s, as a response to the increase in poverty and unemployment produced 

by the neoliberal economic reforms implemented by the national government. The 

methodology of protests employed by its members –blockades of important roads- gave 

the movement its name: piqueteros –“road-blockers”. During its first years of existence, 

the movement experienced an extraordinary growth, which led it to become a major actor 

in national politics. By the year 2002, it had recruited thousands of activists, had been one 

of the main protagonists in the protests of December 2001 –which caused the fall of the 

national government and the establishment of an interim administration-, and had forced 

significant changes in public policies1. Although this growth had its costs –state 

repression took the lives of dozens of demonstrators - it seemed to many that the 

piqueteros would become an enduring component of national politics in the years to 

come. However, after 2002, the movement entered a period of decline, which was 

reflected in a loss of members and mobilization capacity, decreasing influence in public 

policies, and the lack of support among other sectors of society. By 2007, the movement 

was a small fraction of what it had been only five years before. 

                                                 
1 For instance, the establishment of different emergency subsidies for the unemployed since the second half 

of the 1990s was to a large extent due to the need by the national and provincial governments to control the 

degree of social unrest and protest in a context of increasing unemployment (Svampa and Pereyra, 2003; 

Gomez, 2009). 
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In the following pages I study the trajectory of this movement in order to advance 

certain arguments regarding the relation between grievances and collective action. I will 

argue that a key factor behind the decline of the movement was the amelioration of the 

main grievance which gave it rise. The emergence and consolidation of the piqueteros 

coincided with a period of increasing unemployment. However, after 2002, Argentina‟s 

economy entered a phase of intense growth which reduced unemployment from a record 

21.5% in 2002 to less than 10% in 2007. This reduction severely affected the movement‟s 

influence and importance, to the point of threatening its survival. 

Therefore, the study of the piqueteros can provide significant insight about social 

movement theory. In particular, it suggests that the relation between grievances and 

collective action is more direct than what the resource mobilization and political process 

approaches predict (See Tarrow, 1994; Tilly, 1995; McAdam, 2000). In other words, the 

case of the piqueteros shows that grievances matter: although several factors may mediate 

between them and collective action, their effect is never negligible2. 

In addition, this paper addresses a significant gap in the literature about my object 

of study. Although there are an increasing number of studies about the decline of the 

                                                 
2Evidence in favor of this argument can be found in several empirical studies. In his analysis of local 

activism following the accident at the Three Mile Island nuclear plant, Walsh (1981) argues that the abrupt 

surfacing of a grievance can promote collective action in the affected communities. Useem‟s quantitative 

study of the Boston anti busing movement suggests that discontent was a major factor explaining individual 

participation (Useem 1980). According to the study of homeless protests by Snow, Soule, and Cress (2005), 

material deprivations which gave rise to grievances were closely associated with the number of protests that 

took place in different American cities. The article by Amenta and Zylan (1991) on the Townsend 

Movement, and the study by Kim (1993) of labor conflicts in Korea and Japan suggest a similar conclusion. 

Although these articles focus on the emergence of different social movements and not on their decline, they 

nevertheless suggest that grievances are important factors in explaining collective action. 
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piquetero movement after 2002, most of them focus on political variables and neglect the 

potential role played by the reduction in unemployment. In other words, in exploring the 

causes of the downfall of the piqueteros, authors usually center on the emergence of a 

new government in 2003, the divisions between different organizations, and the loss of 

legitimacy among other sectors of society. By focusing on an alternative explanation, I 

expect to contribute to the understanding of this movement. 

This study is conceived as part of a larger project. What I intend to do here is to use 

different databases of contentious events in Greater Buenos Aires in order to identify and 

interpret certain trends in the relation between labor market conditions and piquetero 

activism. However, following the advice of Tilly (2008) and McAdam (2002), my 

objective is to analyze the details of this relation by undertaking ethnographic work in the 

future. In other words, the following pages are an exploratory study, which will serve as 

the base for further research using qualitative methods. As Doug McAdam says: 

 

One often thinks of qualitative research as an exploratory strategy designed to 

yield formal hypotheses that can be tested using the techniques of quantitative 

research. [But] quantitative analysis can be used, as in the study of social 

movements, to uncover certain recurrent empirical associations, that can then 

be interrogated more fully using qualitative methods. It is this somewhat 

unconventional reversal of the relationship between qualitative and 

quantitative approaches that I am advocating here (ibid, p. 285). 

 

The article will be structured in the following way: I will first explore how different 

approaches in social movement theory have conceptualized the relation between 
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grievances and collective action. Afterwards, I will review the literature on the piquetero 

movement, in order to place my analysis in the context of the debate between different 

perspectives. Next, I will analyze the relationship between unemployment and piquetero 

activism during the emergence, consolidation, and decline of the movement. Finally, I 

will identify a number of mechanisms through which the improvement in the labor 

market conditions after 2002 may have contributed to the downfall of my object of study. 
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Chapter 2: Grievances and collective action in social movement theory 

 

In this section I will briefly describe the role attributed to grievances by the different 

paradigms which have dominated social movement theory since the mid-twentieth 

century. Broadly speaking, it is possible to distinguish three moments: the functionalist 

paradigm, the rationalist paradigm, and the post-rationalist paradigm. 

 

 (A) THE FUNCTIONALIST PARADIGM 

 

Until the 1970s, the prevailing paradigm in social movement theory explained 

collective action as the result of certain dysfunctional aspects of society, which affected 

individuals and generated the impulse to participate in protest. Although each theory 

provided a different explanation and emphasized different variables, all of them had a 

similar causal sequence, and conceived of collective action as expressing a deviation 

from an otherwise normal state of society (McAdam, 2000, della Porta and Diani, 1999).  

These approaches are expressions of a period in which the functionalist 

perspective was predominant in sociology. Functionalism sees society as a set of systems 

with specific functions, the combination of which contributes to social equilibrium 

(Durkheim, 1893/1997; Parsons, 1951/2002; Merton, 1968). As a result, any event which 

seems to divert from this equilibrium (such as protest and insurgency) will be explained 

as the consequence of an unfulfilled function. In addition, any transformation in social 
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structure which affects a subsystem‟s capacity to perform its function is likely to be 

linked to social unrest. 

The most general approach within this paradigm is the collective behavior model. 

According to its proponents (Blumer, 1939; Smelser, 1961), protest and insurgency 

emerge out of changes in the way society works. Deep social transformations such as 

industrialization and urbanization undermine the norms and routines which organize the 

lives of individuals, and this situation promotes the emergence of protest, as people seek 

to set in place new forms of social action: “Social movements can be viewed as collective 

enterprises to establish a new order of life” (Blumer, 1939, p. 255); “the central defining 

characteristic of an episode of collective behavior is a belief envisioning the 

reconstitution of some component of social action” (Smelser, 1961, p. 11). 

Other authors point to more specific mechanisms. The theory of relative 

deprivation (Davies, 1962; Gurr, 1970) states that rebellion is likely to emerge when a 

great number of people experience a gap between expectations and reality (for instance, 

when years of economic growth are followed by a sudden crisis). The mass society 

theory (Korhhauser, 1965) links collective action to the social isolation experienced by 

individuals in modernizing societies. According to this perspective, modernization 

implies the elimination of those intermediate groups which help integrate individuals into 

society and politics. The resulting isolation engenders feelings of alienation and anxiety, 

the aggregation of which leads to “extreme behavior”.  
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In sum, until the 1970s the field of social movement theory was dominated by a 

paradigm which conceived collective action as the aggregation of individual reactions to 

strains in society. Although specific theories differed, all of them shared the same causal 

relation, in which protest was the reaction to the grievances generated by a certain set of 

social facts. However, the shortcomings of these theories (among them, an overemphasis 

on psychological mechanisms, the neglect of organizational variables, the lack of 

distinction between different types of “collective behavior”, and more generally, the idea 

that social movements are a deviant form of political participation) led to the emergence 

of a new paradigm, in which the importance assigned to grievances was significantly 

reduced. 

  

(B) THE RATIONALIST PARADIGM 

 

Mainly as a reaction to the shortcomings of the previous paradigm, since the 

1970s a new set of approaches to the study of social movements emerged in American 

sociology. Several scholars started to define a new paradigm in which the emphasis was 

placed not on the grievances which promoted collective action, but instead on the 

organizational resources available to protesting groups and the political context in which 

they operated. Collective action ceased to be considered a deviation from the normal 

functioning of society, and activists were assumed to be rational individuals who made 

decisions regarding the best alternative for pursuing their objectives. 
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In other words, the proponents of this paradigm applied the postulates of rational 

choice (Coleman, 1990, also see Olson, 1965) to contentious politics. Social movements 

began to be seen as a continuation of conventional politics through other means. Protests 

and insurgence were no longer the expression of social dysfunctions which promoted 

disruptive psychological states in the participating individuals, but instead a rational 

alternative for groups that did not enjoy the same access as others to conventional means 

of promoting social change. 

Two perspectives can be distinguished within this paradigm. On the one hand, 

resource mobilization theory (Oberschall, 1973; McCarthy and Zald, 1973 and 1977) 

focuses on the availability of different types of resources to movements. What determines 

the emergence and outcome of social movements are the amount of resources which 

these groups attain, and how they use them3. On the other hand, political process theory 

(Tarrow, 1983, 1989 and 1994; Tilly 1995; Della Porta, 1996) can be regarded as a 

further elaboration of the resource mobilization approach (McAdam, 2000). This theory 

focuses on the contextual factors that affect the development of movements. In particular, 

scholars in this approach pay attention to the opportunities provided to movements by the 

political system4. 

                                                 
3 For instance, Morris (1981) linked the emergence and spread of the southern sit-in movement to the 

resources and communication networks provided by pre-existing organizations such as churches, colleges, 

and activist groups. 

4An example of this approach is Kitschelt‟s study of antinuclear movements in four western countries 

(Kitschelt, 1986). According to this author, the variations in the strategies and impact of each movement 

were related to two factors: the openness of the political system to demands, and the capacity of the 

political system to translate those demands into public policies. 
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Although they differ in other aspects, both perspectives agree in their neglect of 

grievances as relevant factors for explaining the trajectories of social movements. 

Grievances are acknowledged as necessary for contention, but at the same time they are 

seen as relatively constant in social and political life. In other words, the rationalist 

paradigm assumes that groups always have reasons to protest, but that only when they 

have the resources and/or opportunities to do so will they be able to express their 

discontent. 

The reasons for this neglect are complex. Firstly, rationalist authors were reacting 

against an essentially conservative paradigm which tended to justify the status quo and 

failed to see how social movements could promote positive changes in society. In other 

words, academics in the 1970s had a much more critical view of their societies than the 

previous generation of scholars. Where functionalism saw social equilibrium as the rule 

and conflict as the exception, rationalist scholars saw society as full of tensions between 

groups. As a result, they tended to see grievances not as exceptional, but rather as 

constant. In the words of McAdam: 

 

The […] proposition that social movements are a reaction to a system strain is 

problematic because of the implicit assertion that there exists a simple one-to-

one correspondence between strain and collective protest. We are asked to 

believe that social movements occur as an inexorable response to a certain 

level of strain in society. But since widespread social insurgency is only an 

occasional phenomenon, we must conclude that system strain is also an 

aberrant social condition. The image is that of a normally stable social system 

disrupted only on occasion by the level of strain presumed to produce social 

insurgency. However […] this view of society would appear to overstate the 

extent to which the social world is normally free of strain. (2000, p. 11) 
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Secondly, the importance that the protest wave of the sixties had for the scholars 

who developed the rationalist paradigm is also responsible for the little attention paid to 

grievances. Many of these authors were either participants or informed spectators of this 

wave. The civil rights movement, for instance, was the perfect example of the new view 

of social movements: a conglomeration of rational individuals and groups, well integrated 

in their communities, using resources and taking advantage of opportunities to solve a 

structural injustice long countenanced by the rest of society. Since the oppression of 

blacks had lasted for centuries, it seemed evident that changes in the grievances had 

played little role in the emergence of this movement. The same applies to other 

influential movements of the time such as feminism. It became evident that grievances 

alone could not engender collective action in the absence of adequate resources and 

opportunities. 

Finally, rationalist scholars sought to distinguish social movements from other 

episodes of contention such as riots and mob attacks. The crucial elements in this 

distinction are organization and sustainment in time. As a result, authors focused on the 

factors that contributed to the ability of protesters to organize and maintain their 

challenge through time, such as resources and opportunities. In other words, grievances 

were disregarded in part because they are common to different sorts of contention, in 

particular, those forms which were not distinguished from social movements by the 

functionalist paradigm. 
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It must be noted that not all rationalist authors agree completely. Although there is a 

general consensus in downplaying the importance of grievances, scholars vary in the 

degree to which they do so. On the one end of the spectrum, a well-known article by John 

McCarthy and Mayer Zald (1977), argues that discontent is always enough to promote 

the development of collective action if the movement is well organized and has access to 

resources. Moreover, both authors actually emphasize that “grievances and discontent 

may be defined, created, and manipulated by issue entrepreneurs and organizations” (p. 

1215). On the other end of the spectrum, Sidney Tarrow is more open to treat grievances 

as relevant factors. Moreover, in his study of the Italian cycle of protest of the sixties and 

seventies (1989), he counts the satisfaction of grievances as one of the potential reasons 

for the reduction in participation: “People retreat from disruptive collective action when 

their immediate demands are satisfied, when they become tired of the risks and costs, and 

when it becomes too dangerous to go out on the streets” (p. 26). However, he does not 

stop to analyze the relation between the satisfaction of demands and the decline in 

collective action. Instead, he simply takes the retreat for granted and moves on to study 

how organizations adapted their strategies to it. 

The rationalist approach has made significant contributions to our understanding of 

social movements. It showed that the relation between grievances and collective action is 

not immediate and accurately identified the variables that mediate between both. 

However, this paradigm has tended to ignore two important interrelated questions. 

Firstly, although grievances are still considered a necessary condition for protest, 
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rationalist scholars have generally disregarded the possibility that variations in them can 

be associated to changes in the levels of activism. As Charles Tilly said: 

 

Grievances are fundamental to rebellion as oxygen is fundamental to 

combustion. But just as fluctuations in the oxygen content of the air account 

for little of the distribution of fire in the workaday world, fluctuations in 

grievances are not a major cause of the presence or absence of rebellion. For 

that, the political means of acting on grievances which people have at their 

disposal matter a good deal more. (Tilly, 1974, p. 302) 

 

This quote also leads to the second ignored question. If grievances are essential for 

collective action, then their amelioration must pose a threat to the sustainment of protest. 

That is, the availability of resources and a propitious context will ultimately fail to sustain 

protest if the reasons for why people complained are no longer pressing. Effectively, 

most rationalist scholars seem to agree to this point. However, almost no author has 

studied this possibility in detail: what are the mechanisms through which the lessening of 

a grievance impacts social movements?5. In order to address both questions, it is 

necessary to build on the theories of resource mobilization and political process, 

incorporating new perspectives and analyzing more recent episodes of contention. 

                                                 
5 To a great extent, this gap in the theory can be explained by the tendency of analysts to pay more 

attention to the emergence of collective action than to its decline. As Kim Voss (1996) says,  

 

Failure is an unpopular subject among social movement scholars. Like death and taxes at social 

gatherings, it is a topic that many of us avoid. In contrast, the birth of insurgency is eagerly 

debated. As a result, our theories of movement emergence are much more sophisticated and 

convincing than our models of movement development and decline (p. 227) 
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In sum, the rationalist paradigm considers social movements as an extension of 

conventional politics, and makes the point that activists engage in deliberate cost-benefit 

estimations when they participate in collective action. The result is an emphasis in 

resources and opportunities, and a general lack of attention to grievances, which are 

simply taken for granted and not considered relevant for explaining variations in 

contention. In addition, this paradigm also neglects a number of factors associated with 

collective action, such as identity, emotions, and meanings. Consequently, in the last 

decades the predominance of the rationalist paradigm began to be contested by scholars 

who made efforts to bring these “irrational” factors back into scene. However, the new 

paradigm that emerged out of these efforts still paid little attention to grievances. 

 

(C) THE POST-RATIONALIST PARADIGM 

 

Rationalist theories are to a great extent a reaction to a paradigm which described 

social movements as irrational deviations from the normal functioning of society. 

However, by emphasizing the continuity between protest and institutional behavior, this 

paradigm tends to “normalize” contentious collective action (Piven and Cloward, 1992). 

In addition, the emphasis placed on objective and quantifiable variables such as 

organization, resources, and opportunities implies the neglect of other central components 

of protest such as identity, culture, and emotions. Therefore, in the last decades several 

alternative approaches began to emerge, in which many shortcomings of the resource 

mobilization and political process perspectives were addressed. 
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A major influence in this “post-rationalist” paradigm was the New Social 

Movements literature (Touraine, 1985; Melucci, 1996). As Cohen (1985) explains, in 

contrast to their American counterparts, European scholars reacted to the shortcomings of 

the functionalist model by focusing on identity rather than on strategy and rationality. In 

addition, the protest wave of the 1960s, with the emergence of movements such as 

environmentalism and pacifism, revealed the limitations of the traditional Marxist 

interpretation of social conflict (della Porta and Diani, 1999). As a result, scholars in 

Western Europe developed a perspective in which the novel characteristics of these 

movements were the result of the passage from an industrial society, organized around 

the production of goods, to a “post-industrial” or “programmed” society (Touraine, 

1985), in which the management of information played a much more important role. This 

new perspective brought attention to factors neglected by the rationalist paradigm. 

In the United States, the framing processes approach (Snow et al, 1986; Benford, 

1993; Hunt, Benford and Snow, 1994; Benford and Snow, 2000) was responsible for the 

appearance of a “cultural turn” in which attention was drawn to the mechanisms by which 

individuals in a social movement provide meaning to their situation and activities. Based 

on the work of Erving Goffman (1959, 1986), emphasis was placed on how movements 

construct particular visions of reality in order to address specific audiences, create 

coalitions with other groups, and maintain internal cohesion6. 

                                                 
6 An example of this approach is Benford‟s analysis of “frame disputes” among nuclear disarmament 

organizations (Benford, 1993). According to the author, these groups engaged in an intense negotiation 

regarding the interpretation of reality, and in particular, of three aspects of it: the diagnosis about the 
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More recently, scholars have begun to pay attention to the role played by 

emotions in the emergence of collective action (Flam, 1990; Goodwin, Jasper and 

Polletta, 2000; Reger, 2004). Once rejected as “irrational”, psychological factors such as 

emotional states (Gould, 2009) and affectual and sexual relations (Goodwin, 1997) are 

increasingly considered relevant for the analysis of social movements. As Ron Aminzade 

and Doug McAdam state,  

 

The onset of an episode of contention is associated with, and partially dependent 

upon, the collective mobilization of heightened emotion. This is not to say that the 

mobilization of strong emotions “causes” movements or revolutions, but that 

otherwise favorable environmental circumstances […] will not produce a 

movement in the absence of emotions (2001, p. 17). 

 

The influence of this new paradigm has been strong enough to lead many 

rationalist authors to enrich their original theories with components of the different post-

rationalist perspectives. For instance, the framing processes approach has been eagerly 

incorporated by some scholars into their framework (See Tarrow, 1994, Tilly, 2008). In 

addition, several authors have paid more attention to emotional states in their studies (see 

Aminzade and McAdam, 2001). In a widely influential article from the late 1990s, the 

main exponents of the rationalist paradigm argue that “the analysis of contentious politics 

promises to be a fruitful enterprise for the confrontation of institutionalist, rational 

choice, and culturalist approaches” (McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly, 1998, p. 144). 

                                                                                                                                                 
problem to be faced; the best strategy to face it, and the ways in which the problem had to be presented to 

the movement‟s audience. 
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Post-rationalist perspectives are certainly more sympathetic to the use of 

grievances as explanatory variables. For instance, the framing processes approach, with 

its emphasis on how movements portray their situation as unfair and their struggle as just, 

opens the door to consider how demands are associated to collective action. Moreover, 

the very relaxation of the strong emphasis on resources and opportunities generates the 

possibility of including variations in the grievances among the explanations for the 

decline of contention. However, this possibility has remained largely ignored, as almost 

no study has analyzed how the amelioration of a movement‟s grievances might affect its 

capacity to mobilize. In the following pages I will argue that Argentina‟s recent history 

provides an interesting case for exploring this possibility. In particular, I will show that 

the decline of the piquetero movement can be explained in part by the improvement of its 

main grievance. 
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Chapter 3: The piquetero movement 

 

From their emergence in the late 1990s, the piqueteros have attracted the attention 

of several scholars. In this section I want to provide a brief description of this literature, 

distinguishing different perspectives in order to place my own analysis in the context of 

this debate. I will argue that most studies on the unemployed worker‟s movement belong 

to two approaches. 

The first perspective is what I call the “singularist” school. This approach 

includes the first studies about the piqueteros, and it is still predominant among 

Argentinean scholars. Good examples are Maristella Svampa and Sebastian Pereyra‟s 

seminal book Entre la Ruta y el Barrio (2003), and a number of other influential studies 

(see for instance Delamata, 2004; Svampa, 2005, 2008 and 2009; Pereyra, Perez y 

Schuster, 2008). These authors tend to emphasize the novelty and uniqueness of the 

piquetero movement, and its contrast with other territorial experiences such as 

clientelism. The movement is thus seen as an essentially singular phenomenon, a new 

form of political participation by the urban poor in which the main motivation for 

involvement was ideological and not material. 

The second perspective is what I call the “contextualist” school. It comprises a 

more recent body of literature, examples of which are Julieta Quiros‟ book Cruzando la 

Sarmiento (2006) and a number of other studies (see for instance Ferraudi Curto, 2006 

and 2009; Manzano, 2009; Frederic, 2009). In contrast to the singularist school, this 
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approach relativizes the exceptionality of the unemployed worker‟s movement. Clearly 

influenced by Javier Auyero‟s ethnographic studies on the urban poor in Argentina 

(Auyero, 2001, 2002, and 2003) and by Denis Merklen‟s analysis of the social and 

political life of impoverished neighborhoods in Buenos Aires (Merklen, 2005), this 

perspective seeks to link people‟s involvement in piquetero organizations to their 

experiences in other spheres of their daily lives. As a result, the movement is not seen as 

a new form of participation, but instead as one option among others through which poor 

families seek to solve the problems caused by deprivation.  

Certainly, the singularist school portrays a more idealized picture of the 

unemployed workers movement, while the contextualist school tends to be skeptical 

towards this view. However, I want to avoid the “romantic account” / “cynical analysis” 

dichotomy. On the one hand, such a contrast would imply that the first studies on the 

movement lack scientific rigor, something which is not true. On the other hand, the 

skepticism of the contextualist perspective does not mean that its adherents have a more 

negative view of the piquetero movement. On the contrary, these scholars make a strong 

defense of the dignity of material demands, rejecting the “views [that] presuppose that it 

is not acceptable to mobilize politically for a subsidy, a box of food, or 20 pesos” 

(Quiros, 2006, p. 29, my translation). In addition, the two “schools” I identify here should 

be considered more as ideal types than actual positions, as there is significant variation 

among scholars belonging to each of them. 
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The contrasts between both perspectives are many and interrelated. Firstly, they 

have different views on the reasons for why individuals participate in the organizations. 

The singularist school emphasizes that activists get involved not only to access well 

needed resources, but also to promote social change:  

 

The organizations of unemployed workers should not be seen solely as a 

challenging answer in the context of an individual and social experience marked 

by impoverishment […], but also and specifically as a collective act which 

transforms the social relations of politics (Delamata, 2004, pp. 7-8, my 

translation).  

 

In contrast, the contextualist school highlights that although some militants are 

ideologically committed, for most protesters participation in a piquetero group is 

basically a strategy to solve the difficulties generated by long term unemployment and 

poverty. 

Secondly, there is a discrepancy regarding identity. The singularist perspective 

assumes that, despite differences in worldviews, there is in general a homogeneous 

“piquetero identity”, which tends to be shared by most members of the movement. In the 

words of Svampa and Pereyra,  

 

The struggles have made possible the crystallization of a common space in which 

are inscribed certain practical and symbolic frames of action that are present in 

most piquetero organizations. This space […] has been historically configured 

around the emergence of an identity -the piquetero- associated to a certain 

stabilization of the narratives about the struggle (2003, p. 152, my translation). 
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The contextualist perspective tends to disagree with this point, as it considers that 

the piquetero identity is much weaker and diverse than what singularist authors state. As 

Quiros says: “presupposing unified and unequivocal subjects, some authors tend to 

provide the term piquetero with the status of „new social identity‟ and to give the road 

block the condition of main instance of production of that identity” (2006, p. 28, my 

translation). 

Thirdly, while the singularist perspective makes a clear distinction between the 

clientelistic networks of local politicians and the networks of the piquetero organizations, 

which are described as antagonistic, contextualist scholars emphasize the existence of 

overlaps and continuities between both7. Where the earlier studies highlight the struggle 

for resources between both networks, new scholars tend to underline how individuals at 

the local level participate in both at the same time, perceive them in similar ways, and 

move from one to another without much conflict. More generally, without negating the 

tensions and differences between both networks, contextualist studies contend that the 

“universe of relations and obligations” (Quiros, 2006), that is, the dynamic through which 

people begin to participate, remain committed, and obtain resources from the network is 

essentially the same in both cases.  

Finally, there are methodological differences between both schools. Singularist 

scholars tend to have a more macro perspective, in which the units of analysis are the 

                                                 
7 For an interesting study of how patronage politics can promote collective action, see Auyero, Lapegna, 

and Page Poma (2009). 
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different organizations which compose the movement. Contextualist studies, in contrast, 

usually follow a micro perspective, in which the focus is placed on individual participants 

and small groups within an organization. As a result, the main sources for scholars in the 

singularist school are interviews with leaders and official documents of the different 

organizations, while the contextualist school makes more use of interviews with regular 

participants and thorough ethnographic studies of their daily lives, including but not 

limited to their participation in the piquetero organizations. While the first methodology 

has the advantage of a broader perspective and a higher capacity for generalization, the 

second one has the crucial strength of analyzing the reasons for why regular protesters 

become members of the movement and how they conceive of this participation. 

Table 1. General differences between perspectives on the piquetero organizations. 

Singularist school Contextualist school 

Piquetero movement as a singular 

phenomenon essentially different than others 

operating in the same territory. 

Piquetero movement as a strategy for facing 

deprivation, having features in common with 

other strategies. 

Average members participate primarily for 

ideological reasons, trying to promote social 

change. 

Average members participate mainly for 

material reasons, in order to access basic 

resources. 

Existence of an overall “piquetero identity”, 

beyond specificities.  

Although there is a “piquetero identity”, it is 

not as strong as presumed. 

Sharp distinction between clientelistic 

networks administered by local politicians and 

networks run by piquetero organizations. 

There is not a clear distinction, particularly 

from the point of view of the everyday 

participant. In addition, the dynamic of 

relations and mutual obligations is similar in 

both networks.  

Macro perspective, focus on leaders and 

documents of the organizations. 

Micro perspective, focus on the everyday life 

of average members. 
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The differences between both perspectives are summarized in Table 1. Although I 

also build on the findings of the singularist school, my analysis is more consistent with 

the arguments of the contextualist school. The evidence provided by studies in this 

approach strongly suggests that one of the main reasons for why so many people 

participated in piquetero organizations was to access basic resources to which they lacked 

access due to unemployment. In other words, I conceive of piquetero organizations as 

“problem solving networks” (Auyero, 2001) that countless unemployed individuals and 

their families used to confront the challenges of material deprivation and joblessness. 

These challenges were not only material but also emotional, as the movement provided 

its members not only well-needed resources, but also an arena to express demands and a 

space to rebuild self-esteem and confidence. As a result, when unemployment began to 

decrease after 2002, the new scenario seriously affected the movement. Although for a 

period of time different organizations were able to sustain mobilization, ultimately the 

improvement in labor market conditions caused an erosion of membership, legitimacy 

and identity that led to the decline of the movement. I will expand on these ideas in the 

following two sections. 
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Chapter 4: Unemployment and the evolution of the piquetero movement 

 

In this chapter I will analyze the relation between unemployment and 

mobilization in the trajectory of the piquetero movement. I will distinguish between a 

period of emergence (1996-2000), a period of consolidation (2001-2002), and a period of 

decline (2003-2007). The three moments roughly correspond to before, during and after 

the great economic collapse of ten years ago. Since I am particularly interested in the role 

of grievances in the decline of this movement, I will pay special attention to the last 

period.  

In addition, I will focus on the Greater Buenos Aires area8, for two reasons. 

Firstly, the periphery of the city is where the largest piquetero organizations are based. 

Secondly, by concentrating on a specific area, I will be able to account for region specific 

variables in the relation between grievances and collective action.  

I will use two complementary sources of data. The first one is a database funded 

by the National Science Foundation9, created by scholars from Stony Brook University 

and The University of Texas at Austin (“NSF Database” for short). Based on a review of 

Argentina‟s most read national newspaper (Clarin), it includes all recorded protests that 

                                                 
8 By Greater Buenos Aires I mean the combination of the Autonomous City of Buenos Aires, and 30 

counties (partidos) surrounding it that belong to the Province of Buenos Aires. 24 of them are the 

traditional definition of the Greater Buenos Aires (Avellaneda, General San Martín, Hurlingham, Ituzaingó, 

José C. Paz, Lanús, Lomas de Zamora, Malvinas Argentinas, Morón, Quilmes, San Isidro, San Miguel, 

Tres de Febrero, Vicente López, Almirante Brown, Berazategui, Esteban Echeverría, Ezeiza, Florencio 

Varela, La Matanza, Merlo, Moreno, San Fernando, and Tigre), and other 6 are directly connected to the 

rest of the city (Escobar, General Rodríguez, Marcos Paz, Pilar, Presidente Perón, San Vicente). 

9 Award SES-0739217 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/San_Isidro_Partido
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took place in the country in 1998, 2002 and 2007, and in portions of 1997, 2001 and 

2006. It is based on the definition of discontinuous contentious collective action provided 

by Tilly: “occasions [where] people not only band together to act on their interests but 

also act in ways that directly, visibly and significantly affect other people's realization of 

their interests” (1986, p. 3). The drawback of limited data is outweighed by the degree of 

detail of the information. Although the database is still in construction, it will allow me to 

see in depth some characteristics of piquetero protest in the three periods outlined above. 

In particular, the database makes it possible to distinguish between three types of events: 

those in which piquetero groups are the only organizers (what I term “piquetero only” 

events); those in which other kind of organizations take part, but the agenda is 

determined by the piquetero groups, as inferred from the demands expressed (“piquetero 

led”, as in a demonstration to demand unemployment subsidies for a particular 

organization, in which members of other movements participate and express their 

solidarity); and those in which the piquetero groups are one among many participants, 

and demands expressed in the event are not exclusively related to the movement 

(“piquetero participation”, such as a middle class neighborhood assembly demanding the 

return of confiscated savings, in which a piquetero group joins and also demands jobs and 

public works). 

The second source is the database created by the Study Group on Social Protest 

and Collective Action (GEPSAC), of the University of Buenos Aires. It is a similar study, 

also using Clarin as the main source but complementing it with the news from another 

national newspaper, La Nacion. The portion of the database I will use ranges from 1996 
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to 2006, and although it is not as detailed as my first source, it has the advantage of 

covering the whole period and not a set of discrete years10. 

In sum, by combining the strengths of both databases I will be able to explore the 

association between grievances and collective action in my case of study. In the 

following pages I will describe in detail the moments of emergence, consolidation, and 

decline of the piquetero movement, complementing the information from the first 

database with data from the second. 

 

(A) EMERGENCE (1996-2000) 

 

Argentina had traditionally low rates of unemployment during the second half of 

the twentieth century. In addition, a combination of state interventionism and powerful 

union organizations provided a relatively extended net of welfare services to the working 

classes. However, since the 1970s this situation began to change. First, the import 

substitution economic model, which had been in place for decades, began to show clear 

signs of exhaustion (See Gerchunoff and Llach, 2003). Also, the intensification of 

political conflicts led to the establishment of an extremely repressive military regime, 

which persecuted and murdered thousands of left-wing activists and unionists, and 

implemented a first wave of neoliberal reforms which, although limited, generated 

significant disturbance in the economy. After democracy was restored in 1983, the 

government of Raul Alfonsin (Union Civica Radical, UCR) was unsuccessful in bringing 

                                                 
10 For the methodology of the database, see Schuster et al, 2006 
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a new cycle of growth and stability to the economy. As a result, since 1989, the new 

government of Carlos Menem (Partido Justicialista, PJ) implemented a drastic set of 

economic reforms which included privatizations, trade liberalization, and deregulation of 

labor markets11. Although in the short run the economy stabilized and began to grow, the 

reforms caused an enormous increase in unemployment (see Graph 1), a severe 

undermining of social services which assisted the working classes, and the weakening of 

unions (Svampa and Pereyra, 2003). As a result, vast sectors of the labor force faced a 

combination of structural joblessness and “abandonment” by the traditional labor 

organizations. 

 

 

                                                 
11 A large body of literature has focused on the process of economic reforms in Argentina. For instance, see 

Gerchunoff and Torre (1996); Lo Vuolo et al (1999); Gerchunoff and Llach (2003). 
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The first expressions of the piquetero movement took place between 1996 and 

1997 in company-towns in two minor provinces12, in which the restructuring of the 

privatized national oil company caused a sudden leap in unemployment and disrupted the 

entire social structure which had prevailed for decades. It was in these locations where 

the basic characteristics of the movement emerged: the association between a new 

identity (the piquetero), a new methodology of protest (the road block), a new mode of 

organization (the assembly), and a new type of demand (work) (Svampa and Pereyra, 

2003). Shortly after, similar groups emerged in the periphery of the country‟s largest 

cities, including Buenos Aires. 

Although at first sight the movement seems to have developed as a spontaneous 

reaction to deprivation and joblessness, it is clear that political networks and 

organizations played a central role in its emergence. As Auyero (2002 and 2003) has 

shown, the first roadblocks in the province of Neuquén, where the name “piquetero” first 

appeared, were made possible thanks to conflicts within the local governing party, in 

which a dissident faction divulged the protest through the media and provided the 

essential resources necessary for it to take place. In the case of the Greater Buenos Aires, 

the piquetero organizations did not emerge out of nowhere, but instead were based on 

previous experiences of collective action, such as land occupations, neighborhood 

associations, and revolutionary groups (Grimson, 2003; Svampa and Pereyra, 2003; 

Delamata, 2004; Merklen, 2005; Pereyra, 2008). As Leila Rupp and Verta Taylor indicate 

in their study of the feminist movement in the 1950s United States, social movements 

                                                 
12 Cutral-Co, in the province of Neuquén and General Mosconi, in the province of Salta. 
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usually emerge out of the remnants of previous cycles of mobilization. During times of 

reduced activism, groups and networks of militants do not disintegrate completely, but 

remain active instead. Although their influence is reduced, the persistence of these groups 

helps generate resources that allow future cycles of mobilization to emerge and be 

successful (Rupp and Taylor, 1987). This seems to have been the situation of most 

piquetero groups, which frequently developed in neighborhoods with previous 

experiences of collective action, and the leaders of which already were veteran activists. 

For instance, the Land and Housing Federation (FTV), one of the largest groups, 

developed out of the experience of land occupation and community organization that took 

place in El Tambo, a specific neighborhood in the district of La Matanza. Something 

similar can be said of the Classist and Combative Current (CCC), which is based in Santa 

Elena, another locality of La Matanza. The Movement of Unemployed Workers (MTD) 

of Solano, an area in the district of Quilmes, is the direct heir of the experience of left-

wing Catholic groups which organized around a local chapel. The Worker‟s Pole (PO) 

was created by initiative of the Worker‟s Party, a small but well organized political party 

which provided the piquetero activists with the benefits of an extended territorial 

network. In sum, previous experiences of collective organization were essential to the 

emergence of piquetero groups. 

From the beginning, unemployment was the movement‟s central grievance 

(Svampa and Pereyra, 2003, Delamata, 2004). According to the GEPSAC database, the 

main demand in piquetero demonstrations was by far the creation of “genuine jobs” and 

the provision of social assistance for the unemployed. Between 1996 and 2000, 65% of 
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piquetero protests mentioned these issues in their demands. According to the information 

in Schuster et al (2006), the period 1997-2002 shows a very strong association between 

the growth of the piqueteros and the increase in the demands for “the right to work”13.  

From 1996, when piquetero protests in the Buenos Aires area began to be reported 

by the media, to 2000, when large scale protests drew the attention of the entire country, 

the movement grew in strength and mobilization capacity. During this period, piquetero 

organizations attracted thousands of new members, created an extended territorial 

network, and developed a very efficient repertoire of contention (Tilly, 1995), which 

allowed them to gain influence. Data on contentious events strongly support this point: 

between 1996 and 2000, the percentage of total protests in which the piqueteros took part 

multiplied by ten (Graph 2). The reduction in the number of protests in 1998 and 1999 

can be attributed in part to the existence of other demonstrations that attracted the 

attention of the media, such as the “white tent” built by teachers in front of the National 

Congress to demand higher wages. 

                                                 
13 As Tarrow emphasizes in his study of the Italian cycle of protest of the 1960‟s and 1980‟s (Tarrow, 

1989), the grievances of most participants tend to be more concrete than ideological:  

 

The overwhelming impression […] is that […] grievances were rooted in the sectors closest to 

people‟s concerns, and were not a direct expression of ideological cleavages. This pragmatic 

character meant that few people were directly attacking the fundamentals of Italian politics or 

society; but because the number of protests was immense and their scope was broad, the cycle 

gave the impression that the entire system was under siege (p. 117). 
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In sum, by the years prior to the economic collapse of 2001-2002 the piquetero 

movement had become a central actor in Argentina‟s politics. What factors account for 

this expansion? Certainly, the resource mobilization and political process approaches 

need to be taken into consideration. A very important factor was the relative success of 

piquetero organizations in obtaining resources from the State, usually in the form of 

emergency subsidies and food assistance for the unemployed (Svampa and Pereyra, 

2003). In addition, the movement benefited from the weakness of the federal government 

and the different local administrations, which offered concessions to keep protest under 

control in the face of increasing economic problems (Epstein, 2006; Massetti, 2006). 

Also, in this period the national media tended to be sympathetic in its coverage of the 

piquetero protests (Gomez, 2009). However, one of the main reasons for the expansion 

was the increase in unemployment. After reaching a peak of 18.4% in 1995, it reduced 

slowly to 13.2% in 1998 (still very high for what was typical in Argentina). Nevertheless, 
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after 1998 recession caused unemployment to rise again, reaching record levels in 2002. 

This situation led countless unemployed individuals to join the movement. For them, the 

piquetero organizations provided a space for the expression of demands, a way of 

accessing basic goods and services, and a place to regain self-confidence and pride in the 

face of structural joblessness (Svampa and Pereyra, 2003; Quiros, 2006; Epstein, 2006). 

In other words, piquetero groups functioned as problem solving networks (Auyero, 

2001), that is, channels through which essential resources for survival could be obtained 

(Quiros, 2006, Ferraudi Curto, 2006 and 2009; Manzano, 2009; Frederic, 2009). As long-

term unemployment became widespread in numerous neighborhoods, the networks on 

which poor families had traditionally relied for assistance, such as relatives and 

community institutions, were rapidly exhausted of resources. As a result, households 

increasingly resorted to other channels, among them the piquetero organizations. In other 

words, the movement became a central component of the “strategy of survival” of many 

families14. The association between unemployment levels and the relative importance of 

piquetero protests between 1997 and 2001 (Graph 3) strongly suggests so. 

In sum, the period 1996-2000 witnessed the emergence and rapid expansion of the 

unemployed worker‟s movement. In October of 2000, a six-day long blockade of 

National Route 3, one of the main arteries of the Greater Buenos Aires, demonstrated the 

strength that the movement had achieved (Svampa and Pereyra, 2003; Merklen, 2005). In 

a few years, the piquetero organizations had consolidated their position as a crucial 

                                                 
14 Gonzalez de la Rocha defines the strategy of survival as a “short-run organizational strategy, [created] 

with the purpose of facing problems and shortages, expected and unexpected, of daily life” (1986, p. 16). 

For this concept, also see Lomnitz (1975), Hintze (1989), and Gonzalez de la Rocha (2006). 
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component of Argentina‟s political scene. During the worst years of the crisis, their 

centrality would only grow, reaching its peak in 2002. 

 

 

 

 (B) CONSOLIDATION (2001-2002) 

 

For most Argentineans, the biennium 2001-2002 is certainly associated with one 

of the greatest economic collapses in the nation‟s history. Economic conditions 

deteriorated rapidly as the country faced a combination of budget and commerce deficits, 

mounting debt and a fixed exchange rate policy which caused a severely overvalued 

currency. In addition, the national administration showed a clear lack of capacity for 

dealing with the situation, as increasingly drastic adjustment plans followed each other, 

without any success. By the end of 2001, debilitated by a massive capital flight, a 
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crushing defeat in legislative elections, and a growing lack of support, the government 

made a final desperate attempt to save the financial system, by setting limits to the 

amount of money that individuals could extract from their bank accounts. The result was 

a wave of social unrest. In mid-December, food riots, probably brought about by local 

politicians (Auyero, 2007), occurred in the periphery of major cities. The government 

responded on December 19
th

 by declaring a state of siege, which was ignored by 

protesters. On the 20
th

, after two days of protests and repression which took the lives of 

approximately thirty people, President De la Rua resigned. Following a period of ten days 

in which three different people served as president, a new interim government, led by 

Eduardo Duhalde (PJ) was appointed by Congress to finish De la Rua‟s term. Duhalde 

was able to sustain governability and to implement changes in the economic policy. After 

years of recession, by the end of 2002 the economy began to show the first signs of 

recovery. However, the legitimacy of Duhalde was never strong, as he had been one of 

the main figures in the Menem administration, and as some of his economic measures 

had been enormously unpopular (for instance, the conversion to pesos of all accounts and 

debts in dollars, which implied one of the largest regressive distributions of income in 

Argentina‟s history). In June of 2002, police forces assassinated two unarmed piquetero 

activists during a protest in the district of Avellaneda, Greater Buenos Aires. As a result, 

Duhalde was forced to move forward the elections for a new president, which were held 

in April 2003, six months before scheduled, and which gave the victory to Nestor 

Kirchner, a peronist governor from a southern province. 
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The numbers of the “great crisis” are astounding. According to INDEC, between 

1998 and 2002 Argentina‟s gross domestic product fell by almost one fifth. In May 2002, 

21.5% of the labor force was unemployed and 12.7% was sub employed. Although the 

situation in the city of Buenos Aires was slightly better, in the periphery of the city 24.2% 

of workers were unemployed. In October of that year, 57% of Argentineans lived below 

the poverty line and 27.5% were indigents, meaning their income was below the amount 

necessary to buy enough food for sustenance. 

The years of the crisis coincide with the highest point in piquetero influence. The 

number of protests organized by the movement in Buenos Aires skyrocketed. The NSF 

database registers only five contentious events in which piquetero groups participated 

between August 1997 and December 1998. In contrast, the same source lists 154 

piquetero demonstrations during 2002. In addition, the average number of people 

mobilized increased from one hundred in the first period to 3650 in the second15. 

According to the GEPSAC database, during 2001 and 2002 piquetero organizations 

participated in 21% of all recorded protests, in contrast to only 4% in the period 1996-

2000. However, the number of protests is not the only indicator of the importance of the 

piquetero movement. Firstly, never as in 2001-2002 was the objective of creating a 

unified coalition of all piquetero organizations closer to being achieved. Although in the 

end they were unsuccessful, the “National Assemblies” of July and September of 2001 

                                                 
15 The exact number is 3611.5. I only take into consideration “piquetero only” and “piquetero led” protests. 

In those cases where more than one estimate of the number of participants is reported, I consider the 

average of the different sources. Since data on the number of demonstrators is available for only a half of 

the events in 2002, this average should be taken as strong evidence of an increase in the mobilization 

capacity of the piquetero organizations, but not as an exact estimate of this increase.  
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constitute the moment in time when the overcoming of differences between piquetero 

groups seemed most possible (Svampa and Pereyra, 2003). Secondly, the influence of the 

movement in public policies reached its peak in this period. After the collapse of the De 

la Rua administration, the leaders of the largest organizations were received by the 

presidents that followed and became recognized interlocutors of the Duhalde 

administration. In addition, protests by unemployed workers forced the government to 

offer concessions, in particular, a new program of subsidies which covered about two 

million unemployed workers. As an example of the influence of the movement, the 

leaders of the FTV and the CCC were incorporated to the national consultive body that 

was created to supervise the implementation of the program. Finally, the legitimacy of 

the movement was very high. In spite of their use of a repertoire that disrupted urban life, 

by early 2002 opinion polls showed that more than 50% of the population supported the 

movement16. The middle classes of Buenos Aires, an actor usually averse to the presence 

of poor people‟s mobilizations in the streets of the city (Svampa, 2005), were 

sympathetic to the movement. The short-lived experiences of middle class collective 

action, such as neighborhood assemblies, pot-banging demonstrations, and barter clubs, 

frequently coordinated their actions with piquetero groups. The motto “road-block and 

pot-banging, the struggle is the same” (“piquete y cacerola, la lucha es una sola”) was the 

symbol of the alliance between groups affected by actual or potential deprivation (Wolff, 

2007; Usami, 2009).  

                                                 
16 “Jaque a los piqueteros. El desafío de la convivencia social”, Clarin (newspaper), 08-08-2004. Retrieved 

on 02-11-2011 from [http://edant.clarin.com/suplementos/zona/2004/08/08/z-03015.htm]  



 36 

In sum, between 2001 and 2002 the unemployed worker‟s movement reached its 

peak of influence, importance and unity. This coincided with the worst moment of the 

Argentinean crisis, and in particular, with record levels of unemployment. Among other 

factors, it is possible to link this connection to the fact that for countless Argentineans 

faced with joblessness and deprivation, the piquetero groups were one of the few options 

for accessing resources necessary for survival, and for demanding the satisfaction of 

basic rights. However, the change in economic conditions after 2002, combined with a 

number of political factors, substantially modified this scenario. 

 

(C) DECLINE (2003-2007)  

 

Almost all scholars on the piqueteros agree that shortly after the crisis the 

movement entered a period of decline (See for instance Pereyra, Perez and Schuster, 

2008; Svampa, 2009; Massetti, 2009). While in 2002 it seemed evident that the 

movement would become an enduring aspect of Argentina‟s politics and society, by 2007 

it had been reduced to a minimal expression. According to the NSF database, during 2002 

there were 154 piquetero protests. Of them, 46% were piquetero-only protests, 18% were 

piquetero-led, and 36% were broader protests in which piquetero organizations 

participated. Half a decade later, these numbers had changed significantly. The first six 

months of 2006 only register 28 piquetero events, although their types are distributed in 

similar proportions (57%, 14%, and 29%, respectively). In all of 2007 there were only 19 

piquetero protests, and only three of them were either arranged or led by piquetero 
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groups. In most cases, these organizations simply joined demonstrations organized by 

other actors. 

Most studies explain this decline as the result of political factors (See Svampa, 

2005, 2008 and 2009; Svampa and Pereyra, 2005; Torres, 2006; Massetti, 2006; Pereyra, 

Perez and Schuster, 2008; also see Battistini, 2007; Wolff, 2007). According to these 

scholars the downfall of the movement was the result of (a) the emergence of a new 

government in 2003, which allegedly managed to divide the organizations by a 

combination of cooptation and repression17; (b) the demonization of the piqueteros by the 

media and the consequent loss of support among once sympathetic social sectors; and (c) 

a tendency towards fragmentation which was already evident by 2001-2002. Although 

political variables have been undoubtedly important, most studies have paid little 

attention to another potential factor: the alleviation of the movement‟s main grievance. 

After four years of continuous recession, by late 2002 Argentina‟s economy entered a 

phase of intense growth. As a result, unemployment began to decrease consistently. The 

coincidence of this trend with the decline of the piqueteros suggests that in contrary to 

what some rationalist theories would predict, the amelioration of the movement‟s main 

grievance played a significant role in its decline. 

                                                 
17 In contrast to its predecessors, during the government of Kirchner (2003-2007) police control of 

demonstrations did not cause any fatality. In addition, the episodes in which piquetero protests suffered 

from some type of violent repression were very few. However, the authors cited point to a specific 

mechanism through which the national government allegedly repressed the movement: the prosecution of 

leaders and activists under charges of “public disturbance”. Indeed, the number of activists prosecuted has 

increased during the presidency of Kirchner. However, this argument has the weak point of assuming a 

direct relation between the government and the judiciary which might not be true. 
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An accurate interpretation of the downfall of the piqueteros must pay attention to 

the different characteristics of the new context faced by the movement after 2002. 

Certainly, political factors are an essential component of this scenario. The period 2003-

2007 showed a vigorous reconstitution of the political system that had been severely 

affected by the crisis (Pereyra, Perez and Schuster, 2008). That is, the capacity of 

representative institutions to provide governance at the national, provincial, and local 

level improved significantly. In addition, these years witnessed a growth in the legitimacy 

of the system, as well as in the public confidence in the capacity of the government to 

solve the problems of the country (UTDT, 2011).  

The central actor in this new context was what came to be known as Kirchnerism. 

After winning the presidential elections in April 2003 with less than a quarter of the 

votes, Nestor Kirchner soon proved to be an intelligent leader who was able to create a 

diverse coalition of forces behind a political project that, despite certain contradictions18, 

implied a clear contrast with the previous administrations. In particular, the new 

government adopted a nationalistic and anti-neoliberal discourse which was reflected in 

many public policies, and which had the effect of depriving the piquetero movement of 

the clear association “government=antagonist” that had prevailed during the emergence 

and consolidation periods. Consequently, divisions on how to relate to the new 

administration emerged within the movement, with two views prevailing. Some 

organizations perceived Kirchnerism as “more of the same”, that is, a realignment of the 

                                                 
18 Such as the presence in the government coalition of several leaders who had been strong advocates of the 

government of Carlos Menem. 
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same actors that had led the country to economic collapse. In contrast, other groups, 

especially those who defined themselves as peronists, saw the government of Kirchner as 

the opposite of neoliberal policies and as the Argentinean expression of a new wave of 

left-wing governments in Latin America. This division contributed to the fragmentation 

of the movement, with some organizations choosing to sustain mobilization and others 

seeking to integrate the government in order to access resources for the management of 

social programs in their neighborhoods. 

In addition, economic recovery caused a considerable improvement in the 

capacity of the state to address social problems. After years of fiscal deficit, the new 

scenario was associated with a consistent surplus and an increase in the reserves of the 

treasury. As a result, government-run assistance networks and social programs became 

more extended and generous, playing a role that previously had been occupied in many 

neighborhoods by mutual help networks, religious groups, and piquetero organizations.  

Another component of the post-crisis context was the emergence of an “anti-

piquetero” consensus in public opinion and the media, which associated the movement 

with an increasing number of negative attributes (Svampa, 2005, 2008 and 2009, 

Massetti, 2009). Although the influence of the media in this process might be overstated, 

it is nevertheless clear that shortly after 2002 the sympathy of most Argentineans towards 

the movement began to erode rapidly. The alliance between the middle classes and 

piquetero groups ended up being ephemeral and soon gave way to a strong demand for 

the return to “normal times” (Svampa, 2005, 2008 and 2009, Svampa and Pereyra 2005). 
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The use of road blocks by the piqueteros was particularly criticized by a public discourse 

that opposed “the right to protest” to “the right to transit” (Massetti, 2009). 

Finally, in addition to the split between pro- and anti-government groups, the 

movement experienced an accelerated process of fragmentation. For instance, the Anibal 

Veron Coalition, an alliance of “hard-line” piquetero organizations which was very active 

during the crisis, suffered from successive separations due to strategic and ideological 

differences (Torres, 2006; Burkart and Vazquez, 2008). Although most organizations 

retained the control over their local networks, the increasing difficulties to coordinate 

actions with other similar groups reduced their influence at the provincial and national 

level. 

In sum, several factors need to be taken into consideration when analyzing the 

decline of the piquetero movement. Unable to adapt to political changes, increasingly 

fragmented, and strongly stigmatized by the public opinion, almost all piquetero 

organizations eventually saw their mobilization capacity reduced. Some of them 

experienced a process of institutionalization and became part of a government which they 

considered an ally. Others sought to sustain mobilization for a few years, only to be 

forced to “retreat to the neighborhood” and focus on their dwindling local networks. 

However, an account of this process will be essentially incomplete if it does not include 
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the role played by the decline in unemployment, which reduced from an average of 

18.4% in 2003 to an average of 7.7% in 200719. 

Using the GEPSAC database, it is possible to see how the relation between 

unemployment and relative importance of the piquetero movement took place between 

2003 and 2007. The results, presented in Graph 4, show not only a close association, but 

also a lagged effect: the decrease in unemployment preceded the decline in mobilization 

by approximately two years. Only after 2004 did the importance of piquetero protests 

begin to decrease. In other words, for a few years a number of organizations were able to 

maintain a high level of activism and presence in the streets, taking advantage of the 

resources, connections and skills acquired during the emergence and consolidation 

period. This effect shows on the one hand that political factors matter: the association 

between unemployment and mobilization was not direct, but mediated by variables such 

as organization, strategy, and resources. But on the other hand, the eventual decline in 

mobilization also indicates that even when organizations decide to “stay on the streets”, 

and even if they have the resources and opportunities to do so, in the medium term they 

will be unable to sustain mobilization if the grievances associated with them are 

disappearing, at least partially.  

                                                 
19 Source: INDEC. Data for the Greater Buenos Aires Area. In 2003, the methodology used to calculate 

employment indicators was modified. This change caused an increase in the estimation of the 

unemployment rate. 
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A number of factors specific to the Argentinean case might account for the gap 

between decline in unemployment and decrease in mobilization. Firstly, when confronted 

with the new scenario after 2002, many organizations chose a confrontational strategy 

which implied the maintenance of demonstrations (Svampa and Pereyra, 2005; Svampa, 

2009). In addition, protests tended to be concentrated in downtown Buenos Aires, where 

their visibility to government officials and the media was higher (Massetti, 2006). As a 

leader of the CCC said in 2004, “Today, the only thing that can save us is the street, the 

street and resisting being overcome, not being trampled with the pretentions of this 

government, which wants us to shut up” (Cited in Fornillo, 2008, p 241, my translation). 

The rationale behind this strategy varied according to the organization. Some perceived 

the reduction in social conflict as a temporary feature, and expected unrest to intensify 
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again in the medium term. Others saw contentious collective action as the only way to 

remain visible in the public arena. Finally, a few organizations conceived of mobilization 

as a way of gaining leverage within the movement, as many groups became pro-

government and ceased to protest in the streets (Gomez, 2007). In sum, the strategy 

followed by these organizations supports Tarrow‟s claim that the satisfaction of demands 

is not immediately followed by the decline of collective action: 

 

Although protest centres around people‟s interests and values, we should not 

expect it to disappear as a direct function of the satisfaction of their interests. 

For a movement organization […] the functions of protest go beyond 

achieving the demands of supporters […]. Such groups continue to protest 

long after their original claims have disappeared from the agenda, pursuing 

goals that would be irrational if the group‟s only aim were their realization 

(1989, p. 18) 

 

Secondly, although the decline in unemployment after 2002 affected all social 

groups and locations, it was more intense in some contexts than in others. The expansion 

of labor market opportunities was slower among unskilled workers and in poor 

neighborhoods, where the piquetero movement was stronger. In other words, the benefits 

of economic growth took longer to affect the constituency of the movement, and as a 

result the effect of the amelioration of their main grievance was delayed. For instance, 

although there is scarce data on labor conditions at the local level, unemployment in the 

periphery of the city of Buenos Aires, where the strongholds of the piqueteros are 

located, was always higher than in the city itself (see Graph 5). 
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Finally, it is possible to speculate on two reasons for why a database based on 

national newspapers, such as the two used in this article, might register an exaggerated 

number of piquetero protests between 2003 and 2007. On the one hand, the very 

fragmentation of the movement and the difficulties faced by the organizations to 

coordinate their protests might have resulted in an increase in the number of contentious 

events. That is, whereas in 2001-2002 it was usual to see different organizations 

undertaking one common demonstration, since 2003 it became more frequent to see 

several smaller independent events organized by different groups. On the other hand, the 

way journalists perceived the movement might have led to a higher percentage of protests 

being reported by newspapers. In other words, during and after the crisis the media was 

much more sensitive to protests carried out by the piquetero movement than during the 

period 1996-2000. Moreover, the concentration of protests in downtown Buenos Aires 
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after 2002 increased their visibility for national newspapers, almost all of which are based 

in that city. Consequently, it is likely that a larger proportion of them were reported. 

These factors are merely speculative, because the database that could confirm or reject 

them is still under construction. However, since the information collected from 

newspaper archives is mediated by the way journalists register events of protest, it is 

necessary to take into account the factors that affect their perception. 

In sum, between 2003 and 2007 the movement experienced a process of decline 

which was reflected in a loss of mobilization capacity. Although political factors were an 

essential component of this downfall, one of the main reasons was the consistent decline 

in unemployment. Although for a few years a number of organizations managed to 

sustain high levels of contentious collective action, eventually the amelioration of the 

movement‟s main grievance, coupled with a number of other factors, forced almost all 

groups to “leave the streets” and focus on their weakening local networks. By 2007, the 

piquetero movement was a small fraction of what it had been only five years before. In 

the following section I develop a number of arguments regarding the ways in which the 

reduction in unemployment could have affected the piqueteros, arguments which I 

believe might be applicable to other movements as well. 
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Chapter 5: Mechanisms of decline 

 

In the previous section I analyzed the relation between unemployment and 

collective action during the emergence, consolidation and decline of the piquetero 

movement, paying particular attention to this last period. I emphasized that the 

association that exists between unemployment levels and piquetero activism suggests that 

the amelioration of the movement‟s main grievance played a role in its decline. In this 

section I speculate on the reasons for this. More specifically, I identify three mechanisms 

through which the improvement in labor market conditions after 2003 contributed to the 

decline of the piqueteros: (a) loss of members; (b) delegitimation; and (c) undermining of 

identity. 

 

(A)  LOSS OF MEMBERS 

 

The first way in which the decrease in unemployment affected the piquetero 

movement was the erosion of membership. Individuals who once joined the movement in 

order to express their demands, to obtain well needed resources, and to receive emotional 

support ceased to participate as they regained access to the labor market. The reasons are 

interrelated. Firstly, being employed implied less time to participate in demonstrations 

and other activities. Secondly, the expansion of labor market opportunities caused a 

reduction in the feelings of aggravation associated with unemployment. Finally, and most 

importantly, employment meant that individuals and their families were less dependent 

on the resources provided by the organizations. 
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The first reason points to the fact that collective action is not free. Participants 

devote to mobilization energies and time that they could use otherwise. As McAdam 

(1988) argues in his book about the Freedom Summer Project, a key determinant of 

participation is what he terms “biographical availability”, that is, the absence of 

responsibilities such as family duties or full time employment which might prevent an 

individual from taking part in collective action. Just like the privileged students analyzed 

by McAdam, the unemployed workers which participated in piquetero organizations had 

enough freedom to do so, due to their joblessness. However, the expansion of 

employment after 2002 caused a reduction in several participants‟ availability for protest. 

In other words, as they regained access to the labor market, many individuals had much 

less time and energy available for participating in a protest. As a result, their activism 

declined. 

The second reason relates to the feelings of aggravation experienced by 

unemployed individuals. In addition to a threat to material wellbeing, joblessness is a 

particularly distressful experience, in which personal equilibrium and sense of worth are 

severely affected (see for instance Jahoda, 1982; Kessler, 1997; Goldsmith, Veum and 

Darity, 1997; Khlat, Sermet and Le Pape, 2004). In the case of Argentina in the 1990s, 

two factors made this situation more complicated by restricting the alternatives workers 

could resort to when losing their job. First, Argentinean society has traditionally lacked 

the strong community networks present in other parts of Latin America. Secondly, most 

unions not only refused to help their former members, but also were enthusiastic 

supporters of the reforms that had caused a leap in structural unemployment (Svampa and 
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Pereyra, 2003). Therefore, it is very likely that one of the main reasons for why many 

individuals participated in the movement was to receive emotional support they could not 

find elsewhere, in order to regain self-confidence and pride in the face of long-term 

unemployment. The piquetero organizations provided a space where workers who had 

been excluded from the labor market could provide some sense to their situation, by 

linking their unemployment to a larger economic system (Ibid). Nevertheless, the 

expansion of employment after 2002 made this crucial feature of the movement less 

relevant. When confronted with new opportunities for regaining access to the labor 

market, even in precarious and low-paid jobs, many members stopped participating. As 

an analyst of the CCC described, there was “a boom of odd-jobs", which many activists 

preferred to do instead of participating in a political group (Fornillo, 2008). 

The third reason is the most important. Renewed access to the labor market 

reduced the degree to which participants depended on the piquetero organizations for 

everyday survival. As recent ethnographic studies on the movement suggest (Quiros, 

2006, Ferraudi Curto, 2006 and 2009; Manzano, 2009; Frederic, 2009), piquetero groups 

functioned as problem solving networks, which shared the same territory with other 

similar structures. That is, people participated in different piquetero organizations as part 

of a larger “strategy of survival”, which included other institutions such as political 

clientelism and religious groups. Thus, for most members the movement was not a 

unique social actor, but simply one of the options for accessing the resources needed for 

survival. As a result, as the economy began to grow after 2002 and families regained 
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access to the labor market, the main reason for why many activists participated was no 

longer pressing, and therefore they ceased to participate. 

In sum, the first mechanism through which the movement was affected by the 

lessening of its main grievance was the direct loss of members. Following what I have 

termed the contextualist school, piquetero organizations can be seen as one of the ways 

through which the urban poor in Argentina faced the challenges of large scale 

unemployment and poverty. However, when economic conditions shifted and jobs 

became increasingly available, the situation changed. Either because they had no spare 

time, were no longer in need of emotional support, depended less on the material 

resources provided by the organizations, or any combination of the three, countless 

individuals chose to leave the piquetero movement. 

 

 (B) DELEGITIMATION 

 

A second mechanism of decline was the delegitimization of the movement. By 

early 2002, opinion polls showed that more than half of the population supported the 

piqueteros20. In contrast, five years later 7 out of 10 respondents had a negative view of 

the movement (Massetti, 2009). Several studies interpret the loss of support as the 

consequence of a demonization strategy carried out by the media and the government 

(Svampa, 2005, 2008 and 2009). However, even if that is the case, the erosion of 

                                                 
20 “Jaque a los piqueteros. El desafío de la convivencia social”, Clarin (newspaper), 08-08-2004. Retrieved 

on 02-11-2011 from [http://edant.clarin.com/suplementos/zona/2004/08/08/z-03015.htm]  
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legitimacy suffered by the piqueteros is also linked to the decline in unemployment, in 

two ways. 

Firstly, public support for the movement activities decreased as more and more 

people considered that its reasons for protest were no longer pressing. As labor market 

conditions improved, piquetero organizations began to be perceived less as justly 

aggrieved individuals and more as manipulative groups which continued to protest in 

spite of changes in the social situation. The economic crisis had created spaces of 

cooperation between urban middle classes and the unemployed worker‟s groups, as both 

were affected by potential or actual deprivation (Wolff, 2007; Usami, 2009). However, 

economic recovery was accompanied by a rapid demobilization of the middle classes and 

the emergence of a strong demand for returning to “normal times” (Svampa, 2005, 2008 

and 2009; Svampa and Pereyra, 2005). Piquetero groups found it increasingly hard to 

present their demands as urgent, as the general public impression was that social 

conditions were improving (See Pereyra, Perez and Schuster, 2008). 

Secondly, the loss of legitimacy of the piquetero movement was associated with 

an increase in the legitimacy of the actors which the movement opposed. One of the main 

reasons for the high levels of public support the movement enjoyed during its formative 

years was the fact that it opposed mostly unpopular governments (Wolff, 2007). 

However, the reduction of unemployment after 2002 was associated with an increase in 

the public support for the national administration. This was especially problematic for 

those organizations which opposed the new government inaugurated in 2003. Anti-
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kirchnerist groups were severely affected by Kirchner‟s popularity, which was closely 

linked to the decrease in the unemployment rate21. In addition, public support for a more 

strict control of road blocks and demonstrations grew22.  

In sum, the amelioration of the movement‟s main grievance severely affected its 

legitimacy, while strengthening that of its opponents. The movement faced an 

increasingly hostile context and suffered the loss of support among once sympathetic 

social actors such as the middle classes. Although the role played by the media should not 

be disregarded, the decline in unemployment was certainly a crucial factor in this 

process. 

 

(C) WEAKENING OF IDENTITY  

 

The final mechanism through which the decline in unemployment affected the 

piqueteros was the weakening of the movement‟s identity. As several authors emphasize 

(Cohen, 1985; Touraine, 1985; Melucci, 1996), the emergence and continuance of 

collective action requires a certain degree of consensus by participants on the meaning, 

relevance, and purpose of mobilization. In the words of Alberto Melucci,  

 

                                                 
21 See “La Argentina es uno de los países más optimistas”, La Nación (newspaper), 12-24-2004. Accessed 

on 04-26-2010 [http://www.lanacion.com.ar/nota.asp?nota_id=665996]. Also see the Index of Confidence 

in the Government, created by the Torcuato Di Tella University: 

[http://www.utdt.edu//ver_contenido.php?id_contenido=1351&id _item_menu=2970]. 

22 See “Piden sanciones para los piqueteros”, La Nación (newspaper), 06-28-2004. Accessed on 04-26-

2010 on [http://www.lanacion.com.ar/nota.asp?nota_id=613887]. 

http://www.lanacion.com.ar/nota.asp?nota_id=665996
http://www.utdt.edu/ver_contenido.php?id_contenido=1351&id%20_item_menu=2970
http://www.lanacion.com.ar/nota.asp?nota_id=613887
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Collective identity enables social actors to act as unified and delimited subjects 

and to retain control over their own action; conversely, however, they can act as 

collective bodies because they have completed, to some extent, the constructive 

process of collective identity (1996, p. 72).  

 

In other words, identity is never fixed nor given. On the contrary, in order to 

subsist social movements must devote significant efforts to define a common “we” out of 

the diversity of worldviews, beliefs and attitudes that coexist within them (Melucci, 

1996). 

Although the existence of a unified “piquetero identity” has been contested 

(Quiros, 2006 and 2009; Manzano, 2009) it is still clear that unemployment was a central 

component of the way in which most members of piquetero organizations conceived their 

participation in the movement. To get involved implied the passage from a passive 

condition (the jobless individual) to an active position (the piquetero activist), by means 

of a new conceptualization of unemployment23. However, this identity was deeply 

affected by the post-2002 context, in two crucial ways. First, the ideals, objectives and 

strategies of activists and leaders became unclear as the centrality of unemployment as a 

grievance was contested by the increasing availability of jobs. Secondly, the self-image 

portrayed to other actors lost its homogeneity24. The overall result contributed to the 

weakening and fragmentation of the movement. 

                                                 
23 On this topic see Svampa and Pereyra, 2003; Massetti 2007. 

24 As Melucci (1996) shows, identity is essentially a relational phenomena. That is, a crucial component of 

a movement‟s identity is how other actors perceive it: “It would be impossible to speak of collective 

identity without referring to its relational dimension […] the unity of collective action, which is produced 
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Although there is no quantitative information available on the self-definition of 

the different piquetero organizations, mainly because newspapers covering contentious 

events rarely register how protesters define themselves, it is possible to use a number of 

indicators that suggest an increasing heterogeneous identity. For instance, an analysis of 

the demands expressed in piquetero protests shows that the agenda of the movement 

ceased to center on the issue of jobs and social assistance for the unemployed and began 

to pay more attention to other issues. According to the GEPSAC database, in the period 

1999-2002, 64% of protests carried out by the movement demanded the creation of jobs 

and the expansion of social assistance services. However, in the period 2003-2006 that 

percentage was reduced to 41%.  In contrast, demands regarding human rights violations 

jumped from 3% to 28%, demands related to the nature of the political regime and the 

government moved from 21% to 25%, and the category “other” jumped from 4% to 19%. 

Clearly, the picture is one of an increasingly heterogeneous agenda. Graphs 6 and 7 

provide an illustration of this change25.  

The same database provides more evidence of the heterogeneization of the 

piquetero identity. In the period 1999-2002, road blocks, the movement‟s quintessential 

                                                                                                                                                 
and maintained by autoidentification, rests on the ability of a collective actor to locate itself within a system 

of relations” (p. 73) 

25 In other words, he declining importance of unemployment for the daily lives of poor families led a great 

portion of the movement to follow a strategy of frame alignment (Snow et al, 1986, Also see Gofmann, 

1959 and 1986) which indicates a weakening of the movement‟s identity. In the post-crisis context most 

piquetero organizations devoted considerable efforts to frame their demands and struggle as congruent with 

the interests of other groups beyond unemployed workers (What Snow et al call “frame bridging” and 

“frame extension”). As the relative importance of joblessness reduced, piquetero groups began to pay more 

attention to other demands related to the labor market, such as working conditions, wage conflicts, and 

“recovered factories” (broken companies administered by the employees). In addition, some organizations 

began to focus their demands more on public services, housing, and funding for social projects (see 

Svampa, 2005 and 2009; Torres, 2006; Natalucci, 2008a and 2008b). 
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repertoire (and the source of its name), represented 43% of all protests, with an average 

of 73% in 2000 and 2001, when the piqueteros came to be recognized as a national actor. 

However, during 2003-2006 that percentage fell to 24%. In contrast, the category 

“march/manifestation”, a more ambiguous and diverse type of protest, moved from 41% 

of all protests to 58%. The category “other” jumped from 5% to 15%. 
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In sum, there are strong reasons to believe that the amelioration of the 

movement‟s main grievance affected its identity. The experience of unemployment was 

so central to the way piquetero organizations and its members conceived of themselves, 

that when economic growth caused an expansion of job opportunities, the meaning of 

being a piquetero became much less clear. In other words, consensus among members on 

the purpose and significance of collective action, something essential for the sustainment 

of mobilization, was severely affected by the partial disappearance of the grievance 

associated with the movement. 
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Buenos Aires (2003-2006),
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

 

In this paper I analyzed the relation between unemployment and collective action in the 

emergence, consolidation, and decline of the piquetero movement. My objective was 

twofold. Firstly, I wanted to bring into question an issue taken for granted by a great 

portion of social movement theory: the ways in which the amelioration of grievances can 

lead to the decline of a movement. Secondly, I sought to advance an alternative 

explanation for the downfall of the piqueteros, one that focuses on a factor neglected by 

several studies on this movement. 

Since the rationalist paradigm became dominant in the field of social movement 

theory, most scholars have simply taken grievances for granted. Although they are 

acknowledged as necessary for the emergence of collective action, very little attention 

has been devoted to the possibility that variations in grievances can affect mobilization. 

In particular, the question of how a movement is affected by the amelioration or 

disappearance of its main grievance has remained unanswered. In this article I have 

sought to address this issue. Using different databases I provided evidence of an 

association between the levels of unemployment and the strength of the piquetero 

movement in the Greater Buenos Aires. In addition, I suggested three mechanisms 

through which the lessening of the movement‟s main grievance after 2003 seems to have 

contributed to its decline: loss of members, erosion of legitimacy, and weakening of 

identity. These mechanisms are mainly speculative and need to be confirmed by 
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ethnographic research, but still I believe they could be applied to and tested on other 

movements as well. 

In sum, my first objective in this paper has been to build on the rationalist 

paradigm in order to analyze the role of grievances in the decline of a social movement. 

My work is not a rejection of the resource mobilization and political process theories, but 

instead an effort to extend them in a similar manner than scholars in the post-rationalist 

paradigm did. Just as many recent studies have successfully incorporated meanings, 

emotions, and culture into our understanding of social movements, I have tried to do the 

same with grievances. The motives for why people protest should not be taken for 

granted, but instead treated as a potentially meaningful explanatory variable. 

My second objective has been to contribute to the debate on the causes of the 

decline of the piqueteros. Most analyses on the topic focus on political variables such as 

the emergence of a new government in 2003, a strategy of demonization carried out by 

the media, and the tendency towards fragmentation prevalent among the different 

piquetero organizations. Although these factors have been undoubtedly important, an 

account of the downfall of the movement centered only on them will be essentially 

incomplete, for it will neglect a central factor: the decrease in unemployment after 2002. 

The emergence and consolidation of the piqueteros coincided with a period of increasing 

unemployment. However, after the great crisis of 2001-2002, Argentina‟s economy 

entered a period of intense growth which caused an expansion of the labor market. The 

increasing availability of jobs, even of precarious ones, severely affected the movement. 
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Although some organizations were able to sustain mobilization for a few years, 

eventually the relative importance of the piqueteros was reduced to a minimum.  

Once again, although sustained by evidence, my conclusions should be subjected 

to revision using qualitative methods. However, they are consistent with the findings of a 

number of recent studies which I have termed the “contextualist” school. In effect, if for 

most members the piquetero groups are simply a component of a problem solving 

strategy, then the importance of these organizations must have been affected by the 

diminishing of the conditions which made that strategy necessary. I believe that 

conceiving the movement as a network involved in a complex relation with other 

networks in the same territory is a potentially fruitful line of though. In particular, future 

research should focus on the reasons why individuals joined, stayed in, and left the 

movement. 

My conception of the piquetero organizations as problem solving networks, in 

which average members participate more for material reasons than for ideological ones, 

does not imply that my view of the movement is more negative than that of the authors in 

what I call the “traditional” school. On the contrary, it is necessary to emphasize the 

enormously positive effect that the piquetero movement has had for the Argentinean 

society, because it has been a crucial way in which poor people could demand the 

satisfaction of their basic rights to sustenance, education, health, and housing. Scholars of 

mobilization should never downplay the importance of material demands, because it is 

through them that people engage in collective efforts to create a better society. The road 
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to social justice is paved not by grandiloquent views of Utopia, but by multitudes 

claiming for their right to well being. 

 

  



 60 

References 

 

Amenta, E. & Zylan, Y. (1991). It Happened Here: Political Opportunity, the New 

Institutionalism, and the Townsend Movement. American Sociological Review, 56:2, 

250-265. 

Aminzade, R., & McAdam, D. (2001). Emotions and Contentious Politics. In R. 

Aminzade, Silence and Voice in the Study of Contentious Politics (pp. 14-50). 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Auyero, J. (2001). La Politica de Los Pobres. Las practicas clientelistas del peronismo. 

Buenos Aires: Manantial.  

Auyero, J. (2002). La protesta: retratos de la beligerancia popular en la Argentina 

democratica. Buenos Aires: Universidad de Buenos Aires.  

Auyero, J (2003). Contentious Lives: two Argentine women, two protests, and the quest 

for recognition. Durham: Duke University Press. 

Auyero, J. (2007). La Zona Gris. Violencia colectiva y politica partidaria en la Argentina 

contemporanea. Buenos Aires: Siglo veintiuno editores. 

Auyero, J., Lapegna, P., & Page Poma, Fernanda (2009). Patronage Politics and 

Contentious Collective Action: A Recursive Relationship. Latin American Politics and 

Society 51:3, 1-31. 

Battistini, O. (2007). Luchas sociales en crisis y estabilidad. In E. Villanueva, & A. 

Massetti, Movimientos sociales y accion colectiva en la Argentina de hoy (pp. 95-103). 

Buenos Aires: Prometeo. 

Benford, R. (1993). Frame Disputes within the Nuclear Disarmament Movement. Social 

Forces , 71, 677-701. 

Benford, R., & Snow, D. (2000). Framing Processes and Social Movements: An 

Overview and Assessment. Annual Review of Sociology , 26, 611-639. 

Blumer, H. (1939). Collective Behavior. In R. Park, An Outline of the Principles of 

Sociology (pp. 221-280). New York: Barnes and Noble. 

Burkart, M. & Vazquez, M. (2008). Dilemas y desafios de la coordinacion: el caso de las 

organizaciones de Trabajadores Desocupados Autonomas. In S. Pereyra, G. Perez, & F. 

Schuster, La Huella Piquetera. Avatares de las organizaciones de desocupados despues 

de 2001 (pp. 277-310). La Plata: Ediciones Al Margen. 



 61 

Cohen, J. (1985). Strategy or Identity: New Theoretical Paradigms and Contemporary 

Social Movements. Social Research , 52, 663-716. 

Coleman, J. (1990). Foundations of Social Theory. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 

Davies, J. (1962). Toward a Theory of Revolution. American Sociological Review , 27:1, 

5-19. 

Delamata, G. (2004). Los barrios desbordados : las organizaciones de desocupados del 

Gran Buenos Aires. Buenos Aires: Eudeba. 

Della Porta, D. (1996). Social movements and the state: Thoughts on the policing of 

protest. In D. McAdam, J. McCarthy, & M. Zald, Comparative Perspectives on Social 

Movements (pp. 62-92). New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Della Porta, D., & Diani, M. (1999). Social movements : an introduction. Malden: 

Blackwell. 

Durkheim, E. (1890/1997). The division of Labor in Society. New York: Free Press. 

Epstein, E. (2006). The piquetero movement in Greater Buenos Aires: political protests 

by the unemployed poor during the crisis. In E. Epstein, & D. Pion-Berlin, Broken 

Promises? The Argentine crisis and Argentine democracy. Lanham: Lexington Books. 

Ferraudi Curto, M. C. (2006). Lucha y papeles en una organizacion piquetera del sur de 

Buenos Aires. In D. Miguez, & P. Seman, Entre santos, cumbias y piquetes. La culturas 

populares en la Argentina reciente. (pp. 145-164). Buenos Aires: Biblos. 

Ferraudi Curto, M.C. (2009). Hoy a las 2, Cabildo. Etnografia en una organización 

piquetera. In Grimson, A., Ferraudi Curto, M. C., & Segura, R. La vida politica en los 

barrios populares de Buenos Aires (pp. 153-177). Buenos Aires: Prometeo. 

Flam, H. (1990). Emotional „Man‟: I. The Emotional „Man‟ and the Problem of 

Collective Action. International Sociology , 5:1, 39-56. 

Fornillo, B. (2008). Acerca de la Corriente Clasista y Combativa frente al gobierno de 

Kirchner. Del dialogo a la oposicion (2003-2007). In S. Pereyra, G. Perez, & F. Schuster, 

La Huella Piquetera. Avatares de las organizaciones de desocupados despues de 2001 

(pp. 233-250). La Plata: Ediciones Al Margen. 

Fornillo, B., Garcia, A., & Vazquez, M. (2008). Las organizaciones de desocupados 

autonomas en la Argentina reciente. Redefiniciones politico-ideologicas e identitarias en 

el Frente Popular Dario Santillan (2003-2007). In S. Pereyra, G. Perez, & F. Schuster, La 

Huella Piquetera. Avatares de las organizaciones de desocupados despues de 2001 (pp. 

365-392). La Plata: Ediciones Al Margen. 



 62 

Frederic, S. (2009). Trabajo barrial, reconocimiento y desigualdad en Lomas de Zamora, 

1990-2005. In Grimson, A., Ferraudi Curto, M. C., & Segura, R. La vida politica en los 

barrios populares de Buenos Aires (pp. 249-266). Buenos Aires: Prometeo. 

Gerchunoff, P., & Llach, L. (2003). El ciclo de la ilusion y el desencanto. Buenos Aires: 

Ariel. 

Gerchunoff, P., & Torre, J. C. (1996). La politica de liberalizacion economica en la 

administracion de Menem. Desarrollo Economico, 36:143, 733-768. 

Goffman, E. (1959). Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. New York: Anchor Books. 

Goffman, E. (1986). Frame analysis : an essay on the organization of experience. 

Boston: Northeastern University Press. 

Goldsmith, A., Veum, J., & Darity, W. (1997). Unemployment, Joblessness, 

Psychological Well-Being and Self-Esteem: Theory and Evidence. Journal of Socio-

Economics, 26:2, 133-158. 

Gonzalez de la Rocha, M. (1986). Los Recursos de la Pobrza. Familias de bajos ingresos 

en Guadalajara. Guadalajara: El Colegio de Jalisco. 

Gonzalez de la Rocha, M. (2006). Vanishing Assets: Cumulative Disadvantage among 

the Poor. The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 606, 

68-94. 

Gomez, M. (2007). Origen y desarrollo de los patrones de accion y organizacion 

colectiva desafiante de los movimientos de desocupados en la Argentina. In E. 

Villanueva, & A. Massetti, Movimientos sociales y accion colectiva en la Argentina de 

hoy (pp. 109-136). Buenos Aires: Prometeo. 

Gomez, M. (2009). Las politicas de empleo como respuesta estatal a la accion colectiva 

de los movimientos de desocupados. Entre el clientelismo, el "empowerment" y la lucha 

politica. In M. Gomez, & A. Massetti, Los Movimientos Sociales Dicen (pp. 117-152). 

Buenos Aires: Nueva Trilce. 

Goodwin, J. (1997). The Libidinal Constitution of a High-Risk Social Movement: 

Affectual Ties and Solidarity in the Huk Rebellion, 1946 to 1954. American Sociological 

Review , 62, 53-69. 

Goodwin, J., Jasper, J., & Polletta, F. (2000). The return of the repressed: The fall and 

rise of emotions in social movement theory. Mobilization , 5:1, 65-84. 

Gould, D. (2009). Moving Politics: Emotions and ACT-UP’s Fight Against AIDS. 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 



 63 

Grimson, A., Lapegna, P., Levaggi, N., Polischer, G., Varela, P., & Week, R. (2003). “La 

vida Organizacional en zonas populares de Buenos Aires. Informe etnográfico”. Working 

Paper, Center for the Study of Urbanization and Internal Migration in Developing 

Countries, Population Research Center, The University of Texas at Austin. Retrieved 

06/01/2010 from [http://www.prc.utexas.edu/ urbancenter/documents/wp0315e.pdf] 

Gurr, T. (1970). Why Men Rebel. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 

Hintze, S. (1989). Estrategias Alimentarias de Supervivencia. Un estudio de caso en el 

Gran Buenos Aires. Buenos Aires: Centro Editor de America Latina. 

Hunt, S., Benford, R., & Snow, D. (1994). Identity Fields: Framing Processes and the 

Social Construction of Movement Identities. In E. Larana, New Social Movements: From 

Ideology to Identity. Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 

Jahoda, Marie. (1982). Employment and unemployment: a social-psychological analysis. 

New York : Cambridge University Press, 1982. 

Kessler, G. (1997). Algunas implicancias de la experiencia de desocupacion para el 

individuo y su familia. In L. Beccaria & N. Lopez, Sin Trabajo. Las características del 

desempleo y sus efectos en la sociedad argentina. Buenos Aires: Losada. 

Khlat, M., Sermet, C., & Le Pape, A. (2004). Increased Prevalence of Depression, 

Smoking, Heavy Drinking and Use of Psycho-Active Drugs among Unemployed Men in 

France. European Journal of Epidemiology, 19: 5, 445-45 

Kim, D. (1993). An Analysis of Labour Disputes in Korea and Japan: The Search for an 

Alternative Model. European Sociological Review, 9:2, 139-154. 

Kitschelt, H. (1986). Political Opportunity Structures and Political Protest: Anti-Nuclear 

Movements in Four Democracies. British Journal of Political Science , 16, 57-85. 

Kornhauser, W. (1959). The Politics of Mass Society. New York: Free Press. 

Lo Vuolo, R., Barbeito, A., Pautassi, L. & Rodríguez, C. (1999). La pobreza… de la 

politica contra la pobreza. Buenos Aires: Mino y Davila. 

Lommitz, L. (1975). Como Sobreviven los Marginados. Ciudad de Mexico: Siglo XXI. 

Manzano, V. (2009). "piquetes" y accion estatal en Argentina: Un analisis etnografico de 

la configuracion de los procesos politicos. In M. Grimberg, M. I. Fernandez Alvarez, & 

M. Carvalho Rosa, Estado y movimientos sociales: estudios etnograficos en Argentina y 

Brasil (pp. 15-36). Buenos Aires: UBA and Editorial Antropofagia. 

Massetti, A. (2006). 'Piqueteros eran los de antes': Sobre las transformaciones en la 

Protesta Piquetera. Labvoratorio. Estudios sobre Cambio Estructural y Desigualdad 

Social. , 8:19, 29-36. 



 64 

Massetti, A. (2007). Piqueteros, o la politica como voluntad de representacion. In E. 

Villanueva, & A. Massetti, Movimientos sociales y accion colectiva en la Argentina de 

hoy (pp. 62-72). Buenos Aires: Prometeo. 

Massetti, A. (2009). ¿A donde van los Piqueteros K? In M. Gomez, & A. Massetti, Los 

Movimientos Sociales Dicen (pp. 153-180). Buenos Aires: Nueva Trilce. 

McAdam, D. (1988). Freedom Summer. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

McAdam, D. (2000). Political Process and the Development of Black Insurgency. 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

McAdam, D. (2002). Beyond Structural Analysis: Toward a More Dynamic 

Understanding of Social Movements. In M. Diani & D. McAdam. Social Movement 

Analysis: The Network Perspective.  Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press. 

McAdam, D., Tarrow, S., & Tilly, C. (1998). Toward an integrated perspective on social 

movements and revolution. In M. Lichbach, & A. Zuckerman, Comparative Politics. 

Rationality, Cultura and Structure (pp. 142-173). New York, NY: Cambridge University 

Press. 

McCarthy, J., & Zald, M. (1977). Resource Mobilization and Social Movements: A 

Partial Theory. American Journal of Sociology , 82, 1212-1241. 

McCarthy, J., & Zald, M. (1973). The Trend of Social Movements in America: 

Professionalization and Resource Mobilization. Morristown: General Learning Press. 

Melucci, A. (1996). Challenging Codes: Collective Action in the Information Age. New 

York: Cambridge University Press. 

Merklen, D. (2005). Pobres ciudadanos: las clases populares en la era democratica 

(Argentina, 1983-2003) . Buenos Aires: Editorial Gorla. 

Merton, R. (1968). Social Theory and Social Structure. New York: Free Press. 

Morris, A. (1981). Black Southern Student Sit-in Movement: An Analysis of Internal 

Organization. American Sociological Review , 46:6, 744-767. 

Natalucci, A. (2008a). De los barrios a la plaza. Desplazamientos en la trayectoria del 

Movimiento Evita. In S. Pereyra, G. Perez, & F. Schuster, La Huella Piquetera. Avatares 

de las organizaciones de desocupados despues de 2001 (pp. 117-140). La Plata: 

Ediciones al Margen. 

Natalucci, A. (2008b). Las estrategias de las organizaciones de izquierda frente a la crisis 

de 2001. El caso del Polo Obrero. In S. Pereyra, G. Perez, & F. Schuster, La Huella 

Piquetera. Avatares de las organizaciones de desocupados despues de 2001 (pp. 205-

232). La Plata: Ediciones Al Margen. 



 65 

Oberschall, A. (1973). Social Conflict and Social Movements. Englewood Cliffs: Prentice 

Hall. 

Olson, M. (1965). The logic of collective action; public goods and the theory of groups. 

Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 

Parsons, T. (1951/2002). An Outline of the Social System. In C. Calhoun, J. Gerteis, J. 

Moody, S. Pfaff, K. Schmidt, & I. Virk, Classical Sociological Theory (pp. 366-385). 

Malden: Blackwell. 

Pereyra, S. (2008). ¿La lucha es una sola? : la movilización social entre la 

democratización y el neoliberalismo. Buenos Aires: UNGS y Biblioteca Nacional. 

Pereyra, S., Perez, G., & Schuster, F. (2008). La huella piquetera: avatares de las 

organizaciones de desocupados después de 2001. La Plata: 2008. 

Piven, F. F., & Cloward, R. (1992). Normalizing Collective Protest. In A. Morris, & M. 

M. Carol, Frontiers in Social Movement Theory (pp. 301-325). New Haven: Yale 

University Press. 

Quiros, J. (2006). Cruzando la Sarmiento: Una etnografia sobre piqueteros en la trama 

social del sur del Gran Buenos Aires. Buenos Aires: IDES. 

Quiros, J. (2009). Ser piquetero, estar con los piqueteros. Hacia una etnografia 

descentrada de los movimientos como objeto de analisis. In M. Grimberg, M. I. 

Fernandez Alvarez, & M. Carvalho Rosa, "piquetes" y accion estatal en Argentina: Un 

analisis etnografico de la configuracion de los procesos politicos (pp. 37-51). Buenos 

Aires: UBA and Editorial Antropofagia. 

Reger, J. (2004). Organizational „Emotion Work‟ throough Consciousness Raising. 

Qualitative Sociology , 27:2 , 205-22. 

Rupp, L. & Taylor, V. (1987). Survival in the Doldrums: The American Women's Rights 

Movement, 1945 to the 1960s. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Schuster, F., Pérez, G., Pereyra, S., Armesto, M., Armelino, M., Garcia, A., et al. (2006). 

Transformaciones de la protesta social en Argentina (1989-2003). Documento de Trabajo 

48; Instituto de Investigaciones Gino Germani, University of Buenos Aires. 

Smelser, N. (1961). Theory of Collective Behavior. New York: Free Press. 

Snow, D., Rochford, E. B., Worden, S., & Benford, R. (1986). Frame Alignment 

Processes, Micromobilization, and Movement Participation. American Sociological 

Review , 51, 464-481. 

Snow, D., Soule, S. & Cress, D. (2005). Identifying the Precipitants of Homeless Protests 

across 17 U.S. Cities, 1980 to 1990. Social Forces, 83:3, 1183-1210 



 66 

Svampa, M. (2005). La sociedad excluyente: La Argentina bajo el signo del 

neoliberalismo. Buenos Aires: Taurus. 

Svampa, M. (2008). Cambio de epoca: movimientos sociales y poder politico . Buenos 

Aires: Siglo XXI - Clacso. 

Svampa, M. (2009). Addenda a la Tercera Edicion de 'Entre la Ruta y el Barrio' .Buenos 

Aires: Biblos. 

Svampa, M., & Pereyra, S. (2003). Entre la Ruta y el Barrio: la experiencia de las 

organizaciones piqueteras. Buenos Aires: Biblios. 

Svampa, M., & Pereyra, S. (2005). La política de los movimientos piqueteros. In F. 

Schuster, Tomar la palabra : estudios sobre protesta social y acción colectiva en la 

Argentina contemporánea. Buenos Aires: Prometeo. 

Tarrow, S. (1983). Struggling to reform: Social Movements and Policy Change During 

Cycles of Protest. Ithaca, NY: Western Societies Program Occasional Paper No 15. New 

York Center for International Studies, Cornell University. 

Tarrow, S. (1989). Democracy and Disorder: Social Conflict, Political Protest and 

Democracy in Italy. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Tarrow, S. (1994). Power in Movement. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Tilly, C. (1974)  Town  and  Country  in  Revolution. In J.  Lewis, Peasant Rebellion and 

Communist  Revolution  in Asia. Stanford: Stanford University Press. 

Tilly, C. (1986). The Contentious French. Cambridge: Belknap Press.  

Tilly, C. (1995). Popular Contention in Great Britain, 1758-1834. Boulder: Paradigm 

Publishers. 

Tilly, C. (2008). Social Movements, 1768-2008 (2
nd

 edition). Boulder: Paradigm 

Publishers. 

Torres, F. (2006). Todavia Piqueteros: la CTD Anibal Veron. La Plata: UNLP. 

Touraine, A. (1985). Introduction to the Study of Social Movements. Social Research , 

52, 749-787. 

Usami, K. (2009). Rethinking political opportunity structure in Argentine unemployed 

and poor people's mopvement . In S. Shigetomi, Protest and Social Movements in the 

Developing World (pp. 134-156). Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing. 

Useem, B. (1980). Solidarity model, breakdown model, and the Boston antibusing 

movement. American Sociological Review, 45, 357-69. 



 67 

UTDT (2011). Índice de Confianza en el Gobierno (Febrero 2011). Retrieved 03/05/2011 

from [http://www.utdt.edu/download.php?fname=_129892560455381800.pdf] 

Vommaro, P. (2008). El trabajo territorial y comunitario en las organizaciones de 

trabajadores desocupados: el caso del MTD de Solano. In S. Pereyra, G. Perez, & F. 

Schuster, La Huella Piquetera. Avatares de las organizaciones de desocupados despues 

de 2001 (pp. 335-364). La Plata: Ediciones Al Margen. 

Voss, K. (1996). The collapse of a social movement: the interplay of mobilizing 

structures, framing, and political opportunities in the Knights of Labor. In D. McAdam, J. 

McCarthy, & M. Zald, Comparative Perspectives on Social Movements (pp. 227-258). 

New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Walsh, E. (1981). Resource mobilization and citizen protest in communities around Three 

Mile Island. Social Problems, 29, 1-21. 

Wolff, J. (2007). (De-)mobilizing the Marginalized: A Comparison of the Argentine 

Piqueteros and Ecuador‟s Indigenous Movement. Journal of Latin American Studies , 39, 

1-29. 

 


