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A Note from the Editor-in-Chief
 In the Spring of 2008, a small group of undergraduate stu-
dents from the University of Texas at Austin met to enthusiasti-
cally discuss the formation of a student led and run journal aimed at 
showcasing students’ original research on Latin America. The ideas 
that emerged during that first meeting a year and a half ago, evolved 
and materialized into the Student Journal of Latin American Stud-
ies (SJofLAS) and our first issue, which I cordially invite you to read.

 Originally named “Undergraduate Journal of Latin Ameri-
can Studies,” the journal’s initial goal was that of providing an av-
enue exclusively for undergraduate students in the United States to 
present their research findings to the larger Latin Americanist aca-
demic community. It comes as no surprise that despite engaging in 
original and sound research, undergraduate students seldom publish 
their findings, either because they ignore such possibility or due to 
the lack of outlets for their work. This latter is a particularly impor-
tant factor for students of Latin America in the United States, since 
naturally domestically focused research crowds out research on oth-
er world regions. The establishment of a student journal specialized 
on Latin America would thus more effectively promote undergradu-
ate research findings on topics relating to the region, nevertheless the 
existence of student journals in non-interdisciplinary academic fields.

 The journal’s scope, however, expanded during the Summer 
and early Fall of 2008. This period, on the one hand, enabled us to 
become more familiar with well-established professional academic jour-
nals and the canons of academic publications. On the other hand, it 
allowed us to present and discuss our project with former and current 
student and professional journal editors as well as with Latin Ameri-
canist academics. The information resulting from such discussions led 
us to open the journal to both graduate and undergraduate students 
and accept worldwide submissions in the English language, in order 
to further diversify this publication. Accepting articles in Spanish is 
imperative for a Latin American Studies journal; as such, it remains 
a goal which we hope to materialize in the second issue. Ultimate-
ly, the need for the creation of a publication that would include the 
voices of students, so that they could be heard by professional Latin 
Americanists in the various academic debates solidified this project.



 The journal, therefore, provides an equal number 
of spots for graduate articles as for those of undergraduates. 
The journal’s purpose is simple, to publish original and sound 
student research on topics relating to Latin America. Its goals, 
however, are much broader: becoming the leading outlet of 
student academic research on Latin America, while increas-
ing student involvement in research, supporting the continu-
ous exchange of knowledge, and creating a worldwide, in-
terdisciplinary community of Latin Americanist researchers 
centered around the Student Journal of Latin American Studies.

 As the first and only journal of Latin American Studies 
in the United States that is open to submissions from graduate 
and undergraduate students around the world, students involved 
in SJofLAS invested great amounts of time and energy in mak-
ing the journal known to hundreds of higher education institu-
tions around the world. Our efforts yielded surprising results, as 
the Student Journal of Latin American Studies received 40 sub-
missions from 21 universities in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Co-
lombia, Mexico, the United Kingdom, and the United States:

Chatham University, Macalester College, Rice University, Saint Jo-
seph’s University, San Diego State University, Stanford University, 
Stetson University, The Ohio State University, The University of 
Texas at Austin, Universidad de Chile, Universidad de Guadalajara 
(Mexico), Universidad de los Andes (Colombia), Universidad Nacio-
nal de General Sarmiento (Argentina), Universidad Nacional de Ro-
sario (Argentina), Universidade de São Paulo (Brazil), Universidade 
Federal do Rio de Janeiro (Brazil), University of Arizona, University 
of Durham (United Kingdom), University of North Carolina - Cha-
pel Hill, University of Pittsburgh, and University of Southern Maine.

 I speak for all of us who participated in the production of 
this first issue when I say that learning to run an academic journal 
as we go is without a doubt a unique educational experience. While 
we are grateful for the support and insight of faculty throughout this 
process, the journal ultimately stands on the shoulders of the dedi-
cated graduate and undergraduate students who invested endless 
hours in publicizing the journal, and reading, editing and comment-
ing on many papers. We faced many challenges over the course 



of preparing this publication which often called upon our knowl-
edge and experience as well as on our inexperience and creativity.
The interdisciplinary nature of a journal of Latin American Studies, 
however, demanded particular diligence. Since SJofLAS accepts re-
search submissions from several disciplines including architecture, 
business, law, public policy, international affairs, the humanities, and 
the social sciences, student editors had to quickly adapt to a diversity 
of disciplinary cultures. Thankfully, the expertise and support of our 
academic advisors and referees facilitated much of this task. Look-
ing back, in spite of many shortcomings from which we have greatly 
learned, I dare not call this experience anything less than successful.

 Our first issue brings to you four engaging articles in the 
disciplines of history, anthropology and economics, touching on 
such relevant topics as economic development, gender and eth-
nic relations, migration, power, rural education, and state forma-
tion, and presenting case studies on colonial Chile, early 1900s 
Guatemala, and contemporary Ecuador and Paraguay. As part of 
our effort to build a community of both student and professional 
Latin Americanists, I invite you to contact us or the authors with 
thoughtful and constructive comments on these articles. If you cur-
rently are a student researcher interested in publishing your work, 
I strongly encourage you to check our call for papers for our sec-
ond issue. Finally, if you would like to get involved with SJofLAS, 
regardless of where in the world you live, do not hesitate to con-
tact us at sjoflas@gmail.com or visit our website at www.sjoflas.org.

On behalf of the Student Journal of Latin American Studies, 
saludos y buena lectura!

Marcelo A. Böhrt-Seeghers

November 2009
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Abstract: The liberal government of Justo Rufino Barrios (1873-1885) 
embarked on a period of reforms aimed at providing the impetus for 
the burgeoning coffee economy and the modernization of Guatemala. 
Consequently, many communities in the rural highlands experienced 
a number of state-sanctioned pressures on their communal autonomy. 
Chief among these were efforts on their common land, which was threat-
ened by the newly streamlined process of land titling. As these policies 
reached into the highlands and combined with the population pressures 
resulting from the seasonal migration of laborers to the coffee pied-
mont, competition over private holdings intensified, compelling many 
in the communities to bring their land disputes to the state’s authorities. 
As Guatemalan criminal records indicate, in the early part of the twen-
tieth century, women’s land was particularly vulnerable to seizure, both 
to members of their family and to forces outside of their kinship groups. 
This paper examines several petitions made by women in San Martín 
Jilotepeque between 1925 and 1935 in an effort to both extract their mo-
tives and reveal their agency in a hostile environ. Additionally, this study 
analyzes the significance of these women’s experiences in the judicial 
system within the context and process of Guatemalan state formation.

“Pido Justicia”: 
Women and Land in Highland Guatemala

Lucas Desmond
B.A. Candidate in History 

University of Southern Maine

 When Isidro Ávila Xajil and Isabel García ended 
their relationship after six years of concubinage, the land and 
harvest that they had shared became the central focus of a bit-
ter contest. Isidro kicked Isabel and her son from her previ-
ous marriage, José Angel, out of their home and off the land. 
Isabel petitioned the alcalde (local mayor) to intervene on 
her behalf. She claimed that because Isidro and her son had 
worked together over the years to cultivate the land, she and 
her son deserved part of the harvest of panela1 (AGCA Jefatu-
ra Política hereafter JP-C, 1926). What is more, Isabel insist-
ed that the land belonged to her and that Isidro had no right  
to keep her from it. She asked that the alcalde order Isidro to
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give a third of the harvest to José who was entitled to the fruits 
of his labors (JP-C, 1926). Three days later, Isabel adjusted 
her strategy and wrote a letter urging the juez de paz (justice 
of the peace) for redress, situating her case within the context 
of the law. She stated plainly that “He [Isidro] threw me out 
of the house without complying with the extent of the law.” 
 Like Isabel, many women in rural Guatemala de-
fended their property against frequent threats during the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. A comparison 
of property disputes submitted in San Martín Jilotepeque – 
henceforth San Martín –by men, who sought court action pri-
marily against their immediate family, with those by women, 
who in addition battled neighbors and other outsiders, sug-
gests that women’s lands were more vulnerable to usurpation 
(AGCA JP-C 1933). That their property was so vulnerable to 
forces outside of their family should not be surprising consid-
ering the social currency and autonomy that women gained 
by owning property put pressure on the dominant patriarchal 
order. Property rights meant an emerging public identity for 
women whose voices were being heard beyond the domestic 
realm (Ortner 1974, 67-87). Rural economists Carmen Diana 
Deere and Magdalena León explain that “women’s owner-
ship of land…enhances their bargaining power not only within 
the household, but also potentially, within the community and 
wider society” (Deere and Léon 2001, 28). Isabel Garcia’s 
case testifies to Deere and Leon’s theory that these gendered 
social norms “constitute a factor to be bargained over – that 
is, they can be subject to negotiation and change” (Deere and 
León 2001, 28). By pressing against these social norms, many 
women revealed the flexibility of the framework within which 
their communities – and the state – understood property rights. 
 This study identifies women’s experiences as sub-
alterns within the historical processes of state formation 
by examining ways in which they injected themselves into  
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the discourses surrounding local disputes over land and prop-
erty. Far from being passive victims, many women in San Mar-
tín actively participated in such process through a wide array 
of tactics within the state’s hierarchy of courts and administra-
tive institutions such as the local alcaldes. By adopting certain 
tenets of the dominant ideology in their testimonies – such as 
drawing attention to their poverty or their ignorance – many 
women in San Martín pressed their claims in a system which 
represented a systematic threat to their and their communities’ 
autonomy while reinforcing the ideological underpinnings of 
that threat (Foucault 1977, 27). These are among the every-
day struggles for power which ultimately shape the framework 
within which the state develops (Joseph and Nugent 1994). 

Methods, Hegemony, and the Justice System
 This paper relies on a collection of court documents 
and communications that surfaced, through the field work of 
historian David Carey Jr., from the Archivo General de Cen-
tro America (AGCA) in Guatemala City, which directly deal 
with the municipality of San Martín.  Though not complete, 
the record available for this study constitutes a representative 
sample, of which documents pertaining to land disputes make 
up a significant portion. Likewise, the land disputes utilized 
here are only six of an excess of fifty such cases from between 
1926 and 1940, but are representative of larger patterns found 
throughout the record. In his landmark publication, Drink-
ing, Homicide and Rebellion, Mexican historian William 
B. Taylor elucidates the value of the use of criminal records 
such as those examined here. He explains that “the records 
of criminal trials furnish especially abundant and fairly con-
tinuous evidence of peasant behavior as well as the voices of 
peasants themselves” (Taylor 1979, 3). As such, these peti-
tions for justice are an invaluable link for the historian who 
seeks to uncover peasant consciousness, and in so doing 



enrich our knowledge of the past and its significance for the 
present. The following is, therefore, an effort to invert the 
traditional writing of history about muted groups by allowing 
these muted voices to speak on their own behalf, albeit fil-
tered through the interpretive pen of translators and scribes. 
 An understanding of hegemony is necessary to ex-
plain the larger processes through which land disputes took 
place. Over the last several decades, Latin Americanist schol-
ars have debated the meaning of hegemony (Scott 1985; Scott 
1990; Roseberry 1994, 355-366).  Originally credited to Ital-
ian activist Antonio Gramsci, the term “hegemony” describes 
the way dominant actors ruled by a combination of coercion 
and consent (Gramsci 1971, 53). On the surface, hegemony 
is an outcome whereby ruling groups have successfully gained 
their status as such both through coercive means and by con-
vincing subordinate groups of the legitimacy of their ruling 
ideologies. However, throughout the recent literature, a more 
sophisticated and subtle interpretation has emerged. Histo-
rian Florencia Mallon is especially influential, conceptualizing 
hegemony in two distinct ways: both as an endpoint and as a 
process (Mallon 1995)2.  “First, hegemony is a set of nested, 
continuous processes through which power and meaning are 
contested, legitimated, and redefined at all levels of society...,” 
and “[s]econd, hegemony is an actual endpoint, the result of 
hegemonic processes” (Mallon 1995, 6-7). The first part of 
this definition, hegemony as process, bears particular empha-
sis in this study. Social actors negotiate power relations every-
where and at all times. Since the state “must garner ongoing 
legitimacy and support” from those within its field of dom-
inance in order to achieve its hegemonic “endpoint,” such 
negotiations bear directly on the development of nations.
 These hegemonic processes manifested themselves in 
varied ways during the period of Liberal rule in Guatemala 
(1871-1944). The state placed a variety of agents and institutions

13
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throughout the country to administer justice and keep a de-
gree of social order. In Quetzeltenango, for example, a hi-
erarchy of alcaldes served as the heads of the town council, 
held a variety of administrative posts, and served as justices 
of the peace (Grandin 2000, 136-137). As historians Allen 
Wells and Gilbert Joseph and (1996) suggest in their writ-
ing about popular struggle in Yucatán, the disputes that 
took place within the established systems of justice are im-
portant indicators of contested power relations. “The judi-
cial system is more than a mirror of class antagonisms; it re-
veals the dominant class’s ability to contain conflict precisely 
when its legitimacy is most seriously questioned” (Wells and 
Joseph 1996, 15). Beyond conflict drawn along class lines, 
the judicial system also mediated conflicts along ethnic and 
gender lines, and their many intertwined combinations. 
 Wells and Joseph’s analysis of the “courtroom as 
social laboratory” (Wells and Joseph 1996, 14) is instruc-
tive, suggesting that the courts function to directly link the 
negotiations of rural peasants with the larger processes of 
state formation. The judicial system had to remain flexible 
in order to garner the legitimacy that was required by and 
for its ability to function as an agent of social control, for 
as Guatemalan historian David Carey points out, “If com-
munities deemed local officials’ actions and decisions to be 
unjust or punitive, revolts could ensue” (Carey 2008, 590). 
That revolts were relatively few in the highlands, in com-
parison with the Yucatán region, reveals a system whereby 
the communities and the local officials reached an agree-
ment over the framework within which local disputes could 
be mediated and justice could be meted out. It is precisely 
within this context that the processes of hegemony contrib-
uted to reconfiguring identities along ethnic and gender lines. 

Liberalism: Progress and Order
Following the overthrow of the Conservative regime in
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1871, Miguel Garcia Granados (1871-1873) and then 
Justo Rufino Barrios (1873-1875) led Liberal elites 
in launching a regime of modernizing reform which 
was in full swing by the end of the nineteenth century.
In large cities such as Quetzaltenango, power lines were 
installed to bring light to the city’s inhabitants; photogra-
phy suspended time and preserved the moment of depar-
ture from the pre-modern to the modern; railways and 
telegraph lines connected peripheral communities with 
the capital (Grandin 2000, 159-197). As in much of Latin 
America, Guatemalan officials called on architects to design 
grand buildings and city roads to demonstrate to the devel-
oped world the vitality of Guatemala and to garner support 
from potential investors that would fuel further moderniza-
tion efforts (Grandin 2000; McCreery 1994; Piccato 2001).
 The new progress and order brought on in the mod-
ernization of Guatemala was in many ways responsible for 
the growing contestation of property rights in San Martín 
since the continued privatization of land was central to the 
liberal reforms.3  Once Barrios acceded to the presidency 
in 1873, the privatization of communal ejido land was of 
the highest priority. Thus, for the benefit of coffee produc-
ers he streamlined the process of acquiring and titling land.
 Although it is easy to assume that land privatization 
effectively dispossessed poor Maya from their land, Grandin 
cautions that the effect was not so simple. “[P]oorer Indians 
now saw ownership, guaranteed by title and registration, as 
the best means to ensure access to sufficient land” (Grandin 
2000, 117). For poor indigenous members of the community, 
private ownership of land gave them state-recognized access 
to their crops, which in turn represented an opportunity to se-
cure their subsistence agricultural practices. Carey’s collection 
of Kaqchikel oral histories demonstrates the conflicting and 
multidimensional ways in which Maya viewed these reforms.
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In many cases Barrios’ efforts benefited wealthy La-
dinos at the expense of indigenous communities and 
individuals, while in others his land reform provid-
ed a degree of security to Maya (Carey 2001, 84-85). 
 Another thread entwined in the narratives of Gua-
temala’s expansion into the global agro-export realm eluci-
dates an added pressure placed on communities and helps to 
explain the importance of land rights in the rural highlands. 
The reintroduction of the mandamiento (forced labor draft) 
in 1877 and the increasing reliance on debt peonage helped 
supply the liberal regime with able-bodied coffee laborers. 
The land privatization efforts, as well as population growth 
and food shortages in the early twentieth century, assisted this 
development (Carey 2001).  Combined, these pressures on 
rural communities aided the Liberal government by providing 
it with a labor force. The literature is riddled with accounts 
of harsh treatment by finca (large, landed estate) owners, the 
treacherous road to and from the coffee piedmont, death 
and disease. Since coffee producers were not especially in-
terested in the highlands for the land itself, land ownership 
helped buffer potential laborers from exploitation (Carey 
2001, 72-77; Grandin 2000; McCreery 1994). It is not sur-
prising then that property disputes were so common in the 
criminal record, since a legitimate land title provided a means 
of mitigating the deleterious effects of coastal migration.  
 However, the migration of laborers to the coast re-
mained seasonal. Since large coffee plantations were not 
able to sustain a large number of year-round laborers, 
the state allowed for a degree of subsistence forms of pro-
duction to remain in the highlands in order for its labor 
force to survive during the off season. Yet, increasingly in-
digenous communities were drawn into the new cash 
economy. As Grandin asserts, “coffee production para-
sitically attached itself to indigenous communities, slowly 
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draining their subsistence autonomy” (Grandin 2000, 127). 
Highland communities were therefore trapped in a cycle of com-
peting modes of production and were thus vulnerable not only 
to natural and social forces but now also to the whims of the larg-
er economic forces that drove the nation’s growing capitalism. 4

 Indigenous women’s roles in relation to the ex-
panding coffee economy were precariously perched be-
tween the coffee rich Pacific piedmont and their commu-
nities in the highlands. Faced with population expansion 
and drought, women were integrally tied to both worlds. In 
many ways, indigenous women benefited from the cash that 
they could earn on the coast – as molenderas (corn grind-
ers) or as wage laborers – albeit proportionally unbalanced 
with men’s wages. Yet, many women stayed behind during 
the migration to the coast, and thus played an important 
role in the sustainability of their communities. Carey argues,

 Through their experiences both as workers on the 
coffee plantations and as protectorates of their communities, 
women were empowered to act in their communities’ defense 
when faced with threats to their property and livelihood. Such 
situation highlights women’s growing public involvement in 
their communities and illustrates that women’s roles were 
changing in response to changes in their communities. As these 
pressures built in the highland communities, the competition 
for land intensified, making it necessary for community poli-
tics to be renegotiated and redefined. It is to these (re)articula-
tions of community power relations that this study now turns.

“…because their presence and labor prevented communi-
ties from falling into disrepair, women were vital to their 
towns’ maintenance. They also vigilantly protected prop-
erty and valuable items through their propinquity to their 
homes and their scrutiny of outsiders. By mitigating the 
effects of temporary emigration, women eased this transi-
tion from migrants and communities” (Carey 2006, 86). 
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Gender and Community

 In San Martín, like in the communities of Florencia 
Mallon’s (Mallon 1995) study in Mexico and Peru, a variety of 
social actors took part in the negotiation of their stake in their 
community. Within these communities, many women utilized 
the institutions available to them as spaces in which to press 
their claims for the community’s resources. Due to the pres-
sures previously mentioned, such as coastal migration and land 
privatization, there was a high premium on access to land in the 
Guatemalan highlands, and as the criminal record indicates, 
disputes over the land ownership constituted a regular negotia-
tion of community power relations. The disputes within com-
munities bore directly on the larger processes of state formation 
as the state’s mediating agencies were the sites where commu-
nity and state ideologies were in direct contest over legitimacy.
 The office of juez de paz was one institution avail-
able to women for intervention in property disputes. Martina 
Chalí was aware of this, and on the 24th of March 1933, she 
petitioned the juez to intervene on her behalf. She claimed 
that in August of 1930 she had purchased from Dionisio 
Bernardino a plot of land equaling one manzana (approxi-
mately 1.7 acres) and three “cuartos de extención.”All that 
remained was for Dionisio to give her the title proving it.

“Community as a political concept…was already a hege-
monic outcome of previous struggles. As such, it was a con-
tingent creation, the product of conflict among a variety of 
potential communal projects. Community as networks of 
ethnic lineages and generational compromises; communi-
ty as spatial or geographical entity; community as a cultur-
al space in which identities were contested and negotiated; 
community as an ‘imagined’ whole that engaged in con-
frontation and coalition with the outside world; communi-
ty as a network of political institutions in flux and transfor-
mation…all these definitions and more engaged each other 
through specific sequences of struggle” (Mallon 1995, 65).
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After cultivating the land and harvesting it several times, 
Federico Estrada appeared at her house claiming that he 
had just purchased the land from Dionisio. What is more, 
Estrada hit her son and chased them off the land, in what 
Chalí described as a “barbaric” act (AGCA JP-C 1933). 
 Realizing that he had not given Chalí the proper paper-
work that would prove her purchase of the land, Dionisio took 
advantage of what he saw was an opportunity to make more 
money by selling the land a second time.5  Additionally, it is clear 
that Estrada’s social rank, as both male and ladino, allowed him 
to use force to remove Chalí and her son from the property.  
 The case that Martina Chalí brought before the justice 
illuminates how complex gender hierarchies were negotiated 
and defined at the local level, reflecting the larger ideologies 
on which the Liberal state operated. For example, agricultural 
labor was widely considered the realm of men, yet Chalí claims 
to have been responsible for several harvests on the land that 
she purchased from Dionisio. Chalí’s case suggests that per-
haps as a widow she had to farm her land out of necessity, tak-
ing on the masculine job of farming. In this way, her reliance 
on land for subsistence cut across gendered cultural norms.
 Sometimes, women integrated dominant discourses 
and notions of their inferior social status in order to garner 
the support of the justice. For example, in the closing por-
tion of her claim, Chalí emphasized her poverty and age in 
an effort to sway the juez in her favor. In another petition 
the fifty eight year old widow, Evarista Tomás, wrote to the 
juez complaining that Francisco Atz and José Jacobo had 
swindled her out of the land that her deceased husband 
had left her as an inheritance. In her testimony, Tomás 
claimed that her husband had purchased the land from Atz 
and Jacobo for 2,000 pesos. Like the case against Dionisio, 
Atz and Jacobo sold her land for a second time (AGCA 
JP-C 1931). Her approach differed from Chalí’s, however.
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First of all, rather than asking that she be returned her land, 
Tomás simply wanted the money that her husband paid for 
the land. But what was most striking about her claim was 
the way in which she understood (or at least wanted to ap-
pear to understand) the crime committed against her. She 
couched her complaint in terms of her “ignorance and good 
faith” (AGCA JP-C 1931). This demonstrates that, as Car-
ey asserts, “patriarchal structures, systems, and ideologies 
circumscribed [women’s] agency” (Carey 2006, 63). Articu-
lating the crime against her in this way reinforced her sub-
ordination to both the juez and the men against whom she 
filed the complaint, while at the same time she pressed her 
interest by playing on ethnic notions of indigenous ignorance. 
 Tomás’s case bears striking resemblance to many of 
the petitions on record. Either by pointing to their poverty, ig-
norance, age, or their familial responsibilities, women hoped 
to garner the sympathy of the mediating institution. Anthro-
pologist Henrietta Moore points out, “muted groups are si-
lenced by the structures of dominance, and if they wish to 
express themselves they are forced to do so through the domi-
nant modes of expression, the dominant ideologies” (Moore 
1988, 3). These women found it necessary to invoke their 
own inferiority in order to be heard by the dominant patriar-
chal powers. To press for redress, however, landed women 
in the highlands also employed tactics in their testimonies 
that reflected their cunning and their knowledge of the law. 
 In much of the existing scholarship, the concept of “la-
dinoization” appears as a principle function of progress and or-
der. As such, for many Maya their concept of “regeneration” in 
the early twentieth century focused on their ability to integrate 
into ladino society by abandoning their indigenous dress and 
learning to read, write, and speak Spanish (Grandin 2000,130-
158; Carey 2001, 177-195). Until the 1960s, almost all Mayan 
women were excluded from the public education system and 
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were therefore stuck in their relegated roles as homemakers. 
Indeed, most of the cases that appear in the record involve 
women who acknowledge that they are “sin instrucción.” Con-
sequently, their bargaining power vis-à-vis their communities 
and the larger state was severely limited (Carey 2006, 177-206).
 One glaring exception revealed itself in a letter from 
Candida Tun to the alcalde. In it, Candida insisted that Tomasa 
Bar had sold the land that she inherited from her deceased 
husband to Don Julio Roca (AGCA JP-C 1933). Several things 
merit attention in this case. First is the force with which Tun 
described the virtues of her claim. “I have absolutely never 
done any business with Sr. Roca” (AGCA JP-C 1933, my em-
phasis). Far from the supplication that characterized the cases 
mentioned above, Tun wanted to be sure that her position was 
absolutely clear. Second, Candida Tun signed her name to 
close the letter. By and large the land disputes brought to the 
attention of the relevant authorities, both by men and wom-
en, were generally written by scribes hired to translate for the 
largely monolingual claimants represented in the cases. On the 
other hand, Tun perhaps recognized that by signing her name 
she demonstrated that she was literate, and therefore could 
expect the respect of the alcalde. Whether or not her efforts 
were efficacious remains unknown since the records do not 
show how the alcalde responded to her grievance; hence, it 
is difficult to know whether literate women received more fa-
vorable rulings than illiterate women. However, Tun’s actions 
and words illustrate that her ability to read and write Spanish 
was a strategy that she could employ to garner the support of 
the mediating body. Additionally it may have encouraged her 
to be forceful rather than passive in her presentation. Tun thus 
placed herself firmly within the process of ladinoization, using 
it to her advantage while perhaps inadvertently encouraging 
the racist state bias, which favored ladino over indigenous.
 Moreover, at times claimants demonstrated a degree  
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of knowledge and understanding of the laws governing the 
ownership of land. Recall the case that Martina Chalí brought 
before the juez. Although she directed the juez’s attention to 
her poverty and age, she employed another tactic that may 
have helped her. In the same sentence in which she char-
acterized her situation in terms of her poverty, she cited the 
legal precedents that provide the juez with the authority to 
adjudicate on her behalf. “I am a poor and old woman, and 
the earlier legal precedents (1931, 1932) give me reason to 
hope that I can expect justice” (AGCA JP-C 1933). The pos-
sibility that her testimony was coached or manipulated by the 
scribe is important to bear in mind; nevertheless, the use of 
these precedents punctuated the claim and represented an-
other device that was available for use by female claimants. 
 The conflicting strategies women employed in de-
fense of their property played directly into the concept of 
community as a product of embedded hegemonic pro-
cesses. At every turn, whether they adopted the discourses 
that subjugated them or transgressed socially constructed 
boundaries, women in San Martín were often active par-
ticipants in the negotiation of community norms and in this 
way engaged in the give and take of the hegemonic process.

Conclusion
 The documentation of land disputes in the rural high-
lands of Guatemala during the early twentieth century offers a 
window into the processes of hegemony on the local level. The 
few selected documents have demonstrated a variety of symp-
toms of the larger hegemonic processes of national ideology 
and how they were negotiated locally. The liberal ideology of 
progress and order was largely responsible for the disputed 
nature of land and property. As David McCreery points out, 
prior to the Liberal Reforma, private ownership of land was “at 
odds both with the dominant ethos of land as a community or  
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group resource available to all as needed and with the dominant 
production patterns in the indigenous economy” (McCreery 
1994, 239). Clearly, by the 1920s the highland communities had 
begun shedding that dominant ethos in favor of the state sanc-
tioned ideology of progress, order, and capitalist expansion. 
 Women as subalterns were not merely passive recipi-
ents of elite ideologies. Through various institutions such as 
the juez de paz or the local alcalde, marginalized actors pressed 
their interests, and in so doing they helped shape local sub-
altern discourses. Cases that primarily poor and indigenous 
women brought in front of these institutions are particularly 
instructive, as they constituted a voice from the lowest rung 
in the social hierarchy. Yet these women asserted themselves 
within the judicial system. By appropriating the dominant dis-
courses, women employed social norms, as Evarista Tomás 
did when she emphasized her ignorance and good faith, and 
inverted these norms or as Martina Chalí did when she cited 
legal precedents in her defense. In this way, women pressed 
their claims in a hostile system and thus revealed the flex-
ibility of the framework through which they were able to con-
comitantly subvert and subscribe to the dominant paradigms. 
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Notes:
1 - Panela is a byproduct of the process of refining sugar cane but in this 
case simply refers to sugar.  
2 - William Roseberry makes a similar argument in “Hegemony and the 
Language of Contention” (1994, 355-366).
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3 - Although in the past historians have understood the transition from 
the Conservative regime of Rafael Carrera to Barrios’s Liberal regime as 
a drastic shift with respect to land reform, recent scholarship suggests that 
it was considerably less radical. See especially Rene Reeves, Ladinos with 
Ladinos Indians with Indians: Land, Labor, and Regional Ethnic Conflict 
in the Making of Guatemala (2006). 
4 - It would be a mistake, however, to suggest that the members of these 
communities were without agency in this process. Indigenous actors em-
ployed diverse tactics to avoid the labor draft and communities were im-
pressively resilient to pressures placed on them by the expanding coffee 
production. See especially, Carey’s Our Elders Teach Us (2001) and En-
gendering Mayan History (2006), as well as Reeves’ Ladinos with Ladinos 
(2006) and Grandin’s Blood of Guatemala (2001).  
5 - Chalí claims that she bought the land for 1,150 pesos three years prior 
from Dionisio, who had merely inherited the land from his mother, so he 
conceivably stood to gain a considerable sum more.
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[T]he contention that regions must industrialize in order to 
continue to grow…[is] based on some fundamental miscon-
ceptions. – Douglass North (1955)

Introduction 
 In light of the relative failure of a variety of develop-
ment strategies—import-substitution industrialization (ISI), 
export-led industrialization (EOI), and neoliberal/free trade 
models—to reach across Latin America and provide ad-
equate and equitable access to economic opportunity to 
many, new mechanisms are needed to find and create such 
opportunities. The presence of certain macroeconomic con-
ditions, such as access to credit, favorable exchange rates,
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Abstract: Parts of Latin America have developed slowly during the last 
half-century. This is particularly true in rural areas, and is in part due 
to a lack of entrepreneurial opportunity and training. Domestic inno-
vation, particularly inside-the-frontier technology (also called domes-
tic tinkering), is a primary avenue through which Latin America can 
grow. Education is a traditional answer to issues such as this; however, 
traditional rural education has been of little practical value increasing 
conditions for smaller farmers in the countryside. Existing inequalities 
and economic disarticulation prevent domestic tinkering and innova-
tion. Could a renewed focus on innovation, practical and technical 
skills, quality education, and entrepreneurial focus in poorer rural areas 
allow for the innovation of ‘sophisticated’ products and methods that 
would lead to rural growth and create many of the linkages that would 
help inject dynamism into Latin American economies?  In answering 
this question, La Escuela Agrícola San Francisco in Cerrito, Paraguay, 
serves as a model school that effectively combines aspects of tradi-
tional secondary education with technical and entrepreneurial training. 
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political and economic stability, and strong property rights, 
while important, do not necessarily guarantee growth 
or promote equity, as the experience of Latin America 
since the mid-1990’s has shown (Hausmann and Ro-
drik 2003; 2005; Ocampo 2004; Williamson 2000).1   
 The various development policies pursued over the 
past half-century in Latin America have had ambiguous and 
often negative results in rural areas. ISI policies promoted 
industrialization to satisfy domestic and regional economic 
needs at the expense of primary-product industries through 
subsidies, trade protection, and state investment. EOI con-
tinues this process by promoting trade integration and tar-
geting industrialization towards the international economy. 
Both inward-looking ISI and outward-looking EOI have been 
strongly biased towards urban development, justified by the 
belief that industrialization is necessary for modernization 
(Maloney et al. 2002). These policies have correspondingly 
underemphasized the importance of a dynamic rural agricul-
tural and nonagricultural sector and ignored the incorpora-
tion of the rural economy into development schemes (Ranis 
1996).2   In the case of Mexico (Kelly 2001) and El Salva-
dor (Hausmann and Rodrik 2005), for example, the conse-
quences of neoliberal policies have been particularly harsh 
for rural areas and agricultural sectors.3   Carter et al. (1996) 
argue that export-oriented agriculture has had negative re-
sults in Paraguay and dubious results in highland Guatemala. 
 Traditional models have often also underempha-
sized the role of domestic innovation and the importance 
of education. Despite relatively low levels of innovation 
in many less developed countries (Hausmann and Rodrik 
2003; 2005) and inequalities in education that can retard 
growth (Rannis 1996), ISI strategies often effectively dis-
couraged learning, while EOI (and neoliberal) policies at 
times failed to emphasize its importance (Bruton 1998).
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Though agricultural innovation can drive growth and increase 
economic productivity (Vogel 1994; Martin and Mitra 2001), 
there is little work on how to promote rural innovation and a 
corresponding lack of material on how to catalyze growth in the 
rural sector. Agricultural innovation is rarely viewed as having 
the potential to drive economic growth (de Farranti et al 2005). 
 An innovative approach to the rural portion of de-
velopment through education, agricultural extension, and 
business training is under way at La Escuela Agrícola San 
Francisco (LEASF) in Cerrito, Paraguay. The model em-
ployed by this agricultural secondary school offers a num-
ber of creative solutions for rural economic development in 
Paraguay with promising applications abroad. This school 
is part of a new wave of socially advantageous self-sustain-
ing private organizations (Shrum 2000), and its model of 
funding is nontraditional. Aspects of technical education, 
farming, university preparation, business education, micro-
credit finance, and environmental sustainability are com-
bined, creating a model that can provide not only a techni-
cal and pre-collegiate education for students, but also benefit 
families, communities, regions, and the overall economy.
 First, the school itself shall be examined, with empha-
sis on the innovative aspects of entrepreneurially oriented, 
technical agricultural training. The unique business model 
will then be discussed, after which will follow a review of 
the various mechanism by which technical education, busi-
ness training, and innovation can lead to economic improve-
ments. The arguments presented will then be extended to 
explore the possibilities of replication and the use of LEASF 
as a model forming part of rural development strategies.

La Escuela Agrícola San Francisco4  

 Located 46 kilometers from Asunción in the depart-
ment of Presidente Hayes, Paraguay, La Escuela Agrícola 
San Francisco (LEASF) operates in a unique way: the school 
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is a working farm, and the products of students’ hands-on learn-
ing create the revenue that funds the school. In addition to the 
standard curriculum for post-secondary training in Paraguay, 
students learn much more than advanced farming techniques, 
including rural management, basic business skills, and coop-
erative organization. The school is driven to provide a relevant 
education of quality to its students, but to do so, it must con-
tinually seek out and implement new services that both help 
the school cover its costs and educate its students. It now offers 
extension services, a roadside store and restaurant, and a small 
hotel and conference center. Students learn business skills 
while working alongside faculty in these additional contexts.
 LEASF provides a three-year technical degree5 to pre-
pare students to be farmers, agricultural extension agents, ag-
ricultural instructors, agri-business entrepreneurs, or to attend 
university to study agronomy, veterinary medicine, or other 
agricultural fields. The school offers a broad core education 
that is divided into three areas: required subjects, agro-tech-
nical education, and business and entrepreneurial training. 
The required subjects are those that would be encountered 
in other Paraguayan secondary schools, including the Scienc-
es, Social Science, Languages,6  and Community Develop-
ment. As this is a technical school, much focus is on practical 
skills, but the school provides enough standard education to 
give students competitive applications for admission to uni-
versity. In fact, about 25 percent of all graduates of LEASF 
have gone on to university in Paraguay or abroad, and in the 
most recent class for which there is data available, university 
enrollment rose to 37% (see Table 1). The school has tra-
ditionally graduated thirty students each year, and recent ex-
pansions have increased enrollment. Many of these students 
will become part of Paraguay’s agricultural innovation system. 
 Most students enter the school to study agricultural pro-
duction.7  Much of the school’s 153 acres are filled with fields of 
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manioc, sugarcane, gourds, soybeans, wheat, citruses, and pas-
to (grass for fodder). There is an area for intensive horticulture, 
where vegetables and medicinal herbs are grown organically. 
There are fields for livestock, including dairy cattle and goats, 
as well as pens for swine and rabbits, an area for chickens and 
egg production, tilapia ponds, and an apiary. Additionally, there 
is a dairy plant where milk from cattle and goats is turned into 
yogurt, dulce de leche, and cheese. Students also have access 
to a machine shop where they repair various farm implements. 
 During their first year, students alternate between 
these different production areas, spending about a month on 
each. Second-year students choose four or five areas and learn 
more in-depth skills for managing them. After these two years 
of rotation, third-year students take a leading role (with faculty 
advice) in the management of the school’s production. Those 
in horticulture are each given a 10m x 10m plot in which 
they must produce a successful yield without depleting the 
soil (there is on-campus composting). For those who handle 
livestock — of whom several are on track to become veterinar-
ians — each animal must be kept healthy and productive so as 
to keep milk production high. Some students visit the weekly 
market in Asunción, receiving hands-on training in distribu-
tion and sales. Two third-year students run the dairy plant. 

TABLE 1 - Post-Graduation Data
Activity 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 Totals %’s
Studying in Paraguay 3 4 7 4 11 29 21%
Studying abroad 0 3 2 2 0 5 4%
Agricultural sector jobs 6 9 14 13 8 50 36%
Working on family farms 2 4 7 9 9 31 23%
Extension agents 0 1 2 4 0 7 5%
Teachers at Agr. Schools 1 5 1 0 1 8 6%
No data 6 1 0 0 0 7 5%
Size of graduating class 18 27 32 31 29 137 100%
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A few are experimenting with best-practices for bio-intensive 
production in Paraguay in a large vegetable plot for an agri-
cultural research firm from the U.S. Students gain a variety 
of agricultural skills that will be useful to them in an array of
employment contexts and several of Paraguay’s climes. Stu-
dents, most of whom come from rural environments, often 
share the skills and knowledge they have obtained with their 
families when they visit or return to the family farm. Several 
graduates (5 percent) of LEASF have themselves gone on to be 
agricultural extension agents, having learned how to organize 
community education during their secondary education. Stu-
dents on their own farms are also more receptive to extension 
advice. In this way, the school promotes a model of develop-
ment that is pro-poor, particularly in the Paraguayan context.
 All students receive business and entrepreneurial 
training. The school is designed to allow graduates to break 
away from the subsistence model of traditional agricultural 
production by understanding their farms as businesses and 
learning to find and create business opportunities. Graduates 
comprehend basic business methodologies, as well as credit 
markets and production networks. This minimizes the urban 
bias of business activities and credit access, giving them the 
skills needed to successfully apply for loans and manage their 
businesses and finances.8   Business and entrepreneurial train-
ing9  is a key feature of this education, as the school wants 
its students to become financially successful after graduation. 
Business and agricultural skills come together in the third year 
of the students’ education. Seniors must show competency not 
only by successfully managing their chosen area of specializa-
tion, but also by writing a business plan for a post-graduation 
venture. Additionally, third-year students work together to run 
“La Cooperativa,” a small store on campus that sells snacks and 
other goods. Afterward, they split the profit and often use it to 
fund their graduation ceremonies. Graduates leave the school
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with the technical and business ability to create new products 
and cultivate the cross-sector linkages that will aid rural Para-
guay’s development. The students are prepared not only to 
become better farmers, but to become rural entrepreneurs.      
 One of the most interesting adaptations of the school 
is its financial autonomy. After its fourth year of operation, 
LEASF became financially self-sustaining (See table 2). While 
much of the land and many buildings were initially donated 
and a loss was taken during the first years, the school now earns 
more than it expends. Although it is in effect a private school, 
tuition and fees only provide for about 5 percent of school’s 
expenses, costing parents and students only slightly more than 
public education.10   Students have a number of opportunities 
to compete for scholarships or work part-time on alternating 
weekends to lower the cost tuition and fees if the school is not 
otherwise affordable for them. The rest of LEASF’s costs are 
financed by revenue from the school’s operations, allowing 
it to be particularly pro-poor without expenditure of scarce 
and politically unstable government money. This is vital in 
rural development schemes, as money pledged for rural im-
provements often disappears before reaching the countryside. 
 The school operates somewhat like a business and, 
more importantly, functions as both an agricultural and edu-
cational entrepreneur. Income from agricultural production 
makes up about 16 percent of the school’s income, which is 
limited by the size of the campus (despite efficient agricultural 
practices, there are only 153 acres). A portion of this produc-
tion also provides food for the students, who board on-campus 
during the week. Because of the small campus size and the fairly 
low profit margins of traditional agricultural production com-
pared to the expense of teachers, the school has had to diversify 
its offerings to find a way to better use its resources (Tables 3 
& 4). Being located fairly close to Asunción, the school began 
offering educational day trips, field days, and other services as
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TABLE 3 - 
Distribution of Income
Animals: 13%
Crops: 2%
Dairy industry: 1%
Hotel: 17%
Events and courses: 23%
Student fees: 5%
Community store: 2%
Technical assistance: 31%
Others: 4%

Baird and Harrelson 2008, 19

TABLE 4 - 
Distribution  of Expenses
Salaries: 45%
Depreciation: 18%
Balanceados: 13%
Food for people: 8%
Electricity & office: 6%
Maintenance: 4%
Fuel and transport: 4%

Baird and Harrelson 2008, 19.

TABLE 2 - 
Income Statements, 2003-2008

US $ 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008

Income $42,814 $45,182 $97,434 $233,601 $253,016 $336,112

Costs $(199,239) $(223,261) $(277,993) $(316,110) $(250,710) $(323,931)

Profit $(156,424) $(178,079) $(180,559) $(82,510) $2,306 $12,180

Income 
/Costs

21% 20% 35% 74% 101% 104%

Baird and Harrelson 2008, 18

enrichment activities for urban schools. This now accounts 
for 23 percent of overall income. The school also bought 
a plot of land next to the nearby highway, where it opened 
a roadsidestore that offers a small restaurant, various pack-
aged foods, and household goods. This highway, the Ruta 
Trans-Chaco, is the principal route traversing the Chaco 
and the only major road to connect Paraguay with Bolivia. 
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This store employs two local citizens in addition to provid-
ing 2 percent of the schools income. There is a pleasant 
but underutilized building on the campus that now serves 
as a hotel with conference rooms and brings in 17 percent 
of the income. Additionally, the school functions as a local 
provider of agricultural extension services, providing techni-
cal advice to farms nearby and professional advice to other 
schools looking to adopt more self-sufficient methods. These 
activities comprise 31 percent of the school’s income and 
provide an important, community-improving service that 
has often been lacking in Paraguay.11   The school’s exten-
sion activities aid the development of local farms while si-
multaneously teaching the next generation of rural farmers 
and entrepreneurs, offering an example of how the school’s 
social benefits are multiplied in its own search for revenue. 
 By providing rural, pro-poor education that teaches 
the agricultural and entrepreneurial skills needed to suc-
cessfully run farms and businesses, LEASF is a partial res-
olution to the rural concerns in Paraguay created by an in-
adequate rural focus and unsatisfactory economic growth. 
The school avoids the bureaucracy that often hinders de-
velopment programs and reaches across the countryside to 
offer training that increases economic prospects. The skills 
learned at LEASF are applicable in whatever economic ac-
tivities graduates undertake. Moreover, students create op-
portunities for others, since graduates have the necessary 
skills to innovate and grow linkages across production sec-
tors, creating a more dynamic rural economy. All this is done 
with no government expense and minimal cost to students.

Mechanisms
 There is support in the rural and economic develop-
ment literature that technical, entrepreneurial secondary educa-
tion could offer an improvement over traditional schools both 
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in terms of personal opportunity and economic dynamism. 
This will be explained through several mechanisms. Techni-
cal, entrepreneurial secondary education creates technically 
advanced farmers better suited to adopt new technologies and 
fosters innovation both on and off the technology frontier.12   

Moreover, it educates farmers to be business savvy and in-
creases their ability to interact with agricultural research and 
technology dissemination systems. More and better qualified 
rural actors can then create economic possibilities that com-
plement each other while integrating into the larger economy.
      rural productivity, the literature on rural develop-
ment generally suggests that schooling does not positively af-
fect productivity rates in rural Latin America (Brist and Ca-
plan 1999; Phillips 1987; Taylor and Yunez-Naude 2000). 
While well-structured secondary education can offer pro-
ductivity-increasing knowledge and technological training, 
a principal reason for the inefficacy of education in Latin 
America increasing productivity is the lack of cross-sector 
rural linkages in these economies (Lanjouw 1999; Vogel 
1994).13    Students’ access to employment that utilizes at-
tained skills is an important determinant in the quality of 
education; here it will be assumed that this is partially en-
dogenous (some will create their own opportunities, either 
independently or in the employ of others).14   Indeed, this 
endogeneity is a factor in determining the effects of educa-
tion: as it increases, the rural economy supposedly becomes 
more dynamic. However, the actual effect depends drastically 
on the quality of the school and the nature of its pedagogy.
 In comparison to graduates of non-technical second-
ary schools, students who have attended agriculturally-orient-
ed technical schools gain experience with many agricultural 
products and several farming methods, giving them the flex-
ibility and know-how to make best-practice decisions. Agri-
culturally-oriented technical education has been shown to
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have a stronger effect on productivity than traditional rural 
education (de Ferranti et al. 2005). Given the often inverse 
relationship between farm size and productivity,15  invest-
ments that encourage small, efficient farms stimulate overall 
agricultural in a particularly pro-poor manner (Carter 1984; 
Masterson 2007). Even if the higher productivity of small 
farms does eventually meet capital constraints (Carter and 
Weibe 1990), technical agricultural education enables them 
to input effective, non-traditional and less costly capital. In-
deed, LEASF provides a technical education that allows farm-
ers more production per unit of land while addressing the 
shortage of capital that many farmers face by teaching meth-
ods that are not necessarily capital intensive and by increas-
ing the ability of graduates to qualify for aboveboard loans. 
 An increase in productivity is multiplied by changes 
in the interaction between farmers and agricultural extension 
systems: farmers become more open to technical advice with 
education (de Ferranti et al. 2005). Extension systems are in-
tended to disseminate technology and best practices through-
out rural areas and can greatly aid improvements in rural agri-
cultural production. However, these systems have often been 
too centralized and have failed to disseminate such knowledge 
adequately (Anderson and Feder 2004; de Ferranti et al. 2005; 
Sánchez González 1997).16   The approach has often been to 
simply provide one universal solution to all farmers, instead 
of finding farm- or locale-targeted optimal solutions (Picciotto 
and Anderson 1997). To ameliorate the inadequacy of this 
approach, some suggest improvements in the tone and meth-
od of presentation of technical and civic information (Pic-
ciotto and Anderson 1997), decentralization (Anderson and 
Feder 2004), private and public-private cooperation (Umali-
Deininger 1997), and of course, broadening the reach of such 
programs. However, extension systems must offer material on 
what is useful in individual farms and on much of which must
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be developed or adopted in each geographic area. An im-
provement in the quality of the extension agent-farmer re-
lationship improves the efficacy of programs (at least on 
the small scale), as has been seen by the several LEASF 
graduates that have gone into Paraguay’s extension service. 
They are respected and their suggestions are well-received 
in large part because many grew up in and directly experi-
enced the problems faced by the farming communities they 
serve. A consequence is that better farming methods are 
more readily employed by farmers, who often integrate bet-
ter into the larger economy as a result of this relationship.
 There has been extensive work on the role of agricul-
ture in development. Many incorporate the agricultural sector 
as a significant participant in the development process. The 
following paragraphs synthesize several lines of reasoning that 
show the need for technical, agricultural education that equips 
students with business and entrepreneurial skills. This is done 
by showing that agriculture can be a sophisticated part of an 
advancing economy and that agriculture’s success as a contrib-
uting sector to development depends in large part on the hu-
man capital of the actors involved. Therefore, investments in 
advancing agriculture are justified. The particular manner in 
which to improve agricultural market function is technical ed-
ucation that contains elements of business and entrepreneur-
ship. LEASF is the motivator and an example of this reasoning.
 Innovation is a primary driver of economic growth, 
which typically functions by transferring resources into pre-
viously unexploited, higher productivity activities. Tech-
nological advancement (as a surrogate for innovation) of-
ten implies a diminishing role of land or agriculture in 
aggregate production; however, views considering agricul-
ture as an increasing efficiency sector are now more pres-
ent in the development literature (compare Hansen and 
Prescott 2002; Martin and Mitra 2001; Maloney et al. 2002).
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Consider for example the two-sector economy developed by 
Kylymnyuk et al. (2007), which produces two types of goods: 
primitive and sophisticated. Sophisticated here is ascribed to 
goods that show increasing marginal returns during their devel-
opment and early production, in comparison to primitive com-
modities, which show diminishing returns. Note that sophis-
ticated goods can vary temporally and geographically (that is, 
an innovation that is sophisticated at first may quickly become 
primitive as marginal returns decrease, or a primitive good 
may become sophisticated for a time if produced in another 
locale or in a new way). In this definition, agricultural goods 
can be either sophisticated or primitive (though they are often 
primitive). The development of the Ecuadoran cut-flower in-
dustry and Chile’s rapid expansion in export agriculture both 
exhibit periods of rapid growth and profitability that can indi-
cate innovations advancing products and production methods. 
 Hausmann and Rodrik (2003; 2005) identify a fre-
quent binding constraint of development to be a lack of inno-
vation. They argue that economic “self-discovery,” or learning 
what one is good at producing, has obvious economic util-
ity, but also reinforces innovation of goods and methods in 
general. In other words, an often overlooked consequence of 
innovation is to breed complementary innovation, creating a 
positive feedback loop. Hence, it is important to determine 
new activities that a country or region is good at producing.  
Klinger and Lederman (2006) note that the quest for innova-
tion is especially relevant for economies that pursue exports 
as a large part of their development plan, as many developing 
economies are. Discovering new products and adapting foreign 
technologies (domestic tinkering) diversifies economies as ac-
tors start to experiment with (and successfully produce some 
of) a variety of products, linking into other sectors.17 Econo-
metric evidence suggests that innovative diversification is more 
important than concentrating resources in highly specialized 
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(and often economically isolated) sectors for develop-
ing economies until they reach a fairly high income level—
higher than in Latin America (Imbs and Wacziarg 2003).
 Innovation and diversification correspond to a vital 
ingredient in Kylymnyuk et al.’s model: the degree of coordi-
nation among various activities and producers. Coordination 
creates positive spillover effects as participants both allocate 
activities more efficiently among themselves and specialize to 
provide better services to other participants. The production 
of sophisticated (or even traditional) products using innovative 
techniques requires the coordination of multiple resources at 
efficient equilibria, creating positive spillover effects through 
forward and backwards linkages (Kylymnyuk et al. 2007).18   

‘Symbiotic’ clusters of complementary activities can be mutu-
ally beneficial for small producers and their rural-industrial 
and agribusiness counterparts (Santacoloma et al. 2007). For 
this to be effective, though, small producers must have the 
skills to combine their economic power both together and 
with agribusiness. To avoid exploitation, small farmers must 
have some knowledge of business. Indeed, if better educated 
(such as those that graduate LEASF), the relationship is mutu-
ally beneficial; farmers develop more efficient ways to use their 
inputs and their partners find new markets for their products. 
 In agricultural sectors, the desire to insert rural dy-
namism has often been translated into a focus on non-tra-
ditional exports (Barham et al. 1992; Carter et al. 1996). A 
non-traditional export is a product that has been either: a) 
not produced in a particular country before; b) produced 
for domestic consumption before, but is now being export-
ed; or c) a previously exported product for which there is 
a new market. These exports, though, have often favored 
large-farm production and have the potential to beunsus-
tainable because of the singular and appropriable nature 
of each attempted export product (Carletto et al. 1999).
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 Non-traditional exports may serve as a rural catalyst, but 
cannot do so if structured as an enclave industry. If this is 
the case, the industry does not integrate into the surround-
ing economy, and fails to diversify production into new ar-
eas and stimulate complementary innovation through link-
ages (as Imbs and Wacrziag (2003), Klinger and Lederman 
(2006), and Kylymnyuk et al. (2007) claim is important).
 Thus, cross-sector linkages appear to be important to 
create dynamism in an economy by forming positive feedback 
and more universal levels of growth. A similar effect is seen 
based on the heterogeneity and quality of linkages between 
sectors, and particularly those between leading or modern 
sectors and more traditional input producers (Ocampo 2002; 
2004). The presence of a high productivity sector may prom-
ise little economic opportunity; if the linkages that allow those 
connections to be exploited are not in place, most workers stay 
in lower productivity employment (ECLAC 2001, Ocampo 
2002).19   Investments that promote economic linkages within 
and across sectors as well as increase innovation are therefore 
justifiable. Linkages occur where there is both the economic 
incentive and ability to form beneficial relationships. Even if 
the economic incentive is present, there must be adequate hu-
man resources20  to discover and realize the linkages. Kylym-
nyuk et al. (2007) argue that the quantity of positive spillover 
created by the coordination of various activities is determined 
by cumulative production experience, which is a combination 
of experience and skill. Kantis et al. (2005) add that access to 
varied networks, and the qualities thereof, are also important 
to determining business opportunities and sharing past busi-
ness experience, as well as coordinating across sectors or bor-
ders to create a favorable production environment. That is, 
better human resources facilitating the coordination of mul-
tiple economic activities through business and government 
can increase the size of spillover effects and mutual benefits.
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 Rural education in the mold of LEASF aids the 
transformation of primitive production into sophisticated 
production and the coordination among various actors 
that creates economic linkages. Because agricultural goods 
can function as a sophisticated and dynamic part of an in-
novation-driven economic sector, an increase in the ability 
of the agricultural population to innovate can contribute to 
the overall advancement of the rural economy.21 Techni-
cal education directly gives the rural population many of 
the tools needed to permit domestic tinkering and inno-
vation, but promotes whole sector growth in other ways.
 Domestic tinkering, however, only aids development 
if there are at least some of the linkages necessary to allow 
the resulting innovations to be employed. Additionally, inno-
vation in the methods of production and in the structure of 
the agricultural sector (such as increased specialization, bet-
ter provision of services, etc.) improves the function of the 
whole sector. Agricultural education that contains elements 
of business education is directly beneficial here: it not only 
increases technical skill, but it also allows innovations to be 
deployed by giving economic actors the business and manage-
rial skills necessary to change or expand. Increasing financial 
and economic literacy has been promoted for sometime—for 
example, through Junior Achievement Programs—but less 
focus has been given to its provision in rural areas (de Fer-
ranti et al. 2005). Some efforts have been made to promote 
financial and economic literacy in rural areas (for example, 
Miller et al. 1995); in fact, micro-finance has brought an in-
creased interest in increasing rural financial education. Yet, 
there is wide variation in the quality of business knowledge 
available in rural Latin America.22 There must be an adequate 
level of business skill for a producer or firm to pioneer and 
successfully produce an innovation. This skill may come 
fromprevious employment, education or brute problem-
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solving ability, and increases in these help foment en-
trepreneurship. For graduates of LEASF, part of this 
business skill comes from their education and the busi-
ness plan they are required to write before graduation. 

Extension: A Model for Technical Education
     Although LEASF incurs fairly high expenses, it does 
not require government funding nor is it comparatively 
costly for students and their families. This suggests it may 
be replicable in other locations and different contexts. In 
fact, partner sites have been set up in Pilar, Paraguay, and 
in Tarairi, Bolivia, though they have only been operat-
ing for a short period of time. The school is a leader in the 
provision of rural education in Paraguay and flagship of the 
Teach a Man to Fish network, an international non-gov-
ernmental organization dedicated to self-sufficient schools.
     A model can be developed from LEASF to serve as a 
base for future replication. One signification alteration should 
be allowed, however: schools need not be entirely self-suf-
ficient.23   While the goal of complete financial autonomy 
has been a strong asset to the development of this school, 
it may not be necessary or possible in all applications due 
to variability of geography, soil, access to transportation 
and major cities, capital limitations, etc.24   However, even 
a school that is partially state subsidized, but which looks to 
maximally utilize available resources to increase income and 
to provide educational opportunities could offer the same 
educational benefits. The model can work as long as there 
is incentive to produce profit and to continue improving pro-
duction in the context of providing innovative education. For 
example, teachers should have an incentive to produce ef-
ficiently and to create new ways of teaching students. Teach-
ers should also help students themselves learn to innovate.25 

Students should be motivated to work for the school’s overall
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health while learning best-practice methods that they can ap-
ply later in life. The school must foment creative problem-
solving strategies so that students can invent new technolo-
gies and production methods. However, profit must not be 
the sole motive: at LEASF some areas of production are 
retained even though they operate at a loss. While this is 
done primarily to provide knowledge of particular non-tra-
ditional areas (tilapia, honey, rabbits), students also learn 
how economies of scale could make these areas profitable.
     Schools like LEASF, limiting the self-sufficiency and or-
ganic orientation but retaining profit motive, may prove an 
articulating and innovative element in the development pro-
cess. Individuals in the school receive a degree of technical 
skill they might not otherwise have access to, preparing them 
particularly well for inside-the-frontier innovation (that is, they 
are better prepared to adapt existing technologies or products 
to their productive advantage). The school itself has an incen-
tive to find new pedagogical methods and to extend its service 
and product linkages into local markets and the communi-
ty. Students are exposed to a number of different products, 
and learn how to manage several methods of production. A 
program like this can reach deep into the countryside and 
catalyze the discovery of new, profitable ways to survive there, 
particularly because students from across a region can attend 
a school, learn and form relationships, then take this knowl-
edge with them when they go on to work or return to family 
farms.26   Students are much better trained to make business 
decisions and to use available opportunities as profit-making 
ventures, innovating techniques as they go. They are also better 
trained with regard to traditional business institutions (banks, 
markets, etc.), which is important for substantial growth.
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Conclusion
     Better educated farmers allocate resources more efficiently, 
are more likely to produce for market demand or create new 
markets, employ technologies more readily, and better coor-
dinate production with other producers and across forward- 
and backward-linkages. Profitably producing these products 
creates multiple positive spillovers, as do better networks of 
rural entrepreneurs that are created through educational in-
stitutions. Given the need for a rural focus and increased in-
novation in Latin America, new, efficient ideas must come to 
the forefront to lead rural and overall growth. These efforts 
will be much more pro-poor than previously deployed de-
velopment schemes, but can do so without substantial redis-
tribution. The type of school as embodied by LEASF is an 
efficient model that can positively promote entrepreneurial 
behaviors in rural areas while providing better access to sec-
ondary incomes. A strong, articulated approach to develop-
ment, of which this model can be a vital part, will allow whole 
economies to grow stronger without many of the liabilities 
previously experienced in these less developed economies.
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Notes:
1-  Countries cannot “stand back and enjoy the self generating growth” 
(Talbott and Roll 2001), for by doing so, they fail to “pay enough atten-
tion to stimulating the dynamic forces that lie behind the growth process” 
(Rodrik 2006, 976; World Bank 2005). Inequality is viewed as a threat to 
development rather than an aid, and increasing equity is now a goal of the 
World Bank. See Easterly 2007 for a summary of the literature on this 
subject 
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2- This is in contrast to the experience of East Asia, where agriculture has 
been a leading sector (Birdsall et al. 1995; Ranis 1995) and recent studies 
suggest that rural sectors are often significantly larger (perhaps twice as 
large) than official statistics report (de Ferranti et al. 2005). 
3- Particularly troubling for neoliberal reforms is Hausmann and Rodrik 
(2005), who point out that El Salvador has been an economic “poor per-
former” despite being a neoliberal “star reformer.”
4- Quantitative data about the school are from Baird and Harrelson 
(2008). On the other hand, qualitative information presented in this ar-
ticle was collected at the site by the author during the months of June and 
July of 2008.
5- In Paraguay, this is the Bachiller Técnico Agropecuaria (BTA). This 
three-year degree can be either terminal or college preparatory—referred 
to as the post-secondary level in Paraguay—and is roughly equivalent to 
high school in the United States.
6- Guaraní and Spanish are the two official languages of Paraguay. Guaraní 
is spoken alongside and often freely mixed with Spanish, although farmers 
in rural areas are more likely to be monolingual Guaraní speakers, neces-
sitating the provision of Spanish-language education.
7- LEASF recently began offering a Hospitality Management program, 
wherein the students help run the on-campus hotel. Despite its own merits, 
this program will not be discussed here; more information can be found at 
www.fundacionparaguaya.org.py, and www.teachamantofish.org.uk.
8- In fact, graduates are guaranteed loans from the microfinance arm of 
LEASF’s parent organization: Fundación Paraguaya.
9- The business curriculum is largely based in the experience of the Ju-
nior Achievement Program, which provides business education and ex-
perience to primary and secondary students worldwide. In Paraguay, the 
Junior Achievement Program is run by the same parent organization as 
LEASF, Fundación Paraguaya.
10- It is important to note that post-secondary public schools (10th-12th 
grade) charge around G. 50,000/month in Paraguay, with additional sup-
port from parents’ associations. Primary and secondary (middle school) 
education is usually free, however. Rates (as of July 2008) are G. 100,000/
year for ‘tuition,’ in addition to G. 80,000/month for boarding costs. The 
exchange rate (as of Jan. 2, 2009) is G. 4,915 to $1.00. In July 2008, the 
minimum monthly wage in Paraguay was G 1,341,775, although monthly 
GDP per capita was G. 821,334 in 2007 (from the IMF’s World Eco-
nomic Outlook Database).
11- Paraguay has had notably poor extension services, and LEASF aims 
to be part of the solution to this. See Rivarola (1991), Sánchez González 
(1997), and Picciotto and Anderson (1997)
12- The technology frontier here refers to cutting-edge technology. ‘Inno-
vation off the technology frontier’ refers to technological advancement 
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that is innovative locally, though may have been developed elsewhere. 
Others terms are loosely used to refer to the same idea, such as domestic 
tinkering or domestic innovation.
13- There is only limited data on school quality, and most models use 
years of enrollment or income levels as a surrogate variable for quality. 
Recent studies are aware of this and try to cope in various ways, includ-
ing the use of standardized test scores (Lee and Barro 2001) and more 
personalized measures (Verwimp 1999). Secondary education may have 
little effect on future income if this education does not increase one’s 
income-increasing skills or if the market offers few opportunities for the 
employment of those skills. Although this opportunities argument (that 
there must be enough demand for that type of labor) is an important part 
of this equation, the focus here will remain on the education aspect. In 
fact, non-technical traditional secondary education may have little to of-
fer those who work on or manage small farms. Furthermore, technical 
secondary education, at least in the case of Paraguay, has not historically 
offered anywhere near the skills needed to create successful students (Sán-
chez González 1997, Rivarola 1991). 
14- Also see footnote above. The exogenous aspect (previously existing 
jobs for which students are ideally qualified) will not be explored further 
here, but see Ocampo (2002) and Pritchett (2001).
15- This inverse relationship has been observed in multiple cases (see 
Masterson’s 2007 literature review). While a variety of explanations have 
been put forth, the most straightforward is that small farmers are forced 
to use their (very) limited resources more efficiently: sowing more of their 
land, planting more crops per year, and growing more intensive crops. 
Divided labor markets, segmented credit and land markets, and variation 
in soil quality are also cited as possible causes.
16- This is particularly true in Paraguay, with low levels of agricultural 
spending and a chronically underfunded extension service (Rivarola 
1991).
17- As an example, suppose that it is discovered that pineapple grows 
well in a particular region. For this to turn into a profitable industry, a 
number of inputs will be needed: seeds, specialized tools, and the ability 
to transport pineapples out of the countryside. Near the point of export, 
a food processing business then realizes that because of its proximity to 
pineapples, it is in a superior position to produce trail mix that includes 
dried pineapple. Now the pineapples are demanding both more inputs 
and providing the inputs for other industries (this example is attributed to 
Dr. Brian Trinque).
18-  Forward linkages refer to the downstream use of products to produce 
other goods (the food processing industry). Backward linkages are the de-
mands for inputs made by the agricultural sector, such as machinery, fertil-
izer, and utilities. There is some debate as to the degree which backward 
linkages from agriculture stimulate local economies, particularly if many 
inputs (particularly machinery and fertilizer) are purchased abroad. 
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Compare Vogel 1994 and de Ferranti et al. 2005. For example, Holland 
et al (2001) explore the role of agriculture and food processing in the 
Chilean economy and find, through use of an Input-Output model (which 
better accounts for forward and backward linkages), that agriculture is a 
principle driver. This occurs because the Chilean agricultural sector is 
very inter-connected; increases in demand for any one item have cross-
sector effects in input and complementary output markets. 
19- This Complements Ranis’s (1996) assertion that some increased in-
vestment in secondary education, rather than university education, may 
function better by offering more immediately applicable skills in less de-
veloped countries.
20- This is used here to include entrepreneurial ability, access to credit 
and creditworthiness, management skills, etc.
21-  Innovation need not occur solely on the farm. There is a body of 
evidence that shows that rising rural nonfarm income leads to increases in 
overall rural income (de Ferranti et al. 2005; Ranis 1995). Rural, non-farm 
income responds more strongly to education and productivity increases 
than farm income (Lopez and Valdes 2000). However, these data fail to 
take into account sophisticated agricultural activities, which, although cur-
rently not common on small- and medium-farms, are becoming increas-
ingly widespread. Sophisticated, on-farm activities, such as introducing a 
(locally) new crop or harvesting method, may function much more like 
rural, nonfarm activities to increase rural income levels. Both activities 
share several characteristics: increased risk, a requirement of increased 
and varied skill, the creation of more forward and backward linkages, and 
less competition from large farms and existing agricultural networks. If ex-
posed to consistent, high-quality technical and entrepreneurial education 
[for more on this, see Pritchett (2000)] rural nonfarm and sophisticated 
on-farm activities might converge in their response to education and in 
their ability to lead rural growth. This is an intriguing line of inquiry, and 
more econometric data and analysis should be collected to learn how so-
phisticated non-traditional goods can spur rural development.
22- José Miguel Benavente phrases his concerns succinctly in a “Com-
ments” section at the end of Hausmann and Rodrik (2005); also, see Kan-
tis et al. (2005).
23- There should be one other alteration; a model school need not be 
committed a specific method of farming. While it is useful for students to 
learn a variety of technical methods to create a larger ‘toolbox’ for them to 
work from, it may not feasible in all contexts to grow organic. LEASF’s de-
cision to grow organic was not made for ideological reasons; for small- and 
medium-sized Paraguayan farms organic production provides several ben-
efits. It breaks dependence on middlemen who abuse peasant farmers by 
forcing contracts for seed, fertilizer, and insecticide that ensure long-term 
indebtedness (Kleinpenning 1987; Reed 2008). Banks of repute have not 
traditionally lent to small farmers. Compared to monoculture cash-crop 
production, organic farming also can increase efficiency
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through crop-rotation and better ground preparation methods. Research 
into bio-intensive agriculture is underway at LEASF, as are experiments 
introducing new types of cheese to the Paraguayan market. While teach-
ing organic methods increases the variety and depth of the students’ over-
all agricultural production knowledge, it does not need to monopolize the 
educational paradigm as long as varied and innovative agricultural tech-
niques are taught. 
24- LEASF also has exceptional access to international aid groups to which 
it can provide extension services due to its relationship as a subsidiary of 
Fundación Paraguaya.
25- The importance of this aspect cannot be overemphasized, but de-
serves and depends on a strong pedagogical approach.
26- Although issues such as distance from infrastructure and transporta-
tion are still a factor and occasional rural mistrust of new methods or 
government sponsored programs will still be difficult. 
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Introduction
 Why is it important to consider gender relations 
when studying migration? “Gender is one of the oldest, if 
not the oldest, forces shaping human life and, accordingly, 
it influences migration and migrants’ lives” (Mahler & Pes-
sar 2003, 812). As Hondagneu-Sotelo (1994, 2) observes, 
“feminist scholarship has shown that gender – that is, the 
social and cultural ideals, practices, and displays of mascu-
linity and femininity – organizes and shapes our opportuni-
ties and life chances.” Nevertheless, until relatively recently, 
researchers have largely neglected the influence of gender 
relations upon migration. Analyses of migratory flows were 
written in the language of neo-classical equilibrium theory that
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Abstract: It has been demonstrated that the migration of Latin Ameri-
can males to the United States has the potential to transform gender 
relations by forcing both men and women out of their traditional roles.  
If this is indeed the case, does female-led migration, such as that recently 
witnessed in Ecuador as a result of the recent economic crisis, carry 
similar potential to revolutionize gender roles?  This article looks at the 
effect of Ecuadorian ‘feminized’ migration to Spain upon gender roles 
and relations in returned migrant families.  It is based upon research car-
ried out in Loja, Ecuador among returned female migrants who worked 
in domestic service in Spain.  Although patriarchy was evident at ev-
ery stage of the migration process, from social disapproval of migrating 
mothers to gossip and suspicion of single women’s behavior, mobility 
for the women in this study did prove to be an empowering experience.   

“Woman is a greater migrant than man.” 
    (Ravenstein 1885, 196)



53

“elide[s] gender differences by assuming that economic motiva-
tions… are equally important for both genders” (Lawson 1998, 
41). Although new approaches such as the structuralist and 
household strategy models increasingly recognize the gendered 
nature of migration decisions and experiences, these have been 
criticized, either for disregarding reproductive1  (largely female) 
migratory labor in the case of the former, or for assuming 
that migration is a unanimous household decision, thus ignor-
ing intra-household imbalances of power along gender lines. 
 Contemporary studies of Latin American migration 
have defied this trend somewhat, pointing to the gendered 
and gendering nature of the migration process.  It is argued 
that where male ‘breadwinners’ migrate to the United States 
(a pattern historically typical of many Latin American coun-
tries), their wives and other female dependents are forced to 
take on greater responsibility at home and are ‘empowered’ by 
this experience (Miles 1997).  The male migrants, meanwhile, 
develop greater independence and an increased appreciation 
for their wives’ domestic contributions when lack of a female 
presence means that they have to cook and clean for them-
selves (see Hondagneu-Sotelo’s 1992 findings in Mexico). 
 In Ecuador, the male-led pattern of migration to the 
United States described above has been witnessed since the 
1960s.  Commentators such as Miles (1997) and Pribilsky 
(2004) have examined the effects of migration on gender rela-
tions in Ecuadorian families, drawing similar conclusions to 
those found in Hondagneu-Sotelo’s (1992) work in Mexico.  
This changed in the mid to late nineties, when Ecuador was 
hit by a political and economic crisis that coincided with a 
strengthening of U.S. borders (Jokisch & Pribilsky 2002).  In 
the space of two years a ‘new’ Ecuadorian emigration emerged, 
with thousands of Ecuadorians choosing to migrate to Eu-
ropean countries such as Spain, France, Italy and Holland.  
“The migrant stream was led by women and composed of 
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people from a variety of ethnic and socio-economic back-
grounds” (Jokisch & Pribilsky 2002, 75, emphasis added). 
 This ‘new’ Ecuadorian migration opens up a new 
world of possibilities for gender research.  If “the cultural leg-
acies of patriarchy are selectively reproduced and rearranged 
through migration,” (Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994, 15) then how 
will ‘feminised’ (Herrera 2005) migration affect gender rela-
tions in Ecuador?  Will the effect of women’s mobility upon 
gender relations differ from that of men’s mobility? Ulti-
mately it is my intention to address the question posed by 
Lawson (1998, 40), namely “how does mobility rework gen-
der divisions of labour and gender ideologies and identities?”

Description Of  Research 
 This article is based upon two separate periods of 
fieldwork conducted in Loja, a provincial Andean city in the 
far south of Ecuador, between March and June 2008.  The 
materials from which I draw include semi-structured inter-
views, participant observation in both formal and informal 
settings, and a survey of seventy-two families in Loja.  Inter-
views were conducted in Spanish with ten women, eight of 
whom had migrated to Spain.  Those who had not migrated 
were in an advanced stage of preparation for migration.  In-
formants were identified initially through personal contacts in 
the area; subsequent informants were recruited via a ‘snowball 
effect’ and through enquiries at local migrant support groups 
organised by the Catholic Church and Save the Children.  All 
informants were from the Loja metropolitan area.  Interviews 
were conducted informally and in a relaxed and neutral at-
mosphere, normally a local cafe.  I met with my informants 
on several occasions and was often invited to their homes. 
The survey of families from the Loja metropoli-
tan area was conducted in the form of a question-
naire, the objective of which was to determine whether
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more women than men emigrated from Loja to Spain, whether 
these migrants left behind spouses and/or children, and wheth-
er they fit the profile of the ‘typical’ migrant in terms of fam-
ily background, education level, and profession.  Informants 
were approached at random in public areas across town, such 
as the university campus and outside the local supermarket.
 The effect upon gender divisions of labor was by far 
the most difficult to ascertain.  All married informants re-
ported that they divided formal and informal labor equally; 
however, I was dubious as to what extent I should believe 
this assertion.  Questions about, for example, the division of 
household tasks, decision-making, or discipline of children, 
tended to draw slightly artificial or evasive answers. Although 
I knew many of my informants personally and was able to 
spend time in their homes, observing how they interacted with 
their partners, I had no basis for comparison as I did not know 
how they had behaved prior to their migration experiences.  

The History of  Ecuadorian Migration

“‘El sueño americano’ of the Ecuadorian was, like ‘il sogno 
americano’ of the Italians before them, a dream about using 
modern means to realize traditional goals.” (Gratton 2007, 581)

 Prior to the economic collapse of the late 1990s, 
Ecuadorian migration was not notably different from pat-
terns witnessed in many other Central and South Ameri-
can nations.  Migrants typically fit a certain profile: they 
were male; they came from rural areas, almost invariably 
from the southern provinces of Cañar and Azuay; they had 
poor levels of education and were from generally low socio-
economic backgrounds; their destination of choice was the 
United States (Gratton 2007).  It is estimated within Ecua-
dor that as many as a million Ecuadorians currently reside 
in the U.S. (Jokisch and Pribilsky 2002) although external 
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commentators have put the figure at around 500,000 (Gratton 
2007). 
 Several factors contributed to the collapse of the Ecua-
dorian economy towards the end of the last decade, described 
as “the fastest impoverishment in Latin American history” 
(ILDIS 2002).  The most significant causes include the damage 
to coffee and banana plantations caused by the El Niño phe-
nomenon, a costly border war with Peru, the fall in the price 
of oil to an almost record low, the instability of the interna-
tional economy, and endemic corruption within the Ecuador-
ian government.  Following a period of economic stagnation 
that had begun in the 1980s, in 1999 the GDP fell by thirty 
per cent to $13.77 billion (ILDIS 2003), nearly equaling the 
country’s $13.75 billion debt load (World Bank 2000).  As the 
economy contracted and inflation increased to nearly 60 per 
cent, President Mahuad froze the majority of bank accounts 
in an effort to stop capital flight, leading to the closure of many 
businesses and to a sharp increase in unemployment levels.  
‘Dollarization’ in 2000 arguably saved the country’s economy 
in the long run, but may have crippled many families still fur-
ther by wiping out the value of what little savings they had left. 
 The response to this crisis was immediate and dra-
matic.  Between 1997 and 2004 an estimated 837,062 Ecua-
dorians emigrated from the country (Dirección Nacional de 
Migración, cited in Herrera et al. 2005).  Even more striking 
than the statistics, however, was the changing face of the Ecua-
dorian migrant.  Although traditional migration to U.S. desti-
nations also increased, emigration now captured the dreams of 
Ecuadorians from all socio-economic backgrounds and from 
every province, even those with little previous history of mi-
gration (Herrera et al. 2005). Another change was the destina-
tion: whereas prior to 1997, sixty-three per cent of Ecuadorian 
migrants embarked for the United States, between 1996 and 
2001 half of all migrants chose Spain as their destination, with 
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a further ten per cent traveling to Italy (Herrera et al. 2005). 
 It is likely that the inconveniently-timed strengthening 
of the U.S. border, coupled with more relaxed visa regula-
tions in Spain,2  as well as linguistic and cultural common-
alities, were all factors encouraging Ecuadorian migrants 
to favor Spain over the United States.  Yet the choice of 
country may not have been so significant were it not for the 
fact that it sparked a predominantly female wave of migra-
tion.  Prior to 1995, around a third of emigrants from Ec-
uador were female (Gratton 2005); in 1997 this figure leapt 
to almost half (Gratton 2007), with women making up the 
majority (fifty-eight per cent) of Ecuadorians migrating to 
Spain (Simica 1999) and more than two thirds (sixty-eight 
per cent) of those with Spanish residency (Gratton 2005).  

The Effect of  Migration on Gender Relations in 
Latin America

“…gender has a core influence on the statuses of males 
and females, their roles, and stages in the life-cycle.  These 
help determine people’s position in society and there-
fore the opportunities women and men have to consider 
in moving to the pre-migration stage.” (De Jong 2000, 307)

 Allowing for inter- and even intra-state differences (of-
ten as a result of the influence of local indigenous culture: 
see Miles 1997), gender relations in Latin America largely 
follow the Hispanic, patriarchal model imposed by colonial-
ism.  This model has been examined in detail by several au-
thors.  Miles has observed that “in a properly urban and ‘His-
panic’ model,” women tend to be “relegated to the domestic 
sphere, and the care and nurturance of their families” (1997, 
59). Their competence in the public sphere decreases fur-
ther once they are married and have children (Miles 1997, 
59). Napolitano (2002) connects female identity and virtue 
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in Mexico to the presence of a male and the role of mother-
hood. Women are traditionally considered to be subordinate 
to men and are expected to submit to their father’s and later 
their husband’s authority. 
 Meñaca (2005) paints a similar picture of gender rela-
tions and patriarchal constraints in Ecuador.  Ecuadorian fam-
ilies (allowing for differences of socio-economic status: Miles 
1997) are generally nuclear; the woman usually cooks, takes 
care of children and maintains the house, while the man works 
away from home.  There is a duality of public and private, pro-
ductive and reproductive tasks that is classic of patriarchal soci-
ety.  However, ‘buenos hombres’ (good men) help their wives 
– although if other men see them they are referred to as ‘man-
darinas’ (from the verb ‘mandar’, meaning to order).  In times 
of need, women can work to bring in extra income, although 
this is generally seen as ‘assistance’.  Domestic violence is 
common and related to jealousy and alcoholism (Miles 1997).  
Pribilsky draws similar conclusions: “Ideally, men’s relation-
ships with wives and children are to be structured around the 
idiom of respeto (respect).  Women and children are to obey 
husbands and fathers, allowing them to rule (mandar) as they 
wish as long as they provide for the household” (2004, 318). 

Patriarchy and ‘Male-led’ Latin American Migration

“Men’s mobility, and women’s reaction to it, transforms, re-
orients and reprioritises conjugal relationships… in transna-
tional space.” (Pribilsky 2004, 315)

 Given the above assessment of gender relations in 
Latin America, it is likely that the rules of patriarchy will 
figure strongly in ‘the pre-migration stage’ (De Jong 2000), 
determining who migrates, who is left behind and which 
family members are allowed to influence these decisions. 
The male-led migration that is typical of Latin America
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can be seen as a natural consequence of such a system: men, 
motivated in part by a desire to fulfil their role as ‘family 
breadwinners,’ decide to migrate, disregarding their wives’ 
opinions or concerns; the latter stay behind to fulfil their 
child-rearing responsibilities  (Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994, 57).3 

 However, patriarchy is an ideological construct that 
informs people’s actions, not a fixed pattern of behaviour.  
As Hondagneu-Sotelo observes, it is “a fluid and shifting 
set of social relations where men oppress women, in which 
different men exercise varying degrees of power and con-
trol, and in which women collaborate and resist in diverse 
ways” (1994, 3). Kandiyoti conceptualizes patriarchy in terms 
of ‘patriarchal bargains’ which she argues “exert a powerful 
influence on the shaping of women’s gendered subjectiv-
ity and determine the nature of gender ideology in different 
contexts” (1988, 275).  Nevertheless, “patriarchal bargains 
are not timeless or immutable entities, but are suscepti-
ble to historical transformations that open up new areas of 
struggle and renegotiation of the relations between genders” 
(Kandiyoti 1988, 275).  The implication is that women are 
not simply passive subjects of patriarchal authority but have 
an active role in either maintaining or repudiating their ‘op-
pression.’  It therefore follows that, while patriarchy will no 
doubt inform decisions to migrate, it may also be decon-
structed and reinterpreted as part of the migration process. 
 Hondagneu-Sotelo’s (1992) study of what she re-
fers to as ‘family stage migration’ (in which the husband 
leaves first and is later joined by his wife and children in the 
United States) focuses on the way that gender relations are 
renegotiated in couples separated by long periods of migra-
tion.  Whereas the women depicted are initially apprehen-
sive about their husbands’ departure, they rise to the chal-
lenge of carrying out traditionally ‘male’ duties and, for the 
most part, find the experience empowering. Their husbands, 
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meanwhile, are forced to perform tasks that they used to 
consider “women’s work” (Hondagneu-Sotelo 1992, 410).  
The rules of patriarchy are moulded and eventually bro-
ken down, as women gain independence and confidence 
and men acclimatise to a more reproductive role.  Miles 
(1997) witnessed a similar effect in Cuenca, a city that lies 
at the source of Ecuador’s U.S.-bound migration flow. 

The ‘Feminization’ of  Ecuadorian Migration
“In Spain… the fact that women are such a large part of the 
migrant stream and are working in specific low-wage econom-
ic spheres – away from the strong patriarchal context in Ecua-
dor – will likely alter Ecuadorian settlement patterns in Spain 
and cultural norms in both Ecuador and Spain.” 
(Jokisch & Pribilsky 2002, 91)

1. Female Migration to Spain
Several factors may have influenced the sea change towards 
female-led, European-bound migration.  Firstly, as the profile 
of the emigrant changed, so did the desirability of travel to the 
United States: while young men from poor rural backgrounds 
saw the dangerous Mexican-U.S. border crossing as almost a 
rite of passage, for the middle classes this was perhaps a risk 
too far.  The illegal route to the U.S. has long been consid-
ered too dangerous for women to undertake, whether alone 
or accompanied (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994; Dinerman 1978); 
with the strengthening of the border, this danger was height-
ened.  Furthermore, middle-classed emigrants lacked the es-
tablished U.S. migration network of their campesino counter-
parts, making the practicalities of emigration more difficult.
 Secondly, although wages are generally lower than in 
the U.S. (Gratton 2007), Spain has other attributes that have 
more than made up for this.  The lack of a visa requirement 
for Ecuadorian tourists has already been mentioned (although 
this changed in 2003 in response to the staggering number 
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of Ecuadorian immigrants); the fact that Spain had a quota 
for immigrants willing to work in domestic service meant 
that, often, overstaying as a tourist was not even necessary.  
Aspects such as a common language and a shared (or at least 
related) culture would allow Ecuadorians to settle into Span-
ish life with relative ease.  Crucially, despite the added cost 
of a trans-continental flight, migration to Spain was consider-
ably cheaper than paying the coyotero fee (Gratton 2007). 

2. Patriarchy and Female-Led Migration
“Patriarchal gender relations organize migration, and migration 
reorganizes gender relations” (Hondagneu-Sotelo 1992, 410).  
Hondagneu-Sotelo was referring to male-led migration to the 
United States in this statement; however, the same is likely to 
hold true for female-led migration to Spain.  In fact, with the tra-
ditionally patriarchal public/private divide still being maintained 
in many Latin American families (Pribilsky 2004), gender rela-
tions undoubtedly play a much larger role in the pre-migration 
decision-making process for female migrants than for males.  
 Hondagneu-Sotelo (1994) included a number of in-
dependent female migrants in her study of largely male-led 
Mexican migration to the U.S.A.  She observed that women 
were not ‘sent’ by their families to find work in the north, 
but were more likely to respond to opportunities presented 
to them. Two other factors distinguished female migrants 
from their male counterparts: they relied on almost exclusive-
ly female migration networks, and most of them were from 
families that “lacked patriarchal rules of authority” (1994, 87).  
Those female migrants that did report a strong level of pa-
triarchy in their families managed to subvert this authority, 
in one case by persuading a brother to act as chaperone, in 
another by threatening to marry an unpopular suitor.  The 
inference is that patriarchy is an obstacle to female migra-
tion, albeit a surmountable one. If this is the case, how did 
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so many Ecuadorian women migrate with apparent ease? 
Although this issue has not been examined in depth by the 
relevant literature, Meñaca (2005) has suggested that aspiring 
female migrants may not face much resistance in Ecuador.  
Although in theory the rules of patriarchy preclude a woman 
from earning more than a ‘collaborative’ wage, in practice 
many Ecuadorian women work outside the home, and mov-
ing abroad to earn more money may well be seen as merely 
an extension of this role.  Furthermore, Meñaca (2005) hints 
that decisions to migrate may not necessarily be autonomous: 
factors such as whether a woman is married or has chil-
dren all affect her freedom to make independent decisions. 
 Whether or not gender ideology affects migration 
decisions, it certainly affects perceptions of female migrants. 
As Meñaca (2005) observes, women are attributed a car-
ing role by Ecuadorian society and so are seen as more to 
blame for the rupture of their family if they leave than are 
men.  This and other hegemonic ideas generate control and 
social stigma.  The repercussions for female migrants increase 
if they leave behind children.  Parreñas has studied the reac-
tion in the Philippines to mothers who ‘abandon’ their chil-
dren by migrating in search of work: “the family, community, 
and the nation judge and scorn migrant women – especially 
the mothers who constitute a visible portion of female mi-
grants – on the basis of their performance, or lack thereof, 
of their ideologically determined family work” (2001, 144).  
 Herrera (2005) argues that the type of domestic 
work that women take up in Spain determines the extent 
to which they are ‘empowered’ by their experience abroad. 
She identifies three different trajectories for migrant women 
in Spain: live-in career (interna) for children or pensioners, 
semi-external work (working, but not living, in one house), 
and hourly-paid work in different houses.  Many migrants 
initially enter the work force as internas and then aim for 
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semi-external or hourly work at a later date.  Herrera argues 
that while live-in careers experience many of the same re-
strictions imposed upon them by patriarchy, semi-external 
and external work require increasing levels of independence 
and can thus prove more empowering for female migrants.
 The very fact that women are entering into domestic 
roles in Spain may hinder challenges to patriarchy.  In male-
led migration, women were apparently empowered by the op-
portunity to break out of the domestic sphere and take on roles 
that were considered traditionally male (Pribilsky 2004).  Paid 
domestic work, on the other hand, forces women into roles that 
are “clear extensions of domestic, caretaking and mothering 
roles” (Lawson 1998, 47).  Feminized migration has centered 
almost exclusively on domestic work as a way of breaking into 
the labor market (Herrera 2005). It is arguable that this rein-
forcement of traditional gender stereotypes could actually dis-
empower women.  Moreover, the existence of such a substan-
tial market for female domestic servants in Spain demonstrates 
that gender inequality is still a very real issue (Herrera 2008).  

Feminized Migration and Gender Relations in Loja
 Of the seventy-two families surveyed, forty-three (sixty 
per cent) reported at least one family member as having mi-
grated abroad.  Of those migrants, forty-one per cent were 
female (compared with a third of Ecuadorian migrants over-
all – Gratton 2005).  Eighty-two per cent of migrants chose 
Spain as their destination, with other destinations includ-
ing the United States, Italy, Belgium, the United Kingdom 
and France (see below).  Sixty-six per cent of migrants left 
Loja after 1997, the first year of the economic crisis (Eman-
uel 2002).  Fifty-eight per cent are reported as having left at 
least one child behind.  Sixty-four per cent of migrants had 
at least a secondary school education, compared with a na-
tional standard of twenty-eight per cent (Emanuel 2002), 
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and many of those surveyed reported higher qualifications.

Of the ten women I interviewed, I have chosen to focus 
upon three experiences that highlight several of the key 
issues involved in Ecuadorian feminized migration.  The 
accounts related below are based upon a series of semi-
structured interviews, as well as participant observation in 
the homes of informants.  A discussion of the implications 
that these experiences have for migration research will follow. 

Ruth4  

 Ruth is a married woman in her early forties who has 
three sons aged ten to seventeen.  In the late 1990s she and 
her husband, Juan, bought a mini-bus, with the intention of 
setting up a school bus service.  However, they defaulted on 
their payments as a result of hyperinflation of the sucre (the 
local currency).  In 1998 they decided to migrate to Spain 
temporarily in order to pay off this debt.  It was decided that 
Ruth should migrate independently, as she had a friend in 
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Madrid who advised her that it was easier for women to 
find work.  She arrived in Spain as a tourist; within three 
days her contact had helped her to find work as an interna.  
 However, Ruth felt that if her husband traveled to 
Spain, they would be able to raise money faster, and so she 
asked him to join her.  They decided not to bring the children 
as this would make it more difficult to save money, although 
Ruth describes the decision to leave them as ‘dificilísimo’ (very 
difficult).  It proved impossible for Juan to find work in Madrid, 
so Ruth left her job and they looked for work ‘como pareja’ (as 
a couple); finally both husband and wife were employed on a 
farm, Ruth in domestic service and Juan as a gardener.  Ruth 
describes her employer, an elderly lady, as ‘very cultured’.  
The couple worked until they had raised enough money to 
pay their debts (around seventeen months) and then left im-
mediately for Ecuador.  Although their employer offered to 
help Ruth and Juan to regularize their papers and even to bring 
their children to Spain, Ruth refused as “we only came to pay 
for the bus”.  She admitted that it was not her wish to raise her 
children in Spain as she disapproved of many aspects of Span-
ish culture, although she was unwilling to be more specific.  
 From Ruth’s account of her post-migration experi-
ence, it appears that gender relations between herself and 
Juan have continued much as before: prior to their departure 
they shared many household tasks as both were employed full 
time, and this has continued since their return.  As I visited 
Ruth regularly, I had an opportunity to witness this first hand, 
and am inclined to agree that domestic tasks are shared quite 
equally between husband and wife, although when the family 
visits on Sundays the onus of preparing and serving Sunday 
lunch generally falls to Ruth.  Ruth’s three sons participate 
actively in all household chores and do not exhibit reluctance 
to take on certain tasks on account of being male.  One could 
argue therefore that the gender parity that exists between the 
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parents is reflected in the way their children perceive gender 
roles.  Ruth also takes on a large part of the responsibility for 
both of the family’s businesses: I often witnessed her dealing 
with customers or poring over the itinerary for the school run.  

Patricia
 As a single woman with no children, Patricia’s motiva-
tions for migrating were quite different to those of Ruth.  In 1994 
she was living with her family and running her own business in 
Loja when she witnessed a violent student protest in the town 
centre.  Worried by the sudden upheaval in her quiet town, 
Patricia visited a female friend who worked as a travel agent 
and asked about possibilities for emigration.  Her friend told 
her that Spain was “much better than Ecuador,” that there was 
work there, and that if she could be ready to leave by Saturday, 
the requisite documents and an airplane ticket would be wait-
ing for her at the agency.  Patricia had a brother in Madrid, and 
so she decided to take the opportunity to travel there herself.  
 Although she traveled as a tourist, Patricia did not 
experience problems entering Spain – in fact, the immigra-
tion authorities said to her, “Welcome to domestic service!” 
She reports that, upon her arrival in Spain, her brother’s 
wife presented her with a list of employment agencies and 
helped her to find work as an interna.  Unfortunately, Patri-
cia’s first job lasted only an hour.  Her employer, a wealthy, 
aristocratic elderly lady, offended Patricia by forcing her to 
eat leftovers from her plate.  Despite the excellent wage on 
offer, Patricia left immediately.  She visited an employment 
agency managed by nuns and again found work straight away 
in domestic service, although she only stayed in this role for 
four months as she felt that the wage was not high enough
 Patricia was then employed as an interna with a 
young, ‘cultured’ family, a job she enjoyed but could not 
maintain: her psychological health suffered as a result of being 
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confined to the same space: “The psychologist told me, ‘ei-
ther get a job as an externa, or leave the country’.” Taking this 
advice, Patricia left her live-in job and found lodgings with a 
group of girls from Loja.  Although she was successful as an ex-
terna (even earning the money to buy a house in Ecuador), she 
found living with compatriots a strain: “Unfortunately, people 
are like sponges (‘la gente es como una esponjita’); we absorb 
all of their customs.”  Patricia reports waking up one night to 
find that one of her ten Ecuadorian roommates was having sex 
in the bed next to her.  She also expressed surprise and disgust 
at the way gossip about her behavior traveled back to Loja.  “I 
went to a party there where I got drunk, and when I called my 
family at home, my mother already knew about the party!”  
 Patricia is currently single and runs a small business in 
Loja.  Upon her return home, she discovered photographs in 
her mother’s possession that showed her drinking and talking 
to men.  Her mother revealed that these had been mailed to 
her by Lojanos living in Madrid.  Patricia expresses anger and 
indignation at this invasion of her privacy but admits that she 
was not altogether surprised.  Although she does not miss the 
long working hours or constant suspicion that she suffered 
in Spain, she is adamant on one point: having dated Spanish 
men, she will never consider marrying an Ecuadorian.  “Ec-
uadorian men are very machista and very lazy, they expect 
women to do everything for them.”  Interestingly, Patricia left 
her long-term Spanish boyfriend to return to Ecuador even 
though he proposed to her in an effort to persuade her to stay. 

Soledad
 Having recently divorced her husband, and with four 
children to feed, Soledad felt that she had no choice but to
 migrate to Spain.  Her decision was motivated in part by her 
eldest son’s desire to join the army as an officer, a career that 
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would require costly training.  As her ex-husband “forgot 
about us” Soledad felt that the burden was entirely on her 
to act as a breadwinner, and her salary in Ecuador did not 
stretch far enough. However, she did not plan her departure; 
rather, an opportunity presented itself to her and she took 
it.  Many of Soledad’s friends and relatives were critical of 
her decision to leave and felt that she was ‘abandoning’ her 
children (they were left in the care of her eldest daughter, 
then seventeen).  Assisted by a travel agency that organized 
a job for her in Madrid, Soledad arrived in Spain in 1995 
and was immediately welcomed by a burgeoning communi-
ty of Ecuadorian women who “took me under their wing.”  
 Her first job was as a domestic servant to an elderly 
lady “who thought I was an ‘ignorante’ (ignorant) who couldn’t 
even read.”  This position ended abruptly after a few weeks 
when Soledad began to suffer from hay fever (an infliction she 
was not aware she had until exposed to Spanish summer pol-
len).  Thinking that she was suffering from an infectious tropi-
cal disease, her employer fired her immediately.  Fortunately, 
she found work again promptly, this time with a young couple 
that treated her well.  Her employer offered to regularize her 
papers and bring her children over, but Soledad, like Ruth, 
refused: “it never even crossed my mind to take my children 
to Spain.”  She returned to Ecuador after three years in Spain.  
 Soledad has since remarried and works as an ac-
countant in Loja.  When asked how she and her husband 
organize household tasks, she laughed and said, “He does 
everything.  I work full time, why should I do the house-
work as well?”  This contrasts strongly with descriptions 
that she gave of life with her first husband, where her rel-
egation to household duties meant that she had no ca-
reer or savings of her own to fall back on after the divorce.
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Discussion

 Patriarchy rears its head at several points in these ac-
counts.  It is clear that Ruth’s decision to migrate was not au-
tonomous and that she regrets leaving her children behind.  
This tallies with Meñaca’s (2005) suspicions about the ‘inde-
pendence’ of female migrants.  Patricia was shocked by the 
close attention paid to her private life even though she was no 
longer living at home (when she returned to Loja, she found 
that her mother had received photos of her at parties, in most 
of which she could be seen drinking or talking to men).  In 
informal conversations with Lojanos, I was privy to several 
comments about ‘the type of behavior’ that women were per-
ceived to ‘get up to’ when abroad alone.  Meñaca (2005) like-
wise, has reported that single Ecuadorian girls often felt the 
pressure of ‘gossip’ and even fell into inadvisable marriages 
in order to escape this kind of pursuit.  Soledad, meanwhile, 
received criticism for ‘abandoning’ her family, even though 
it was her husband’s lack of support that forced her to mi-
grate in search of a higher income.  Her experience corrobo-
rates both Hondagneu-Sotelo’s (1997) and Parreñas’ (2001) 
accounts of female migrants being seen as more to blame 
for the break-up of families than their male counterparts.
 However, there was evidence of subtle changes in gen-
der relations between the women and their partners.  Ruth, 
for example, takes on less of the burden of housework than 
do her sisters, who have not migrated.  This may be due to 
Juan’s more egalitarian view of gender roles, yet I received 
the distinct impression that much of the impetus for equal 
sharing of household tasks came from Ruth’s side.  Sole-
dad claims to do very little in the house as she is too busy 
working, a situation that contrasts directly with Meñaca’s 
(2005) description of traditional gender roles in Ecuador.  
Having never married and coming from a less patriarchal 
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family than the other informants, Patricia nonetheless de-
scribes Ecuadorian men as ‘machista’ and assures me that, 
having dated Spanish men, she would never marry an Ec-
uadorian. Given that Spanish gender roles and relations 
are often described in similar language to those of Ecua-
dor (Meñaca 2005), perhaps Patricia’s migration experi-
ence has changed her perception of Ecuadorian gender 
relations as much as her experience with Spanish men.
 As mentioned above, Ruth, Patricia and Soledad all 
found themselves working in domestic service, and all, ini-
tially at least, as internas.  This fact did not appear to surprise 
the women, although they coped with the experience of per-
forming such a menial role in different ways.  While Patricia 
left her job on account of feeling humiliated by her employer, 
Soledad appears to have suffered the condescending attitude 
of her elderly female patron right up until the moment she 
was dismissed.  Such different reactions imply a difference in 
expectations, perhaps based upon prior experience: Soledad 
was no less restricted in her role as a housewife in Ecuador.  
Yet despite her apparent lack of resistance to the constraints 
imposed on her in Spain, upon her return to Ecuador Sole-
dad finds a new career and a new husband who is seemingly 
willing to perform all the household tasks.  Her role as an 
interna has not precluded her from challenging the prevail-
ing gender stereotypes and asserting herself confidently in her 
relationships with her husband and with Ecuadorian society. 
 An interesting point is that all three women are cur-
rently employed in professional occupations.  Ruth manages 
two businesses: the school bus, which her husband drives, and 
a successful launderette.  Patricia also owns a business and is in 
a position to buy a second home.  Soledad took qualifications 
in accountancy and is now working as an accountant in central 
Loja.  Whether their migration experience has facilitated their 
success in the workplace or not, it certainly has not hindered it.
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Conclusion

“Power relations are never seamless but are always spawning 
new forms of culture and subjectivity, new opportunities for 
transformation.” (Bordo 1993, 27, paraphrasing Foucault)

 “How does mobility rework gender divisions of la-
bor and gender ideologies and identities?”  Lawson’s ques-
tion (1998, 40) formed the basis of my enquiry into the 
effects of Ecuadorian feminized migration upon gender rela-
tions.  Men’s mobility, as seen in studies of male-led Latin 
American migration to the United States, has allowed for 
the deconstruction of patriarchal authority in many fami-
lies (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1992, 1994; Miles 1997; Pribilsky 
2004).  This has been achieved through the empowerment 
of women, obliged to carry out traditionally ‘masculine’ 
tasks, as well as a change in the attitudes of men, who have 
found themselves performing domestic tasks that women 
would usually do for them.  The question that I endeavored 
to answer in this paper was whether or not women’s mobil-
ity has affected gender relations in similar or different ways.
 Gender ideology and identities in Latin America are 
largely dominated by Hispanic, patriarchal attitudes. While 
the literature is bleak about the potential for domestic-service 
orientated migration as a means to break down patriarchy, 
having heard my informants’ accounts of their experiences, it 
appears we may have reason to be more optimistic.  True, the 
situation of the interna is if anything more restrictive and patri-
archal than the traditional Ecuadorian home.  However, those 
women that move past this stage, as Patricia did, take control 
of their working patterns and experience new responsibilities 
such as paying rent and bills, regularizing their documents and 
juggling different clients.  These experiences bring them into 
the ‘public’ sphere and allow them to break out of the domes-
tic mould.  Furthermore, even women who remain internas 
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can find the migration experience empowering.  For Soledad, 
taking on the hitherto unknown role of ‘breadwinner’ appears 
to have encouraged her to take control of other areas of her 
life, including her relationship with her current husband. 
 On the whole the results of my research confirmed 
my expectations.  Although patriarchy was evident at every 
stage of the migration process, from social disapproval of 
migrating mothers to gossip and suspicion of single women’s 
behavior, mobility for the women in my study did prove to 
be an empowering experience.  A way to expand upon these 
findings would be to document the experiences of men whose 
wives, daughters or other female relatives have migrated: any 
study of gender relations is incomplete unless both genders 
are involved, and I feel that this research suffered for want of 
a male perspective.  In the future, I hope to explore the idea 
of transnational motherhood, particularly the way that Ecua-
dorian mothers’ gender identity is affected by their inability to 
fulfill their traditional role as a woman.  Finally, a more ambi-
tious project, advocated by Herrera (2005), would be to ex-
amine how Latin American domestic servants in Europe and 
the United States fit in to the globalization and privatization of 
social reproduction, a process which seemingly leads to grow-
ing inequality, both between genders and between nations.
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Notes:
1-  “…the household work that [makes] possible the reproduction of the 
‘productive’ labor force” (Ezquerra 2007).  
2- The 1963 Hispano-Ecuadorian Agreement allowed Ecuadorians to le-
gally enter Spain as tourists without a visa.
3-  Like many other commentators, Hondagneu-Sotelo is openly critical 
of the ‘household strategy’ theory of migration for either disregarding or 
misunderstanding the impact of gender relations upon decisions to mi-
grate. This theory depicts the household unit as a social institution that 
organises resources and recruits labour for productive and reproductive 
tasks.  While the household strategy theory acknowledges the importance 
of reproductive tasks in explaining gender-differentiated migration (Chant 
1992), it is flawed in that it assumes that household decisions are unani-
mous and that power relations within the household are equal (Lawson 
1998).  Household strategies are shaped by “processes of contention, bar-
gaining, negotiation and domination” (Tilly and Scott 1987).
4-  All names have been changed

References: 
Bordo, Susan 
1993 Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture and the Body.  
 Berkeley: University of California Press.
Chant, Sylvia
1992 Gender and Migration in Developing Countries.  London: Belhaven 
 Press.
De Jong, Gordon F. 
2000 “Expectations, Gender and Norms in Migration Decision-Making.” 
 Population Studies 54: 307-319.
Dinerman, Ina R. 
1978 “Patterns of Adaptation among Households of U.S.-Bound Migrants 
 from Michoacán, Mexico.”  International Migration Review 12(4): 
 485-501. Emanuel, Carlos J 
2002	 Dollarisation	in	Ecuador:	A	Definite	Step	toward	a	Real	Economy.	
 http://www.comunidadandina.org/ingles/documentos/documents/ecu
 adollar.htm
Ezquerra, Sandra E. 
2007 “Gender, Migration, and the State: Filipino Women and Reproductive 
 Labor in the United States.”  Philippine Journal of Third World Stud
 ies 22 (1): 117-44.
Gratton, Brian 
2005 “Ecuador en la historia de la migración internacional: ¿Modelo o 
 aberración?” In La migración ecuatoriana: transnacionalismo, redes 
 e identidades, edited by Gioconda Herrera, María C. Carrillo and 
 Alicia Torres. Quito: FLACSO-Plan migración, comunicación y 
 desarrollo. 



74                Student Journal of Latin American Studies

2007 “Ecuadorians in the United States and Spain: History, Gender and 
 Niche Formation.”  Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 
 33(4):581-599. 
Herrera, Gioconda 
2005 “Mujeres ecuatorianas en las cadenas globales del cuidado.” In 
 La migración ecuatoriana: transnacionalismo, redes e identidades, 
 edited by Gioconda Herrera, María C. Carrillo and Alicia Torres. 
 Quito: FLACSO-Plan migración, comunicación y desarrollo.
2008 Personal communication with E. O’Driscoll.
Herrera, Gioconda, María C. Carrillo, and Alicia Torres 
2005 La migración ecuatoriana: transnacionalismo, redes e identidades. 
 Quito: FLACSO-Plan migración, comunicación y desarrollo.
Hondagneu-Sotelo, Pierrette 
1992 “Overcoming Patriarchal Constraints: The Reconstruction of Gender 
 Relations Among Mexican Immigrant Women and Men.”  Gender 
 and Society 6(3): 393-415.
1994 Gendered Transitions: Mexican Experiences of Immigration.  Los 
 Angeles: University of California Press.
1997 “’I’m Here, but I’m There’: The Meanings of Latina Transnational 
 Motherhood.” Gender and Society 11(5) pp. 548-571.
Instituto Latinoamericano de Investigaciones Sociales (ILDIS) 
2002 “Las remesas de los emigrantes y sus efectos en la economía ecuatori
 ana.”  Cartillas sobre migración: Plan Migración, Comunicación y 
 Desarrollo, 1: 1-14.
2003 “Causas del reciente proceso emigratorio ecuatoriano.”  In Cartillas 
 Sobre Migración: Plan Migración, Comunicación y Desarollo, January 
 (3).
Jokisch, Brad, and Jason Pribilsky 
2002 “The Panic to Leave: Economic Crisis and the “New Emigration” 
 from Ecuador.”  International Migration 40(4): 75-101.
Kandiyoti, Deniz 
1988 “Bargaining with Patriarchy.”  Gender and Society 2(3): 274-290.
Lawson, Victoria A. 
1998 “Hierarchical households and gendered migration in Latin America: 
feminist extensions to migration research.” Progress in Human Geography 22(1) 
pp. 39-53.
Mahler, Sarah J., and Patricia R. Pessar 
2003 “Transnational migration: bringing gender in”, International Migration 
Review, 37:3, 812-846.
Meñaca, Arantza 
2005 “Ecuatorianas que ’viajaron’.  Las mujeres migrantes en la familia 
 transnacional.”  In La migración ecuatoriana: transnacionalismo, redes 
 e identidades, edited by Gioconda Herrera, María C. Carrillo and 
 Alicia Torres.  Quito: FLACSO-Plan migración, comunicación y 
 desarrollo.



75

Miles, Ann 
1997 “The High Cost of Leaving: Illegal Emigration from Cuenca, Ecuador 
 and Family Separation.”  In Women and Economic Change: Andean 
 Perspectives, edited by Ann Miles and Hans C. Buechler. Society 
 for Latin American Anthropology Publications Series vol.14. Washing
 ton, DC: Society for Latin American Anthropology.
Napolitano, Valentina 
2002 Migration, Mujercitas, and Medicine Men.  Berkeley: University of 
 California Press.
Parreñas, Rhacel S 
2001 Servants of Globalisation: Women, Migration and Domestic Work.  
 Stanford, California: Stanford University Press. 
Pribilsky, Jason
2004 “‘Aprendemos a convivir’: conjugal relations, co-parenting, and family 
 life among Ecuadorian transnational migrants in New York City and 
 the Ecuadorian Andes.”  Global Networks 4(3): 313-334.
Ravenstein, E. G. 
1885 “The Laws of Migration,” Journal of the Royal Statistical Society, 
 48(2): 167-235. 
Tilly, Louise A., and JoanW. Scott 
1987 Women, Work and Family.  New York and London: Methuen.
UNFPA/FLACSO 
2006 Ecuador: Las cifras de la migración. Quito: UNFPA
World Bank 
2000 Ecuador Country Brief.  http://www.worldbank.org



76                Student Journal of Latin American Studies

Introduction
 The topic of the Spanish presence in the New World 
has been worked by many researchers from various perspec-
tives. The need to provide a logical sequence to data has 
led to display the historical events in temporal sequences. 
Although studies in recent times have remained faithful to 
designing sequences, they have taken an important step in 
the reassessment of the traditional periodizations. The in-
corporation of new analysis methodologies has meant a new 
approach to the period of Spanish-Indian contact. A good 
example is the work of John H. Elliot (Elliot 2007), who con-
ducted a comparative study of Spanish and English processes 
of conquest and expansion in America, revealing the pecu-
liarities, influences and points in common between them.
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Abstract: The period between 1598 and 1683 stands out as a notable 
stage in the interethnic relations that developed at the south of the 
Biobío River. Diverse projects of control, emanating from such unequal 
groups as the vicinal-military estate and the Society of Jesus, established 
a network of tensions that relied on mechanisms of power that were 
mutually exclusive, but aimed at the same objective: to dominate the Re-
che-Mapuche society. The social, political and military dynamic of the 
“Transition Stage” was determined by local events. Therefore, I put into 
question the approach of authors who have focused on the analysis of 
external factors for interpreting this period. The events that define this 
stage are the Spanish disaster in Curalava (1598) and the legal abolition 
of Indian slavery in Chile (1683). The first one proved the inefficiency of 
a model of domination, and the second one favored missionary activity. 
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This reassessment of the early history of contact has also 
been conducted in Latin American academies. In Peru, for 
example, Juan Carlos Estenssoro (Estenssoro 2003) reorga-
nized the information concerning the process of Christianiza-
tion of the Andean world, generating a shift in the interpreta-
tions and accruals that had established historians as Rubén 
Vargas Ugarte (Vargas 1949) and Manuel Marzal (Marzal 
1983). In Mesoamerica, Murdo MacLeod (MacLeod 2000) 
made a brief but valuable summary of studies on the initial 
contact between Spain and the New World, focusing on the 
potentials and limitations of various disciplines (history, eth-
nohistory, archaeology and anthropology) dedicated to its 
study, as well as the emergence of new categories of analysis. 
 This revisionism and reassessment of the historical 
perspectives have not been alien to the research of the early 
history of Chile. Ever since the Diego Barros Arana’s mon-
umental Historia General de Chile in 1884 (Barros Arana 
2000), Chilean historians have worked on the basis of peri-
odizations in which the characters, events and ideas are orga-
nized on a temporary segmentation built around categories 
of various kinds. For example, in regard to the centuries of 
Spanish presence in Chilean territory, Barros Arana’s book 
identifies the end of the government of García Hurtado de 
Mendoza, in 1561, as the boundary that separates the Con-
quest Stage from the beginning of the Colonial period. Lat-
ter studies, however, have changed this vision, given that 
historians such as Francisco Antonio Encina (Encina 1950), 
Jaime Eyzaguirre (Eyzaguirre 1973) and Sergio Villalobos 
(Villalobos et al. 1983) agreed that the consequences of the 
Spanish disaster in Curalava1  in 1598 was the end point of 
the Iberian hegemony project south of the Biobío River.
 The most recent development in this regard 
was made by Guillaume Boccara (Boccara 1996; 1999; 
and 2007), who introduced in the study of Spanish
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domination in Chile the theoretical assumptions that Mi-
chel Foucault gave in relation to the issue of power. Un-
der this perspective, and leaning critically on the contribu-
tions of several scholars, Boccara distinguished two stages 
in the development of Spanish-Indian contact: the “Sover-
eign Diagram2  Period (1545-1641),” characterized by “war 
of blood and fire, and sporadic peace” (Boccara 1999, 69; 
1996, 678), and the “Disciplinary Diagram Period (1641-
1810),” defined by a strategic shift in which the purpose was 
no longer “to reduce the natives by force of arms to estab-
lish the pax hispanica, but to pacify individuals and groups, 
that is politicizing them and civilizing them by means of a 
permanent and constant work on their bodies and minds” 
(Boccara 1999, 68; 1996, 682-683). The novelty of this pro-
posal was not only the formulation of a new chronological 
framework, but that this formulation rested on a new under-
standing of Spanish policy as a constant war through various 
means, which are rearticulated and redefined continuously.
 Nevertheless, despite showing a commendable revi-
sionist eagerness, Boccara’s proposal gives only a secondary 
importance to the breaks, crisis, disputes and other misalign-
ments that marked the transition between both extremes, 
or diagrams, in the local environment. First, he just circum-
scribes these confrontations to the fourteen years that it took 
to implement the Defensive War Project, and with greater 
emphasis while the priest Luis de Valdivia, its creator, re-
mained in the Kingdom of Chile (Boccara 1999, 76-82; 1996, 
679-682). Launched in 1612, this project had its death certifi-
cate in the Real Cédula of April 13th, 1625, although it was 
published in Santiago one year later, in January 25th, 1626. 
Its execution sought to facilitate the pacification and evange-
lization of the Indians, with the commitment that the Biobío 
River would become a frontier line crossed only by Jesuit 
missionaries. The military, despite the support given to the 
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project by Governor Alonso de Ribera in the first months, 
expressed disagreement, sustaining their claim both in the in-
domitable nature of the Indians –which predicted its failure–, 
and in the interests of those eager to continue the lucrative 
practice of slavery, legally exercised between 1610 and 1612.
 Secondly, more questionable is the fact that Boccara 
considers the passage from one diagram to the other as the 
exclusive result of a change in the control strategy of the me-
tropolis (Spain) towards its colonies, forgetting that the crisis 
in the original model resulted from a local general uprising.
 In response, a few years ago I published a study that 
constructed a rough outline of the first phase of the con-
tact, which following the Chilean historiographical tradition 
I named “Conquest Stage (1536-1598).” Yet, I left unde-
fined the elements of the “Transition Stage (1598-1683),” 
in which “were combined in a tense contemporaneity the 
forces that defined the interethnic relationship of this phase 
[of the Conquest] with those of the next one [Frontier 
Stage]” (Goicovich 2002: 54). This paper seeks to continue 
my earlier study by outlining this crucial Transition Stage.
 Through this work I propose a new periodiza-
tion of the interethnic relationship that involved Mapu-
ches and Spanish in the seventeenth century. The question 
that guides my analysis refers to the best way to interpret 
this relation: what factors determined the origin and ar-
ticulation of the mechanisms of power that acted in the 
dynamics of this interethnic contact during this period? 

Crisis of  the Conquest model: The Rebellion of  
1598
  In 1598, Chile was a colony of Spain characterized by 
poverty, a declining mining activity –beginning to be displaced 
by agriculture and livestock– and an unresolved important 
problem: the pacification of the Reche-Mapuche Indians.
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Since 1592, the tireless work of the Governor Martín García 
Oñez de Loyola focused on the pacification of the natives from 
beyond the Biobío. With that goal, he built fortresses (Fort Je-
sus and Fort Chivicura in 1593, Fort Santa Cruz in 1594, and 
Fort Purén in 1596) and a city (Santa Cruz de Óñez in 1595), 
consolidating a fragile peace in early 1598. Yet, the Kingdom 
of Chile always had little external support, as evidenced by 
the scarce resources and people from the Viceroyalty of Peru.
 The seigniorial characteristics of the Spanish conquest 
gave origin to a sparse, disseminated and unstable occupation, 
resulting in an ineffective domination of the natives (Jara and 
Pinto 1990, 19). The priority given to the areas of greater pop-
ulation density (coast and valleys) and mineral wealth (moun-
tains) gave rise to a dispersed foundational pattern, with cities 
and fortifications that had difficulty communicating with each 
other. It was what Rolando Mellafe would later term a sys-
tem of territorial occupation of open frontier (Mellafe 1986, 
253), until the events of 1598 led to its definitive replacement.
 Indeed, the weight of the facts and the unsuspected 
consequences of the 1598 events turn it into a veil that sepa-
rates two sections in the history of interethnic contact in south-
ern Chile. The circumstances that surrounded the general 
uprising that began in the site of Curalava collapsed the foun-
dations of the model of power that the Spanish had until then 
deployed. In a span of six years (1598-1604) Indians razed cit-
ies and fortresses between the waters of the Biobío River and 
the Reloncavi inlet, and stripped encomenderos3 of their most 
valuable resource: their indigenous labor force. The latter 
years of sixteenth century were marked by a rebellion in which 
the dynamics of poblar y sustentar (populating and support-
ing), embodied in the model of open frontier, met their end. 
 The formation of a system of alliances with ample 
span in both spatial and social terms was the key to the In-
dians’ success over the project of military conquest deployed
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by the Spaniards. When the Spaniards arrived, the Reche-
Mapuches were a segmentary society, that is to say, composed 
of family units integrated at various levels (extended families, 
lineages, clans, tribes). In other words, this was a social system 
comprising numerous relatively small autonomous groups 
who generally regulated their own affairs but who periodically 
came together to form larger groups. In Reche-Mapuche so-
ciety these units or patrilocal segments were independent of 
each other.4  However, the War of Arauco prompted a contin-
uous integration of the socio-political units, forming alliances 
around war leaders. As David Weber points out, “the need to 
coordinate a large number of combatants in a collective mili-
tary response to Spaniards had pushed lonkos to form even 
larger entities” (Weber 2005, 58). These macro-federations, 
known by the word vutanmapu, had their initial manifestation 
in the coastal alliance born in 1553 (Latcham 1924; Goicovich 
2002), which devastated the scheme imposed on these regions 
by Pedro de Valdivia at the beginning of the Spanish occupa-
tion on these regions. As a result of the unforeseeable death of 
Governor Martín García Oñez de Loyola in December 1598, 
these alliances not only underwent a socio-territorial increase, 
but also a constant complexity in the modalities of organiza-
tion. For example, in early 1599, when the rebellion spread 
through the landscape of southern Chile, a priest noticed the 
existence of “three squadrons of Indians on horseback and 
on foot: the one makes war to La Imperial, other one to On-
gol, other one to Arauco.”5  Hardly twelve years later, this 
socio-geographical triad was restructured in such a way that it 
held the archetypal morphology of the vutanmapus described 
in chronicles, epistles and colonial reports; that is, it spread 
longitudinally according to the geographical physiognomy of 
the southern region to Biobío River.  The Reche-Mapuches 
had the capacity to form new and dynamic alliances, which
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were  a barrier  to  the encomenderos’ pretensions of restor-
ing their  model  of spatial occupation after the destruction of 
the cities.
 Almost in unison, the Defensive War Project ges-
tated by Father Luis de Valdivia in 1612 limited any armed 
interference to the south of the city of Concepción, making 
any attempt to restore what had fallen to native lances use-
less. The plan consisted in a defensive warfare resulting in 
a peaceful conquest. The historian Eugene Korth says:

 It was the beginning of a stage of contradictions and dis-
putes among different centers of power. The Jesuits on the one 
hand, and the military and encomenderos on the other, were 
two opposite poles in the management of indigenous policy.

The Jesuits and their influence on the interethnic 
relationship
 Though the Society of Jesus arrived in these regions 
in 1593, it was not until 1605 that the Jesuits took a place 
of prominence in the framework of Spanish-Indian relations.
The arrival of Governor Alonso García Ramón in March 
16057  marked the birth of a new spirit in the orientation of 
the interethnic relationship. Characterized by contradiction, 
the Spanish policy would struggle between extremes of con-
ciliation and excessive violence. In the first order, the influ-
ence of the Jesuit Order, headed by Father Luis de Valdivia, 
resulted in the abolition of the personal service, an institu-
tion that he believed was “the root of this war, and the fodder 
and promotion of it.”8  Any means was legitimate to reach

“The plan included cessation of all offensive operations 
against the rebels, establishment of the Biobío as a divid-
ing line between Araucanians and whites, fortification of 
the line with military garrisons and towns, and the use of 
missionaries to convert the rebels and persuade them 
to live at peace with the Spaniards” (Korth 1968, 122). 
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the wished objectives (peace and conversion), as long as there 
was no violation of Indians’ dignity and rights (to freedom 
and land) through the use of force or war, for instance. These 
extreme alternatives, nevertheless, were used by others as was 
the case of Governor Luis Merlo de la Fuente, who asserted 
that “for these rebels to enjoy the benefit of being Christians, 
it must be by force of arms.”9  This is an example of the con-
frontational spirit that characterized the development of this 
“Transition Stage.” Lying on decidedly irreconcilable argu-
ments, the centers of power that represented the Jesuit Order 
on one hand, and the military and local groups on the other, 
suggested alternative means to reach the same purpose. The 
Jesuits represented an innovation in the formula of evangeliz-
ing the natives. While other Orders, especially the Francis-
cans, forged their interest in a replacement of the uses and 
customs of the aborigines, the evangelizing logic of the Jesuits 
looked for a transformation of the admapu (traditions that sus-
tained the cultural identity of the Reche-Mapuches) by means 
of assimilation, an alternative that not only demanded knowl-
edge of the indigenous language, but also of their beliefs and 
rituals. Gaining the trust of toquis (war leaders), lonkos (heads 
of lineages) and weichafes (warriors) was a matter of time;  to 
achieve this objective the policy of tolerance they had with 
indigenous rites was fundamental. Unlike the Franciscans, 
who were confident in the virtue of the word in education of 
Indians, Jesuits mostly relied on the educational function of 
the symbol (Foerster 1996, 267). In other words, Jesuits pre-
served their rites, but sought to introduce Christian symbols 
in the symbolic body of Indian ceremony. By acting at the lev-
el of the symbol, Jesuits intended to generate a change from 
the ritual’s original sense towards the precepts of Christianity. 
The Franciscans, instead, approached the natives through the 
sermon and the spoken word. Unlike other regions of Ameri-
ca, the Franciscans in Chile instructed the Indians through the
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Spanish language. They believed that educating the na-
tives in the language of the Christians would be the most 
efficient means to have them embrace the customs of the 
white man. Thus, during the colonial period only the Je-
suits developed Mapuche language dictionaries (Luis de 
Valdivia, Andrés Febrés and Bernardo de Havestadt).
 In this way, for Jesuits the “knowledge of the Other” 
was an indispensable requirement for introducing Christian 
signs to the socio-political and ritual net of indigenous people; 
for example, in the dynamics of interaction among the various 
segments that formed the tribal structure, there was a hierarchy 
of power among the rewes (each of the territories inhabited 
by Reche-Mapuche families) that formed a province, as there 
was in the relationships between the wichanreguas (alliance of 
rewes for economic and military purposes). A larger popula-
tion, a capacity for war (the ability to structure confederations 
as well as mobilize troops and resources) and the prestige of 
leaders were the decisive factors at both levels The rewe that 
led the province managed the dynamics of the coalition. In 
the wichanregua of Purén, the parcialidad or rewe of Purén 
was, historically, the most respected and feared by the rest 
of the socio-territorial corporate; their leaders, invested with 
the necessary prestige, “headed the other provinces of their 
Aillaregue, who did not agree to anything without the advice 
and the government of those of Puren” (Rosales 1991, 155). 
The Jesuits’ missionary work tried to take advantage of this 
situation, converting these leaders (tokis and lonkos) and par-
cialidades (rewes) in order to expand the Christian doctrine. 
 In the same way, the tokis understood the advantages 
that they could obtain by building chapels, whose value as 
a meeting-place would reinforce their status within the re-
ductions. A case in point is the province of Tolten el Bajo, 
where “the Cacique Millalien offered a good place next to 
his house, saying, since he was Christian, he wanted to have
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a church to attend near his home” (Rosales 1991, 58-59). The 
Jesuits built the first mission in Reche-Mapuche territory in 
the area of Arauco, celebrating the inaugural mass on Decem-
ber 25th of 1608 (Enrich 1891, 159). Communication with 
the surrounding parcialidades, primarily through the estab-
lishment of parliaments, was a strategy that sought to approach 
Spaniards and Indians by trying to create a climate of mutual 
confidence. However, in this and other cases, the dispersed 
settlement pattern by which the kin groups were distributed 
throughout the geography was a difficult obstacle to the Jesu-
its’ desired success. In Arauco, for instance, Father Horacio 
Vecchi complained after a year “that all the Indians, though 
they are reduced, are still not settled; they will be soon, so we 
can more easily attend to doctrine them.”10  More illustrative is 
the reference of the Jesuit Alonso de Ovalle, first published in 
1646, which indicated that the war Indians lived “distant from 
each other some leagues, and even in their villages do not live 
together as in cities, […] but separated from each other, so it is 
often necessary to go to each house to catechize [the members] 
of families, looking for creek by creek tow them when ill and 
to baptize those who are not Christians” (Ovalle 1888, 275).
 But Spaniards and Indian settlement pattern were not 
the only barriers to the Christianization and pacification of 
Reche-Mapuches by the Jesuits. The reluctance of the Indi-
ans to conversion was also an obstacle. The tragic death of 
the Fathers Horacio Vecchi and Martín de Aranda in 1612, 
who were massacred by a horde led by lonko Anganamon, 
was one of the most difficult tests that the followers of San 
Ignacio de Loyola had to face. The short time between the 
Jesuits arrival (1593) and the systematic work that they de-
ployed among the Indians (1605, and more firmly from 1612 
with the Defensive War) was an adverse factor to their first 
pretensions: Indians had not realized yet the divisions among 
the Spaniards, conceiving of them as united. More time was
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necessary to gain the confidence of tokis, lonkos and weichafes. 
 This set of difficulties meant that by the end of the 
decade of 1630 the Jesuits only had two missions at the fron-
tier, one in Arauco and the other in Buena Esperanza (Foer-
ster 1996, 178). Peace treaties engineered by the Marques 
de Baides in 1641 and by Martín de Mujica in 1647 paved 
the way to further missionary activity in other regions, but the 
ferocity of the uprising of 1655 ended these projects. How-
ever, it is worthwhile to emphasize that although this rebellion 
resulted in around 300 deaths and possibly a greater num-
ber of captured women and children (Barros Arana 2000, 
11), no records of the death or captivity of any missionary 
can be found. This suggests a new attitude of Reche-Mapu-
ches towards the Spanish side. Far from considering them a 
monolithic unity, as happened in the early seventeenth cen-
tury, they now distinguished between Spanish factions and 
their differing policies in the realm of interethnic relations.
 The peace treaties established by the Governors An-
gel de Peredo in 1662 and Francisco de Meneses in 1665 
helped restore the missions of Arauco and Buena Esperan-
za (1664), Santa Fe, Santa Juana and San Cristóbal (1666) 
and Peñuelas (1668). When the superior authorities of the 
Society of Jesus authorized the establishment of an inde-
pendent Province in 1683, they opened a new era for Jesuit 
missionary activity. As noted by Guillermo Bravo Acevedo:

It is interesting to note that the threshold that al-
lowed for the full development of missionary work 

“If during the first ninety years the growth of the So-
ciety of Jesus had been of great magnitude, noth-
ing can compare with the development, since 1683, 
of Jesuit work in Chile, both in its effectiveness and in 
its institutional consolidation. It is emerging as a ma-
jor center of economic and social power, and also of 
cultural and evangelical irradiation” (Bravo 2005).
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coincided with the definitive end, at least in the legal field,
of a practice that always constituted a stumbling block to peace: 
slavery.11  Although born in the context of the “Conquest 
Stage,” particularly from 1583 under the regency of Alonso 
de Sotomayor, who conducted a war of blood and fire, it nev-
ertheless only attained a real legal status during the “Tran-
sition Stage.” Gestated as a result of the tragic death of the 
Governor Martín García Oñez de Loyola by the native spears 
in the Spanish disaster of Curalava, the Real Cédula written 
in Ventosilla on May 26th of 1608 –the year in which the Je-
suits established the first mission in Arauco–, only had legal 
application in Chile after it was promulgated by Luis Merlo 
de la Fuente in August 1610.12  From the beginning, Jesuits, 
who saw it as the main source of war and the expression of the 
Devil’s ominous action, focused their attacks on it. The De-
fensive War Project, established in 1612, was just a temporary 
parenthesis until the monarch re-implanted the slavery by Real 
Cédula of April 13th 1625, promulgated the following year. 13

 The principal means of capturing slaves or piezas, as 
they are called in the documentation of that time, were the 
raids or malocas: an armed action initially aimed at access-
ing food resources that had become scarce in the fortresses. 
But since the final decades of sixteenth century, especially 
after the destruction of the southern cities during the mas-
sive indigenous rebellion of 1598, malocas had shifted from 
being harassment devices used to accumulate resources, to 
being a means of capturing the labor force engaged in their 
production. During their legalized practice, the profit mo-
tive planted seeds of greed in the authorities, a problem that 
reached wild excesses during the administration of Gover-
nor Antonio de Acuña y Cabrera, giving rise to the second 
indigenous uprising of the seventeenth century. This event, 
whose consequences lasted from 1654 until 1662, makes 
clear that the practice of slavery continued beyond the time
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limit proposed by the Guillaume Boccara’s periodization. 
Moreover, the controversy generated by this practice appeared 
in the Manifiesto Apologético, written by Diego de Rosales in 
1670, an irrefutable proof that the confrontation between the 
Jesuits and the interests of residents and military men lasted 
beyond the Parliaments of Quilín (1641 and 1647). Slavery 
was only repressed by the Real Cédula of 19th May 1683.14  Its 
abolition opened the doors to a new era, in which the policy 
of evangelization was deployed with an unprecedented force.
 A major innovation in the “Transition Stage” was the 
emergence of a new mode of interethnic contact: Parliaments. 
During the seventeenth century the regions of Chile, México 
and Chaco experienced the birth of this form of social, politi-
cal and ritual interaction. The parliament was the best way to 
control irreducible indigenous groups at low cost. In several 
parts of America the Spaniard lacked sufficient force to win 
offensive wars against Indians. A strategy of peaceful relations 
was not only cheaper, but also allowed to convert the natives 
in allies against the European powers which sought to weaken 
the Spanish empire in the New World. Spanish officials knew 
that they needed to maintain the Reche-Mapuche’s good will 
in the event foreigners tried to establish themselves in the re-
gion and win Indians to their side. Therefore, the strategy of 
parliament became a State policy. According to Carlos Lázaro 
Ávila, the crown did not have a uniform policy against the in-
domitable groups “until the first half of the seventeenth centu-
ry, when the famous Parliament of Quilín (1641), held with the 
Mapuches of Araucanía, laid the foundations of Hispanic-Cre-
ole’s policy of treaties in America” (Lázaro Ávila 1999, 647). 
 The foundations of the system of Parliaments in Chile 
date back to at least the early seventeenth century, although it 
is possible to detect some events that foreshadowed the sys-
tem’s birth in the previous century. In 1557, García Hurtado 
de Mendoza had a meeting with the groupings of the Penco 
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area (Bibar 11988, 330), and in 1605, Alonso de Ribera sum-
moned the parcialidades of Arauco and Tucapel in Paicaví.15

Both meetings, nevertheless, were not more than a single 
imposition of control by force, far from an agreement of 
coexistence between culturally distant communities. This 
last year also saw the activities of the Father Luis de Val-
divia, who in order to announce the legal dissolution of 
slavery, led a series of talks in the indigenous provinces 
adjacent to Biobío River, accompanied by the Governor 
Alonso García Ramón.16  This is an example of the Jesu-
its’ counterpoint to the military’s strategy of subjugation. 
 In 1608 there was a return to the imposition of the 
Spanish military conditions to ensure peace,17 which con-
trasts with the Peaces that Father Luis de Valdivia headed 
in Catiray and Paicaví18  during the first year of implemen-
tation of the Defensive War. After the constant war that 
characterized the decade of Government Laso de la Vega 
in 1641, the provisions of the Marqués de Baides convened 
the Parliament of Quilín. This became the prototype of later 
assemblies. The Jesuits’ influence manifested itself in an in-
terest in participating in the formalities of indigenous peace 
rituals. Governor Baides, as Luis de Valdivia did in Catiray 
in 1612, met the formal peace protocol, allowing the sacri-
fice of land sheep and accepting the branch of cinnamon-
tree, which was soaked with the blood of these animals.
 For this reason José Manuel Zavala suggests that Par-
liament was a hybrid and transcultural institution, because 
“it was not the result of the Spanish imposition but the re-
sult of a compromise between two culturally distant ethnic 
actors” (Zavala 2005, 51). The formalism of Parliament 
had, however, a greater predominance of the indigenous. 
This is visible in the ritual aspect, which fell largely in the 
indigenous tradition; in the use of indigenous language as 
medium of communication; and in mechanisms of political
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contact which were inserted into the indigenous logic of the 
gift. As a space of discursive and gestural interaction, the Par-
liament should be seen as an act of communication conduct-
ed via verbal and nonverbal conventions. Considering that 
the involved groups were symbolically balanced at the same 
level, the liturgy included a series of concessions from both 
sides. We have already seen how the Governor compromised 
with indigenous rituals by participating in their practices. In 
addition, the Spaniards tried to insert a new source of legiti-
macy into the Indigenous power structure by recognizing the 
lonkos and tokis that showed fidelity to the Crown and re-
mained loyal to the meetings’ concessions, and by dressing 
them up with command emblems and Spanish clothes. In one 
meeting prior to the Peace of 1641, the Marqués de Baides:

But the assimilationist approach did not stop there. The ambi-
tion for permanently intervening, controlling and monitoring 
the Indians had its highest expression when some caciques 
delivered their children and relatives to the Spaniards, leaving 
them under the protection of the Governor. The Spanish mili-
tary men saw the retention of these hostages as a means to ensure 
the fulfillment of agreements. The Spanish church, however, 
saw this as an opportunity to evangelize those who would soon 
become leaders of their parcialidades, cherishing the hope that 
they might become the main agents in the acculturation process. 
 The Parliament of 1647, convened by Gover-
nor Martín de Mujica, addressed the same issues as the

“gave a cane with silver frills of Governor and Captain 
General to Lincopichon for being the first to make 
peace, and another of Maestre de Campo to Don An-
tonio Chicaguala, and another of Sergeant Major to the 
Lincopichon’s eldest son, Chauquenecul, for governing 
their troops against those who did not want to accept 
peace. He ordered them to dress in Spanish clothes, 
with capes and little cloaks…” (Rosales 1878, 169).
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previous one, with some new provisions: the Indians could 
only meet with the permission of Spanish-Creole authorities, 
and the appointment of Capitanes de Amigos was discussed, 
an institution that already existed in practice and that respond-
ed to the monarchic intentions of controlling the natives.19  
 In this way, the two Parliaments of Quilín reveal an in-
terventionist attitude of the Spanish side, embodied in the idea 
of introducing strange agents in the Reche-Mapuche’s socio-
political system, of keeping the children of tokis and lonkos as 
hostages in order to turn them into spokesmen of the Chris-
tian religion, as well as of creating a situation of dependency 
in the forms of legitimacy of power within the Indian world.
 Some years later, the impositions that Governor An-
tonio de Acuña y Cabrera stipulated in the meeting held in 
Boroa in 1651 signaled a new crucial interethnic relationship, 
one that would lead to the Indian rebellion of 1655. Inspired 
by the principles that guided the conquerors of the first era 
of interaction (Conquest Stage), Acuña y Cabrera sought to 
reinstate the system of encomiendas (Rosales 1878, 442-443), 
wiping the slate clean of the covenants sealed in previous 
meetings. Moreover, the facts show that the reestablishment 
of this institution was nothing more than a pretense behind 
which the Governor, his relatives and a large part of the mili-
tary and neighbors of Concepción city could practice slavery. 
Calm returned in 1662 with the peace that Governor Angel 
de Peredo arranged with the coastal groups.20  Less willing 
to dialogue and more martial in spirit, Governor Francisco 
de Meneses sought to consolidate peace in a fierce campaign 
that resulted in a concerted series of meetings in 1665.21  The 
novelty of these Peaces, especially those headed by Men-
eses, is that with them the institution of the parliament was 
becoming a device for controlling the socio-territorial areas 
in which the indigenous macro-alliances or vutanmapus held 
sway. Although there was not yet the presence of leaders or
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caciques gobernadores representing the will of each one of the 
confederations, it was certain that the Spanish-Native meetings 
would turn into an arena for dialogue and monitoring, in order 
not only to guide the collective will of parcialidades, but also 
to interfere in the dynamics by which their own interregional 
alliances articulated themselves. The height of these attempts 
to permeate the political systems of the tribal world is outside 
the temporary scope of this stage, in the Parliament of 1692. 
Throughout the “Transition Stage” this native mechanism of 
power (vutanmapu) only took part in the dimension of the 
war. The campeada (military incursion into enemy territory) 
and the fortresses were the main tools the Spaniards used to 
try to inhibit its activity. But in the second half of the seven-
teenth century the work of the Jesuits led to a transformation 
in the operating logic of vutanmapus, taking them from an 
exclusive state of conflict to one of policy and agreements. 
 In sum, the historical process of parliaments is charac-
terized throughout this stage by a confrontation of forces (Je-
suits against the military), where the predominance of one of 
these centers of power is possible to see even in the language 
used during these events. While the compulsory character of 
the military is verified in the “conditions” of the parleys of 
1608 (Governor Alonso García Ramón), 1651 (Gov. Antonio 
de Acuña y Cabrera) and 1665 (Gov. Francisco de Meneses), 
the conciliatory spirit of the Jesuit intervention is in evidence 
in the “provisions” of the parleys of 1605 (Father Luis de 
Valdivia), the “provisions” and “concessions” of the meetings 
of 1612 (Father Luis de Valdivia), and in the “capitulations” 
of the Parliaments of 1641 (Gov. Marques de Baides), 1647 
(Gov. Martín de Mujica) and 1662 (Gov. Angel de Peredo). 
 Fortresses, which during the “Conquest Stage” and in 
the early decades of the seventeenth century acted as points of 
outpost in rebel territory underwent a gradual shift from their 
original function becoming surveillance and protection devices 
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of Friend Indians (Indios Amigos) settled nearby (Boccara 
1999, 77-78). At the same time, the policy of meetings and 
parliaments impelled by the Jesuits would transform the for-
tresses into spaces to meet and communicate with the rebel 
groups settled around. For example, some meetings held in 
1605 were carried out around the fortresses of Santa Marga-
rita de Austria, Santa Lucia de Yumbel, and Buena Esperan-
za.22  Although Guillaume Boccara admits that this shift was 
slow, and gives Jesuit Luis de Valdivia the central role in the 
change, it is obvious that the fortresses were, throughout the 
period, essentially points to exchange prisoners, as Francisco 
Nuñez de Pineda y Bascuñan (1863, 500-505) emphatically 
notes when he describes his own rescue. So, their quality of 
collecting points of information was a consequence of the 
historical circumstances of a conflict of the magnitude that 
characterized this war, in which the axis of power between the 
sides involved ranged permanently in a precarious balance.

Conclusion
 The deep contradictions, conflicts and debates that 
developed within Hispano-Creole society in the period from 
1598 to 1683 give to this era of the history of inter-ethnic rela-
tions in the forests of the south of the Kingdom of Chile an 
identity distinct from both what came after as what came be-
fore. The contribution that Guillaume Boccara made when he 
distinguished two phases or diagrams within the framework of 
the global project for controlling the Reche-Mapuches must 
be recognized. But his proposal has key limitations, such as to 
confer the Spanish policy the main role of this interethnic dy-
namics. In contrast, I suggest a new periodization that rescues 
the disputes that arose in the application of these differing 
models for the implementation of power, as well as the fact 
that Reche-Mapuches counted on their own mechanisms of 
power to annul, or at least hinder the success of these strategies.
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In addition, the historical landmarks that frame 
this periodization emphasize the importance of lo-
cal events rather than focusing the attention on the 
Colonial policy that was brewing in the metropolis.
 The main consequence of the indigenous victory in 
Curalava (1598) was to prove categorically the inefficiency of 
a model of domination that had already collapsed four and a 
half decades before during the first Indian rebellion between 
1553 and 1557 (Goicovich 2002), but was re-established with 
the support of men and resources coming from abroad. The 
attempt to rebuild it during the seventeenth century, either in 
whole or in part, clashed with a complex net of indigenous 
socio-territorial alliances, as well as with the implementation 
of a new model of domination that was chiefly promoted by 
the Society of Jesus. The confrontation between the centers 
of power that embodied both projects, or diagrams, was not 
restricted to the fourteen years that included the implementa-
tion of the Defensive War system, given that it went through 
the whole period covered by the proposed stage (1598-1683).
 In 1683 two events coincided, which allowed for 
the absolute predominance of the Jesuit project: the le-
gal abolition of slavery, which was the main obstacle to 
spreading the Gospel and consolidation of peace, and 
the independence of the Kingdom of Chile as ecclesi-
astical province, which favored missionary activity that 
reached, from that moment, limits unknown until then.
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Notes:
1- Curalava (broken rock) is a place on the banks of the Lumaco River. In 
the morning of December 23th, 1598, an expedition headed by Governor 
Martín García Oñez de Loyola was attacked by Indians. In the melee 
almost all the Spaniards died, including the Governor. The Reche-Mapu-
ches then initiated a general uprising which destroyed all the cities south 
of the Biobío River. 
2- The “Diagram” is the exposure of the relationship of forces that make 
up the power. Every society, every stage has its own diagram. In the dia-
grams operate specific devices for social control: prisons, schools, facto-
ries, etc.  
3- The encomienda system was a trusteeship system used during the Span-
ish colonization of the Americas, whereby conquistadors were granted 
trusteeship over the indigenous people they conquered, in an expansion 
of familiar feudal institutions that had been established in New Castile 
during the Reconquista. The system differed in that it did not entail any 
direct land tenure by the encomendero; Indian lands were to remain in 
their possession, a right that was formally protected by the Crown. The 
etymology of encomienda and encomendero lies in the Spanish verb 
encomendar, “to entrust”. The encomienda was essential to the Spanish 
crown’s sustaining its control over American natives in the first decades 
after the conquest.
4- According to Pierre Clastres (1987, 198-99), war is the reason for the 
divisions in primitive society, in order to prevent war.
5- “Carta de fray Francisco de Rivera a S.M. el Rey, Santiago, 26 de marzo 
de 1599,” B.N.M.M., t. 98, f. 179.
6- See the “Relación de lo que sucedió en la jornada que hicimos el se-
ñor Presidente Alonso de Ribera, Gobernador de este Reino, y yo, desde 
Arauco a Paicavi, a concluir las paces de Elicura, ultima regua de Tucapel, 
y las de Puren y la Imperial, escrita por mi el padre Luis de Valdivia al 
salir de Paicavi, de vuelta a Lebo, 1612” (Medina 1963, 112).  
7- “Carta de García Ramón a Su Majestad el Rey avisando su llegada a 
Chile, Paicaví, 11 de abril de 1605,” B.N.M.M., t. 118, f. 49.
8- “Carta del padre Luis de Valdivia para el señor Conde de Lemus, Lima, 
4 de enero de 1607,” B.N.M.M., t. 111, f. 28.
9- “Carta de don Luis Merlo de la Fuente a Su Majestad el Rey, Santiago, 
23 de mayo de 1611,” B.N.M.M., t. 118, f. 257.
10- “Carta Anua del padre Diego de Torres, 17 de mayo de 1609” (Blan-
co 1937, 447).
11- The Chichimec War, developed in the highlands of northern 
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Mexico between 1540 and 1595, was one of the first conflicts with in-
digenous groups in which the Spaniards allowed the enslavement of the 
rebels under the principle of just war. However, the legalization hid dark 
interests. Pedro Moya de Contreras, Archbishop of New Spain, believed 
that it was necessary to secure the highways, and with this goal he wrote to 
the Council of the Indies in 1574. He explained that there were rich veins 
of silver ready to be worked on for his majesty, but which could not be 
reached because of the lack of financing that the soldiers were receiving. 
He insisted that the war would never end if military endeavors in the north 
were not directly financed. Because of this frustration, the war advocates 
argues that the enslavement of the Indians was necessary, as the lack of 
funding by the crown left the soldiers with no other way of exacting pay-
ment for their services; see Carrillo (2000).
12- “Cabildo de 27 de agosto de 1610” (Medina 1901, 191-198).
13- “Junta de Guerra del Consejo de Indias: informe sobre el goberna-
dor Fernández de Córdoba y situación de Chile, 20 de abril de 1626,” 
B.N.M.M., t. 127, fs. 158-162.
14- “Real Cédula resolviendo que se excuse el transporte de los indios de 
este reino a la ciudad de Los Reyes, y que se adjudiquen a la Corona Real, 
19 de mayo de 1683” (Jara and Pinto 1982, 346-349).  
15- “Carta de Alonso de Ribera a Su Majestad, Colina, 18 de septiembre 
de 1605” (Medina 1982, 561-562).
16- “Autos de las paces y perdón general hechos por el Gobernador Alon-
so García Ramón, 1605,” A.N.V.M., vol. 279, fs. 4-48.
17- “Información hecha en Conuco por el gobernador Alonso García 
Ramón sobre el apresamiento y declaraciones de ciertos caciques, 7 de 
octubre de 1608,” B.N.M.M., t. 110, f. 121. See Diego de Rosales (1878, 
259).
18- For Catiray see “Carta del padre Luis de Valdivia para el padre pro-
vincial Diego de Torres, dando cuenta de cómo ajustó las paces con las 
provincias de Catiray, Concepción, 2 de junio de 1612,” B.N.M.M., t. 
110, fs. 167-190. For Paicaví see “Relación de lo que sucedió en la jor-
nada que hicimos el señor Presidente Alonso de Ribera, Gobernador de 
este Reino, y yo, desde Arauco a Paicavi, a concluir las paces de Elicura, 
ultima regua de Tucapel, y las de Puren y la Imperial, escrita por mi el 
padre Luis de Valdivia al salir de Paicavi, de vuelta a Lebo, 1612” (Medina 
1963, 112). An excellent study of this meetings in Horacio Zapater (1989, 
47-82).
19- “Relación de las paces ofrecidas por los indios rebeldes del reino de 
Chile y aceptadas por el señor don Martín de Mujica, escrita por fray 
Agustín Carrillo de Ojeda de la Orden de San Agustín, Concepción, 21 
de julio de 1648,” B.N.B.A., t. 11, f. 270. The topic of the “Capitanes de 
Amigos” will reappear in the Parliament of 1671, as stated in the “Articu-
los que han de observar y guardar en lo de adelante los caciques y parciali-
dades que han venido a dar la obediencia a Su Majestad, Santiago, 1 de 
enero de 1671,” B.N.M.M., t. 163, fs. 1-4.  
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20- “Acta levantada por el Secretario de Gobierno y Guerra don Francisco 
Maldonado de Madrigal, Concepción, 31 de enero de 1663,” B.N.M.M., 
t. 146, fs. 230-238.
21- “Acta levantada por el Gobernador de Chile, don Francisco de Men-
eses y demás firmantes, para oír al Comisario don Agustín de Quijada los 
resultados de la comisión que le fue conferida para hacer la paz con los 
indios en las parcialidades de Arauco, Concepción, 6 de abril de 1665,” 
B.N.M.M., t. 150, fs. 77-89; “Acta levantada por el Gobernador de Chile, 
don Francisco de Meneses y demás firmantes, para proponer a los caci-
ques que se nombran las condiciones que se indican para hacer una paz 
duradera, Concepción, 9 de marzo de 1665,” B.N.M.M., t. 151, fs. 32-43; 
“Acta levantada por el Gobernador de Chile, don Francisco de Meneses y 
demás firmantes, para proponer a los caciques que se nombran las condi-
ciones que se indican para hacer una paz duradera, Concepción, 8 de 
abril de 1665,” B.N.M.M., t. 151, fs. 146-153.
 22- “Autos de las paces y perdón general hechos por el Gobernador 
Alonso García Ramón, 1605”, A.N.V.M., vol. 279, fs. 4-48.
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