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Abstract 

This thesis studies the role of rural Afro-Colombian leadership on the promotion of 

collective action for economic development. Specifically, the formal leadership established 

by Law 70 of 1993, which granted communities collective property rights over their 

territories. No study has so far focused specifically on the role of Afro- Colombian 

community leadership. Eighty-three in-depth semi-structured interviews, 3 focus groups, 

541 household surveys and a geo-referenced database of illicit crops in the municipality of 

Buenaventura provided data for the analysis. The role of leadership is analysed in three 

interrelated phenomena: development of community enterprises, collective resistance to 

illicit crops and the provision of development aid. This research characterises the exercise of 

leadership as a form of brokerage. Three central functions of leadership are identified: First, 

the transition from governance structures associated with a common property regime to 

those needed for developing community enterprises demands from leaders the adaptation 

and translation of logics inherent in two or more epistemic contexts or institutional spheres 

of action. Second, communities with stronger leadership and capacity for collective 

organisation are more able to resist the influx of illicit crops due in large part to the ability of 

leaders to infuse social capital with specific normative meanings. Third, the provision of aid 

for development is sustained by a system of short-term incentives that prevents 

communities from seeking more advantageous development outcomes. Leaders are key 

elements in this system for they act as intermediaries who share the collective benefits from 

aid but reap individual rewards. This leads to conflicts of representation that undermine 

legitimacy for leaders and their communities. This research contributes to theories of 

leadership and entrepreneurship in collective action and studies of leadership in subaltern 

or non-elite groups in Colombia and similar contexts. 
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Impact statement 

The history of Afro-Colombian communities, a historically marginalised ethnic minority, 

dates back centuries. It was not until the late 1970s that the seeds of what can be called the 

Colombian Black social movement started to form in order to seek greater political voice and 

visibility. A major institutional reform in the early 1990s led to the collective titling of more 

than five million hectares of land to rural Afro- Colombian communities in the Pacific 

region. The reform significantly altered the lives of these communities. It established 

Community Councils as a special form of political-administrative organisation in charge of 

managing the collective territories. Formally elected leaders acquired a prominent role 

within this new form of socio- political organisation with direct implications for the internal 

political dynamics of communities. Although there are abundant studies on Afro-

Colombians, none has focused specifically on analysing the role of these leaders and, 

particularly, how they help elicit collective action and better development outcomes. This 

research helps fill this gap. 

This research adopts a novel disciplinary perspective mostly grounded on the intersection 

between political science and economics, one that adds to the relatively scarce number of 

studies of leadership in subaltern or non-elite groups in Colombia and similar countries. By 

analysing the phenomenon of leadership and its implications as an empirical rather than 

normative question, this research aims to provide a critical perspective on the role of 

leadership that can be valuable for theory and policy. In order to speak to wider academic 

audiences, this research followed a mixed-method approach that combines qualitative and 

quantitative elicitation techniques under the assumption that the combination of methods 

provides inferential advantages that may lead to deeper understandings of the phenomenon 

under study and potentially higher impact.

 

Given the characteristics of the Afro-Colombian communities, this research aimed at giving 

back to them some of the knowledge generated as a result of the research process. This 

entailed adapting some of the data collection techniques so that they could also serve the 

purpose of helping leaders reflect upon their practices and tasks. It also entailed an 

additional effort to translate partial findings into didactic learning tools (infographics and 
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reports) that leaders could use to improve their decision-making processes and governance 

skills, as will be explained in detail in Chapter 3. 

Although the transition from knowledge generation to policy impact is not straightforward, 

it is the hope of this research that its novel theoretical and methodological approaches will 

help bridge the gap between communities and those of us who are interested in interpreting, 

understanding and, ultimately, helping them transform their realities. 
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Preface

Back in 2007 artisanal gold miners from rural Afro-Colombian communities in the 

department of Chocó –in the Pacific region of Colombia- told me this story. A group of 

Colombian researchers arrived in the region to capture specimens of the Golden Dart Frog 

(Phyllobates terribilis). An endemic frog species from the Colombian Pacific rainforest, this 

frog is one of the most poisonous vertebrates on the planet. Indigenous Embera tribes use 

the frog’s poison on the tip of their arrows to hunt their prey. Researchers managed to 

capture some specimens. They took them to the lab where international experts would join 

them in a project to study the behaviour and characteristics of these unique amphibians.

 

When the experts arrived, they were puzzled. Despite their characteristically vivid yellow 

colour, the specimens did not seem to be Golden Dart Frogs. Surprisingly, tests showed that 

the captured frogs were not actually poisonous. The Colombian researchers were also 

perplexed since they themselves had captured the specimens and carried out preliminary 

tests. How could the frogs have stopped being poisonous in a matter of weeks? It did not 

take them too long to figure it out. The specimens were not poisonous frogs that happened 

to live in the Colombian rainforest. They were poisonous because they lived in the 

Colombian rainforest. The ecosystem triggered this adaptive response from the frogs. 

Apparently, outside of their native environment —facing no potential predator threats— 

there was no need for the frogs to produce the poison that was very helpful in the jungle. 

(As much for them as for the Embera people.)

 

This story may well be distorted, exaggerated or even outright fictional. Regardless, it 

captivated me from the moment I heard it and I have told it many times. If nothing else, the 

story is a compelling metaphor for development. Just as the numerous species that inhabit 

this highly biodiverse land have developed complex and rather fragile interdependencies 

with their ecosystems, rural Afro-Colombian communities in the Pacific region have also 

developed very complex interrelations with their natural environment. They have 

established different forms of relations with the myriad actors who have flooded the region 

attracted by its resource wealth and natural beauty but also its relative geographical and 
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political isolation. For Afro- Colombians, opportunities for development have always been 

inextricably bound to the land they inhabit and the natural resources it offers. Paradoxically, 

it was only recently that their territories were formally recognised as theirs by the 

Colombian state. One community leader put it clearly: “Our territory is sacred. I remember 

that when I was about fourteen, my father told me: ‘land is not for sale. The only riches that 

people in the Pacific [region] have is that little piece of land. If needed, you have to give your 

life for it.’”

 

These lands represent many different things for many different people. For better or worse, 

the interaction between the characteristics of Afro-Colombian communities as a relatively 

marginalised ethnic minority, the abundance of natural resources, the complexity of the 

ecosystems of which communities are part, and the appetites of locals and foreigners of all 

stripes have significantly transformed the region. Communities have struggled to insert 

themselves into the economic circuits of development —from which they have been 

traditionally isolated— while preserving their cultural identity, political cohesion and 

exuberant ecosystems. Whether these goals are actually reconcilable is an elusive question 

whose complexity communities have experienced first-hand. This research contributes to 

answering that question. 

It is possible to misinterpret certain conjunctures as signs of wider structural or systemic 

discontinuities. However, it is fair to say that during the last quarter century there have been 

growing signs of discontent and fractures in the otherwise uncontested hegemony of 

economic and political systems. Human-induced disruptions in relatively stable ecological 

cycles have disproportionately strong impacts for people whose daily social and economic 

activities directly depend on the natural environment. Rural Afro-Colombians are amongst 

those most drastically affected. Studying their struggles is thus a way to study the world. 

Iván D. Lobo 

London, September 2015
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Introduction

Three complex attributes converge in the Pacific region of Colombia. First, a set of unique 

biogeographic characteristics, which make the region (a) one of the world’s most bio-diverse 

places (Myers et al., 2000), (b) a vast repository of natural resources —particularly water, 

precious metals, forests and endemic fauna— and (c) a strategic corridor that connects the 

country with legal and illegal economic circuits in the Pacific. Second, the precarious socio-

economic development of the region’s rural population among which Afro-Colombian 

communities, a historically marginalised ethnic minority, stand out. Largely dependent on 

subsistence extractive economies, these communities are amongst Colombia’s poorest and 

least developed by all conventional standards. Third, the collective titling of around five 

million hectares of land (nearly 50% of all territory in the region) devolved to Afro-

Colombian communities as part of the Constitutional reform of 1991, specifically Law 70 of 

1993: arguably one of the most ambitious land tenure reforms in Latin America (Vélez et al., 

2008).1

The Constitutional reform significantly altered the lives of Afro-Colombian communities. 

Although their history of political organisation dates back to the late 1970s, the political 

opportunity brought about by the reform helped consolidate the Colombian black social 

movement (cf. Acemoglu & Robinson, 2014; Grueso et al., 1997; Oslender, 2012; Wade, 1993). 

Specifically, Law 70 established Community Councils as autonomous local polities in charge 

of managing the collective territories and preserving their natural resources. The community 

elects representatives to the General Assembly and the Board, the Councils’ governance 

bodies. This form of collective organisation provided a concrete platform to help 

communities govern their territories and manage the natural resources on which most of 

their economic activity depends. The reform brought about a form of institutionalised 

collective action that fed from and helped transform the cultural, social and economic 

dynamics of the communities. 

 The word devolution is not politically neutral. It connotes the existence of a pre-contractual land property right 1

of Afro-Colombian communities that predates the enactment of Law 70. From this perspective, the Law did 
nothing but recognise this right and devolve communities what was de facto theirs in the first place. An 
alternative term, granting of land property rights connotes the exercise of the authority of the state to concede 
communities the right to property over land. Both therms will be used interchangeably in this manuscript
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Although evidence shows that the reform did improve conditions for rural Afro-Colombians 

(Peña et al., 2017), de jure recognition of land property did not automatically materialise 

expectations of economic and social development, which remain largely unmet. In fact, two 

interrelated, long-standing aspirations are still critical for Afro-Colombians. Politically, 

strengthening their voice in the public sphere and overcoming cultural marginalisation; 

economically, developing alternatives that increase economic wellbeing. Answers to the 

question of how to improve economic development in the region have been elusive. Rent-

seekers —legal and illegal— have historically flooded the region attracted by the abundance 

of extractable natural resources and relatively weak state presence. In some cases, 

communities have resisted the influx of outsiders. In others, they have found ways to profit 

from their presence.

Lacking feasible economic opportunities and subjected to the many manifestations of the 

Colombian armed conflict (Human Rights Watch, 2014), rural Afro-Colombians in the Pacific 

region face various challenges. In search of economic opportunities, young people have 

migrated to nearby cities, which is seen by some communities as a threat to the conservation 

of their cultural identity and existence. Overexploitation of natural resources by local and 

foreign actors increases pressure over communities who are mandated to preserve their 

collective territories, under Law 70. Illicit economies, particularly illegal mining and coca 

crops, have increasingly expanded throughout the region to places where they had hitherto 

been just sporadic phenomena, including collective territories (UNODC, 2018). Albeit 

insufficiently —and often ineffectively— assistance and development aid resources from 

governmental, non-governmental and multilateral actors have been poured into the region 

for decades (ACUA-FIDA, 2014). In the absence of a concerted long-term policy strategy, the 

impact of those resources is palliative at best.

Notwithstanding the distinctive role of institutionalised collective action as an organising 

mechanism, stark inter and intra-community asymmetries and contradictions exist. The 

equalising effect of land property pursued by Law 70 through collective titling (itself 

undermined by differences in the productivity of land that confer relative advantages to 

certain communities) has not been matched by comparable efforts to increase the 

communities’ human capital (particularly in the form of access to education) or to remove 
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the barriers to expand their social capital. Both are critical ‘assets’ for communities to design 

viable livelihood strategies (Bebbington, 1999).

Situated in this context, particularly in a group of Community Councils of the municipality 

of Buenaventura in the south Pacific region,  this research contributes to the study of 2

development in the region through the lens of the political economy of socio-environmental 

conflicts. Specifically, this research studies the role of community leaders in fostering 

collective action that brings about sustainable livelihood strategies for communities. 

Studying leadership in particular is relevant, as will be explained below, because community 

leaders seem to be advantageously positioned, from a structural point of view, to mobilise 

the communities’ organisational capacity. Whether that potential is effectively deployed and 

whether it helps alleviate tensions —rather than exacerbate them— are both questions that 

this research helps to answer. The competing and conflicting interests, incentives and roles 

of community leaders vis-à-vis other actors, affect the ability of communities to overcome 

their long-standing struggles against economic poverty and socio-political exclusion. 

Analysing these dynamics is of paramount importance if a more detailed and critical 

understanding of Afro-Colombian collective action in the Pacific region of Colombia is to be 

achieved.

This research thus seeks to answer the following two-part general question: what role do 

community leaders play in fostering the collective action needed to bring about sustainable 

livelihood strategies for rural Afro-Colombian communities in the south Pacific region? How 

can their role be characterised and what specific functions are critical to bring about those 

outcomes? Two clarifications are necessary. The first one is about the outcome of collective 

action studied in this research, namely livelihood strategies. This concept, part of the 

Sustainable Livelihoods Framework in development and poverty studies,  denotes “the 3

range and combination of activities converting possessed livelihood assets into expected 

livelihood outcomes.” (Sun et al., 2019 p. 2). Although this research is not entirely 

 Given the nature of some of the topics addressed in this thesis and the vulnerability of the communities on 2

which it is based, the names of all Councils and villages will be replaced by substitute identifiers in order to 
preserve anonymity. Similarly, no person will be referred to by their own name.

 As one of the multidimensional perspectives of development (cf. Anand & Sen, 1997; Atkinson & Bourguignon, 3

1982), as explained by Sun et al. (2019), this framework focuses on how people make choices to achieve 
livelihood outcomes on the basis of their asset endowments and subject to the impact of internal and external 
factors.
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circumscribed by this framework, the livelihoods approach will significantly inform the 

analysis, as will be further explained at the end of this introduction.

The second one is about the phenomena that this research studies. The analysis is focused on 

three specific phenomena of interest in which the role of leaders is particularly relevant, each 

of which will be guided by one of the three specific questions that this research seeks to 

answer. The first one is the development of small-scale community enterprises in the 

collective territories that potentially offer communities the possibility to increase income 

beyond the subsistence level. The specific questions guiding the analysis of this 

phenomenon is as follows: can community enterprises based on the management of natural 

resources be viable alternatives for the economic development of the communities and, if so, 

under what conditions? What role do leaders play in promoting and sustaining those 

enterprises? The second one is collective resistance to the penetration and expansion of illicit 

economies —specifically coca crops, the raw material for producing cocaine— which has 

become an attractive opportunity for some communities despite its risks. The analysis will 

answer the following questions: can differences in leadership and community organisation, 

as expressions of social capital, help explain differences in the penetration and expansion of 

coca crops in the collective territories? If so, how? The third phenomenon is the provision of 

assistance for development from state and cooperation actors as a necessary and yet 

dubiously effective measure. The analysis of this phenomenon will be guided by the 

following questions: what role do state and non-state actors play in the provision of 

development aid to communities? How do leaders relate to those actors and what impact 

does that relationship have for communities?

The analysis of these phenomena and the answers to the specific questions provide different 

pieces that will be brought together in the overall characterisation of the role of Afro-

Colombian leadership. Additionally, there are three more reasons to study these phenomena 

in particular: first, they represent an ample and complete panorama of key dilemmas of 

development in the region that have not been analysed as part of a single study; second, 

they illustrate different challenges and forms of conflict that emerge in the design of viable 

livelihood strategies, to which communities and their leaders have responded in varied 

ways; third, their characteristics have not been sufficiently studied in the specific context of 

this region. Notably, these phenomena are also tightly connected. In the pursuit of 
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improving their economic conditions, some communities attempt to tackle economic 

challenges by developing novel organisational forms (i.e. community enterprises) to access 

or create markets. Others take the opportunities offered by illegal economies and their short-

term rewards. Most play by the rules of the bureaucracy of development aid and assistance 

to satisfy specific immediate needs. The unsatisfactory results achieved by Afro-Colombians 

in their efforts to secure political voice, cultural recognition and economic redistribution —

three major goals in the pursuit of social justice and development (Fraser, 1995; Schuurman, 

2000)— provide the setting that justifies these phenomena as concrete alternatives for 

development. Combined, they provide a valuable understanding of how complex the design 

of livelihood strategies for rural Afro-Colombians still is.

What kind of leaders and why study community leadership

There are, broadly speaking, two types of leadership in the Afro-Colombian territories of the 

Pacific region: traditional (or foundational) leadership, and institutionalised leadership. The 

former refers to leaders whose legitimacy is based on the experience and trajectory in the 

development of their communities and/or the black social movement in Colombia. The 

latter refers to elected, representative leadership under the governance rules established by 

Law 70. Although they may overlap, these types can be analytically separated. This research 

studies institutionalised leadership, which has three defining characteristics: it is 

representative (i.e. democratically elected by all members of the community to represent their 

interests in different decision-making spaces), it is formal (i.e. exercised under the explicitly 

defined rules established by Law 70), and fiduciary (i.e. its main mandate is to administer 

and preserve the collective territory that belongs to the community they represent). These 

leaders are elected under the expectation that they will act on behalf of their community 

executing the mandates that emanate from it as a collective body and pursuing the 

community’s best interests rather than their own. The vast majority of leaders interviewed 

for this research were holding formal representation positions by the time they were 

interviewed or had held such positions in the recent past.

The literature on collective action has explored leadership and how it affects specific 

outcomes. One of the central goals in the specific field of the ‘commons’ as a theoretical 

21



programme,  which is important for the analytical purposes of this research, is to find 4

generalisable variables that explain when users of common-pool resources are more likely to 

‘self-organise’ and manage those resources effectively (Ostrom, 1990). In most of this 

literature, however, the role of leaders is seen as one among other variables (Agrawal, 2008; 

Ostrom, 2009). This research contributes to this programme but it also departs from it in a 

substantial way. It critically analyses the role of leaders under the assumption that it is more 

important than is generally acknowledged in the literature. The explanatory goal of this 

research is not to find out whether leadership affects the phenomena described earlier but 

how it does so. In that sense, this research responds to certain gaps identified in the 

intersection between different literatures, as will be discussed in detail in Chapter 2. These 

gaps point to (a) understanding the functions of leadership rather than leadership styles or 

attributes, (b) analysing the implications of the divergence of goals between leaders and 

groups, (c) adding clarity to the conceptual distinction between leaders and entrepreneurs, 

(d) expanding the knowledge about leadership in community enterprises, and (e) 

understanding leadership in locally-specific forms of collective resistance.

The theoretical focus on the role of leaders brings to the fore the political dimension of 

collective action, giving particular relevance to the analysis of the dynamics of power 

relations at the community level. Adopting the political as a central lens for the analysis of 

leadership challenges the assumption of intra-community homogeneity, which some 

mistakenly hold when studying Afro-Colombian communities. (See Restrepo, 2016 for a 

critique.) This research adopts instead a notion of community as a political association 

(Roseberry, 1989 cited in Li, 1996). According to this perspective, the concept of community 

“must be examined in the context of development and conservation by focusing on the 

multiple interests and actors within communities, on how these actors influence decision-

making, and on the internal and external institutions that shape the decision-making 

process” (Agrawal, 1999 p. 629).

 As will be explained in more detail in Chapter 2, common-pool resources (or ‘commons’) are a type of resource 4

with two characteristics: they are non-excludable (i.e. individuals cannot be effectively excluded from the use of 
the resource) and rivalrous (i.e. the use of the resource by one individual reduces the availability of the resource 
for others to use). Typical examples of this type of resources include forests, fishing grounds, underwater basins, 
and irrigation systems.
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Why this research is novel

This research is innovative because of its focus, object of study and method. Its findings add 

new knowledge to the existing relevant literature. The systematic study of community 

leadership in the Pacific region has been peripheral at best. No study so far has focused 

specifically on the role of Afro-Colombian community leadership. Although some studies do 

count on leaders as a primary source (see, for example, Vélez, 2011), they do not adopt 

leadership as their main object of study. This research contributes to filling this gap and 

helps expand the scope of studies in the region from a perspective that has not been 

addressed thus far.5

Centred on the study of the role of Afro-Colombian leadership to foster collective action to 

achieve sustainable livelihood strategies, this research attempts to build bridges between 

fields of study in the social sciences that have remained somewhat separate. These include 

three interrelated areas: the study of leadership and collective action for the use and 

conservation of common-pool resources, the study of entrepreneurial approaches to local 

economic development and the study of collective resistance. Each of these is a corpus of 

academic production in its own right. This research attempts to build bridges between them. 

To that end, it locates itself in the intersection of those literatures and specific approaches 

within them, as will be further explained in Chapter 2. In order to bring together approaches 

that come from diverse epistemological and methodological traditions, this research is based 

on a mixed-method approach that combines qualitative and quantitative elicitation 

techniques. Eighty-three in-depth semi-structured interviews, three focus groups, 541 

household surveys and a geo-referenced database of illicit crops in the municipality of 

Buenaventura provided the data for the analysis.

This research adopts a novel disciplinary perspective mostly —albeit not exclusively—

grounded on political science and economics that adds to the comparatively scarce number 

 Afro-Colombian studies as a corpus of academic inquiry has grown significantly at least during the last three 5

decades, adding a considerable number of scholars and approaches. Dominant among those approaches are 
disciplines like anthropology, sociology, history and human geography. For a thorough review of these studies, 
see Restrepo (2016) and Velandia & Restrepo (2017). Few have studied Afro-Colombians from perspectives other 
than the formation of ethnic identity and culture. Contributions from economics and political science are 
comparatively much less frequent. Notable exceptions include Peña et al. (2017) and Vélez (2011).
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of studies of leadership in subaltern  or non-elite groups in Colombia. Contrary to the 6

tendency in the literature to overemphasise the positive impact of leadership (Evans et al., 

2015), this research examines the outcomes of leadership as an empirical rather than 

normative question. In so doing, it follows approaches in the literature that reject the notion 

of leadership as a moral concept (Kellerman, 2004).

In consonance with the mixed-method approach adopted in this thesis —whose rationale 

will be explained in detail in Chapter 3— this research aims at characterising leadership 

both as an intervening factor in the elicitation of collective action and as an experienced practice. 

The former allows for an exploration founded on assumptions of methodological 

individualism. The latter admits the subjective experiences of leaders and the people with 

whom they relate as essential inputs for analysis.

The positioning of this research within development studies

The process that led to the development of this thesis dates back to 2007, when I first visited 

the Pacific region of Colombia for conducting research. Back then I was a junior researcher at 

Universidad de Los Andes in Colombia, where I would later hold a Lecturer position. Either 

through research of my own or as part of projects led by my colleagues, my previous work 

in the region included different topics: the formation of citizenship through markets in Afro-

Colombian communities, the sustainability of a business model for artisanal extraction of 

gold, the role of leadership in the development of an ecotourism venture, and the role of 

incentives for group environmental compliance among artisanal gold miners. These 

experiences showed me different dimensions of the dilemmas of development in that 

particular region. They also raised my awareness about very concrete problems that 

communities face in their effort to improve their socio-economic conditions. This research is 

informed and inspired by these previous experiences and some of the insights derived from 

them. 

 A term used throughout this thesis to convey groups that occupy a peripheral position in the dominant local 6

and global politico-economic structures.
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Equally important, this research is also the result of my own development process as a 

researcher. Trained in both industrial/management engineering as an undergraduate and 

political science and social policy as a postgraduate, my experience as a researcher in social 

sciences has always navigated between what Alvesson and Sköldberg (2018) describe as “a 

dichotomy between scholars who adopt a robust and objectivist ontological approach and 

those with a consciousness- and experience-oriented, interpretive view of ontology and 

epistemology” (Burrell & Morgan, 1979 cited in Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018, p. 2). Over the 

years prior to my PhD I cultivated a keen interest in studying and applying research 

approaches that combine the best of those two ‘worlds’ as a way to gain more holistic 

understandings of the phenomena in which I am interested. Most of the methodological 

decisions that I made for this thesis, as will be further explained in Chapter 3, are based on 

that premise. 

In fact, my own epistemological views about development as a field of study are also —to a 

great extent— a reflection of that belief. In a way, this thesis is an exploration of the 

possibilities and limitations of my commitment to the virtues of multi-disciplinary and 

multi-methodological generation of knowledge and my acknowledgement that there is 

much to be learnt in the intersection between different development schools and paradigms. 

Of particular analytical relevance for this thesis is the long-standing theoretical and 

normative split in development studies between ‘post-structural’ and ‘neoliberal’ critiques 

of development (cf. Bebbington, 2000; Cooper & Plackard, 1997). While the former sees 

development and the state as “the aggressive agents of modernisation”, the latter sees them 

as barriers for “the transformative and modernising potential of the market” (Bebbington, 

2000 p. 495). Essentially, these approaches differ not only in how they understand 

development but also in where they believe alternatives may lie. For poststructuralism, 

development is mostly critiqued on the basis of being a means for cultural domination and 

homogenisation. Alternatives are to be found in the cultural and political practices of 

subaltern communities. For neoliberalism, development is critiqued for its failure to foster 

rural growth and income generation. Alternatives are thus sought in the efficient allocation 

of resources via market liberalisation.

Before starting my doctorate I had only partially engaged with these critiques. Some of the 

most prominent work of Escobar (1995, 2008) was particularly revealing to me for it shows 
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how Afro-Colombians in the Pacific embody a ‘politics of difference’ that allows them to 

offer (and also enact) an ontological alternative to modern development and its impacts. 

This premise, however, seemed to be at odds with some of the insights that I had gained 

from my previous experiences in the region. I thus approached this research with the 

intention to explore —inter alia— the extent to which the worldview and practices of rural 

Afro-Colombians could actually be interpreted through that lens. As will be shown in this 

research —particularly in Chapter 8— I found that premise to be more nuanced than the 

work of Escobar seems to convey. 

Since I do not fully subscribe to either of the aforementioned critiques, this research is not 

exclusively located in any particular school or theory of development. Neither is it a 

normative appeal to change the status quo nor a stagnant acceptance of its inevitability. 

Ontologically, my research strongly resonates with the view that the improvement of human 

well-being —and the conditions of rural Afro-Colombians in particular— can mainly be 

achieved through a gradual, less radical notion of social change in which many actors are 

involved in rather complex and perhaps also contradictory interactions. This research thus 

aligns itself with the call in some literature to embrace a ‘micro political economy’ (or 

‘practical political economy’), defined as the “day-to-day discourse and practice through 

which people seek to gain or defend access to land, labour and other productive 

resources” (Li, 1996, p.509. See also Leach, 1991).

With these inquiries as a point of departure, I came across the sustainable livelihoods 

approach which, as previously mentioned, provides an overarching perspective that I found 

valuable for the purposes and positioning that I wanted this research to adopt from the 

outset. Particularly useful are the ideas presented by Bebbington (1999) in his framework 

about peasant viability and rural livelihoods in Andean communities. Since some of these 

ideas will be recurrently used for the analysis in this research, it is worth mentioning here 

the general characteristics of this specific approach.

The core argument in that framework is that the range of resources from which livelihoods 

are designed is comprised of five types of capital assets (i.e. produced, human, natural, 
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social and cultural capital).  Any notion of access to resources must take into account not 7

only how people deal with poverty in a material sense but also how their perceptions about 

well-being and poverty are related to their livelihood strategies and the capacities that they 

possess to confront the social conditions that produce poverty. In that sense, capital assets 

are emancipatory because they enable people to re-negotiate the contingent relationships 

that create poverty and wealth in the first place.  They are vehicles for “instrumental action 8

(making a living), hermeneutic action (making living meaningful) and emancipatory action 

(challenging the structures under which one makes a living)” (Bebbington, 1999 p. 2022). 

Access to other actors —which is conceptually prior to access to material resources in 

determining livelihood strategies— thus becomes a resource in itself. It is perhaps the most 

critical of all resources and plays a key explanatory role in this framework alongside social 

capital.

Essentially, this framework conceives the enhancement of human well-being in terms of 

different types of capital that are, at the same time, (a) inputs that make livelihood strategies 

possible, (b) assets that give people capability, and (c) outputs that make livelihoods 

meaningful and viable. Through engaging with market, state and civil society actors, people 

are thus able to claim, access, defend and sustain those assets and to challenge the rules that 

determine transactions among them. Central to this framework is the ability of people to 

transform those assets into poverty-reducing consumption levels, improved quality of life 

according to people’s own criteria, human and social capabilities to use and defend assets 

ever more effectively, and an asset base that will continue to allow the same sorts of 

transformations.

In the process of developing this thesis, I was confronted with the opportunity to take 

critical distance from my own epistemological assumptions, as will be further discussed in 

the Epilogue. Whether my intention to find a fruitful convergence between allegedly 

antagonistic schools of thought and epistemological approaches is successful or not is a 

question that I invite the reader to explore.

 Notably, this typology differs from the original set of capitals proposed in the Sustainable Livelihoods 7

Framework, which includes human, social, natural, physical and financial capitals.

 Critics of the general Sustainable Livelihoods Framework point out, however, that the idea of ‘capitals’ per se is 8

overly economistic and instrumental. They also point out that while the framework allows for multi-dimensional 
and interdisciplinary development thinking, it is not clear whether it actually provides guidelines for achieving 
truly transformative and emancipatory relationships. (See, for instance, Mdee, 2002).
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The main findings and structure of this thesis

This research finds that the role of leadership can be characterised as a form of brokerage 

founded on the exercise of three inherently relational functions all of which are essential in 

fostering the collective action needed to bring about sustainable livelihood strategies. The 

first one is a function of adaptation, whereby leaders make mutual adjustments between (at 

times antagonistic) ’logics’ from different contexts or spheres of action (like the logic of the 

market and the logic of the community). The second one is a function of signification by 

virtue of which leaders provide collective meaning to the actions of the community adding 

normative content to the otherwise value-free network of community social relations (or the 

community’s social capital). The third function is intermediation, which entails mobilising 

resources from and to communities, mediating in transactional arrangements in order to 

balance out the pursuit of collective aspirations (the source of their political legitimacy) and 

the satisfaction of personal interests (the intrinsic and/or extrinsic rewards derived from 

their role). 

Further theoretical implications follow from these findings. Evidence suggests that the 

leadership functions founded on intrinsic motivations (i.e. adaptation and signification) are 

more effective in eliciting collective action. By virtue of the characterisation of leadership as 

a form of brokerage, leaders were found to (a) specialise their ‘profiles’ as either leaders or 

entrepreneurs, and (b) articulate a form of discourse based on the narrative of external 

intervention. Finally, from a wider macro-institutional perspective focused on the relative 

lags in the claims for cultural recognition and economic redistribution advanced by Afro-

Colombians, leadership emerges as an alternative for agency that opens up opportunities –

however modest or gradual- for institutional and structural change.

This thesis is divided into nine chapters. Following this introduction, Chapter 1 presents an 

overview of the characteristics and main challenges of the Pacific region of Colombia in 

order to provide the background needed for analysing the phenomena under study. 

Through this, the reader will be able to appreciate the ecological, social, political and 

economic characteristics that help contextualise the central topic of this research. Chapter 2 
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presents the literature review in which the fundamental contours of the academic discussion 

in the study of leadership and collective action for the use and conservation of common-pool 

resources, the study of entrepreneurial approaches to local economic development and the 

study of collective resistance are presented. Chapter 3 presents the methodological design, 

explains its elements and describes the fieldwork process followed in this research.

The first empirical chapter is Chapter 4. This brief chapter presents a description of the main 

characteristics of the rural economies in the municipality of Buenaventura. Chapter 5, the 

second empirical chapter, answers the first specific question of this research based on the 

detailed analysis of a sample of five cases of community enterprises in four Community 

Councils in the municipality of Buenaventura. The chapter’s main findings show how the 

function of adaptation allows leaders to (a) help community enterprises transit from 

subsistence to opportunity-based drivers for value generation, (b) design optimal 

organisational structures for community enterprises, and (c) capitalise on opportunities for 

innovation. Chapter 6, the third empirical chapter, provides answers to the second specific 

question of this research. It focuses on the collective resistance to the penetration and 

expansion of coca crops in the collective territories. The chapter shows that leadership and 

community organisation explain differences in the penetration and expansion of illicit crops 

and explains how the capacity to resist is positively affected by the ability from leaders to 

provide normative content and meaning to the actions of the community. The last empirical 

chapter is Chapter 7, which seeks to answer the third specific question of this research by 

focusing on the analysis of the particular configuration of relationships between 

communities, the state and aid for development organisations in the provision of 

development aid. The chapter shows how the function of intermediation allows leaders to 

maintain the system of incentives on which such configuration is based. It also shows that it 

is possible to maintain relatively stable social arrangements when the attainment of 

individual benefits for leaders is subordinated to the satisfaction of collective benefits for the 

community.

Chapter 8 builds upon the analysis presented in the three previous empirical chapters to 

provide a general discussion divided into three parts. The first one presents an integrative 

analysis of the role of leadership that offers the basis for the characterisation that answers 

the main question of this research. The second part adopts a macro-institutional perspective 
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to provide an additional interpretation of the role of leadership based on the relative lags in 

the claims for cultural recognition and economic redistribution. The third one presents the 

conclusions of this thesis, the synthesis of its theoretical contributions and some brief 

considerations on implications for policy.

Disclaimer of published work

Two works directly related to this thesis have been published during the process of 

developing its central arguments and conclusions. The first one is a paper titled ‘Leadership, 

Entrepreneurship and Collective Action: A Case Study from the Colombian Pacific 

Region’ (Lobo et al., 2016). This paper is directly derived from my MSc dissertation, in which 

I focused on the analysis of one ecotourism community enterprise. The findings presented in 

that paper inspired the inquiries that I address in Chapter 5 of this thesis. As will be 

explained in Chapter 3, the specific community enterprise on which the paper is focused 

was included in the sample of cases analysed in Chapter 5, for which additional interviews 

were conducted to update the data collected previously. The second publication is a policy 

commentary titled ‘Challenges of Organised Community Resistance in the Context of Illicit 

Economies and Drug War Policies: Insights from Colombia’.  This paper was written shortly 9

after finishing the first stages of fieldwork with the purpose of exposing and testing some of 

the preliminary ideas that were emerging from the early exploratory analysis. 

Both papers have been co-authored by me and one of my colleagues in Colombia, with 

whom I share our interest in the Pacific region and Afro-Colombian communities more 

specifically. (The third co-author in the first paper participated as research assistant and 

directly collaborated in writing the first draft of the literature review.) I am the lead author in 

both papers although my name comes second in the policy commentary, due to an error 

from my part that we noticed late in the publishing process and thus agreed not to have 

editors correct. Although the core arguments presented in the first paper are my own, all co-

authors contributed to the tasks of conceptualisation. I was mainly in charge of the process of 

 Vélez, M. A., & Lobo, I. (2019). Challenges of Organised Community Resistance in the Context of Illicit 9

Economies and Drug War Policies: Insights from Colombia. Journal of Illicit Economies and Development, 1(1), 72–
79. http://doi.org/10.31389/jied.15
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investigation (to which the second co-author contributed in facilitating data collection) and 

writing. As for the second paper, my co-author and me were both involved in the initial 

conceptualisation of the ideas that emerged from the first stages of data analysis, which I later 

developed further in-depth as they are presented in Chapter 6 of this thesis.10

Whenever ideas from any of these published works are used in this thesis, credit has been 

rigorously acknowledged. Any other similarities between the ideas put forward in those 

works and those presented in this thesis (particularly in Chapters 2, 5 and 6), are of course 

the consequence of the fact that those ideas come directly from the process of reflection and 

argument elaboration that ultimately led to this manuscript in its final form.

 The tasks are named following the Contributors Role Taxonomy CRediT. The definition of the tasks can be 10

found at https://www.elsevier.com/authors/journal-authors/policies-and-ethics/credit-author-statement A 
third co-authored paper of which I am also the lead author, which is directly based on Chapter 6 as it is presented 
in this manuscript, has been submitted for publication and accepted for a special issue on the role of illicit 
economies in transforming Latin America's rural spaces. At the time of writing, the draft is in the process of 
initial revision.
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Chapter 1

The context of this research

Introduction

The Pacific region of Colombia typifies many of the country’s most complex challenges.  

Three are particularly relevant for this research. The first one is the structural economic 

marginalisation of most rural Afro-Colombian communities. Despite being direct 

beneficiaries of what arguably remains one of the most ambitious land tenure reforms in 

Colombia’s recent history (the collective titling of around five million hectares of land), those 

communities still lag behind in basic socio-economic development. The question of how to 

turn the region’s natural wealth into a source of sustainable development to help lift 

communities out of poverty remains unanswered. The second one is the widespread 

presence of some of the most violent manifestations of the Colombian armed conflict. The 

region has witnessed the expansion of illegal economies, especially coca crops, from the 

north Amazon to the south Pacific region. This expansion has been fuelled by the influence 

of armed actors and the pressing economic needs of many rural communities. The last one is 

the seemingly ineffective flow of aid and assistance for development into the region —a 

suboptimal substitute for the incapacity of the state to provide an adequate supply of public 

goods for rural communities— which has significantly altered the relationships between 

leaders, communities and external actors.

This chapter will present an overview of these phenomena in order to provide context for 

the topics that will be analysed in subsequent chapters. To that end, the chapter proceeds as 

follows. Section 1.1 briefly presents an outlook on Colombia and the Pacific region more 

specifically, with a particular emphasis on the paradoxical contrast between the region’s 

natural wealth and the precarious socio-economic conditions of its rural population. Section 

1.2 describes the political and economic processes that led to the enactment of Law 70 of 

1993 as a key milestone in the recent history of Afro-Colombians. Section 1.3 provides a brief 

assessment of the achievements and pitfalls of Law 70 to this day. In section 1.4, a more 
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detailed description of the municipality of Buenaventura where this research is focused is 

presented, emphasising recent events that seem to have triggered opportunities for change. 

Finally, section 1.5 provides brief concluding remarks.

1.1 Colombia: a complex ecology and the paradoxes of abundance

During the first fifteen years of the new century, Latin America experienced two major 

interrelated forces (Rival et al., 2015 cited in Muradian & Cardenas, 2015). On one hand, the 

global demand for natural resources (particularly from China) increased commodity prices 

and boosted the economies of the most resource-rich countries in the region. Although the 

ensuing post-crisis contraction showed the weakness of commodity-driven growth, some 

countries were able to translate the bonanza into significant declines in extreme poverty and 

inequality, raising nearly 70 million people out of poverty in ten years (O’Neil, 2016). On the 

other, those same forces increased the pressure on natural ecosystems and intensified 

conflicts between governments, businesses (particularly extractive industries) and 

communities (particularly those whose livelihoods significantly depend on the conservation 

of natural resources).

Alongside these broader economic forces, an important political process emerged. The ‘turn 

to the left’ that expanded throughout many countries in the region –most notably Venezuela, 

Ecuador, Bolivia, Argentina and Brazil- reinvigorated social movements and social 

mobilisation. Certainly, struggles for identity and recognition of marginalised communities 

are not new to Latin America. During the second half of the 20th century the process of 

“transitions to democracy” motivated an upsurge of new social movements. Some explain 

this as a temporary reaction motivated by previous political suppression (Nef, 1988). Others 

see it as a more durable response to forms of exclusion brought about by neoliberal trends 

that unfolded in the 1980s (Dagnino, 2003; Stahler-Sholk et al., 2008). The most recent 

expansion, however, seems to have added new elements. Although the political space 

gained by the left seems to have waned (O’Neil, 2016), some argue that it allowed for new 

visions and discourses of development to take hold.
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Overwhelmed by its internal socio-political struggles, Colombia remained an exception to 

some of those regional trends. Despite significant improvements and a relatively stable 

economy compared to regional standards, poverty rates in Colombia are still high and 

income inequality remains amongst the highest in the region.  Only recently did the 11

situation in the country invite some optimism. Under the Santos administration (2010-2018), 

a hard-won peace agreement was signed in 2016 with the Revolutionary Armed Forces of 

Colombia (FARC), the hitherto oldest guerrilla movement in Latin America.  Despite this 12

notable achievement —whose implementation has proven particularly difficult, not least 

because of internal political polarisation— some of the manifestations of violence and 

conflict that the country has endured for more than 50 years still remain. A dysfunctional 

political system, the state’s endemic incapacity to rule in the periphery, unequal land 

distribution and the influx of the illicit drugs industry are deep structural causes that hinder 

further change (Robinson, 2013).

The Colombian Pacific region illustrates the complex intertwining of the country’s many 

opportunities and recurrent difficulties. A place of unique biogeographic characteristics, the 

region is considered one of the most biodiverse places in the world (Myers et al., 2000). It 

extends from Panama to Ecuador and from the western most chain of the north Andes down 

to the Pacific Ocean. It comprises four Colombian departments: Chocó, Valle del Cauca, 

Cauca and Nariño (See Figure 1.1). The region covers more than 10 million hectares, with 

1,300 kilometres of Pacific coastline (Oslender, 2012). Its massive endowment of natural 

resources including forests, water, precious metals and numerous endemic plant and animal 

species, has been exploited by local communities and outsiders —legally and illegally—- for 

decades.

 The average economic growth rate in Colombia rose from 3% per year between 1990 and 1999 to 4.2% between 11

2000 and 2011, before falling back to 3.1% between 2012 and 2018. In 2018 27% of the total population lived below 
the national poverty line, down from 42% in 2008. In 2017, the national Gini coefficient was 49.7 second only to 
Brazil in the region. Source: World Bank Data website https://data.worldbank.org/country/colombia?
view=chart  (Accessed 20 June 2019.)

 Under the Uribe administration (2002-2010), the government negotiated the massive demobilisation of tens of 12

thousands of right-wing paramilitary members who conducted operations under a single centralised command.
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Figure 1.1 - The Pacific region of Colombia 

Source: Camilo Erasso / Author 

By mid-nineteenth century —a few decades after the declaration of independence from 

Spanish rule in 1810— an expanding export agricultural economy, growing polarisation of 

landholding and political conflict motivated small peasant entrepreneurs (colonos), land-

owners, and speculators to exploit forest resources and previously unexploited land (Le 

Grand, 1986; Fals Borda, 1979 cited in Wade, 1993). This process expanded the frontier to 

incorporate areas of the country into the national political economy. The Pacific region has 

remained on this frontier, “never isolated from [the central political economy] but never 

fully incorporated into it” (Wade, 1993, p. 60).
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The region has been part and parcel of the many bonanzas associated with the exploitation 

of natural resources –such as timber, rubber, marihuana, coal, coffee, coca, oil, etc.- that have 

largely defined the economic history of Colombia. The yields from the bonanzas have not 

been translated into sustainable economic prosperity and equality for the region. In fact, 

Colombia exhibits some of the characteristics of the so-called ‘resource curse’ (Angrist & 

Kugler, 2008; Ross, 2004; Ross, 2015).  Paradoxically, the region’s exceptionally generous 13

provision of natural wealth contrasts starkly with its precarious social conditions, which is 

reflected in the fact that the region hosts some of the least developed departments in the 

country.  Lack of interest from central political elites and a rather inaccessible geography (in 14

a way, two mutually reinforcing factors), have contributed to the region’s relative isolation, 

weak presence of formal political institutions and persistent social problems. 

Demographically, the Pacific region has been home to the majority of Colombian black 

communities.  As an ethnic minority of around 12% of total population today (see in 15

Appendix 1 the distribution of ethnicity by municipality in Colombia, as self-reported in 

census data), these communities have remained largely marginalised from the collective 

national identity (Whitten, 1986), preserving certain material and cultural characteristics.  16

This geographical concentration was the result of the region’s stance as a colonial mining 

territory whose abundant natural resources were exploited through extractive institutions 

and slave labour (Wade, 1990). In general, rural black communities have not had a 

significant share of the relative prosperity that has been mainly concentrated in just a few 

regional urban centres. The region – particularly its less developed departments- has been 

the object of numerous efforts to improve social conditions and foster development. NGOs 

and international cooperation for development have been widely present and often 

 The concept of ‘resource curse’ has nevertheless been subject to criticisms. Some critics point out that research 13

supporting the concept is too reductionist and misguided. See Rosser (2006) for a critical review of the literature.

 As measured by conventional standards, development in the region has been uneven with stark intra-regional 14

differences. While Valle del Cauca, by far the most developed of all four departments, contributed 9.7% of 
national GDP in 2018, the contribution of the remaining three combined did not reach 4%. Chocó, the poorest 
department in the region, contributes only 0.4% of national GDP. Source: Colombian National Department of 
Statistics, DANE. https://www.dane.gov.co 

 The terms blacks and Afro-Colombians will be used interchangeably throughout this manuscript.15

 In Colombia, this marginalisation coexists with acceptance. This means that blacks are not systematically 16

repressed but rather ‘accommodated’ (Wade, 1993). Among the characteristics preserved are primary economic 
activities, extended families and matrilocal social relations, strong oral traditions and religious systems, and 
particular forms of traditional knowledge and use of the forest ecosystem (Grueso et al., 1997).
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criticised for promoting projects and programmes that have little to do with the needs of 

communities (ACUA-FIDA, 2014), as will be analysed in detail in Chapter 7. Government 

efforts, on the other hand, have been often denounced as scant, which has sowed the seeds 

of discontent and mistrust that prompt civil unrest (as Section 1.4 will show).

National and regional development plans have paid lip service to the desire of Afro-

Colombians to solve their urgent needs. Rather than long-term structural solutions, plans 

have mainly consisted in targeting national and foreign aid into the most deprived parts of 

the region. The expectation that the natural wealth of the region can eventually be turned 

into sustainable alternatives for development has often been entertained in public discourse. 

However, few attempts have been made to turn that expectation into policy.  Communities 17

have not been mere passive receivers. They have internalised their own adaptive 

mechanisms to deal with the challenges and opportunities posed by their environment, 

including relationships with external actors who have played an essential role in the region, 

for better or worse. 

These forms of adaptation are also reflected in the economic activities of the communities. 

Traditionally, as will be explained in detail in Chapter 4, they have been part of a subsistence 

economy based on the exploitation of natural resources mainly through agriculture, forestry, 

fishing, and small-scale mining. Dependent on the natural cycles of rivers and forests, these 

activities exhibit almost no industrialisation and yield only marginal surplus if any at all. 

Consequently, rural communities have only been partially inserted into wider and more 

sophisticated value chains.  Only recently have some communities started to pursue more 18

‘entrepreneurial’ and market-based approaches aimed at exploiting their natural and 

cultural ‘capital assets’ through different forms of innovation. This has opened up 

possibilities for some communities to venture into economic activities like eco-tourism and 

‘green’ mining with the intention to develop economic alternatives beyond subsistence 

levels, a phenomenon that will be the focus of analysis in Chapter 5.

 Proyecto Biopacífico, a major effort funded by the United Nations Global Environment Facility was conducted in 17

the mid-nineties to provide a base for a strategy for sustainable development and biodiversity conservation in 
the region. For a detailed account of the results of the project, see Leal (2015).

 Black workforce has been vital for industries like sugar cane production, one of the most important agricultural 18

activities in the department of Valle del Cauca. However, the working conditions of sugar cane cutters (Corteros), 
of which an overwhelming majority are black, as well as allegedly beneficial forms of subcontracting have been 
vocally denounced as exploitative by renowned local figures like the late sociologist Alfredo Molano.
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The convergence of abundant resources and relative isolation has turned the Colombian 

Pacific region into one of the world’s ‘biodiversity hotspots’.  It has also made the region 19

vulnerable to different manifestations of the armed conflict, illegal drug trafficking and 

grave violations of human rights. Due to its geographical location, the region remains a 

strategic corridor for exporting cocaine to North America and Asia. The abundant supply of 

poor labour with few options to participate in mainstream markets and left out of many 

modernising attempts —the ‘orphans of development’, in the words of Gootenberg (2018)— 

has made the region a breeding ground for the expansion of coca as an economic alternative, 

a phenomenon that will be analysed in Chapter 6. Paramilitaries and guerrillas have had 

strong influence and territorial control in many parts of the region. Both have profited —in 

one way or another— from the exploitation of natural resources, mainly illegal mining and 

coca. Territorial control has thus been violently disputed by these and other groups, even in 

relatively important urban centres. Civilians, not least rural Afro-Colombians, have been the 

most affected by these brutal disputes.

1.2 The political economy of institutionalised collective action

According to analysts, inequality of land distribution lies at the heart of many of Colombia’s 

long-standing conflicts.  Tackling this problem has been an elusive goal partly due to 20

resistance from powerful local elites that benefit from land inequality. Attempts to achieve 

substantive land reforms have thus yielded mixed results at best (cf. Faguet et al., 2016; 

Albertus & Kaplan, 2013). For black communities in the Pacific region, land and identity 

struggles have been closely intertwined. Two broad arguments explain this complex 

 Coined by Norman Myers, the idea of ‘biodiversity hotspots’ refers to particular regions in the planet that 19

according to a set of specific criteria, exhibit significantly high levels of plant endemism, variety of vertebrate 
species and habitat loss. According to Conservation International, those criteria are irreplaceability (i.e. having at 
least 1.500 vascular plants as endemics) and vulnerability (i.e. having 30% or less of its original natural 
vegetation). For a more detailed explanation, see http://www.conservation.org/how/pages/hotspots.aspx 
(Accessed 1 February 2017.) The Critical Ecosystem Partnership Fund includes the “Tumbes-Chocó-Magdalena”, 
among the 36 global biodiversity hotspots. In fact, more than one of the hotspots identified are part of the 
Colombian territory. See https://www.cepf.net/our-work/biodiversity-hotspots/ (Accessed 1 February 2017.)

 A recent report by Oxfam titled ‘Unearthed: Land, power, and inequality in Latin America’ shows that Latin 20

America is the region with the most unequal distribution of land in the world. Colombia is the most extreme 
case. Over 67% of productive land in the country is concentrated in 0.4% of agricultural landholdings. The full 
report is available at: https://oi-files-d8-prod.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/file_attachments/bp-
land-power-inequality-latin-america-301116-en.pdf 
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relationship. The first one states that the organised political mobilisation of black 

communities was primarily spurred as a grassroots reaction to the perceived threat of 

institutionalised land expropriation and the need of communities to secure property rights 

over their land (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2014). The other one contends that territorial 

appropriation and political affirmation were concomitant phenomena at the heart of the 

origins of the black political movement (Grueso et al., 1997).

Both arguments provide plausible causal narratives. Despite legislative precedents granting 

certain territorial sovereignty to indigenous people (e.g. Law 89 of 1890), in the early 1960s 

the Colombian government declared the entire lowlands of the Pacific region as ‘baldíos’ or 

economically unexploited land over which the government could exercise property and 

usurpation rights (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2014). This declaration showed that the ancestral 

inhabitants of most of the land in the region were not fully recognised as such by the law, a 

grievance that —according to the first argument— would sow the seeds of the Colombian 

black social movement. Following failed modernising projects in the 1960s, the region was 

again reimagined as a promising pole for national development. During the 1970s, political 

and economic elites turned their attention to the Pacific region and so a hitherto 

‘inhospitable’ land suddenly became a strategically-located repository of valuable resources 

and a promising spot to project the country into the economic circuits of the Pacific.  This 21

unprecedented interest further increased concerns from black communities who saw it as a 

threat rather than an opportunity. The incipient black political organisation thus turned into 

“large scale social mobilisation” (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2014) from which various 

organisations emerged to structure a more consolidated black movement. Although it was 

not a process devoid of internal struggles and conflicts —not least because of the diverse 

political origins and orientations of those organisations (Asher, 2009; Grueso et al., 1997)— it 

was successful in strengthening the foundations for black political representation and 

preparing black communities for the opportunities that would come in the following 

decade.

 As argued by Acemoglu and Robinson (2014), successive governments from the late 70s to the early 90s —21

Betancourt (1982-1986), Barco (1986-1990)— would produce rather grandiose plans to build transport, 
communications and energy infrastructure in the Pacific region and to foster agricultural industries. Needless to 
say, none of these plans were actually developed.
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Indeed, by the late 1980s and early 1990s Colombia had undergone a series of changes that 

would alter the history of Afro-Colombians. Amidst a highly unstable political situation in 

the country during the 1980s whereby powerful drug cartels had declared ‘war’ against the 

state mainly to avoid the risk of extradition to the United States,  the conditions were set for 22

advancing an ambitious institutional transformation. The democratic process to elect a 

Constitutional Assembly that would redact a new political Constitution was put into place 

in order to set the foundations for a more progressive and modern state. The effort came to 

fruition on July 1991 when the new Constitution was officially promulgated. On the 

economic front, the reform included trade liberalisation as well as substantial reforms in 

labour and the financial sector aimed at increasing the country’s competitiveness in the 

global economy. On the socio-political front, the Constitution adopted a rights-based 

approach whereby the state was obliged to guarantee a series of civil, political, economic, 

social and cultural rights. Judicial mechanisms to guarantee those rights were established, 

alongside wider opportunities for political participation.

The black social movement significantly benefited from the reform. Although not included 

as direct participants in the Constitutional Assembly, black communities managed to gain 

indirect voice through representatives from indigenous communities who did obtain two 

seats. This indirect participation of black communities led to transitory Article 55, which 

would eventually pave the way for what would become Law 70 of 1993. The central 

accomplishment of this law was that it formally granted rural black communities in the 

Pacific region collective property rights over their territories as well as formal mechanisms 

of political participation and guarantees to protect their cultural identity and rights. 

An unprecedented political context facilitated the enactment of Law 70. Regionally, a legal 

tradition known as multicultural constitutionalism (Van Cott, 2000) arose in Latin America in 

the late eighties whereby claims for recognition and redistribution from ethnic minorities 

were incorporated into rights-based constitutional reforms. Nationally, amidst the 

unprecedented effort to open Colombia to world markets —which would be reflected in the 

 At its peak, during the second half of the decade, this war unleashed a systematic terrorist campaign by drug 22

cartels, most notably the Medellín Cartel, targeting civilians, public officials, judges, the media and politicians —
including presidential candidates. Although the most important cartels —i.e. highly visible and organised crime 
organisations— would eventually be dismantled and their leaders either imprisoned or killed by state forces, the 
cost for Colombia in human lives, political destabilisation and international reputation has been considerably 
high.
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economic reforms included in the 1991 Constitution, as mentioned above— eyes were once 

again put on the Pacific region as a place of strategic economic interest for the state (Grueso 

et al., 1997; Wade, 1993). Additionally, activism from black grassroots organisations had 

gradually solidified throughout the 1980s (Paschel, 2016; Wade, 1993). The black movement 

was thus strategically able to seize the unprecedented ‘political opportunity’ opened by the 

Constitutional reform.  Political and economic elites —perhaps worried by what they 23

perceived to be bigger issues at stake in the reform— saw no credible threat in the 

participation of black communities and thus posed no major opposition (Acemoglu & 

Robinson, 2014).  The constitutional reform acted as a formal ‘catalyst’ to help consolidate 24

the black social movement by institutionalising collective forms of land property and 

organisation.

In order to make the collective titling of land workable, Law 70 created Community 

Councils, a special kind of local administrative polity for the collective territories. As stated 

in the Law, the formal constitution of a Council is a sine qua non condition for a community 

to be granted their collective title. Each Council must be composed of a General Assembly 

where representatives of the Council’s veredas (villages) meet. The Assembly elects members 

to the Council’s Board (composed of at least five people) and the Council’s Legal 

Representative who also sits on the Board. Members of comités veredales (village-level 

committees) are also elected to deal with specific issues in each village. Within the 

collectively held territory, member families or individuals can claim usufruct rights to their 

own pieces of land but the overall title remains as collective property. The Assembly has 

three main functions: first, establishing rules for the usufruct of land granted to families and 

individuals; second, approving the economic, social and cultural development plans 

submitted by the Board; third, designing mechanisms for conflict resolution according to 

cultural traditions. The Board formally represents the voice of the General Assembly and is 

the interlocutor between the decisions taken by the Assembly and external actors.

 As defined by Tarrow, political opportunity structures are “consistent –but not necessarily formal or 23

permanent- dimensions of the political environment that provide incentives for people to undertake collective 
action by affecting their expectations for success and failure” (1998, p. 85).

 This, however, did not necessarily mean that the road was clear. Other members of the Constitutional 24

Assembly were at first reluctant to accept the participation of black communities. They argued that blacks did not 
have ethnical or cultural specificity and, unlike other groups, were already integrated into the Colombian 
‘mestizo’ society at large (Grueso et al., 1997). In fact, the inclusion of the transitory Article 55 was an arduous 
process of political mobilisation and lobbying (See Grueso et al., 1997. See also Asher, 2009).
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As explained by Velez (2011), there are two types of Community Councils. Watershed 

Councils obey a socio-economic organising principle. They group communities living at the 

margins of a river whose socio-economic practices —as will be explained in Chapter 4— 

mostly follow the natural dynamics of the river. All those communities apply for a single 

title. This organising principle seeks to preserve territorial unity and facilitate enforcement 

of resource conservation rules. Village Councils obey a political-territorial principle. They 

are organised around individual villages, mirroring Juntas de acción comunal (Community 

Action Boards).  In this type, each village can apply for an independent title. This 25

organising principle aims at fostering broader participation at the local level. 

According to 2011 data from INCODER (Colombian Institute for Rural Development), the 

first collective title was granted in 1996 to communities in the Department of Chocó. At the 

time of writing there are 168 titled Community Councils encompassing more than 5 million 

hectares of land that benefit 66,452 families in six Colombian departments.  Figure 1.2 26

below shows the area occupied by collective territories throughout the Pacific region.

 As described by Kaplan (2017), Community Action Boards, are “the most common form of rural organization 25

in Colombia [and] the main forum through which residents coordinate to solve local problems and provide 
public goods” (p.14).

 New proposals are emerging nowadays to constitute Councils in urban afro-Colombian settlements in the 26

Caribbean region.
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Figure 1.2 - Afro-Colombian collective territories in the Pacific region of Colombia 

Source: Camilo Erasso

This massive titling process and the ensuing property rights regime were arguably one of 

the most ambitious policies of decentralised land redistribution in Latin America (Vélez et 

al., 2008). In the words of Taussig, it was “one of the most innovative experiments in political 

theory [of the 20th] century” (2004: 95). The regime entailed many challenges. First, the 

administrative process leading to the devolution of land demanded significant formal 

organisation from communities.  Second, communities needed to create, implement and 27

enforce rules to manage and preserve natural resources, which was one of the key functions 

for Councils as established by Law 70. Third, in terms of their juridical-political status, 

 The term devolution used here is not politically neutral. It connotes the existence of a pre-contractual land 27

property right of Afro-Colombian communities that predates the enactment of Law 70. From this perspective, the 
Law did nothing but recognise this right and devolve communities what was de facto theirs in the first place. An 
alternative term, granting of land property rights connotes the exercise of the authority of the state to concede 
communities the right to property over land. Both therms will be used interchangeably in this manuscript.
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Councils are administrative entities at the territorial level but they are not formally 

recognised in the Colombian Constitution as entidades territoriales (territorial entities). Article 

286 of the Constitution defines four types of such entities: departments, districts, 

municipalities and resguardos (indigenous territories).  Article 287 states that only these 28

territorial entities have the right to participate in the transfer of resources from the national 

budget. Since Councils are not formally recognised as such, they cannot receive those funds. 

Fourth, in order to protect communities from exploitation, Law 70 included provisions 

whereby collective titles are inalienable and indefeasible and thus land cannot be used as 

collateral.  29

Importantly, Councils are not the only forms of community organisation for Afro-

Colombians. Prior to Law 70, many communities were organised around the defence of 

black ethnic identity. Closely associated with the wider Colombian black social movement, 

some of these organisations seized the political opportunity offered by the 1991 

constitutional reform and provided the platform for the design of Law 70, as mentioned 

before (Asher, 2009). After the reform, some of them joined different Councils and 

established yet another form of wider ‘supra-communal’ organisation with political and 

representative purposes. There are some stark political-ideological differences within and 

among these forms of organisation and thus relationships between them are not always 

harmonious. Table 1.1 below synthesises the characteristics of these three forms of 

organisations, all of which can be thought of as the grassroots component of the Afro-

Colombian socio-political organisation.

 Resguardo was a socio-political institution created in the Americas during Spanish colonial rule whereby a 28

specific territory was formally recognised as belonging to a community of Amerindian descent. Resguardos were 
granted autonomous property and cultural status. Emancipated colonies turned into new republics maintained 
this institution, which is fully recognised by law in Colombia.

 Similar limitations experienced by communities in the Philippines are described in Li (1996). Communal forms 29

of property and organisation proscribe private rights to land that can be needed to develop different forms of 
investment. For a thorough analysis, see Chapter 9 in Carens (2000).
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Table 1.1 - Grassroots-level community organisations in the collective territories

Source: Author

Important as it was, de jure recognition of land property did not automatically materialise 

into the promise of development and emancipation, which remains largely unmet. 

Moreover, some scholars argue that the achievement of land property recognition was later 

overshadowed by state co-option of Afro-Colombian social mobilisation —through the 

incorporation of community leaders into formal governmental bureaucracies— and by 

coercive displacement of black communities from paramilitary groups who often operated 

in collusion with the Colombian armed forces and some agribusiness (Oslender, 2007, 2012).

1.3 Achievements and pitfalls of Law 70, twenty-five years later

The collective property regime has been, by far, the most consequential outcome of Law 70. 

Evidence shows that the Law had a positive socio-economic impact for rural Afro-

Colombians. According to a formal assessment by Peña et al. (2017), collective titling can 

Type 1 Type 2 Type 3

Organisational 
form Pre-Law 70 organisations Community Councils Supra-communal

Nature Ethnic/Political Administrative/Political Ethnic/Political/
Representative

Functions

Reinforcement of ethnic 
identity.

Preservation of 
community values

Formal holder of collective 
title and maximum 
authority in the collective 
territory.

Management of the 
collective territory and 
conservation of natural 
resources.

Political representation of 
member Councils in local 
and external forums.

Corporatist advancement 
of the interests of 
members.

Legal form

No legal form.

Pre-contractual, primary 
form of community 
organisation. 

Mandatory formal 
constitution as 
prerequisite for granting a 
collective title, as 
stipulated in Law 70. 

No mandatory legal form. 

Governance 
structure Central Committee. 

General Assembly, 
Council’s Board, Legal 
Representative. 

Specified by each 
organisation.
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reliably be attributed as a causal factor that explains increased average household per capita 

income, reduction in extreme poverty, larger investments in housing, higher attendance 

rates among children in primary education, and a decrease in housing overcrowding. This 

study argues that households have higher incentives to invest in their private physical and 

human capital because the collective property regime provides them with a more secure 

natural resource base and a longer time horizon.

Despite this evidence, a quarter century after the Law came into existence outcomes related 

to the achievement of cultural and political-economic justice —two of the Law’s major 

aspirations— are still far from optimal. Granted, a law alone may do very little to promote 

structural socio-economic change, especially in Colombia where, as argued by Paschel 

(2016), gaps between laws on the books and actual state practices are wide. In the case of 

Law 70, however, there have been unusual lags in implementation that raises important 

questions. For twenty-five years, only Chapter III, which acknowledges the right of 

communities to the collective property of land, was fully regulated. It was not until a 21-day 

general civic strike broke out in the port-city of Buenaventura from 16 May to 6 June 2017 (as 

will be presented at the end of next section) that the Colombian government agreed, inter 

alia, to regulate Chapters IV through VIII, which comprise most of the provisions relating to 

economic development. These chapters pertain, respectively, to the use of land and 

protection of environmental resources, mining resources, mechanisms for the protection of 

rights and cultural identity, planning of social and economic development, and some final 

considerations.

At least two factors can plausibly explain this outcome. As argued by most community 

leaders, one is lack of political will from successive governments that did not have any 

incentive to regulate the Law’s pending chapters. The other is failure from Afro-Colombian 

leaders, particularly those with more political experience, to help move this issue higher up 

in the policy agenda. This, in turn, may be a consequence of the lack of mechanisms of 

formal political representation. In line with the 1991 constitutional reform’s aspiration to 

open spaces for political participation to ethnic minorities, Law 70 included a provision to 

grant Afro-Colombian communities two seats in the House of Representatives. This measure 

appealed to the so-called ‘identity vote’ under the expectation that Afro-Colombians would 

support candidates from their own ethnicity that would advance their interests in the 
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legislative branch. These expectations, however, were at best moderately met. According to 

Escandón (2011), electoral results in Colombia between 1991 and 2011 show that the identity 

vote was not only scarce but also ineffective.

As for the protection of ethnic rights —another major objective of Law 70— it is fair to say 

that significant steps have been taken since the enactment of the Law. The Colombian 

Constitutional Court, an institution that was also created under the 1991 constitutional 

reform, has been instrumental in interpreting Law 70. By so doing, it has helped strengthen 

the programmatic agenda advanced by different groups to recognise the ethnic rights of 

Afro-Colombian communities. It has also helped draw the attention of the state and society 

more generally to different ways in which those rights have been (and continue to be) 

systematically denied.

1.4 The characteristics of the municipality of Buenaventura

The municipality of Buenaventura (Spanish for ‘good fortune’) where this research is located 

is the biggest municipality in the department of Valle del Cauca. It covers all of the 

department’s coast line. (See Figure 1.3) According to the National Department of Statistics, 

in 2019 the municipality had 423.927 inhabitants of which 85-90% live in the homonymous 

capital city of Buenaventura. The rest of the population live in the rural area. However, the 

city covers only 2% of the municipality’s total area of 6,078 km2. This marked disparity in 

demographic density has various implications. Most rural economies depend greatly on the 

economy of the city, and yet they are not easily connected. Due to its geographical 

characteristics, the main economic potential in the municipality lies in forestry, fishing and 

eco-tourism (Viloria De la Hoz, 2008).
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Figure 1.3 - Municipalities of the Department of Valle del Cauca

Source: Adapted from Milenioscuro - Creative Commons

The biggest and poorest municipality in the Department of Valle del Cauca, Buenaventura 

epitomises the socio-economic inequality and stark contradictions at the heart of Colombia’s 

deeply rooted conflicts. The city of Buenaventura, officially declared Special Export 

Economic Zone in 2000, hosts the most important Colombian sea port in the Pacific, which 

accounts for nearly 50% of all national exports and imports and represents more than a 

quarter of the country’s total customs revenue (Viloria De la Hoz, 2008). The port accounts 

for most of the economic activities in the city. However, this comparative advantage has not 

been translated into widespread economic prosperity for the city, let alone the rural areas in 

the rest of the municipality.
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The municipality fares poorly in virtually every socio-economic indicator. The 

Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI) of 66% contrasts starkly with the country’s 49%.  30

Similarly, the index of unsatisfied basic needs (NBI for its acronym in Spanish) of 63% is 

three times as high as the index in the city of Cali, the capital of the Department (Viloria De 

la Hoz, 2008). The vast majority of the population in the city of Buenaventura, and the 

municipality more generally, have very limited access to health services, water and 

education. Moreover, the city has been torn apart by violence instilled by the war between 

drug traffickers. (Carrillo, 2014; Human Rights Watch, 2014.) Only recently did a period of 

extreme violence come to a halt after trafficking groups declared a truce.

Although the precarious socio-economic conditions in the city go back a long way, some 

attribute the exacerbation of inequalities to the process of economic liberalisation unleashed 

in the early nineties. Specifically, the end of what once was one of the city’s most important 

employers. Created in 1959, Ports of Colombia started operations in 1961 and became a state 

company in 1975. Five years later, it was assigned the management of the whole port 

infrastructure in the country. The company ceased to exist in 1991 after the new economic 

regime led to the privatisation of port management. Private port societies were thus granted 

concession rights to build and manage ports in the country. The first one was the Regional 

Port Society of Buenaventura (see Figure 1.4 below) created in 1993 with 70% private capital 

(including former workers from the extinct Ports of Colombia) and 30% public (national, 

departmental and municipal).  Today there are five private port concessions operating in 31

the city. 

 As reported in the local press, citing figures from the National Department of Statistics of Colombia. Available 30

at: https://www.semana.com/nacion/articulo/buenaventura-cifras-de-pobreza-desempleo-inseguridad/526149 

 The history of the port and the city in general can be read in the website of the Chamber of Commerce of 31

B u e n a v e n t u r a i n t h e f o l l o w i n g l i n k : h t t p s : / / w w w. c c b u n . o rg / ? a r t i c u l o s = h i s t o r i a - d e -
buenaventura#targetText=Historia%20de%20Buenaventura&targetText=Según%20algunos%20%20historiadores
%20el%20Puerto,a%20mediados%20del%20año%201540. 
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Figure 1.4 - Freighter in the main dock of the Port Society of Buenaventura 

Source: Author 

Despite the stark contrasts between the city and the rest of the municipality, close ties do 

exist. One prominent leader referred to Buenaventura as a ‘rural city’, i.e. one built by rural 

migrants who have always maintained close ties with their places of origin. However, the 

urban-rural divide is also the source of tensions. Since the economy of the municipality 

gravitates around the city of Buenaventura as the only economic agglomeration, economic 

migration to the city is considerably high. Some community members strongly resent the 

fact that many leaders prefer to live in the city rather than the rural communities they 

represent.

On 16 May 2017 the city of Buenaventura came to a halt. Citizens went out on the streets in a 

massive protest that came to be known as ‘el paro cívico’ (the civic strike). The strike was 

triggered by historically accumulated socio-economic grievances, including the critical 
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under-provision of basic social services. Although the strike was not the first of its kind,  it 32

was unprecedented in that it managed to unite the city and rural communities in a single 

active front of protest. The leaders of the protest, who organised around a group they called 

the ‘civic strike committee’, managed to persuade business owners and public transport 

businesses to stop their activities and join the strike, an unprecedented sign of support for a 

civic movement. The protest raised a set of demands. They included improving education in 

the municipality; opening the public hospital, which had been virtually inoperative for 

almost a decade; guaranteeing permanent supply of clean water and electricity, both of 

which are only intermittently provided; and investing in public infrastructure. In the words 

of a prominent leader and member of the organising committee, who would become the 

city’s mayor in late 2019:

Make no mistake: the strike was economic in origin. Governments had historically 

ignored the need to catch up on the necessary investments in infrastructure and basic 

public services in the city of Buenaventura. The community was fed up with this 

unacceptable situation so we decided to organise and protest. (Interview COM-M-13)

The strike achieved unprecedented results. Not only did it manage to convoke an ample set 

of organisations —including traditionally apathetic sectors like transport businesses— but it 

also forced the government to negotiate. After a 21-day long paralysis of the most important 

city-port in the Colombian Pacific and an arduous negotiation process, the civic movement 

and the government reached an agreement. Wary of past unmet promises, the committee 

managed to have the government sign the commitments into law, undoubtedly one of the 

most prominent achievements. Law 1872 was enacted on December 2017 whereby a 10-year 

provision of resources (more than COP 1 bn per year or USD 280 m) to fund priority 

investments for the city was guaranteed. A good part of those investments will be allocated 

to public service urban infrastructure. Interviewed months before Law 1872 was finally 

enacted, another important civic leader in the city, also member of the ‘civic strike 

committee’, explained:

 Public demonstrations to demand attention from the government are not rare. On July 20, 2016 (the 32

commemorative national independence day), over 40.000 citizens marched on the streets of Quibdó –the capital 
of the Department of Chocó- to protest for the poor transport and communications infrastructure as well as the 
precariousness of health services in the department. Demonstrations like this one have often fallen on deaf ears. 
Source: http://www.elespectador.com/noticias/nacional/choco-no-celebra-hoy-el-dia-de-independencia-de-
colombi-articulo-644411. (Accessed 21 July 2016.)
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We were not expecting the kind of response that we had. The entire city came to a halt, 

which directly affected the operation of the Buenaventura port. The government had no 

choice but to agree to opening up a space for negotiation. (…) Negotiations were very 

tense. We didn’t get all that we wanted but we achieved unprecedented concessions from 

the government. Importantly, if the agreement is indeed signed into law, it will be the first 

time in Colombian history that a law is directly created by a civic social movement. I can’t 

stress enough how significant this would be. (Interview LEA-M-34)

The specific demands raised by the civil movement would help address long-time 

grievances that would also benefit communities in the rural area of the municipality. In fact, 

as mentioned before, an important outcome of the strike was the commitment to regulate the 

totality of all chapters included in Law 70, most of which had remained in juridical limbo. 

Working groups of representatives from different sectors were created to work on the 

specific regulation of each of the pending chapters. This gives credit to the claim that the 

purpose of the protest was to force the government to attend to the needs of the Afro-

Colombian community in the municipality in general, not only those of the urban 

population of the city of Buenaventura.

It is still too early to know whether the achievements of the civic strike will actually live up 

to expectations. Unprecedented as they were, the outcomes of the civil movement during 

and after the strike should not be overestimated. It is common for the Colombian state to 

kick acquired obligations into the long grass. The fact that the leaders of the civic movement 

managed to turn commitments into law does not in itself guarantee that they will become 

political realities. Ultimately, success will greatly depend on how active and persistent the 

movement remains.

1.5 Concluding remarks

Despite promising advances, the deep-seated problems of economic marginalisation, lack of 

viable alternatives for development, internecine confrontation of illegal armed groups for 

attaining territorial and drug trafficking control, and a fractured and antagonistic 
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relationship with the central state that have ailed the Colombian Pacific region for so long, 

are still far from over. These are, in sum, key characteristics of the region and the 

municipality of Buenaventura that provide context for this research. The need to turn the 

region’s natural wealth into sustainable economic development has raised the expectations 

of leaders in some communities of the possibilities offered by ‘hybrid’ economic forms like 

community enterprises. The increasing pressure from illegal economies has led communities 

to opt for coca crops as an alternative economic activity, creating potential fractures between 

leaders and communities. Against the backdrop of a long history of unattended grievances 

and tense relations with the state, the precarious conditions of rural Afro-Colombians have 

fuelled the apparently ineffective flow of aid and assistance for development into the region, 

which has altered the way in which leaders and communities relate with each other and 

with external actors alike. To each of these three phenomena will the analysis in the 

upcoming empirical chapters be devoted. 
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Chapter 2

Literature review

Introduction

Tentral to this thesis is the study of leadership as a manifestation of agency in the 

development of collective action. In its broadest sense, collective action encompasses the 

dynamics whereby individuals identify opportunities for mutual benefit and jointly act 

upon them by solving the collective problems that arise (Glowacki & von Rueden, 2015).  

Similarly, Ostrom (2010b) characterises collective action as “the setting where decisions 

about costly actions are made independently but outcomes jointly affect everyone 

involved” (p. 551). Due to the inherent complexity of the phenomenon of collective action 

and the multiplicity of disciplines and approaches in which it is a central construct, it is not 

easy to find a generally agreed-upon and clear-cut definition.  This research, therefore, 33

draws nourishment from and contributes to more than one corpus of academic production 

on collective action. They include three closely interrelated areas: the study of leadership and 

collective action for the use and conservation of common-pool resources, the study of collective 

entrepreneurial approaches to local economic development and the study of collective resistance. 

The intersections among some of the key literatures associated with these areas of study are 

particularly important for the analytical purposes of this research. Building bridges between 

them will serve the dual purpose of helping interpret the phenomena under study and 

identifying the core theoretical contributions that this research makes.

The review presented in this chapter will proceed as follows. Section 2.1 briefly revises the 

fundamental contours of the academic discussion in the literature of collective action for the 

management of common-pool resources (or the commons), which has grown into a robust 

field of scholarship. This revision highlights, inter alia, the role that specific individuals play 

in the emergence of collective action. Section 2.2 presents the literature on leadership in the 

 Some definitions overlap with the phenomena they attempt to describe. In some literature, the concept of 33

collective action is used interchangeably with those of social movements, collective behaviour, or even social 
networks (cf. Diani & McAdam, 2003; Snow et al., 1980).
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study of collective action. Special attention is given to (a) the conceptual difference between 

leaders and entrepreneurs and (b) the concept of environmental leadership both of which 

are particularly relevant for this thesis. Section 2.3 revises the theoretical avenues proposed 

in the literature to study entrepreneurship as a means to overcome poverty, one of which is 

the intersection between entrepreneurship and the commons. In this intersection, the 

literature on community enterprises —which will be revised in detail at the beginning of 

Chapter 5— is especially relevant. Section 2.4 reviews relevant literature in the study of 

resistance as a from of collective action in contexts where different forms of conflict exist. 

Seminal works in the study or peasant resistance are presented. The revision of more specific 

literature in this topic for the particular case of Colombia will be presented at the beginning 

of Chapter 6. Finally, Section 2.5 summarises the relevant research avenues to which this 

thesis contributes.

2.1 Collective action for the management of the commons

Common-pool resources (or ‘commons’) are a type of resource with two characteristics: they 

are non-excludable (i.e. individuals cannot be effectively excluded from the use of the 

resource) and rivalrous (i.e. the use of the resource by one individual reduces the availability 

of the resource for others to use).  The seminal contributions on which the literature on the 34

commons is based (Olson, 1965; Hardin, 1968) posit the so-called ‘tragedy of the commons’. 

In the absence of governance and enforcement mechanisms, Hardin (1968) argued, rational 

individuals sharing a common-pool resource will have no incentive to refrain from 

overexploiting the resource to the point of depletion, for each will tend to maximise the 

benefits obtained through extraction while bearing only a fraction of the costs of 

overexploitation. Depletion of resources from overuse is thus inevitable (hence the ‘tragedy’) 

and the only way to prevent it —Hardin argued— is by defining clear property rights and 

governance schemes through privatisation of resources or centralised state control. 

 Other types include public goods (non-excludable and non-rivalrous), private goods (excludable and 34

rivalrous), and toll or ‘club’ goods (excludable and non-rivalrous). See Ostrom et al. (1994) for a detailed 
explanation.
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Elinor Ostrom’s seminal contributions (1990, 1998) upended Hardin’s claims. She showed 

how decentralised governance mechanisms and institutional arrangements for managing 

natural resources —rather than purely state or market based solutions— help overcome the 

‘tragedy' by regulating the use and conservation of resources. Her arguments contested 

‘ready-made’ solutions for managing the commons, offering instead a “craftsmanship 

approach” (Muradian & Cardenas, 2015) that argues in favour of institutional diversity. 

Central to Ostrom’s claims is the realisation that conventional categories of private, 

collective and public ownership rights over common-pool resources do not seem to match 

the flexibility required to tackle the challenges of rural poverty and environmental 

sustainability. Instead, Ostrom argued that overlapping and yet differentiated “bundles of 

rights” (Schlager & Ostrom, 1992) as well as hybrid property regimes, could be more 

appropriate to understand how communities the world over manage the commons.

Some interpret the appeal to the advantages of institutional variety in Otrom’s work as a 

critique against central command and “paternalistic colonial knowledge relations” that a 

priori discount the environmental practices of indigenous and local communities (Uphoff, 

1988 cited in Robbins, 2012, p. 19). Ostrom’s rejection of centralised command is thus 

understood as a claim against state intervention. This interpretation, however, is 

controversial. According to Mansbridge (2014), Ostrom did not see state action as anathema 

to local knowledge. She argued instead that higher levels of state action are needed to solve 

commons dilemmas. In fact, the state does play a key part in the construct of polycentrism 

put forth by Ostrom to analyse multi-scale governance systems (Mansbridge, 2014).

In three decades, the literature on collective action for the management of common-pool 

resources has produced a significantly consolidated body of knowledge with two widely 

agreed-upon sets of robust findings (Agrawal, 2001; 2008). First, members of small local 

groups can design institutions to manage resources sustainably. Second, a set of conditions is 

positively related to sustainable local self-management of resources.  Scholars in the field 35

have aimed at providing a unified, generalisable model or set of factors to understand how 

 These conditions are grouped into four categories. One, characteristics of resources (e.g. well-defined boundaries, 35

riskiness and unpredictability of resource flows, mobility, etc.). Two, nature of the groups that depend on the 
resources (size, levels of wealth and income, heterogeneity, power relations, past experience, etc.). Three, features 
of the institutional regimes through which resources are managed (monitoring, sanctions, adjudication, 
accountability, etc.). Four, the nature of the relationship between the group and external forces and authorities. (For 
a detailed account of these categories, see Agrawal, 2008, pp. 48-56. See also Ostrom, 2009).

56



to manage the commons effectively. However, this goal has been particularly challenging; 

the degree of correlation between those categories and the impact they have on the 

sustainability of commons institutions have proved difficult to assess unambiguously 

(Agrawal, 2008; Baland & Platteau, 1999; Poteete & Ostrom, 2004).

Ostrom’s contributions and the field they helped create have had considerable influence on 

development studies. However, the field has not been exempt from criticism. Forsyth and 

Johnson (2014) identify three grounds on which Ostrom’s work has been criticised. First, an 

essentialist a priori definition of resources and scarcity which bypasses the question of how 

these two are meaningful to people. Second, a presupposed cause and effect mechanism of 

ecological crisis (i.e. resource depletion, violence and conflict) that is assumed universally 

invariant. Third, an approach to common property regimes that prescribes both the nature of 

the problem and the solution. Critics from the post-structuralist school of development point 

out that —in the name of resource management and conservation— commons scholars and 

practitioners support a programmatic agenda set out to expand and perpetuate the logics 

and practices of development that have long contributed to commons degradation in the 

first place (Escobar, 1995; Goldman, 1997).

Predominantly focused on explaining the mechanisms whereby groups design institutions 

and rules to manage the commons and the set of conditions favourable to sustainable 

management of local resources, the field of the commons have paid less attention to the 

effects of heterogeneity within those groups. More specifically, the role that specific 

individuals play in the emergence of collective action and resource conservation has not 

been sufficiently explored. The literatures on leadership and entrepreneurship help address 

this gap.

2.2 Leadership and collective action

The scholarly study of leadership has a long tradition spanning at least half a century (Evans 

et al., 2015). Strongly influenced by Carlyle’s ‘great man theory’ (1888), early approaches led 

to the trait theory of leadership (Stogdill, 1948), according to which leadership is defined by 

a set of personal attributes with which only few are endowed. Following criticisms of 
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leadership theories for being overly focused on individual behaviour (Avolio, 2007; DeRue & 

Ashford, 2010; DeRue, 2011; Rost, 1993), more contemporary theories (from the early 90s 

onwards), transcend the notion of the ‘heroic individual’ (Evans et al., 2015) to focus instead 

on the exercise of leadership as a process of mutual influence between individuals and 

groups, or leaders and followers (Bass, 1990; Yukl, 2010).

A thorough theorisation of the role of leaders in collective action is yet to be achieved. In the 

economic literature on collective action, leadership has not received sufficient empirical 

attention (Glowacki & von Rueden, 2015; Lofland, 1996; Klandermans, 1997 cited in Diani, 

2003; Morris & Staggenborg, 2004). Only recently has experimental research in economics 

studied how leadership affects cooperation and coordination (Sahin et al., 2015). The 

literature on social movements suggests different approaches to theorise leadership (cf. 

Aminzade et al., 2001; Barker et al., 2001).  Leaders are broadly defined as “strategic 36

decision-makers who inspire and organize others to participate in social 

movements” (Morris & Staggenborg, 2004, p. 171). This literature seems to agree on at least 

two general attributes of leadership in social movements. First, leaders and organisations 

mutually shape each other (Barker et al., 2001). Second, there are different types of leaders at 

each stage of social movement development and their roles may potentially be conflicting 

(Morris & Staggenborg, 2004; Haenn, 2005).

Central to the political analysis of collective action —and thus relevant for this thesis— is the 

congruence between the objectives of the leader and those of the group. Although the 

literature shows that it is reasonable to expect rational leaders to respect the goals of the 

group in order to increase the likelihood of success and thus retain their role, goal 

congruence does not follow naturally but needs to be deliberately enforced (Bianco & Bates, 

1990; Denis et al., 2001). Under certain circumstances, it might be more important for leaders 

to be individually successful than to maximise an expected collective outcome (Colomer, 

1995; Esteban & Hauk, 2009; Van Belle, 1996). More research is needed to investigate the 

specific circumstances in which goal divergence emerges and, importantly, its potential 

implications. 

 As previously mentioned, although collective action and social movements are often assumed to be the same 36

phenomenon, they are conceptually different. For the purpose of this review, social movements can be 
reasonably thought of as a form of collective action.
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There is no consensus in the literature of collective action on the importance of leadership in 

fostering effective outcomes. Played out in the context of particular dynamics of power and 

influence, the socio-cultural characteristics and skills of leaders affect the emergence, paths, 

and outcomes of collective action and social movements (cf. Harrell & Simpson, 2016; Morris 

& Staggenborg, 2004). Evidence shows that leaders play an important role in three specific 

instances. First, under specific conditions leadership is a solution for collective action 

problems to the extent that leaders perform roles of mutual monitoring and sanctioning 

(Glowacki & von Rueden, 2015). Second, leaders can also act as ‘catalysers’ of collective 

action insofar as they manage to turn the factors that determine collective action into 

effective mobilisation (Morris & Staggenborg, 2004).  Third, even in the case of radically 37

decentralised collective action with no hierarchical structures, coordination of actions and 

political representation are still needed and so too is the role of leaders to perform those 

activities (Melucci, 1996 cited in Diani, 2003).

As stated at the end of the previous section, the literature on the commons pays relatively 

little attention to the role of leaders. Although Ostrom’s seminal approach and subsequent 

work in the study of the commons argued for a decentralised solution to the problem of 

cooperation and mutual monitoring for achieving stable cooperative arrangements (Ostrom, 

1990, 1998, 2005a, 2005b), she does acknowledge the importance of leaders. Particularly, she 

sees the leader (or entrepreneur) as an early enabler who “articulates different ways of 

organizing to improve joint outcomes” and often provides “an important initial stimulus” of 

collective action (2000, p. 149).

In fact, the importance of leaders in different stages of the process of collective action is 

discussed in the literature. Van Belle (1996) extends Ostrom’s argument by showing that 

leadership is critical to overcome both the initial barriers and the ongoing difficulties for 

collective action. Bianco and Bates (1990), for their part, show that leadership is more 

significant to initialise than to sustain cooperation. Their argument is based on a “trigger 

strategy”: once collective action is initialised by leaders, followers themselves punish those 

who deviate (the ‘trigger’) from the agreed course of cooperative action. The sustainability 

 These factors include other-regarding preferences or social norms (Ostrom, 1990), political and cultural 37

opportunities (Oberschall, 1973), organisational bases, material and human resources, precipitating events, 
threats, grievances, and collective action frames.
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of collective action is thus guaranteed by the fear followers have of being permanently 

deprived of their cooperative payoffs.

The size of the group is also relevant to understand the role of leaders. The literature shows 

that larger groups face significantly higher costs of monitoring and sanctions to enforce 

collective action. Consequently, leadership is an efficient solution to diminish those costs 

(Glowacki & von Rueden, 2015).

2.2.1 Leaders or entrepreneurs?

The theoretical distinction between leaders and entrepreneurs is particularly relevant for the 

purpose of this research. Arguably, this distinction tends to blur when examined closely. The 

literature shows close similarities in their attributes, particularly in their capacity to mobilise 

material or cultural/symbolic resources. According to Schumpeter (1975), entrepreneurs 

identify opportunities and mobilise economic resources to where they can be most 

productive. Likewise, the literature on collective action views leaders as individuals who 

mobilise resources and create organisations in response to incentives, risks and 

opportunities (McCarthy & Zald, 1973, 1977; Oberschall, 1973 cited in Morris & Staggenborg, 

2004). Another attribute shared by leaders and entrepreneurs is their capacity to enable and 

sustain collective action as two functionally differentiated –and yet complementary- 

activities.

There thus seem to be significant similarities and permeability in how leaders and 

entrepreneurs have been conceptualised, which opens promising theoretical avenues. Some 

literature emphasises the influence of context by arguing that differences in the roles of 

leaders, managers and entrepreneurs are determined by the specific characteristics and 

requirements of the organisational settings of which they are part (Czarniawska-Joerges & 

Wolff, 1991; Dover & Dierk, 2010). Literature also shows that the capacity to mobilise 

resources, a common attribute for both leaders and entrepreneurs, takes different forms. 

According to Battilana et al. (2009) among the four enablers for institutional 

entrepreneurship —discourse, resource mobilisation, social capital (associated with the 

position of the actor in networks or institutional configurations), and alliances and 

cooperation— the role of discourse is particularly salient. Institutional entrepreneurs must 
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persuade constituencies of the need to change existing institutional arrangements and 

mobilise them to bring about such change. Similarly, literature on collective action and social 

movements defines the framing process as the capacity of leaders to shape (a) the definition 

of relevant grievances and (b) the necessary collective action needed to address them, by 

mobilising potential adherents “to garner bystander support, and to demobilize 

antagonists” (Snow & Benford, 1988, p. 198 cited in Benford & Snow, 2000, p. 614).

Recent literature on leadership in the environmental sciences argues in favour of the 

analytical superiority of the concept of entrepreneurship over that of leadership, particularly 

when analysing effective agency in complex systems (Westley et al., 2013). At least two 

specific avenues are proposed in the literature to shift the focus of analysis from leadership 

to entrepreneurship: (a) analysing who these entrepreneurs are and how they mobilise the 

skills to “sense-make, build partnerships, resolve conflicts, leverage resources” (Huitema & 

Meijerink, 2010 cited in Evans et al., 2015), and (b) understanding the relationship –both 

synergistic and antagonistic- among those entrepreneurs (Evans et al., 2015). As stated 

elsewhere (Lobo et al., 2016), these similarities may attest to either (a) the capacity of certain 

agents to adopt the role of leaders or entrepreneurs interchangeably or (b) the inadequacy of 

attributing starkly differentiated theoretical definitions to what is an inherently multifaceted 

role. Assessing these propositions is a relevant inquiry to which this research contributes.

2.2.2 Environmental leadership as a nascent construct

In the last decades, the environmental perspective has gained increasing space in many 

disciplines beyond the natural sciences. The literature on leadership is no exception. As 

shown in previous sections, although the study of leadership has been part of the research 

agenda in the literature of the commons —and the literature of environmental studies more 

generally— it has not been given any epistemic precedence over other factors explaining 

resource conservation outcomes. Some scholars, however, have advocated for a more 

thorough exploration of the theoretical intersection between leadership and the 

environment. 
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Following the tendency to ‘deconstruct’ some of the general definitions of leadership to 

consider idiosyncratic categories instead,  some have attempted to define ‘environmental 38

leadership’ as a distinct type that realises “a vision of long-term ecological 

sustainability” (Egri & Herman, 2000 p. 572 cited in Rigling, 2012) or guides “positive 

change towards a vision of an environmentally better future” (Berry & Gordon, 1993 p. 3 

cited in Rigling, 2012). According to Rigling (2012), any definition of this sort must put the 

imperative of tackling complex, intractable environmental problems as a central leadership 

attribute.

Underlying those and similar definitions (e.g. Dietz et al., 2002) there is the assumption that 

the key attribute of environmental leadership vis-à-vis other types is that it is rooted, as 

Rigling (2012) argues, in what Catton and Dunlap (1978) called the ‘New Environmental 

Paradigm’ (NEP). In opposition to the ‘Human Exceptionalism Paradigm’ —or the belief 

that culture, as an exceptionally distinctive human trait, placed humans as a dominant 

species and would ultimately allow them to sustain progress without limits— the NEP holds 

that human capacity for economic growth and social progress is limited by the 

interdependence between humans and many other species and the finite nature of many 

natural resources.  The corollary of this assumption about environmental leadership is that 39

the exercise of leadership in the contemporary world must necessarily acquire a normative 

driver whereby the exercise of leadership must be guided by and oriented towards finding 

collective solutions for anthropogenic environmental degradation.

Beyond attempts to provide a specific definition of environmental leadership as a construct 

in itself,  others have focused on the relative importance given to leadership in the literature 40

 As cited in Rigling (2012), these include -inter alia- transactional, transformational, charismatic, and servant 38

leadership (Northouse, 2010) as well as ethical (Brown et al., 2005) and ‘authentic’ leadership (Avolio et al., 2004). 
Similarly, specific categories to describe negative or ‘destructive’ leadership processes have been proposed 
(Padilla et al., 2007; Rosenthal & Pittinsky, 2006).

 Catton and Dunlap’s critique, which paved the way for the emergence of the field of environmental sociology, 39

was neither isolated nor entirely novel. It was invigorated by the development of the environmental movement 
of the 1960s (Benton, 1991 cited in Fischer-Kowalski, 1997).

 Rigling (2012) herself puts froth the following definition: “a process by which Earth’s inhabitants apply 40

interpersonal influence and engage in collective action to protect the planet’s natural resources and its 
inhabitants from further harm” (p. 5). The vague generality of this particular definition owes to the fact that it is 
based on the assumption that “all people across the globe at all levels of society have the potential to be 
environmental leaders” (Rigling, 2012 p. 5). Mostly due to its overemphasis in agency, this assumption robs the 
definition of much of its explanatory value in the same way that the assumption that ‘everyone can be an 
entrepreneur’ is a dubious guide for theory and action.
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of environment-related fields. In a systematic review of 57 papers mostly focused on 

conservation, natural resource management, and governance of social-ecological systems 

(from a sample of 187 covering the decade from 2003 to 2013), Evans et al. (2015) identify 

sixteen different strategies that characterise the role of leaders and fourteen leadership 

styles.  The review also shows that there is a tendency in the environmental sciences 41

literature to overemphasise the positive impact of leadership with only a handful of studies 

critically focused on its negative outcomes. Likewise, few studies focus on conflict among 

leaders as a relevant topic (Carruthers & Rodriguez, 2009; Fleischman et al., 2010; Huitema 

& Meijerink, 2010; Hu, 2011; Ernstson, 2013; cited in Evans et al., 2015). In their review, 

Evans et al. (2015) identify two major gaps in the literature. First, the need to undertake 

studies that analyse the interplay between leadership and institutional and political 

contexts, particularly focusing on how leadership emerges from, responds to and reflects 

those contexts. Second, the need to complement the study of the ‘what’ and ‘why’ of 

environmental leadership (i.e. its attributes, strategies and styles), by focusing on the ‘how’, 

i.e. what is it that leaders do to bring about specific outcomes like the resolution of conflicts 

over environmental resources and sustainable environmental collective action (Carroll et al., 

2008).

2.3 Entrepreneurship in ‘unconventional’ settings

The study of entrepreneurship is a consolidated academic field that has been approached 

from various disciplines.  Broadly defined, entrepreneurial activity may be understood as a 42

process whereby opportunities for value creation are identified and acted upon by 

mobilising resources and capabilities through some form of innovation. The conceptual 

frontiers dividing types of entrepreneurship are based on relative differences in four 

 These strategies include: early warnings of crisis, visioning and sense-making, knowledge building, innovating 41

and learning, securing wider political commitment and support, linking actors and discourses, trust building, 
fostering social and institutional memory, conflict management, securing resources, providing legal frameworks, 
enhancing monitoring, enhancing resource-user compliance, switching between big picture and detail, 
orientation towards hands-on management, and exploiting multiple venues. As reported by the authors, some of 
the styles found in the review are common to management and organisational sciences while others are specific 
to leadership in the environmental sciences (See Evans et al., 2015 for a detailed account).

 According to Ahmad and Seymour (2008), these disciplines include: anthropology (e.g. de Montoya, 2000, 42

Firth, 1967, Fraser, 1937), social science (e.g. Swedberg, 1993, Waldringer et al., 2006, Weber, 1947), economics (e.g. 
Casson, 2003, Kirzner, 1973, Knight, 1942, Schumpeter, 1934, Shane, 2003, von Hayek, 1948, von Mises, 
1949/1996) and management (e.g. Drucker, 1985, Ghoshal & Bartlett, 1995).
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elements: (i) individual characteristics of the entrepreneur, (ii) the sector in which 

entrepreneurship operates; (iii) the processes and resources that it mobilises, and (iv) its 

primary mission and outcomes (Dacin et al., 2010). Based on differences in this last element, 

at least four relatively distinct types of entrepreneurship are identified: economic, institutional, 

cultural and social (Dacin et al., 2010; Peredo & McLean, 2006). The last three capture 

entrepreneurial activity that transcends narrow economic outcomes to encompass broader 

‘societal’ changes. 

Another relevant outcome-based distinction in the literature is that between subsistence 

entrepreneurs as those who engage in entrepreneurial activity as a means to provide 

subsistence income and opportunity (or ‘transformational’) entrepreneurs, as those whose 

enterprises grow beyond individual subsistence needs to provide jobs and income for others 

(Schoar, 2010). Outcome-based definitions, however, have been criticised for their lack of 

theoretical specificity. Santos (2012) proposes the distinction between the focus on value 

creation and value capture as a conceptual criterion to differentiate social from commercial 

entrepreneurship. While the former is focused on value creation, i.e. increases in the 

aggregate utility of society’s members after accounting for the opportunity cost of the 

resources used, the latter is centred on value capture, i.e. the appropriation by an actor of a 

portion of the value created after accounting for the cost of mobilised resources (Mizik & 

Jacobson, 2003 cited in Santos, 2012).

Critical voices argue that the types of entrepreneurship studied in the literature do not 

necessarily capture the nuanced nature of entrepreneurial activity on the fringe of 

mainstream economic circuits. From a thorough literature review, Sutter et al. (2019) identify 

three different perspectives on entrepreneurship as a vehicle for alleviating extreme poverty: 

remediation (addressing immediate access to resources), reform (promoting substantive 

institutional change), and revolution (changes in the foundational assumptions of 

capitalism). Some have called into question the notion of entrepreneurial development itself, 

its assumptions and the inherent contradictions of ‘communal entrepreneurialism’ and 

related constructs (Escobar, 1995; Tedmanson et al., 2015). Similarly critical views highlight 

the inherent barriers for entrepreneurship to help disadvantaged communities overcome 

poverty through either small enterprises (Dana, 1988) or businesses (Arora & Romijn, 2012).
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From these and other lines of critique, at least two prolific avenues have been developed in 

the literature to understand entrepreneurship in ‘unconventional’ settings. One is the 

relationship between social capital and entrepreneurship (Peredo & Chrisman, 2006). Since 

social capital inheres in the structure of relations among actors (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 

1988) it is arguably the most easily accessible form of capital for economically marginalised 

communities (Bebbington, 1999). In fact, some key aspects of social capital, like trust and 

reciprocity, are essential for economic outcomes wherever markets lack formal enforcement 

mechanisms (Coleman, 1988). Both as a form of capital that has value in itself (Lin, 1999) and 

as a platform from which valuable resources can be accessed (Anderson & Jack, 2002), social 

capital favours local development and entrepreneurial action. Specifically, social capital (i) 

facilitates the identification of opportunities (Johannisson & Monsted, 1997), (ii) provides 

support in different stages of entrepreneurial activity (Casson & Della Giusta, 2007); and (iii) 

configures an enabling socioeconomic network or ‘organising context’ (Johannisson, 1988; 

Johannisson & Nilsson, 1989). This literature also suggests that social capital alone may not 

adequately promote entrepreneurship unless supported by cultural capital (Light & Dana, 

2013).

A second avenue arises from the attempt to bridge the literature on entrepreneurship and 

the literature on the commons, which has paid only oblique attention to the processes 

whereby commons regimes translate into specific forms of entrepreneurial activity. Insofar 

as commons contexts often imply, by definition, the existence of communities who derive 

their livelihoods from the use and management of common-pool resources, efforts to bridge 

these literatures offer an opportunity to understand the possibilities of entrepreneurship as a 

means to alleviate poverty. These efforts have been primarily focused on the role of 

institutional entrepreneurs (Battilana et al., 2009) as contributors to the provision of locally-

produced pubic goods that are part of wider common property regimes (Ostrom, 2005a). 

The development of other forms of entrepreneurial activity has received less attention. For 

some, the transition from the devolution of common property rights to communities and the 

opportunities for investing in the commons as an alternative for inclusive growth represent 

the ‘next generation’ questions in the commons literature for it shifts focus from the broad 

effects of collective property on conservation outcomes to the development of commons-

based enterprises (Antinori & Bray, 2005). Particularly, the focus on the management 

challenges of community enterprises (Baynes et al., 2015), the complex process of 

65



recognition and transference of tenure rights to local communities (Monterroso & Barry, 

2012) and the role of specific actors (e.g. leaders) in sustaining collective action for 

entrepreneurial activity (Lobo et al., 2016), point to relevant theoretical directions to which 

this research contributes.

Other theoretical approaches to analysing entrepreneurship in unconventional settings are 

also worth reviewing. Baker and Nelson (2005) define ‘entrepreneurial bricolage’ as one in 

which entrepreneurs provide innovative services or products that “arise from their ability 

and willingness to refuse to enact commonly accepted limitations” (p. 354), including the 

restrictions imposed by their context. This form of entrepreneurship, they argue, allows 

entrepreneurs and communities to ‘make something out of nothing’ or, put differently, to 

create and innovate with the resources at hand, no matter how limited they may seem. The 

theory of entrepreneurial bricolage is thus relevant in contexts where entrepreneurs have to 

confront resource-constrained or “penurious” environments (Fisher, 2012).  

2.4 Resistance as a form of collective action

Rural communities the world over, whose livelihood strategies depend largely on the 

management of the commons, deal on a regular basis with the conflicts that arise when 

interests from different actors in a specific resource set collide. Covering the myriad 

approaches and literatures that have studied this phenomenon in the different social-

scientific disciplines is well beyond the purview of this chapter. Robbins (2012) provides an 

approach that is worth reviewing for the purpose of this research. He puts forth a synthesis 

of at least four different approaches (or overarching theses) in the literature on political 

ecology and related fields to understand how the academic literature has addressed the 

issue of conflict over resources.

The ‘degradation and marginalisation thesis’ posits that state intervention or integration into 

markets lead productive systems to overexploit the resources on which they depend, which 

in turn exacerbates poverty and overexploitation. Similarly, ‘sustainable’ community 

management, collective property and equitable local productive systems are all 

compromised when foreign institutions and modernist initiatives are imposed (e.g. 
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Grossman 1984, 1993; Hecht & Cockburn, 1989; Schmink & Wood, 1992). The ‘conservation 

and control thesis’ posits that local control of resources and landscapes as well as local 

systems of production and livelihood have been wrested from producers by global interests, 

in the name of ‘sustainability’, ‘community’, ‘nature’ or the ‘environment’ (e.g. Bryant, 2002; 

Dove, 1995, 2000; Gordon, 1954; Hardin, 1968; Peluso, 1992; Ostrom, 1990). The 

‘environmental conflict and exclusion thesis’ asserts that when state and development 

authorities, firms or elites secure control of local resources through enclosure or 

appropriation, scarcities and conflict among social groups increase (e.g. McCarthy, 1998, 

2002; Zimmerer, 1991). The ‘environmental subjects and identity thesis’ argues that it is new 

environmental actions, behaviours and rule systems that lead to new beliefs and attitudes 

and not the other way around. It also argues that new environmental regimes and 

conditions provide incentives for local groups to organise politically around ecological 

strands that intersect differences in class, ethnicity or gender (e.g. Agrawal, 2005; 

Bebbington, 1993, 1996; Guthman, 2004; Wainwright, 2008).

Located at the heart of these forms of conflict, communities are far from passive spectators. 

They often resort to diverse forms of collective action and organised resistance to defend 

their interests and confront coercion. The study of these forms of resistance has grown into a 

major field of social study (Isaacman, 1990). Many works on this subject refer to the seminal 

work of Scott (1985, 1986), which is relevant for the purpose of this research, particularly in 

the analysis that will be presented in Chapter 6. In his study of peasant resistance, Scott 

(1985) departs from a core distinction in the analysis of resistance as a political category 

between reform (gradual change) and revolution (disruptive change) as two foundational 

motivations for political action. From this, he presents an analytical distinction in the 

literature between real and ‘token’ resistance. Real resistance entails organised, systematic 

and cooperative actions that are principled or selfless, embody ideas or intentions that 

negate the basis of domination and thus have revolutionary consequences. ‘Token’ resistance 

is made up of unorganised, unsystematic, individual acts driven by opportunism and self-

indulgence that accommodate with the system of domination and thus have no 

revolutionary consequences.

Scott objects to this distinction, particularly the notion that only the former can be 

considered real resistance while the latter are said to be trivial or inconsequential. In many 
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instances, he contends, “the aggregation of a host of petty, self-interested acts of 

insubordination or desertion, with no revolutionary intent, have created a revolutionary 

situation.” (Scott, 1986 p. 25). “Multiplied many times —he continues— acts that could in no 

way be considered ‘political’ may have the most massive consequences” (p. 26). His 

objection rests on the ground that the distinction between ‘self-indulgent’ individual acts 

and ‘principled’ collective actions is spurious for it misconstrues the material basis of class 

struggle.  His core assertion is thus that those less conspicuous tactics of evasion and 43

resistance (what he calls ‘everyday forms of resistance’) may be, in the long term, the most 

effective and consequential means of class struggle.

Scott’s contribution and similar notions of the ‘resistant peasant’ have been criticised for 

what some scholars see as “the tendency to essentialize about peasant motivation, and to 

invoke voluntaristic interpretations of cultural politics” (Bebbington, 2000 p. 498). Relatedly, 

others have criticised Scott’s core argument for serving the purpose of trivialising social 

conflict and being conservative in the sense that while it helped uncover hidden popular 

resistance, it “does not expect or explain change” (Gutmann, 1993 p. 87). 

Finally, one particular approach that is pertinent for this research is the analysis of peasant 

resistance in contexts of civil war and conflict. Chapter 6 will review key studies on this 

specific type of collective resistance in the particular case of Colombia (Arjona, 2016a, 2016b; 

Kaplan, 2017). The review will show that an avenue worth exploring is the analysis of 

resistance to locally-specific threats, like the presence of illicit crops, which alter the 

preferences of actors and thus affects the way in which collective action for resistance is 

deployed and maintained.

2.5 Summary of relevant research avenues

This chapter has presented key intersections between three areas: the study of leadership 

and collective action for the use and conservation of common-pool resources, the study of 

collective entrepreneurial approaches to local economic development, and the study of 

 “To ignore the self-interested element in peasant resistance —he contends— is to ignore the determinate 43

context, not only of peasant politics, but of most lower class politics” (Scott, 1986 p. 26).
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community resistance. From these intersections, there are five specific research avenues 

reviewed in the chapter to which this research contributes. In the literature on leadership, 

specifically the study of leadership in environmental sciences, studies have focused 

predominantly on the attributes, strategies and styles of leaders. There is much to learn by 

focusing on the functions of leadership (i.e. what leaders actually do) to bring about specific 

outcomes (Evans et al., 2015; Carroll et al., 2008). Another relevant avenue in the literature of 

leadership is to understand further the implications of goal divergence between leaders and 

groups (Bianco & Bates, 1990; Denis et al., 2001). Relatedly, it is worth exploring the 

conceptual similarities (and differences) between leaders and entrepreneurs and their 

practical implications (Czarniawska-Joerges & Wolff, 1991; Dover & Dierk, 2010). 

Specifically, it is yet to be determined whether similarities respond to the capacity of agents 

to adopt interchangeable roles or the inadequacy of attributing theoretical definitions to 

inherently multifaceted phenomena. In the study of entrepreneurship in the context of the 

commons, the question of how communities transit from property and tenure rights over 

land and natural resources to the design of sustainable economic enterprises based on the 

use of those resources remains unanswered (Monterroso & Barry, 2012). Finally, in the study 

of collective civil resistance to civil war and conflict (Arjona, 2016a, 2016b; Kaplan, 2017; 

Tarrow, 2007) the analysis of resistance to locally-specific threats (e.g. illicit crops) and how 

it affects resistance itself and communities more generally, deserves closer attention.
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Chapter 3

Methodological design and fieldwork development

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to present the characteristics of the methodological design and 

fieldwork process followed in this research. In order to bring together some of the literatures 

presented in Chapter 2, which come from diverse epistemological and methodological 

traditions, this research is based on a mixed-method approach that combines qualitative and 

quantitative elicitation techniques. The selection of this type of method is one of the 

innovations of this research. As will be further explained in the chapter, this methodological 

choice responds to the expectation of wider inferential advantages, the nature of the research 

questions and the will to diversify audiences and increase research impact.

The chapter is divided into seven sections. Section 3.1 explains the object of study and 

presents the set of general and specific research questions of this research. Section 3.2 

describes and justifies the choice of a mixed-method approach. In Section 3.3., the unit of 

analysis and the characteristics of the different research samples used for each of the 

components of this research are presented in detail. Section 3.4 walks the reader through 

each of the five stages in which the fieldwork for this research was developed. Sections 3.5 

and 3.6 explain in detail the qualitative and quantitative data collection and data analysis 

techniques, respectively. Finally, Section 3.7 describes the resources that supported the 

development of the fieldwork.

3.1 Object of study and research questions

The object of study in this research is leadership as a relational phenomenon. It is studied as 

the exercise of agency to elicit collective action in the communities over which it exerts 

influence and from which it derives its legitimacy. Leadership, the collective action it helps 
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bring about and the outcomes derived from this action, mutually affect each other. The core 

explanatory goal of this research is thus to provide a characterisation of the role of 

community leadership (a) in terms of key functions associated with its position in a wider 

relational structure and (b) as an intervening factor in eliciting collective action for three 

specific development outcomes, as described in previous chapters. Figure 3.1 below 

illustrates this explanatory framework.

Figure 3.1 – Explanatory framework for this research

Source: Author

The two-part general question that this research seeks to answer is thus formulated as 

follows: what role do community leaders play in fostering the collective action needed to bring about 

sustainable livelihood strategies for rural Afro-Colombian communities in the south Pacific region? 

How can their role be characterised and what specific functions are critical to bring about those 

outcomes? Three specific questions will help answer this question, each one respectively 
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associated with each of the three outcomes selected for this study. The questions are 

formulated as follows: 

Question 1 - Can community enterprises based on the management of natural 

resources be viable alternatives for the economic development of the communities 

and, if so, under what conditions? What role do leaders play in promoting and 

sustaining those enterprises?

Question 2 - Can differences in leadership and community organisation, as 

expressions of social capital, help explain differences in the penetration and 

expansion of coca crops in the collective territories? If so, how?

Question 3 - What role do state and non-state actors play in the provision of 

development aid to communities? How do leaders relate to those actors and what 

impact does that relationship have for communities?

In order to provide answers to these questions, this research primarily adopts an 

organisational level of analysis (i.e. meso level) in which the role of leaders is studied in 

relation to the wider groups of which they are part. Institutional-level explanations (i.e. 

macro level) are also necessary to locate the role of community leaders within broader 

institutional frameworks designed to foster collective action. Maintaining a multi-level 

analytical approach offers opportunities to help fill certain gaps in the literature. As argued 

by Evans et al. (2015), although more contemporary research on leadership does give more 

importance to context, in the literature on environmental leadership “the specifics of this 

wider context are typically not explored in detail” and so this literature “remains relatively 

silent on the perceptions, motivations, and actions of followers, the types of institutions that 

foster desired leadership traits and outcomes, or how leaders shape and are shaped by their 

context” (2015, p. 6).
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3.2 Methodological approach

This research follows a mixed-method approach, which can be broadly defined as “the class 

of research where the researcher mixes or combines quantitative and qualitative research 

techniques, methods, approaches, concepts or language into a single study or set of related 

studies” (Johnson et al., 2007, p. 120). Two important attributes of this form of research are 

that the mixing or integration of methods (a) can occur at any of the stages of the research 

process, and (b) must necessarily be synergistic (Bryman, 2007; Cara, 2017; Wooley, 2009).

Alongside their growing popularity, mixed-method approaches have been subject to 

criticism. Some scholars cast doubt on the actual possibility of combining the quantitative 

and qualitative paradigms (Cook & Reichardt, 1979; Smith, 1983, 1986; cited in Cara, 2017). 

The radical version of this critique argues that those paradigms are not only differentiated 

but ontologically antagonistic and thus inherently irreconcilable. In response, others see 

mixed-methods as the actual ‘third paradigm’ in between the two (Johnson et al., 2007).  

Notably, even advocates acknowledge that mixed-method approaches do not necessarily 

yield better research outcomes. On the contrary, the appropriateness and effectiveness of 

combining methods depend on the aim(s) of the project and the nature of the research 

questions (Cara, 2017).

There are three specific reasons that justify the use of this approach in this research. First, the 

complexity of the phenomena under study suggests that more than one methodological 

approach could help expand the understanding of these phenomena and provide more 

enriched answers to the research questions. As argued by Seawright (2016), well-designed 

and well-executed multi-method research has inferential advantages over research relying 

on a single method. Second, as argued by Cara (2017), the choice of mixed methods is 

determined, among other elements, by the type of research questions. Since the questions in 

this research are aimed at providing a characterisation of leadership as both an intervening 

variable and an experienced practice, they are in principle better answered with quantitative 

and qualitative techniques respectively. Finally, the selection of mixed-methods diversifies 

the audiences to whom this research may be relevant, which can widen the number of 

channels through which its results can be disseminated and thus potentially increase its 

impact.
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When designing mixed-method research it is essential to define the relative priority given to 

the quantitative and qualitative components of data collection and analysis (Creswell et al., 

2003). There is no particular analytical precedence between the questions in this research. 

Each can thus be considered independently before being brought together when interpreting 

the findings. Consequently, the specific approach chosen for this research is the concurrent 

triangulation design, arguably the most widely known approach to mixed-method research 

(Cara, 2017). This approach is a one-phase form of mixed-method design in which both 

qualitative and quantitative data are granted equal epistemic status and analytical weight. 

As explained by Creswell et al. (2003), this variant “involves the concurrent, but separate, 

collection and analysis of quantitative and qualitative data (…). The researcher attempts to 

merge the two data sets, typically by bringing the separate results together in the 

interpretation” (p. 64).

3.3 Unit of analysis and research samples

As presented in Chapter 1, Community Councils are a special kind of local administrative 

polity established by Law 70 to give Afro-Colombian communities political autonomy to 

manage their collective territories. At the time of writing there are 168 Community Councils 

in Colombia. Forty-six of those Councils (roughly 30% of total) are located in the 

municipality of Buenaventura where this research is focused. As previously explained, the 

voice of the Council’s General Assembly (and, by extension, of the whole Council) formally 

resides in the Council’s Board of elected representative leaders. The main function of these 

Boards is to represent Councils and manage formal relations with external actors. 

Community Councils were thus chosen as the unit of analysis for they facilitate the study of 

leadership as part of a wider set of communal, organisational and institutional relationships.

Depending on the analytical requirements of each component, different research samples 

were used for each stage of data collection and analysis. For the qualitative component, two 
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purposive samples  were defined. The first one —the broadest in scope— was composed of 44

at least one leader from each of the 46 Councils in the municipality (with an initial expected 

coverage of at least 80% of all Councils). The units of observation for this sample were the 

Councils’ Boards. As will be explained in Section 3.4.2 below, this sample was complemented 

with representatives from public and private organisations, as well as other relevant actors. 

The second sample was composed of members from each of five community enterprises in 

three Councils. These Councils were selected on the basis of the presence of community 

enterprises at different levels of organisational development. The units of observation for 

this sample were community enterprises.

For the quantitative component, two samples were defined. The first one was a random 

sample composed of households from each of three Community Councils. These Councils 

were selected on the basis of (a) contrasting levels of organisational and leadership capacity 

(as initially assessed based on overall previous knowledge of the region and intuitive 

validation by local leaders), and (b) contrasting levels of presence of illegal economies. The 

general characteristics of these Councils will be presented in Section 6.4.1 of Chapter 6. The 

units of observation for this sample were households from each of the villages in the three 

Councils. No expected coverage was predefined due to the impossibility of determining the 

exact number of villages that it would be possible to visit in each Council. The second 

sample was a purposive sample composed of at least one leader from thirteen different 

Councils, which were exclusively chosen for the analysis conducted in Chapter 6. These 

Councils were selected on the basis of variations in the presence of coca crops and the 

likelihood of crop expansion. The units of observation for this sample were the Councils’ 

Boards.

The methodological premise that guided the selection of samples for the qualitative 

component was to aim at maximum representativeness of actor-centred perspectives. For the 

quantitative component, the methodological premise was to maximise variation within a 

small-n sample for comparative purposes. Table 3.1 synthesises the elements of the 

methodological design described in this section, including the techniques for data collection 

and analysis, which will be explained in Sections 3.5 and 3.6 respectively.

 As defined by Owen (2017), in this form of non-probabilistic sampling participants are chosen based on the 44

researcher’s knowledge of the population and on the purpose of the study, according to a pre-specified set of 
characteristics.
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3.4 Fieldwork development

The fieldwork for this research was carried out in five stages between July 2017 and 

September 2018. Stage 1 was focused on general fieldwork planning and design, including 

piloting and adjustment of data collection instruments (i.e. interview protocols, survey 

questionnaires and focus groups). Stages 2 to 5 were focused on data collection in the field, 

each separated by a period of fieldwork evaluation, data quality assessment and adjustment 

and planning for the next stage. From the city of Bogotá, the capital of Colombia, four trips 

were made to the municipality of Buenaventura in the department of Valle del Cauca, 

specifically to its capital city and three Community Councils. Additional interviews were 

conducted in the city of Bogotá between fieldwork stages and also in the period from 

December 2017 to February 2018.

3.4.1 Stage one: planning

Following the general design and overall planning of the fieldwork conducted from London 

in long-distance communication with people in Colombia, the in situ fieldwork planning 

stage was developed between 10 July and 9 August 2017 in Bogotá. The objective of this 

stage was to validate the fieldwork plan with local leaders from Buenaventura in order to 

assess whether the intended scope was actually feasible. As part of this planning phase, the 

specific logistic details of the fieldwork were defined, particularly the selection of the first 

two of the set of three Community Councils in the sample where data collection would be 

conducted as well as the community enterprises that would be included in the analysis. The 

definition of the third Council would come later, after further consultations with local 

leaders to assess security conditions. Finally, the methods and instruments of data collection 

were piloted with a group of three community leaders in order to refine and adapt those 

instruments to the conditions that would be encountered in the field.
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3.4.2 Stage two: data collection in Buenaventura

Stage two was developed between 9 August and 15 September 2017 in the city of 

Buenaventura. The objective of this stage was to collect qualitative data through semi-

structured interviews with four types of actors: (a) at least one leader from each of the 46 

Community Councils in the municipality of Buenaventura, (b) public officials and private 

sector actors directly involved in the promotion of economic development, and (c) other 

relevant actors (e.g. representatives from multilateral organisations). The selection of the 

sample of interviewees followed maximum coverage as the central criterion. The sample 

thus aimed at achieving at least 80% representativeness of leaders from all Community 

Councils in the municipality. (A similar criterion was followed for selecting the sample of 

other actors to be interviewed, which aimed at maximising variation in the types of actor-

centred perspectives.) Although a list of potential interviewees was developed prior to 

starting this phase, it was modified as the process unfolded in order to include new actors or 

replace those who could not participate.  Given the ample coverage of the sample, a 45

significant level of representativeness was reached. Thanks to the support of a local leader it 

was possible to conduct interviews with 35 of the 46 leaders initially planned (each 1.2 hours 

long on average), which accounts for 76% of the total number of Councils in the 

municipality. Including the interviews with other types of actors, a total of 50 interviews 

were conducted during this phase. These interviews provided a rich aggregate outlook of 

the topics of interest. Although most of the interviews were conducted in the city of 

Buenaventura, some were conducted in the Community Councils closest to the city and 

easily accessible by road.

An additional purposive sample of 13 Councils was selected, as previously explained, based 

on the initial insights gathered from the interviews with community leaders about the 

incidence of coca crops in their territories and the results shown by the geo-referenced 

database of crop presence and expansion in the Pacific region elaborated for this research (as 

will be explained in section 3.5). Structured interviews were thus held (each 50 minutes long 

on average) with at least one leader from each of those Councils in order to understand in 

 Difficulties to participate were mainly due to the logistical requirements involved in the mobilisation of some 45

leaders from the rural areas where they live to the city of Buenaventura. Interviews were thus subject to 
availability at any given moment during the duration of this fieldwork stage.
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more detail the phenomenon of illicit crops in each case. During the interview, each leader 

was presented with a graph of the evolution of coca crops in their Council’s territory 

elaborated from the geo-referenced database, so that they could reconstruct the historical 

trend and explain in detail the dynamics of penetration and expansion of crops and the 

reasons for peaks and declines in production.

In addition to interviews, two general meetings between leaders from the region, 

government representatives and third sector organisations were attended. One was a public 

call to discuss a plan put forth by the local government and private developers to refurbish 

the city’s tourist port. The other one was a meeting to present some of the preliminary 

results of the civic strike held in the city on May 2017, as described in Chapter 1. Attending 

both events enriched the process of field immersion and helped inform the analysis.

3.4.3 Stage three: data collection in Council A

The third stage was carried out from 3 October to 23 October 2017. The purpose of this stage 

was to conduct an initial ‘immersion’ into the first Community Council, Council A, in order 

to collect quantitative and qualitative data. Council A is located near the southern border of 

the municipality. It is the farthest from the city of Buenaventura of all three Councils in the 

sample. Fieldwork included (a) in-depth interviews with leaders and extensive 

conversations with community members, (b) focus groups and interviews with members 

from two community enterprises (the Community Sugarcane Mill and the Fishers 

Association), and (c) household surveys in all 12 villages of the Council (100% village 

coverage).

3.4.4 Stage four: data collection in Council B

The fourth stage was carried out from 24 November to 9 December 2017. The purpose of 

this stage was to conduct quantitative and qualitative data collection in the second 

Community Council of the sample, Council B. This Council is located closer to the city of 

Buenaventura. Fieldwork included (a) in-depth interviews with leaders and extensive 

conversations with community members, and (b) household surveys in 10 out of the 13 

villages in the Council (77% village coverage). No focus groups were conducted in this 
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Council because there were no cases of community enterprises that met the criteria to be 

included in the sample for this research, as will be explained in Section 3.5.

3.4.5 Stage five: data collection in Council C

The final stage of data collection was conducted in the Council C from 3 to 15 September 

2018. This Council is the closest to the city of Buenaventura of all Councils in the sample. 

Five of its villages are easily accessible by road from the city. The rest of the villages are 

accessible by boat. Activities carried out during this stage included (a) in-depth interviews 

with leaders and extensive conversations with community members, (b) focus groups and 

interviews with members from two community enterprises (the Association of Cacao 

Growers, ACG and the Association of Agricultural Producers, APP), and (c) household 

surveys in all 10 villages of the Council (100% village coverage).

3.5 Data collection techniques 

Four data collection techniques were used in this research. For qualitative data, two types of 

elicitation techniques: semi-structured in-depth interviews and focus groups. For 

quantitative data, geo-referenced databases for the elaboration of maps and household 

surveys.

Interviews were guided by two protocols, depending on the type of actor involved. Protocol 

A was designed for interviews with community leaders. It included questions about four 

main topics: the interviewee's life history as a leader, their role in the development of 

economic alternatives for the community, the tensions inherent in the exercise of their role 

and the barriers to the development of productive enterprises within the Council’s territory. 

Protocol B was designed for interviews with all other actors. (The questions included in each 

protocol are shown in Appendix 2.) A total of 83 interviews were conducted for this 

research (the list of interviewees and participation per sector are shown in Appendices 3a 

and 3b respectively). Each interview lasted one hour on average. Subject to interviewee 

approval, all interviews were audio recorded. (Except those with leaders from the sample of 

80



13 Councils, which were registered only in writing for matters of security, due to the 

sensitivity of the topic addressed.)

Interviews held in the Community Councils were conducted —whenever possible— 

following a basic form of ‘walking interview’ whereby the interviewer and interviewee 

move around specific places (chosen by the interviewer and/or the interviewee) whilst 

conducting the interview.  The advantage of these interviews is “their capacity to access 46

people’s attitudes and knowledge about the surrounding environment.” (Evans & Jones, 

2011, p. 850). In other words, this technique seeks to turn the reflexive interaction between 

subjects and their surroundings into an additional source of insights and data (Solnit, 2001). 

Additionally, walking interviews may help overcome some of the criticisms of conventional 

interviews, particularly the claims that when conducted in conventional settings, interviews 

are de-contextualised, ‘artificial’ and incapable of penetrating the reality of the interviewee.

Focus groups was the technique chosen to analyse the characteristics of the five community 

enterprises in the sample whose analysis is presented in Chapter 5. The sample was 

composed of two community enterprises in Council A, two in Council B and one in Council 

W.  Council C was excluded due to an absence of community enterprises suitable for the 47

purpose of this study. These cases were selected based on three criteria. First, the expectation 

from community leaders that these enterprises could provide economic opportunities for an 

ample number of community members. Second, a minimum level of organisational structure 

to support their productive activity. Third, a minimum level of variation in organisational 

development and type of activity (product or service-based). Due to lack of a database or 

aggregate source of official information on economic enterprises in the region, the 

identification of the enterprises was carried out through informed knowledge from two 

sources: (i) the network of contacts of community leaders in the region and (ii) cooperation 

agencies and NGOs that have worked to support economic development in the region. The 

 Walking interviews are part of the ‘mobility paradigm’ that has gained popularity in the social sciences, 46

particularly among geographers (Sheller & Urry, 2006). In their most sophisticated versions, actual movements 
and displacements are tracked through positioning systems and then coded to be analysed as quantitative data. 
The use of this technique in this research is only intended as a means to motivate a form of spatial elicitation that 
enhances the possibilities offered by conventional interviews.

 This last Council was not part of the sample for this research. Data from the community enterprise in this 47

Council was primarily collected in a previous project whose results are presented in Lobo et al. (2016). Additional 
interviews were conducted with leaders from this community enterprise to update the data gathered previously 
and collect new data specifically needed for this research.
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final selection of the sample of five enterprises also took into account the availability of 

leaders and members of the enterprise and their willingness to participate.

Each focus group session sought to understand the main characteristics, achievements, 

challenges and future perspectives for each community enterprise. To achieve these goals, 

each session followed a common protocol based on the structure of the ‘business model 

canvas’, a widely used tool for documenting business models. Although strictly speaking 

this tool is not conceived as a diagnostic instrument, it is widely used for that purpose due 

to its simplicity. It allows researchers to identify nine key constituent elements of a business 

model (i.e. key activities, key resources, network of allies, value proposition, customer 

segments, distribution channels, customer services, cost structure and revenue streams) and 

how they are inter-related. Adjustments were made to make the tool easily understandable 

and useful for participants to keep and eventually use as a management and learning tool. 

The size and duration of each focus group varied according to the specific characteristics of 

each enterprise as well as contingencies in the field (e.g. lack of infrastructure, availability of 

participants, etc.) In total, 73 participants attended the focus group sessions, as shown in 

Table 3.2 below.

Table 3.2 - Summary of data collection methods for each community enterprise 

Source: Author

In Councils A and C, a joint modality combining focus groups and workshops with leaders 

and members of each enterprise was developed (each held in a separate session) so that 

participants could not only discuss the topics addressed but also take away some relevant 

insights about possible ways for improvement.

COMMUNITY 
ENTERPRISE COUNCIL MAIN METHOD

NUMBER OF 
PARTICIPANTS

NUMBER OF 
INTERVIEWS

Sugarcane Mill Council A Focus Group 44 3

Asopez Council A Focus Group 9 2

Ecotour Council W Interviews - 2

ACG Council C Focus Group 10 3

APP Council C Focus Group 10 2
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Mostly as a way to inform the analysis presented in Chapter 6, data from satellite imagery 

provided by the Integrated Illicit Crops Monitoring System (SIMCI in Spanish) from the 

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) were also collected. These data were 

used for elaborating a geo-referenced database. To do so, longitudinal data relating to the 

location of coca crops were cross-referenced with the geographical location of all 

Community Councils in the municipality of Buenaventura. The resulting database showed 

the precise evolution of coca crops in each of the Community Councils from 2001 to 2016. 

From this and additional data sources, a series of maps were designed, as will be presented 

in Chapter 6.  These database and maps were instrumental for the methodological and 48

analytical processes of this research. As will be shown in Chapter 6, they helped identify the 

relative regional exceptionality of the municipality of Buenaventura in terms of the 

expansion of illicit crops into the Pacific region. They also helped analyse intra-Council 

variations in time and define the sample of 13 Councils, as mentioned previously.

Finally, survey data informed almost all the analysis for this research, particularly Chapters 

4, 6 and 7. Household surveys were done in the three Community Councils in the sample 

where fieldwork was conducted. A total of 541 surveys in almost all villages in each Council 

were conducted. Some of the farthest villages were excluded due to logistical or security 

concerns. The survey, whose structure is shown in Appendix 4, included questions related 

to (a) the economic and productive characteristics of households, their production decisions 

and —in two Councils— the presence of and perception about illegal economies; and (b) an 

assessment of variables associated with social capital (e.g. relationship with different 

governmental organisation present in the territory, participation in community 

organisations, perception of legitimacy of local governance). Households were randomly 

selected although in some cases full household coverage was almost reached due to the 

small size of some villages. Table 3.3 below details the number of surveys conducted in each 

village of the three Councils.

 Maps were developed using ArcMap software, part of the ArcGIS (ESRI) platform. The following shapefiles 48

(and corresponding sources) were used: 1) Polygons file of Colombian departments (Geoportal of the National 
Department of Statistics of Colombia DANE). 2) Community Councils and indigenous Resguardos polygons file 
(National Land Agency ANT open data portal). 3) Municipal capitals and river polygons (Instituto Geográfico 
Agustin Codazzi IGAC, open data sources). 4) National Natural Parks and protected areas polygon files. 
(National Natural Parks of Colombia, open data sources). 5) 1km2 grid of coca crops (Integrated Illicit Crops 
Monitoring System, SIMCI - UNODC). 6) Raster ALOS World 3D-30m file (relief). (ALOS Project, Global Digital 
Surface Model de la Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency JAXA). I am indebted to Camilo Erasso for his valuable 
assistance in the design of the maps.
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Table 3.3 - Number of household surveys in each village of the three Councils

Source: Author

I conducted the surveys assisted by one trained research assistant. Each survey lasted 40 

minutes on average. The KoBo application was used to conduct the surveys due to its 

practicality, versatility and reliability.  A limited number of paper-based survey 49

questionnaires were kept to minimise the risk of technological failure, although none 

occurred. Finally —as will be explained below— in all stages and for every technique of data 

collection, formal ethical procedures were followed so as not to expose leaders or people 

involved in data collection to unmanageable risks. Only participants willing to talk about 

the topics addressed in the interviews were included.

COUNCIL A COUNCIL B COUNCIL C

Village Surveys % of 
total Village Surveys % of 

total Village Surveys % of 
total

Village 1 11 7.1 Village 1 36 20.8 Village 1 38 18.0

Village 2 19 12.2 Village 2 8 4.6 Village 2 21 9.9

Village 3 9 5.8 Village 3 2 1.2 Village 3 7 3.3

Village 4 27 17.3 Village 4 8 4.6 Village 4 13 6.1

Village 5 9 5.8 Village 5 30 17.3 Village 5 49 23.1

Village 6 33 21.2 Village 6 0 0.0 Village 6 17 8.0

Village 7 8 5.1 Village 7 3 1.7 Village 7 45 21.2

Village 8 6 3.8 Village 8 0 0.0 Village 8 11 5.2

Village 9 13 8.3 Village 9 27 15.6 Village 9 3 1.4

Village 10 16 10.3 Village 10 39 22.5 Village 10 8 3.8

Village 11 3 1.9 Village 11 19 11.0 Village 11 - -

Village 12 2 1.3 Village 12 1 0.6 Village 12 - -

- - - Village 13 0 - - - -

Total 156 100% Total 173 100% Total 212 100%

 KoBo is a free app used for data collection. It allows for surveys to be safely stored for as long as necessary and 49

then uploaded directly to a predefined database as soon as an internet connection is available. More information 
about the app can be found on the website: https://www.kobotoolbox.org

84

https://www.kobotoolbox.org/


3.6 Data analysis techniques

In preparation for the analysis of qualitative data, all interviews recorded for this research, 

as well as the recordings from focus groups, were transcribed in full. The analysis of this 

data was conducted through thematic analysis. This technique can be used with most 

qualitative methods (Boyatzis, 1998). It is focused on the search for themes that stand out as 

particularly relevant in the characterisation and analysis of the phenomenon under study. 

Those themes emerge as recognisable patterns from repeated iterations of reading and 

analysis of the data and become the categories for the general analysis (Fereday & Cochrane, 

2006). This inductive approach was complemented by a more deductive approach in which 

a previously defined ‘template’ (Crabtree & Miller, 1999) consisting of a basic structure of 

key concepts elicited by the research questions and literature that guide this research was 

also used during data analysis. In other words, the process of data analysis was not 

completely ‘emergent’ (as is the case in grounded theory) in the sense that some thematic 

anchors to look for in the data were selected a priori. This inductive/deductive interaction 

allowed for a more refined identification of the central themes for the analysis in this 

research. 

Due to time constraints and the volume of qualitative data collected, only two iterations of 

primary data analysis were possible. From these, a total of 9 first-order themes, 59, second-

order themes, 43 third-order themes and 8 fourth-order themes were codified. The 

structuring and analysis of data was assisted by the QDA software package NVivo 11.

As for the analysis of quantitative data, a key input for Chapter 6, the initial strategy sought 

to conduct a statistical analysis to determine the correlation between the average acreage of 

illicit crops in the municipality over the time period of interest (2001 to 2016) —as the 

dependent variable— and a set of independent variables associated with social capital.  50

Control variables included demographic and socio-economic characteristics as well as 

financial assistance from the state (all of which were also included in the survey). Due to the 

 These include, first, the level of trust of the community in a group of institutions, including each Council’s 50

Board. Second, the level of participation of community members in their community networks and groups. 
Third, the frequency of voluntary work done for the community. Fourth, whether community members 
acknowledge the existence of rules agreed upon by the Council, particularly those concerning the management 
of natural resources and land.
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final size of the sample of 541 surveys, however, it was not possible to conduct a regression 

analysis. The analytical strategy shifted to assessing differences of means. Statistical tests for 

all relevant independent variables included in the survey were conducted, particularly two 

tests. Chi-square tests for homogeneity of proportions and F and chi-square tests for equality 

of means. The specific characteristics and results of this analysis will be shown and 

discussed in detail in Section 6.4.2 of Chapter 6. Tests and all relevant statistical analysis of 

data was assisted by the software package STATA 15. Analysis of quantitative data was also 

used in other chapters albeit for the purpose of showing descriptive statistics.

3.7 Available resources and research ethics

Given its scale and scope, the development of this research demanded a considerable 

amount of logistic and human resources. The support from a team of researchers at 

Universidad de Los Andes in Colombia was instrumental for achieving the goals of this 

thesis as initially stated, which would not have been possible without their contribution. 

This team was formed by one former colleague of mine —a professor from the School of 

Economics who has been conducting research in the same geographical region for the last 

years— and two research assistants. The immediate reason for this collaboration was our 

common interest in the topics addressed in my thesis, and the opportunity that arose to 

combine our fieldwork resources so that we all could benefit from the results. As expected, 

these combined resources —mainly financial and logistical— led to positive outcomes.  51

Particularly, the previous network of relations with community leaders in the south Pacific 

region that each of us contributed as well as the institutional support from Universidad de 

Los Andes, facilitated access to the communities in the collective territories. Specially 

important for the successful completion of the fieldwork was the help from one local leader 

—with whom we had worked before— who acted as the central link with other community 

leaders in the field and helped arrange many of the logistical details needed for adequate 

fieldwork development.

 These included the possibility to develop subsequent co-authored publishable work, which was precisely the 51

case as explained at the end of the Introduction of this thesis.

86



The task of conducting data collection in the field was my responsibility. As mentioned 

above, I was accompanied by one research assistant whom we properly trained for the task. 

All team members participated in each of the assessment and planning meetings conducted 

between fieldwork stages as explained in section 3.4.

Elicitation techniques for data collection that involve disadvantaged communities pose 

different challenges. Particularly salient is the time it takes to build trust with communities. 

Gaining access without the support of actors and/or organisations that communities 

perceive as legitimate is very difficult. Understandably, rural black communities are often 

wary of outsiders (including researchers), especially when there is no clarity of the purpose 

and interest of those who approach them. The mutual support and joint efforts of the small 

research team assembled for the development of the fieldwork, facilitated access to the 

communities, significantly reducing the transaction costs of this project. The personal and 

institutional networks of relationships with members of Afro-Colombian communities that 

each team member put forth were thus a necessary and valuable resource for this research.

Important as they were, relationships with the communities did not in themselves guarantee 

that this research would actually be executed exactly as planned. Unforeseeable 

contingencies were inevitable and they had to be taken into account. Most of them were 

directly related to the precarious physical infrastructure in the region, which makes 

mobilisation and transport particularly difficult. Consequently, bringing this research to 

fruition demanded a fair degree of flexibility. No contingency was critical so the project was 

satisfactorily developed.

Setting up a team of like-minded and equally motivated people created an environment of 

sharing and collaboration whose fruits greatly enhanced my personal experience during 

fieldwork as well as the quality of the process of data collection. As argued by Poteete et al. 

(2010), there are significant incentives in social sciences to conduct individual rather than 

collaborative research. The fieldwork process developed for this researched showed me how 

valuable and fruitful the latter can be.

Given the characteristics and requirements of this research and the sensitivity of some of the 

topics addressed, ethical concerns were a key consideration. Two specific decisions were 
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made to guarantee that neither communities nor team members were exposed to 

unmanageable risks or subjected to any kind of harm, as explained below.

Informed consent. The plan for this research was revised and approved by the UCL 

Ethics Committee (Ethic Project ID Number: 11357/001). Following their 

requirements, written forms of informed consent were prepared prior to fieldwork. 

These forms explained participants the nature of this research, the way data would 

be managed and the purpose for which they would be used. Participants were asked 

whether they agreed to take part in the research project. If they did, they were also 

asked to sign the forms. Consent for recording the interviews was also asked of 

participants. (Only two of them refused to be recorded, in which case only written 

notes were taken.) This procedure was followed as prerequisite for conducting the 

interviews and focus groups. As for the surveys, for matters of convenience the 

written format was replaced by an introduction included at the beginning of the 

survey which was shown and read to every respondent. This was in fact the first 

item asked in the survey, after which they could decide whether to take part or not. 

Strict anonymity. All participants were also informed that their testimonials would 

be completely anonymised. This was particularly important for the interviews with 

leaders from the sample of 13 Councils conducted for the analysis of Chapter 6, 

which addresses the topic of cultivation of illicit crops. This reassured participants 

that there would be no risk in sharing their views.      

An additional ethical decision was made not only to minimise the risk of harm but to create 

some tangible benefit and value for participants: the commitment to design concrete 

mechanisms for giving back knowledge to the communities as a way to reciprocate their 

contributions. Specifically, I designed two types of products: (a) short infographic reports 

customised for each Council in which key socio-economic information from the surveys was 

included,  and (b) a summary report of findings and recommendations for each of the five 52

community enterprises analysed in Chapter 5 based on the collective assessment that was 

done by members during the workshops. (Examples of these reports are shown in Appendix 

 This specific format was chosen in order to make the information more appealing and easily understandable 52

for leaders and community members so that the reports could be used to inform members of each Council’s 
Board and help them in their decision making process.  

88



5). These products were socialised with representatives from the Councils who were invited 

to an event specially prepared for that purpose, which I helped plan but could not attend in 

person. (By the time the event was held, I was already back in the UK.) The  support from 

the team at Universidad de Los Andes was key for they contributed resources and were in 

charge of hosting the event. 

Despite these decisions, on a personal level I was confronted with profound and important 

ethical questions during the fieldwork. I present some of those reflections in the Epilogue of 

this thesis.
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Chapter 4

Rural economies in the collective territories: 
between a rock and a hard place

“I think Buenaventura will be very similar to Barcelona, in terms of 
progress, with immeasurable and well-invested wealth. That will 

happen in about seven or eight years. By then we won’t have to beg 
airlines to come here. We’ll have to ask them not to.”

David Luna, April 201453

Introduction

The question of economic development in the Pacific region of Colombia has been addressed 

—albeit scantly— in some specialised literature. In an outlook of the economic 

characteristics and performance of the four Departments in the region, Viloria De la Hoz 

(2008) shows that widespread economic poverty has been predominant throughout the last 

three centuries. The roots of this generalised economic stagnation —he argues— can be 

traced back to four main factors. First, geographical isolation and adverse climatic 

conditions (e.g. high rainfall and humidity) as well as lack of fertile soils. Second, lack of 

adequate infrastructure, particularly roads connecting the region to the rest of the country. 

Third, lasting adverse effects of the colonial extractive institutions, which accentuate the 

unequal distribution of land. Fourth, low levels of education, health and basic sanitation, 

particularly among the rural ethnic minorities (i.e. black and indigenous communities) that 

inhabit the region. As explained in Chapter 1, although socio-cultural ties between the 

capital city of Buenaventura and the rural areas are strong and mobility is common, the 

socio-economic gap between the urban and rural economies in the municipality is, in most 

cases, very wide. Markets between the two are not fully developed. Except for a few 

exceptional agricultural products, rural producers face significant barriers to sell their 

products in the city.

 Translated from Spanish. Original quote available at: https://www.eltiempo.com/Multimedia/especiales/53

buenaventurasos/ARTICULO-WEB-NOTA_INTERIOR_MULTIMEDIA-13773036.html 
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This chapter briefly describes the main characteristics of the rural economies in the 

municipality of Buenaventura. Analysing the characteristics of these economies is important 

for this thesis. The central point highlighted in this chapter is the fact that although the 

economies are founded on collective productive practices that help satisfy basic subsistence 

needs, they fail to provide communities with options for improving their economic 

wellbeing. Understanding the barriers these economies face help explain why some 

communities have increased their expectations of the possibilities offered by community 

enterprises as means for economic development (the central topic of analysis in Chapter 5). 

It also helps explain why some communities in the region have turned to illicit economies as 

an economic opportunity (the central topic of analysis in Chapter 6). By showing key 

limitations faced by the local economies in the municipality, this chapter also helps 

understand why the role of development assistance from government and aid organisations 

is important for the economic life of communities, a central topic of analysis in Chapter 7.

The chapter draws nourishment from the empirical data, particularly the results of the 

survey conducted in three Community Councils of the municipality —as explained in 

Chapter 3— interviews with community leaders and one member of the local government 

unit for agricultural technical assistance, as well as conversations with people in the villages. 

Some secondary sources are also used. The chapter is divided into four parts. Section 4.1 

presents the general characteristics of the economies in the municipality. Section 4.2 

describes the main economic activities of people in the rural areas. Section 4.3 synthesises 

the main challenges faced by the rural economies in the municipality and, finally, Section 4.4 

presents brief concluding remarks.

4.1 General characteristics of the rural economies in the municipality

The economies of rural Afro-Colombian communities in the municipality of Buenaventura 

are based on the combination of agricultural and extractive activities. These economies 

exhibit some of the attributes of subsistence economies. Although the precise definition is 

not free of ambiguity, subsistence economies are mainly characterised by three elements. 

First, they rely almost exclusively on the use of natural resources as the primary (and often 

only) means to satisfy needs. Second, they are non-monetary in the sense that labour is 
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outside of the market economy and thus neither traded in the labour market nor accounted 

for in macroeconomic measures. Third, they produce little or no economic surplus. If 

generated at all, surplus is used for trading basic goods. Although subsistence economies are 

by no means completely isolated, they tend to be at best partially integrated into wider 

market relations and commerce.

Production decisions in subsistence economies are primarily driven by the essential needs of 

the family (i.e. food, shelter and clothing) as the main productive and consumption unit. 

Only rarely will households in a subsistence economy turn to market prices as inputs for 

production decisions. Although not necessarily correlated, subsistence economies are often 

associated with food-sovereignty, defined as “the right of peoples to healthy and culturally 

appropriate food produced through ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their 

right to define their own food and agriculture systems”.  Production systems based on this 54

approach put the needs of producers and consumers at the centre of food systems rather 

than market demands.

Although Law 70 does not explicitly mention the term subsistence economy, it does 

recognise throughout the importance to preserve ‘traditional productive practices’ as a 

guiding principle. These practices are defined in Article 2 of the Law as the “agriculture, 

mining, forestry, livestock, hunting, fishing and collection activities and techniques that 

black communities have customarily used to secure their livelihoods and guarantee a 

sustainable development.” Traditional economic practices are thus at the centre of the Law 

in order to acknowledge and preserve these practices as distinctive cultural characteristics of 

rural Afro-Colombian communities.

In the particular case of the rural communities in the municipality of Buenaventura, 

production decisions are primarily guided by a combination of (a) the satisfaction of 

consumption needs for community members and their families, and (b) demand from local 

markets (i.e. intra and inter-Council trade). Families allocate their agricultural products to 

these two purposes depending on harvest productivity and (mostly) internal market 

 This is the definition that emanated from the Declaration of Nyéléni, which was signed by representatives from 54

more than 80 countries in the Forum for Food Sovereignty celebrated in Sélingué, Mali, on 27 February 2007. The 
complete declaration can be read in the following link: https://nyeleni.org/spip.php?article290
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demand. A few highly demanded agricultural products, as will be further explained below, 

are sold in the city of Buenaventura.

Some characterise the economic life of the rural communities in the Pacific as guided by ‘the 

logic of the river’ (Oslender, 2002). This notion synthesises an important characteristic of 

these economies: they are ‘multi-modal’ in the sense that people do not specialise in just one 

economic activity. They vary instead according to place and time of the year. Virtually all 

economic activities gravitate towards and are dependent on the natural characteristics and 

cycles of the rivers. The economic use of land closely corresponds with the ecological 

attributes of the three zones in which rivers are divided. The upper zones provide minerals 

and thus mining is a central economic activity (although mostly complementary, as will be 

described later). The middle zones are mostly dedicated to agriculture, alongside selective 

tree cutting, game hunting and collection. The lower parts are mostly dedicated to fishing 

and mollusc collection, as well as some minor agricultural products. Mobility between these 

areas is quite common so people shift economic activities depending on the part of the river 

where they are located. Environmental conditions and economic opportunities interact so 

that people migrate to the areas where opportunities arise. Seasonal fishing bans, for 

example, lead people from the lower parts of the rivers to shift emphasis in their economic 

activities temporarily.

Agricultural production in the region is constrained by three environmental characteristics: 

low soil quality, high rainfall and lack of insolation (ACUA-FIDA, 2014). Communities have 

mostly adapted their productive practices to these conditions by developing their own 

subsistence food systems. The centrepiece of agricultural use of land in the region is 

polyculture, which makes crops particularly adaptable to environmental cycles. However, it 

also poses considerable challenges for communities, particularly in terms of commercial 

opportunities. 

Polyculture is both a response to and a determinant of the characteristics of socio-economic 

organisation of rural communities. The productive landholding of the typical household is 

not confined to a single space. Rather, it is spread out in different smallholdings or plots of 

land located throughout the river and in the mountain backland. Land use is therefore 

diversified and spatially dispersed. This attribute allows family members to move around 

93



according to their specific needs. Typically, land is divided into three relatively differentiated 

productive areas, as shown in Figure 4.1 below. 

Figure 4.1 – Archetypal structure of polyculture in the centre and south Pacific region 

Source: Adapted from Unidad Municipal de Asistencia Técnica Agropecuaria UMATA (n.d.)

The main area is the agroforestry plot where crops are gown in small discontinuous plots of 

associated products. Rotation is used to allow for soil recovery. Crops are either free (like 

rice) or associated, like the platanares,  which is the core of the food system. Sugarcane and 55

yucca are grown in plots with better draining. The most valuable forest species are 

preserved (e.g. cedar) as a form of savings. The domestic space is formed by the residential 

house and the mixed orchard where pancoger (the local name given to the set of essential 

food products) are grown. These include fruit trees, plantain, banana, papachina (eddoe or 

taro - Colocasia esculenta), chontaduro (peach palm - Bactris gasipaes) and palm trees. Small 

animal species like pigs and chicken are also raised in this area, as well as medicinal plants, 

aromatic herbs and seasonings. Finally, the mountain backland is essentially used for the 

provision of timber and wild fruit. Alongside these areas, mangrove is one of the most 

productive ecosystems in the tropical forest. It is estimated that 47% of the rural population 

 Plantanares are diverse plantations, the main component of which are bananas and plantains.55
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in the Pacific lives off this ecosystem (ACUA-FIDA, 2014). From it, communities obtain 

shells and crustaceans as well as daily fish landings. During low tide, women collect piangua 

(Andara tuberculosa), clams and other molluscs.

Solidarity and communal work are key components of the economic and agricultural work 

systems. Minga and mano cambiada are two forms of voluntary contribution to community 

life and free exchange of labour among families and neighbours, respectively (ACUA-FIDA, 

2014). Consequently, distribution of yields responds to these traditional models of 

reciprocity and alliance. Communities have developed specialised internal exchange 

systems and networks whereby agricultural products from the middle and high parts of the 

river are not only sold but also exchanged in local markets for sea products from the lower 

parts. A fraction of those products are commercialised in external markets, mostly plantain, 

chontaduro, coconut and borojó (Alibertia patinoi) (ACUA-FIDA, 2014).

4.2 Principal economic activities

Rural economic activities in the municipality are essentially based on the use of natural 

resources. Figure 4.2 below shows the percentage of households per economic activity for 

each Council of the sample.
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Figure 4.2 - Economic activities (percentage of households)

Source: survey data

Agriculture is by far the predominant economic activity in all three Councils.  Evident in 56

the graph is the marginal role of non-extractive and service-based activities. Employment 

and commerce are higher in Council C, an expected result given that this Council is more 

closely and easily connected to the city of Buenaventura. These results also show that the 

economies of the households in the municipality are multi-modal, as previously described.

Survey respondents were asked to report on the profitability of their main economic activity. 

To that end they were asked to estimate, whenever possible, the average monthly income 

from the agricultural products sold in local markets (i.e. village-level) and/or external (i.e. 

Council-level or beyond). Figure 4.3 below shows a selected subset of the most profitable 

agricultural products as reported in the survey.

 Since surveys were mainly conducted in the villages located in the lower and middle parts of the rivers in each 56

Council (due to logistical barriers and security concerns), the percentage of households that practice mining may 
be underestimated since mining tends to be concentrated in villages located in the upper parts of the rivers, as 
previously explained.
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Figure 4.3 - Most profitable agricultural product (percentage of households) 

(Only a subset of products is shown) 

Source: survey data

Although there are evident variations, not least because of the difficulty to estimate the 

profitability of certain products in some cases, one consistent result across the board, as 

shown in Figure 4.3, is the fact that papachina (Colocasia esculenta) is the most profitable 

agricultural product in all three Councils. This result, however, is somehow distorted. 

Survey respondents themselves clarified that it does not accurately represent what they 

describe as the true historical tendency. By the time of data collection, chontaduro  crops 57

were barely starting to recover from a devastating plague and subsequent economic crisis.

The plague erupted in 2007 throughout the southern Pacific region drastically reducing the 

availability of the otherwise most profitable product for rural communities in the 

municipality. A disease known as ‘bud rot’ affected crops of oil palm (Elaeis guineensis), a 

species that had been widely adopted as a monoculture by agribusinesses and small 

 Chontaduro is the local name for the edible fruit of a long-lived species of palm known as peach palm (Bactris 57

gasipaes) native to the tropical forests of South and Central America.
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agricultural producers alike due to its high profitability (in some cases twice as much as that 

of other products). Oil palm crops had displaced traditional products like chontaduro and 

cacao. The disease wiped out thousands of hectares of oil palm. On top of that, a plague of 

picudo, the name given by locals to a species of snout beetle (Rhynchophorus palmarum), 

spread out throughout the region. The plague killed nearly all crops of peach palm, 

decimating the remaining production of chontaduro, one of the main sources of income for 

many rural communities. When asked about the causes of the crisis, community members 

seemed to share a prevailing narrative. As suggested by one community member:

For years, the government has been doing aerial spraying with glyphosate to kill coca 

crops all over the region, but this poison spreads out uncontrollably and kills other crops 

as well. If the stability of the environment and the natural food sources of picudo are 

compromised, the beetle will inevitably come to the lower parts of the region to feed. 

That’s essentially what has brought so much economic distress upon our communities. 

(Interview COM-F-12)

Albeit in varying degrees, this explanation was given by the majority of community leaders. 

In order to triangulate this information, one expert entomologist was consulted. When asked 

directly about this issue, he stated that there is no scientific evidence to back the causal 

relationship argued by community members. He shared a different vision instead:

From a scientific point of view, there is no evidence to support the claim that aerial 

fumigation may have led to the decimation of food sources for picudo. What we can 

confidently say is that the causes of such a rapid spread of the plague are relatively clear. 

Monocultures were mainly responsible. In normal conditions palms have natural ways to 

control the invasive bug. When palms are agglomerated in a reduced area, however, it is 

easier for the plague to jump from one individual to the other. (Interview ACA-M-33)

The narrative shared by communities is interesting in itself for it may be indicative of a 

causal attribution that has direct implications for state legitimacy even if based on spurious 

scientific evidence. The view of the entomologist, in contrast, brings to the fore the issue of 

the negative impacts of monoculture in the lives of smallholders and peasants, a topic to 

which abundant literature has been devoted. (See Gliessman, 2015 for a comprehensive 

outlook. See also Guerena & Burgos, 2014.) Irrespective of the precise causes that led to the 
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picudo plague, the outcome affected communities greatly. Due to the particular 

characteristics of the type of chontaduro that grows in the southern Pacific where the 

municipality of Buenaventura is located, it is highly demanded throughout the region. The 

plague thus deprived communities of a valuable source of income.

Importantly, there is some truth to the narrative of communities about the effects of aerial 

spraying, albeit not in the way they believe. The broader negative effects of this strategy for 

the eradication of illicit crops have been documented widely, as will be analysed in Chapter 

6. Most community members consistently pointed out that aerial spraying had affected their 

agricultural crops, a phenomenon for which there is ample evidence. Figure 4.4 below 

shows young cacao plants that —according to the owner, a community member in Council 

C— were killed by aerial spraying. 

Figure 4.4 - Cacao plants killed by aerial spraying 

Source: Francisco Bernal
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Although agriculture is the most common economic activity in the collective territories of 

the municipality, it is not the most profitable. According to interviewees, the economic 

potential of agricultural products is very limited. Since every family essentially produces the 

same basket of products, over-supply compromises their commercial viability. Only 

exceptionally is agriculture viable for commercial purposes, as is the case with chontaduro. 

People in the communities thus have few incentives to use agriculture for purposes other 

than food-sovereignty. In some Councils, individual land titles within the Council are 

granted to families on the condition that they are used for growing pancoger, which only 

exacerbates the excess of supply. One young community member recounted his experience 

as follows:

I refrained from requesting an individual land title for my family and myself because that 

would have entailed the commitment to do agriculture. I don’t want to do that. It’s time-

consuming and costly. It demands efforts that do not pay off. I’m 24. I have to provide for 

my partner and kids. My house is located in a piece of land that I don’t own. Agriculture 

it’s just not enough to make ends meet. What I do is logging. That is what brings the 

money in. (Interview LEA-M-80)

As is the case for this person, incentives to shift to economic activities that are comparatively 

more profitable than agriculture are high, particularly among young people. As described by 

community members, both mining and logging yield more income per unit of labour. One of 

them explained:

Crops take too long until harvest time. And when they are ready, it is not even certain 

that one will be able to take the product to the market and sell it at a good price. The 

effort you put into growing a hectare of, say, papachina or sugar cane you can put instead 

into going to the mountain and cutting off a few good trees. You take those to [the city of] 

Buenaventura and you will get good money immediately. The only thing that prevents 

people from cutting more trees is [environmental] restrictions. Were it not for that, more 

people would be cutting more trees. (…) Same case with gold. Granted, people who work 

in the mines have to work a lot harder and it's very uncertain when or whether it will pay 

off. It’s basically like a lottery. But if you win it, you basically knock it out of the park! If 

you are lucky enough you can make millions [of Colombian pesos] in just a couple of 

days and then live off that money for a long while. (Interview LEA-M-75) 
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Small-scale mining has been practised since colonial times and is an important economic 

activity for communities who live in the upper part of the rivers, as previously mentioned. 

However, as the quote above shows, its inherent uncertainty makes it a complementary 

economic activity for most communities. Those who live off mining have to endure very 

difficult conditions and demanding physical work, as illustrated in Figure 4.5 below. Mining 

is mostly done through the processes of panning —i.e. separating heavy gold particles from 

lighter particles using water by moving a medium sized pan in a series of motions designed 

to eject lighter sediments— and sluicing —i.e. using water to wash ore or alluvium down a 

series of angled platforms. 

Figure 4.5 - Gold extraction in Council A 

Source: Author

The limited commercial opportunities of agricultural products and the stringent and 

uncertain conditions of more profitable activities like mining leave many in the collective 

territories caught between a rock and a hard place. Although precise figures are scarce, most 

interviewees expressed how prevalent migration has become, particularly among young 
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people who have left their communities in search for better economic opportunities. 

According to the legal representative of one Council:

In 2017 a census that we did with [a local University] was published. We hadn’t done a 

census in more than 10 years. For our Council, results were shocking. The new census 

showed that while 10 years ago there were 1.500 inhabitants in the Council, today we are 

slightly more than 700. That is a shocking figure. That means that a little more than 50% 

of the people have decided to migrate in search of education, health and opportunities. 

Do you see how dramatic this is in terms of population dynamics? (Interview LEA-M-05)

Activities that are more profitable tend to account for the lion’s share of internal economic 

migration. It is thus common to see young people move temporarily to the upper zones of 

the river to do mining. Councils have their own rules to limit logging, control illegal mining 

and, more generally, make sustainable use of natural resources. However, not all Councils 

have the same enforcement capacity. Consequently, not all people are able to recall —let 

alone follow— the conservation rules established by the Council’s Board. (Survey results 

about this particular topic will be presented in Section 6.4.2 of Chapter 6.) As controls from 

environmental authorities prevent communities from indiscriminate exploitation of forests 

or mining, illegal economies have gained more space as economic alternatives, as Chapter 6 

will analyse in detail.

Evidence presented so far shows that, in general, rural economies in the municipality are 

heavily based on agriculture, small and narrow in scope, all characteristics consistent with 

the nature of subsistence economies as described in the previous section. Given that local 

economies depend on a relatively narrow set of agricultural products, data also show that 

external shocks have a significant impact, as illustrated in the case of chontaduro. In the next 

section, the main economic challenges faced by rural communities will be presented.

4.3 Main economic challenges

In many ways, rural economies in the Afro-Colombian territories of the Pacific region and 

the Colombian peasant economy more generally share similar attributes. However, as 

102



argued by Leal (2016), they differ in at least one substantive way. In the period following the 

abolition of slavery, the nascent rural economies of freed slaves in the Pacific region did not 

focus on agricultural production for regional markets, as the peasant economies did. Afro-

descendants opted instead to focus on extractive economies —of metals, minerals and forest 

products— mainly for export markets. Facing less competition, they enjoyed a significantly 

higher degree of control over their economic activities. This decision, however, came at a 

price. As extractive economies started to decline progressively, the long-term economic 

possibilities for Afro-Colombians became increasingly limited, a condition that remains to 

this day. 

Other than the path dependency explained by this historical argument, there are additional 

factors that negatively affect rural economies in the collective territories. When asked about 

this particular topic, interviewees identified five major challenges, which are explained 

below.

Poor soil quality. The tropical climate of Colombia is characterised by high humidity and 

high temperatures all year round. According to some estimates, more than 80% of the 

territory in the country is considered humid or very humid, with some areas exhibiting very 

high levels of rainfall (Jaramillo, 2004). The lowlands in the Pacific region are among these. 

Excess rainfall has a direct effect on soil quality. Combined with other geological 

characteristics, rainwater percolates the soil and leaches essential macro nutrients for plant 

growth like nitrogen, phosphate and potassium. The washing out of nitrogen is likely to be 

the key limiting factor. Additionally, the soil is likely to be acidic because it developed over 

acidic parent material. Acidity leads to high rates of nutrient leaching, which compromises 

soil fertility.

Difficult access to markets. Many Councils in the municipality —mostly watershed 

Councils in the south— are geographically distant from the city of Buenaventura or any 

other economic agglomeration. In most interviews, leaders highlighted the costs that 

geographical distance imposes on rural producers. Transportation costs are critical for they 

can add up to 65% of total production costs. Production and commercialisation decisions are 

thus heavily influenced by the proximity of communities to the nearest external markets. As 

shown in Figure 4.6 below, households in Council B, which is located closer to the city of 
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Buenaventura, sell their main agricultural product in the city. Households in Council A, 

which is located furthest from Buenaventura, sell their main product in their own village or, 

at most, the Community Council territory more generally. 

Figure 4.6 - Sales destination of main agricultural product (percentage of households) 

Source: survey data 

Market distortions. As reported by many interviewees, rural economies in the municipality 

must face an additional barrier for commercialisation of their products. Local mafias, they 

claim, have de facto control over markets and commercialisation of certain products in the 

city. They impose buying prices on producers and they decide who is allowed to sell their 

products in the areas over which they exert their influence. Local authorities, interviewees 

claimed, turn a blind eye to the presence of these mafias. Refusing to play by the rules 

imposed by these groups is risky for it may lead to direct life threats. The extent of the costs 

imposed by the presence of these mafias is obviously difficult to assess because there are 

incentives for underreporting.

Access to financial capital. Lack of access to capital was mentioned in the majority of cases 

as a prominent barrier for the economies in the municipality to flourish. Specifically, most 

interviewees manifested that setting up a crop not only demands initial investment capital 

but also working capital to cover for the long periods before harvest time. Not being able to 

provide for their families during those periods, they claim, significantly compromises their 
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capacity to develop their crops further. This, they argue, is one of the main reason why 

agricultural projects cannot be sustained in the long-term.

Low technical and organisational capacity. One final challenge is the lack of technical 

knowledge and organisational capacity needed to increase production. Some interviewees 

expressed their will to increase the productivity of their crops while at the same time 

conserving their land and the environment, which emerged as a prominent concern. Many 

of them expressed that they do not have the knowledge or skills needed to do both, a goal 

that they said could be achieved with more support from technical government agencies in 

charge of developing the agricultural sector.

Most of these challenges significantly depend on structural conditions over which rural 

communities have little control. This leads inevitably to the question of the role played by 

third parties in helping promote local economic development. In fact, both state actors and 

development aid agencies emerged in the interviews as key actors in the design of 

livelihood strategies and development alternatives for rural communities in the 

municipality —a complex relationship that will be analysed in extenso in Chapter 7. The 

notion of productive and economic development prevalent among most leaders and 

community members is associated, to a great extent, with access to resources (financial or in 

kind) in the form of assistance offered by government agencies, NGOs or multilateral 

organisations to which communities refer generically as proyectos (projects). 

This assumption about the state as a provider of aid emerged systematically whenever 

interviewees were asked about the role of the state in the promotion of economic 

development. Although all leaders and community members manifested the expectation 

that economic activities in the territories could offer higher levels of income for the 

community, almost all of them framed that aspiration within the logic of proyectos. They 

expect improvements with respect to the conditions under which those projects are offered 

and executed (e.g. support in the implementation or access to working capital) but they 

hardly think outside of the framework of cooperation and assistance. This reveals the extent 

to which productive projects channelled via assistance and cooperation have been 

institutionalised as the main form of economic support for many communities.
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It seems to be equally difficult for state actors to think beyond the logic of assistance and aid 

provision when they engage with communities. Even when public officials have entertained 

the idea of systemic economic improvement and investment in the municipality —or the 

region more generally— they do so by paying lip service to development plans that end up 

partially executed at best, as described in Chapter 1. Moreover, public discourse often 

reveals profound unawareness of the complexity of integrating markets and consolidating 

value chains so that rural and urban communities can both enjoy the prosperity that the 

status of port-city is yet to bring to Buenaventura. The quote in the epigraph of this chapter 

from a Colombian government official in charge of promoting local economic development 

attests to that. For him, the city of Buenaventura would become like Barcelona “in about 

seven or eight years”. It is hard to say whether this type of comment is driven by political 

grandiloquence or a good dose of naïve optimism.

4.4 Concluding remarks

The purpose of this chapter was to provide a basic characterisation of the rural economies in 

the municipality of Buenaventura, which will be a central point of reference for the 

upcoming analyses. The chapter has shown that these economies are mostly based on 

agricultural production and share most of the characteristics of subsistence economies. They 

satisfy the basic food needs of households and in some cases provide modest surplus 

production for commercialisation in local markets. However, the small scale of these 

economies and the barriers they face (e.g. soil quality, access to markets, distortions, access 

to capital and technical capabilities) offer people very few options to diversify their 

economic activities and increase their income.

The chapter also shows that these limitations lead people (mainly young community 

members) to combine agriculture with economic activities that are more profitable (e.g. 

mining or logging) but less environmentally sustainable. Caught between a rock and a hard 

place, these economies seem to depend, inevitably, on the role of assistance from state and 

development agencies in the form of inputs for agricultural production, or ‘projects’ as they 

are commonly known. They constitute an important part of the bundle of economic 

alternatives through which communities design their livelihood strategies.
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The basis provided by this characterisation informs the analysis presented in the next 

chapter in which the viability of community enterprises will be analysed. These enterprises 

have been promoted by leaders in some Councils under the expectation that they can offer 

better chances to turn collectively owned assets into ‘entrepreneurial’ forms of development 

that create more value for the communities. Whether the alleged potential of those 

enterprises can actually help overcome some of the limitations analysed in this chapter is a 

question that needs to be addressed.
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Chapter 5

Is there room for community enterprises? Economic 
development and the possibilities for innovative 
organisational forms

Introduction

The previous chapter presented the general characteristics and main challenges of the rural 

economies in the collective territories of the municipality of Buenaventura. While the overall 

assessment of the socio-economic conditions faced by communities in the region seems 

relatively clear, solutions to improve those conditions remain elusive. Amid the shift in the 

overall narratives of international development, some have signalled the promotion of 

entrepreneurial development as a promising avenue. In Colombia, this shift in focus to the 

promotion of the ‘entrepreneurial potential’ of the global poor (Karnani, 2007) may be 

explained by at least two factors. From the supply-side of funding, investment into the 

region, governmental or otherwise, has gradually adopted self-sustainability —or even 

entrepreneurship— as explicit mottos to foster more efficient and effective use of public and 

external funds.  From the demand-side, some communities have advocated to be included 58

into wider and more sophisticated circuits of economic exchange from which they no longer 

want to be left out.

Leaders from some Community Councils believe that the collective property regime 

established by Law 70 facilitates the development of entrepreneurial ventures based on 

collective ownership as the optimal organisational structure and environmental 

sustainability as the overarching vision. However, it is not entirely clear whether or not this 

 Under Law 1753 of 2015, the Colombian government created a plan to address the most pressing development 58

needs of the Pacific Region. Funded with external public credit operations of up to USD 400 million, the plan was 
developed to prioritise public investment in the region as part of the government’s strategic policy goal of 
achieving equality. Fostering competitiveness through entrepreneurship was one of the plan’s strategies. At the 
international level, these efforts resonate with global  initiatives  like  the  United  Nations’  “2015-2024  
International Decade for People of African Descent”. (See http://www.un.org/en/events/
africandescentdecade/index.shtml Accessed 1 February 2017.)

108

http://www.un.org/en/events/africandescentdecade/index.shtml
http://www.un.org/en/events/africandescentdecade/index.shtml


belief is substantiated. In search of viable alternatives some leaders have started to promote 

‘hybrid’ forms of economic activity that attempt to combine the logics and organisational 

platforms of market-based enterprises with the attributes of the collective governance and 

property regimes that characterise socio-political organisation in their territories.

The development of community enterprises as one of those ‘hybrid’ organisational forms 

has gained traction among some community leaders, particularly those more open to the 

idea of inserting rural economies into wider markets. As presented in Chapter 2, the 

literature has explored entrepreneurship in contexts of deprivation as a means to overcome 

poverty. Community enterprises can be considered one of such means. It can thus be useful 

—as this chapter does— to adopt this conceptual lens to examine critically the viability and 

implications of promoting innovative organisational forms for economic development in the 

collective territories.

This chapter aims at answering the first specific question of this research: can community 

enterprises based on the management of natural resources be viable alternatives for the 

economic development of the communities and, if so, under what conditions? It also 

responds to the question: What role do leaders play in promoting and sustaining those 

enterprises? Based on the analysis of a sample of five cases of community enterprises, as 

described in Chapter 3, this chapter contributes to the overall thesis in this research by 

showing that in the effort to develop community enterprises, leaders play a key function of 

adaptation. This function entails mutual adjustments between ‘logics’ from different 

contexts or spheres of action that some see as antagonistic (like the logic of markets and the 

logic of communities). From the analysis of the cases, the chapter also advances three 

arguments. First, in order to close the gap between aspirations and capabilities in the 

transition from subsistence to opportunity-based drivers for value generation, community 

enterprises in the collective territories face technical barriers (e.g. the need to identify market 

opportunities and capitalise on them, matching supply capabilities with market demands) as 

well as ideological barriers (e.g. resistance to ‘market-based’ enterprises). Second, 

community enterprises must find optimal organisational arrangements that do not 

necessarily mirror the governance structures of the common property regimes of which they 

are part. Isomorphism between the two, if there is room for any, does not follow 

straightforwardly. Third, although deeper integration into markets and higher permeability 
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of organisational boundaries pose challenges, they also offer opportunities for innovation on 

which leaders are better suited to capitalise.

The chapter is divided into seven sections. Section 5.1 presents the literature on the relatively 

new field of community enterprises, expanding on the broader review of the literature on 

entrepreneurship presented in Chapter 2. Section 5.2 presents a detailed description of the 

five cases in the sample. Section 5.3 analyses these cases based on central themes emerging 

from the data (i.e. the drivers for value generation and the expansion of organisational 

boundaries) and provides key elements for discussion. Section 5.4 discusses the challenges 

in the transition towards opportunity drivers and the widening of organisational frontiers as 

well as the opportunities for capitalising on potential innovations. Building on the 

discussion, Section 5.5 analyses the key function of adaptation that leaders perform and 

Section 5.6 discusses the question of the viability of community enterprises. Finally, Section 

5.7 presents some concluding remarks.

5.1 The literature on community enterprises

Theoretical approaches that study entrepreneurial activity in contexts of economic 

deprivation like those mentioned in Chapter 2 are aptly conveyed, although not exhausted, 

by the concept of community enterprise. There is currently no clear consensus on the 

conceptual boundaries that define a community enterprise partly because of how 

multifaceted this phenomenon is. Community enterprises share some of the characteristics 

of other forms of enterprise (e.g. social enterprise). As organisations, they exhibit business-

like attributes, but they are not businesses in a conventional sense. They do generate income 

through trading or service provision, as opposed to philanthropy or subsidies, which sets 

them apart from other third sector organisations (Tracey et al., 2005). And yet, their goals 

transcend the ‘bottom line’ (i.e. economic value generation) to incorporate a wider range of 

non-economic purposes. Additionally, they vary in how they are owned, governed and 

managed.

Beyond these commonalities, however, one key defining attribute of community enterprises 

—that from which the name itself is derived— is that they are rooted in a specifically defined 
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community and they serve (primarily, if not exclusively) the interests of that community or at 

least parts of it (Somerville & McElwee, 2011). This is not a trivial characteristic. In their 

material —as opposed to symbolic— form, communities have an important economic 

function. Regardless of emphasis in definitions (cf. Bell & Newby, 1974; Elias, 1974; 

McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Somerville, 2011), the community is “a natural focus for economic 

development in those peripheral areas where global forces do not spontaneously merge to 

initiate development” (Johannisson, 1990: 77).

From this, at least three general theoretical approaches to define community enterprises can 

be identified in the literature. The first one understands community as the focus of 

entrepreneurial activity and provides a broad definition of community enterprise as any 

whose benefits are directed to a particular community, regardless of whether enterprise 

members are part of the community themselves (Borch et al., 2008). From this approach, 

community and social enterprises are essentially indistinct (Austin et al., 2006; Borch et al., 

2008). The second approach understands community mainly as the locus of entrepreneurial 

activity. From this, community enterprises are thought to emerge from the ‘social platform’ 

provided by a particular community (Johannisson, 1990). A third approach emphasises 

ownership as the key defining criteria. Community enterprises are those over which a 

particular community has full ownership (Simão & Berkes, 2010) and governance 

prerogatives to manage and sustain the enterprise over time (Van Meerkerk et al., 2018). 

Community enterprises are thus characterised by democratic governance structures 

whereby all members are allowed to take part (Pearce, 2003 cited in Tracey et al., 2005) and/

or they operate within democratically-governed communities (Somerville & McElwee, 2011). 

In an effort to add clarity to the conceptual territory, Peredo and Chrisman (2006) propose 

the concept of ‘community-based enterprises’ (CBE), characterised by at least three elements: 

they are based on available community skills, have multiple purposes (although social value 

creation has precedence over economic value) and are dependent on community 

participation. What sets this construct apart is that it treats the community as completely 

endogenous to the enterprise, changing the locus from an existing or new organisation to the 

community itself. Furthermore, they define CBE as “a community acting corporately as both 

entrepreneur and enterprise in pursuit of the common good” (Peredo & Chrisman, 2006 p. 

315). Where some approaches broadly understand the community as a platform for 

111



entrepreneurial activity (Borch et al., 2008; Johannisson, 1990), Peredo and Chrisman (2006) 

see it as the enterprise itself.

Somerville and McElwee (2011) present a critical assessment of the CBE construct. Based on 

a more nuanced account of the social foundation (or ‘social base’) of ownership and control 

from which —they claim— any enterprise should be defined, they argue that CBE is only 

one special type of community enterprise. One in which all sections of a particular 

community are involved rather than specific subgroups and “whose social base (the social 

structure of the community) lies in the CBE itself” (p. 320). For them, community enterprises 

encompass a wider array of phenomena and organisational forms. They are better explained 

and defined as social enterprises that (i) involve some or all of the members of the 

community (of place or practice), which is the enterprise’s defining ‘social base’; (ii) 

encompass multidimensional strategic goals (i.e. economic, social and political) that define 

the extent of value creation; and (iii) clearly focuses the actions of its members towards 

realising those goals.

This discussion around CBEs emphasises the importance of community boundaries as a 

central element for defining a community enterprise. The community, whatever its origin, 

provides the ‘social base’ on which the enterprise is founded. However, the existence of this 

community does not solve by itself key issues about who owns and governs the enterprise. 

Both these issues have been addressed in the literature as sources of tensions within 

community enterprises. Studying a specific form of commons-based community enterprise 

(i.e. Community Forest Enterprises), Antinori and Bray (2005) identify four critical tensions: 

(i) matching hierarchical organisational governance and democratic community governance, 

(b) ‘inefficiencies’ arising from the interplay between traditional and enterprise structures, 

(c) corruption and mismanagement, and (d) conflicts over multi-pronged goals. This chapter 

contributes to deepening our current understanding of some of these tensions.

5.2 Five cases of community enterprises

This section, which is essentially descriptive, presents each of the five cases of community 

enterprises in three Community Councils of the municipality of Buenaventura that were 
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selected for the analysis. The description of each case reflects as accurately as possible the 

information reported by participants during focus groups.  The summary table at the end of 59

this section, which roughly follows the thematic structure used for the focus groups, 

provides a more structured synthesis of the relevant characteristics of the cases. As 

explained in Chapter 3, these cases were selected based on three criteria. First, the 

expectation from community leaders that these enterprises could consolidate economic 

opportunities for an ample number of community members. Second, the existence of a 

minimum level of organisational structure to support their productive activity. Third, 

different stages of organisational development and type of activity (product or service-

based).

Overall, the cases show three particularly important elements for the subsequent analysis. 

One is the variation in the role of the leader or founding member of each enterprise, as well 

as the role played by the Council’s Board in developing the enterprise. The second element 

is the role played by external supporting organisations in each case. The third one is the 

nature of the aspirations of the enterprises vis-à-vis their current organisational capabilities.

5.2.1 The Community Sugarcane Mill

Although not legally constituted as an independent organisation, the Community 

Sugarcane Mill is an association of sugarcane growers from Santa María village in Council 

A, created in 2011. One prominent female leader from the Council worked assiduously to 

persuade other women from the Council to join in and form the association. The women she 

reached out to were community members with whom she had close relationships. All 

associates are women who know each other very well, share the same main economic 

activity and are linked by close family and/or friendship ties. Through the Council’s Board, 

they managed to get a mechanised mill and technical training from a development agency. 

The purpose was to increase the efficiency of the extraction of sugarcane juice, a traditional 

economic activity for many communities in the region.

 The name of the enterprises as well as the name of the villages in each Council have been changed to preserve 59

anonymity.
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The mill is collectively owned. It belongs to the Council and thus, by extension, to the whole 

community. It is managed by a group called the Sugarcane Mill Committee composed of 

seven people with clearly differentiated managerial roles, selected from the group of 

associates according to skill and experience. Only the secretary and the mill operator (the 

latter being the only male member of the group) are paid for their job. All other Committee 

members are allowed to use the mill free of charge as a form of compensation.

Benefiting the community at large and women in particular brought associates together in 

the first place. ‘Contributing to the community’ —as they put it— remains an important 

motivation for associates. However, other reasons are equally motivating. Bringing people 

together, finding spaces to bond and adding new meanings to their everyday activities are 

all reasons expressed by associates to describe why they decided to take part. One 

Committee member manifested that being part of the Committee helps her focus on 

something different, have a concrete purpose and “release all the stress”. “I spend most of 

the day doing housekeeping —she said; it’s good to be able to go out for once.” This, 

according to the founding leader, is a very important function of the enterprise, especially 

for women who would otherwise be dedicated exclusively to domestic duties.

Members of the association are both owners and clients. The mill provides the service of 

cane juice extraction to associates in Santa María and other sugarcane growers from three 

nearby villages. They come to Santa María because it is the nearest village providing the 

service. Prices are charged according to the volume of juice extracted (COP 2.000 

-approximately USD 0.5- per five US gallons). Revenues, amounting to an average of USD 

150/month, are primarily used to cover production costs. Profits go to a fund used for 

reinvestment and, eventually, redistribution among associates. No profit redistribution has 

been possible thus far.

Customers outside Santa María bring their cane to be processed in the mill by canoe or boat 

—the main means of communication among villages in the Council— and take the cane juice 

back. Then they transform juice into other products (mostly fermented beverages) and sell 

them directly to consumers in their villages. Overproduction pulls prices down and hurts 

profits. As one of the associates indicated, “we are all producing a lot of the same product. 

Sometimes we have to just give cane juice away or dispose of it altogether because there are 
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simply not that many customers.” Moreover, associates claimed that the cost structure of the 

sugarcane mill “is not yet very clear”. According to the treasurer, “only recently did we start 

holding meetings to address the issue of costs because the mill is not producing any profits 

yet and we need to understand why.” Associates are aware that price adjustments are 

necessary. The price of production inputs has grown steadily, which can eventually 

compromise the financial viability of the association.

The enterprise faces three main challenges, as manifested by associates. First, achieving a 

higher level of formalisation so that the enterprise can work as a small business and increase 

its size and scope. “We are in this together and it is easy for us to work together because we 

know each other and we share the same goal -said the founding leader-; we need to take 

care of the association and make it grow stronger so that we can achieve more ambitious 

aspirations. But we have to be careful not to jeopardise the close relations that we share”. 

Second, seeking access to different varieties of sugarcane seeds and more sophisticated 

agricultural techniques to increase cane quality and expand the product portfolio to locally-

produced, higher value-added products (e.g. solid sucrose, candy, cookies). Third, accessing 

organic markets by turning chemical-free cane like the one they produce into a marketable 

attribute.

5.2.2 Asopez Fishers Association

The Asopez Fishers Association was founded in 2014 with the general aspiration to create 

incentives for people to stay in the community and reduce economic migration. Led by a 

prominent leader, a life-long fisher herself, twenty-two fishers from Bocamar village in 

Council A founded the association whose mission is to guarantee food security for all 

associates and their families (and, indirectly, all community members in the lower part of the 

river) as well as contributing to a sustainable use of fish stocks. “If you ask me what the 

single prominent goal of the association is –said the founding leader- I would have to say 

that it is to provide people in the community with the means to increase their income so that 

they don’t have to go elsewhere. Keeping our community united is the most important thing 

for us.” Leaders and members of the association realised that the goals of the association 

could be better achieved by pursuing a more ambitious aspiration: help fishers in the 

community integrate into a more developed value chain of fish production.
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In order to realise this aspiration the association focused on the creation of a fish collection 

centre (Figure 5.1). As envisioned by the founding leader and other associates, the collection 

centre was thought of as a key intermediary that could buy and store fish landings from 

fishers in the community at fair prices and then sell the fish to internal consumers (i.e. 

community members in all of the Council’s villages) and external markets (i.e. wholesale 

buyers in the city of Buenaventura). Profits would be used for two purposes. First, covering 

the centre’s operational and maintenance costs. Second, maintaining the working capital 

needed to pay fishers for their fish.

With resources provided by a development agency, the collection centre was built with 

refrigeration rooms suitable for storage of fresh fish. Three fishing boats were bought as well 

with their corresponding basic equipment. Specifically, the centre addresses two needs. First, 

sparing fishers the transportation costs of taking their produce directly for sale to 

consumers, a key issue given that transportation can amount to 65% of total costs. Second, 

reducing income uncertainty and variability as well as product waste, by offering fishers a 

guaranteed buy of their daily produce.

The Council’s Board provided support to mobilise the resources needed to build the centre, 

which is formally owned by the Council. In principle, it is thus available for fishers from any 

village in the Council to use and not only for members of the association. However, it is 

mainly fishers from Bocamar village who actually use the centre. The three boats are also 

available for any fisher to use. Those who do, however, must share their produce with the 

centre as a form of payment although the specific rules to do so are not clearly defined.
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Figure 5.1 – The Fish Collection Centre 

Source: Author

Managerial tasks fall primarily on the shoulders of the association’s founding leader, as well 

as a small group of associates who also happen to be prominent leaders in the community. 

They undertake tasks according to their abilities. Certain contingencies, however, demand 

skills beyond the capacities of associates. After one year of operation (2016-2017), the centre 

was shut down because of a technical failure in one of the refrigeration rooms. It took six 

months for associates to replace the pieces and get a technician to come to the village before 

the centre was up and running again.

According to the leaders of the association, who are the ones with more clarity about the 

prospects of the enterprise, it is still early for the centre’s operation to stabilise and assess 

whether it is fulfilling its purpose. By the time of data collection, the centre was yet to be 

operating at full productive capacity, which led some community members to fear that the 

potential capabilities of the centre as originally planned may have exceeded the current 

productive capacity of the associate fishers and the actual demand in local and external markets. 
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“Mobilising people is not easy -said the founding leader-. It is often hard to communicate with 

other actors so that we can get the support to materialise our aspirations. We managed to secure 

the support from donors who invested in creating the centre. Now we need to make sure that we 

are able to make the most out of it.”

Members of the association identify two key challenges. First, expanding the scope of the 

association to include higher stages in the fish product value chain. Specifically, 

transforming fish into derivative products that could be produced by community members 

and sold directly in external markets. Second, strengthening the technical skills of associates 

particularly in the processing of fresh fish and the capacity to establish market connections. 

Although the association has struggled to balance its goals, aspirations remain ambitious. 

“Why not dream of exporting fish directly to other countries?” -one associate suggested. “If 

we could focus on that, it would truly help us develop the association further.”

5.2.3 Association of Cacao Growers

The Association of Cacao Growers ACG was formally created in Council C in 2012 to 

produce cacao beans as a long-term economic alternative to mining and timber. The 

association seeks to meet the need for cacao in the local, regional and national markets, 

responding to unmet demand. “For us, cacao is the future”, one associate pointed out. 

SENA, the Colombian National Training Service, provided technical assistance to set up the 

association. Associates who took part in the focus group did not know whether any 

development agency had also been involved. Support from the Council’s Board, in the form 

of establishing marketing alliances, came after the association was legally constituted. All 

associates are both owners and clients. By mid-2018, there were 45 associates down from 61 

when the association was created. Each individual associate has his own smallholding and 

they assume the costs of land preparation, sowing, crop fertilisation and harvesting.

The associative organisational form seeks to overcome the limitations of individual 

producers to access distribution channels effectively. It also seeks to help them achieve 

economies of scale. Although there are nominal management roles in the association, all of 

which are unpaid, they are merely a requirement for legal formalisation. In practice, these 

roles are vaguely defined except for the treasurer. He takes up most of the key management 
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tasks and unlike other members for whom “giving up on cacao production, given the 

constant need to seek new economic alternatives, has always been on the table”, he seems 

heavily invested in making the association work. “I’ve tried hard to move the association 

forward because I think there is great business potential, but sometimes it feels like 

swimming against the current”, said the treasurer. Another associate pointed out: “At times 

one feels like the association belongs to all of us and yet no one actually puts enough effort 

into developing it to its full potential. I think that is why [the treasurer] decided to step in.” 

Essentially, the association acts as an intermediary that buys individual cacao produce from 

associates and trades the product wholesale for processing and commercialisation to a single 

buyer, a leading company in the chocolate and snack industry in Colombia. The company 

buys all production at the same price, making no quality differentiation. It thus benefits from 

a relatively stable and reliable supply of raw material bought at a comparatively low price. 

For associates, this represents in turn a guaranteed steady income. Some associates see this 

as an undesirable imbalance because the company ends up defining the bargaining 

conditions. Others do not seem to care much to change those conditions. For them, having a 

big buyer is a good enough reason to maintain production. “As long as they buy what we 

offer —one associate said— I don’t expect the company to do much more for us.” In the 

words of the treasurer, “although support from the Council’s Board is key, I’m in charge of 

direct negotiations with people from [the chocolate company]. We get along well but 

sometimes it’s not easy to get our points across.”

Producers are responsible for taking their production to the association. The association 

hires a transport service that takes the produce to the processing company’s warehouses 

some 150 km away. The association pays each associate according to how much cacao they 

deliver to the association. Since every associate has different productive capacity, there are 

no fixed quotas or contracts. The association buys whatever amount of produce associates 

bring every one or two months. Although associates know what their main production costs 

are (i.e. land preparation, sowing, labour, seeds and fertilisers, and threshing mill 

maintenance), the association lacks detailed knowledge of its cost structure. It is not at all 

clear whether costs are higher or lower than revenues. “I know we are creating income 

opportunities for associates because they get their money alright. But we are yet to find out 
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exactly how much value we create and how high the costs of operation are. We need support 

from those who know about these things to help us figure it out”, said the treasurer. 

According to associates, the association faces three main challenges. First, upgrading the 

infrastructure to diversify and expand into value-added markets and products (e.g. cocoa, 

candy, liquor, cocoa butter, etc.). Second, differentiating bean quality to be able to segment 

markets, sell produce at quality-standardised prices, and break free from the monopsony of 

their current buyer. Third, being able to offer producers significant incentives for them to 

devote more time and effort to cacao crops, which remain one economic alternative among 

many.

5.2.4 Association of Agricultural Producers

The Association of Agricultural Producers AAP was created in Council C in 2005. Their 

mission is to grow, transform and sell three varieties of native rice in order to provide a more 

ample set of options for a product that is a key part of the communities’ regular diet and sell 

it at much fairer prices than imported rice. It was not until 2014 that the association was 

formally legalised. The Council’s Board provided general support by facilitating training 

and legal formalisation. Through grants from cooperation agencies and technical support 

from the Colombian National Training Service the association got their threshing machine, a 

dryer, a freezer, a solar panel energy system and a facility for rice processing. 

By mid-2018, there were 33 associates, all of which were also owners. Mirroring the 

organisational structure of the Community Council, they are organised around a structure 

constituted by the associates, the association’s board, the president, the treasurer and an 

assembly. “We wanted our association to work just like the Council does -said one associate. 

This is why we tried to replicate the structure. However, we are currently evaluating 

whether or not we need a different structure to operate. Sometimes we look too much like a 

small Council and less like an enterprise”.

The enterprise is aimed at contributing to food security and local self-supply, while also 

generating savings for consumers. Although word about the higher quality of the rice grown 

by the association has spread to neighbouring areas (e.g. nearby villages in the Department 
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of Chocó) so far all clients are either community members from San Marino village (where 

the AAP was created), associates and their families. The association aspires to consolidate 

first a local market that meets the demand for rice from nearby communities and then 

expand to a regional market. 

The AAP seeks to lower potential access barriers for locally produced varieties of rice. Of the 

three key stages of the rice production process (production, transformation and 

commercialisation), the association has only reached the first stage. This stage is labour-

intensive, requiring up to 46 jornales (working days) throughout the whole process. Since 

sowing periods are not synchronised, associates combine activities to help each other at 

different times during the process. 

Most associates regard insufficient access to capital and credit as a critical bottleneck. 

Neither individual associates nor the association itself meets the requirements for credit that 

mainstream financial institutions demand from borrowers. Since working capital is scarce, it 

is difficult to hire paid labour. Associates often exchange free labour with one another as a 

form of bartering. These limitations make it difficult for most growers to devote their time 

and other resources entirely to rice production. As one associate pointed out:

If we are 30 people and it takes each of us 30 days to produce one hectare, where do we 

get the money to get by until harvesting time comes? That’s why we have advanced so 

slowly (…) Right now you will find at most 10 of us eagerly working on rice. It can 

hardly be different; it takes time to grow rice. In contrast, cutting timber you can do 

immediately and you get your money right away. (Recorded register of focus group)

Since no associate can be fully devoted to the task, expanding its market outreach to 

neighbouring villages has been an elusive goal for the association. Lack of infrastructure and 

technical capacity are two additional reasons. Communication channels are very precarious, 

which makes it very difficult to establish relationships with potential clients. Following the 

steps of the cacao producers in the Council, some associates have tried to establish 

commercial relations with rice companies. “It is very difficult —one associate explained; for 

starters, you need someone who is willing to put the effort needed to mobilise associates or 

the Council’s Board more generally to reach out to potential commercial partners. That 
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person is key because we don’t really understand how an alliance with businesses would 

work. We don’t have yet the organisational skills to do that”. 

According to members, AAP faces four key challenges. First, mobilising resources to buy 

weighing and packaging machines, as well as building new processing facilities. Second, 

realising the aspiration of supplying both the local and external demand for rice thus 

contributing to local control over food production, commercialisation and consumption. 

Third, creating long-term job opportunities for new generations so that youth economic 

migration can be curbed. According to associates, this challenge is particularly important 

given growing restrictions on timber cutting as an economic activity, the ‘low-hanging fruit’ 

many people used to rely on.

5.2.5 Ecotour

Formally established as a community association in 2010, Ecotour was founded by one 

young leader in Council W to promote ethnic and eco-tourism services. Providing income 

sources for the community and incentivising environmental conservation were the 

foundational goals of the association. The generation of long-term sustainable value (social, 

economic and environmental) has always been at the centre of the enterprise mission. To 

accomplish this goal, building a supporting structure of external allies has been paramount. 

Early on in the history of the association, when the idea was in its initial stage, the founding 

member managed to mobilise external support -mainly from universities and NGOs- to help 

them set up the association, design its operating model and define the core long-term 

strategy.

Since its inception, the association has been independent from the Council’s structure and 

administration, a decision that initially created some tensions between the founder and the 

Council’s Board for whom entrepreneurial activities were part of their direct responsibilities. 

“It’s always been clear to me that Ecotour is a collective enterprise -said the founding 

leader-; but I knew from the beginning that we had to work independently from the 

Council’s Board because that would give us much more flexibility to interact with people 

beyond the community.”

122



Customers —whose number has grown steadily from less than fifty per year when the 

enterprise started to more than 500 in 2017— are primarily niche tourists interested in the 

natural and cultural characteristics of Council W. In the words of the founding leader:

People in the community always thought of tourism with the conventional model in 

mind and they thought that was the idea we had when we first started talking about 

Ecotour. However, it is clear that that’s not the type of service we can provide. You only 

have to look around and see that what we have is biodiversity and ancestral knowledge. 

If we manage those well and turn them into something people will be interested in 

knowing and experiencing, they will want to come and visit us. (Interview LEA-M-05) 

The association is composed of 32 members. The operational model is based on collective 

contributions from members who, according to their skills and resources, take charge of the 

different activities required to deliver the service (e.g. transportation, shelter, food, 

infrastructure maintenance, guided visits and sightings, and immersion into local cultural 

experiences) and are paid accordingly. Initially the sole purview of the founding leader, key 

managerial and strategic tasks have gradually been delegated to other members. Providing 

opportunities for as many members of the community as possible has always been a guiding 

principle. Realising it, however, has demanded sustained efforts from the founding 

members —mostly at the beginning, when there were few results to show— in order to 

persuade community members of the benefits of the association. As the association took 

form, community members themselves demanded a task rotation system to open 

opportunities for more people to take part in the enterprise. 

The enterprise conceives itself as a ‘catalyser’ for achieving a grander mission: an integrated 

set of communities that can contribute to and benefit from the provision of ethno and eco-

touristic services. Including all villages in the Council within a collective endeavour in 

which each specialises in a different kind of eco-touristic service —the vision shared by the 

association’s founder— has proven difficult to achieve. In the words of the founding leader, 

“as it turns out, our association is the most collective thing we have within our collective 

territory. [In some of the villages in the Council] a particular logic took root among leaders: 

tourism must benefit my group only and all other community members are more like 

employees. We [at Ecotour] don’t share that logic at all. We hope the next Council’s Board 
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manages to confront those views”. Importantly, in early 2018 the founding leader was 

elected as Legal Representative of the Council’s Board, which may increase the future 

chances for Ecotour’s vision to take hold.

Getting Ecotour’s core message across to the community has been one of the association’s 

major achievements and challenge. According to the founding leader:

People in our community have entered into a capsule; one way or another many have 

their own TV set and are in regular contact with the city, which has separated them from 

community life. Their vision has become more private, personal, individualistic. We can’t 

let that brake the community apart. The message we need to convey is that the stronger 

the community, the stronger the individual and the stronger our enterprise. (Interview 

LEA-M-05)

Four other important challenges for Ecotour, according to its members, are: first, innovating 

in the touristic services offered to customers. Second, improving professional qualifications 

for young members of the community so that they can consider the association as a viable 

career development alternative. Third, providing families who contribute their work to the 

association with benefits like social security and a more stable source of income as well as 

designing a way to share the benefits generated by the enterprise with all communities in 

the Council. Finally, consolidating a network of critical external allies (local and national 

government, academia, NGOs, cooperation agencies, business associations) that has grown 

wider and more complex to manage as the enterprise develops.

Table 5.1 below synthesises the main characteristics of the five enterprises comprising the 

sample in relation to each of the elements analysed during focus groups and interviews.
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5.3 Analysis of cases

Although there are important differences among the cases in the sample, all of them can 

reasonably be characterised as community enterprises as described in Section 5.1. The cases 

show important differences in the role played by the leaders of each enterprise. In some 

cases, leaders behave like entrepreneurs who develop and move the enterprise forward. In 

other cases, leading roles seem to be more a formal requirement. Understanding these 

differences and the specific functions that these leaders perform is key for this thesis. In 

order to understand these functions, however, it is important to provide a detailed analysis 

of the cases in terms of the central strategic and organisational challenges faced by these 

community enterprises.

In principle, the common property regime brought about by Law 70 provides fertile ground 

for community enterprises to flourish. Few community members would dispute that 

whatever type of productive organisation is developed within the Councils it should be 

oriented to help satisfy collective needs. This does not mean that individual community 

members cannot exploit resources on their family land for their own benefit or that all 

economic activity in the Councils must be collective in nature. It does mean, however, that 

productive initiatives that depend on the use of common resources must be in line with and 

bounded by the principles and rules of collective ownership and management. Because they 

are innately communal, community enterprises are thus expected to reflect more aptly the 

characteristics of the property regime of which they are part and so they are more eagerly 

promoted by the Councils.

Two interrelated dimensions emerged as central themes from the analysis of the cases. One 

is the underlying driver for value generation, i.e. the core objective that members of each 

enterprise share in terms of how they expect the enterprise to create value (economic or 

otherwise). The other is the permeability of organisational boundaries and the type of 

‘capital asset’, as conceptualised by Bebbington (1999), involved in the expansion of those 

boundaries. These dimensions were selected to structure the analysis for three reasons. One, 

they seem to fulfil the double purpose of organising the observations from the data and 

helping interpret key aspects of the phenomenon under study, as explained by Boyatzis 
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(1998). Two, they are alluded to in the literature; as previously shown, value creation and the 

nature and scope of the ‘social base’ of community enterprises, are key analytical topics. 

Three, they respond to various issues that members of the enterprises consider most 

pertinent.

5.3.1 Drivers for value generation

As mentioned in the literature review, the pursuit of multi-pronged objectives is a salient 

characteristic of community enterprises. All enterprises in the sample exhibit a ‘mixed bag’ 

of declared goals among which two stand out: providing job opportunities and income 

sources to enterprise members and/or the community in general, (particularly, in order to 

curb economic migration), and preserving the environment. However, although community 

enterprises are partly conceptualised as those for which the generation of economic value is 

not necessarily the central aim (Peredo & Chrisman, 2006), cases in the sample show that it 

does remain central and is not necessarily subordinated to other forms of value, as is 

supposed to be the case for social enterprises (Austin et al., 2006).

One issue that emerged clearly from the cases is whether the decision to develop a particular 

enterprise is prefigured by the identification of a market opportunity. The identification of a 

market opportunity and the creation of an enterprise to capitalise on it are often intertwined 

through an iterative process. However, from the cases in the sample two distinct ‘theories of 

change’ can be identified. On one hand, enterprises like the Sugarcane Mill and Asopez 

seemed to follow the assumption that demand follows supply. In both cases, the question for 

the existence of viable markets to sell their products came only after the enterprises had 

already been set up. On the other hand, Ecotour was set up from the beginning with the 

clear goal of satisfying the demand for eco-touristic services that only a few communities 

had hitherto attempted to satisfy. Between these two poles, the APP and ACG were created 

as a response to a perceived market opportunity although previous knowledge of the 

demand was not as thorough as it was for Ecotour. The cases suggest that the normative 

route whereby the identification of a market need (and opportunity) precedes the 

development of an enterprise to address that need is exceptional.
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This characteristic is important for it shows that the enterprises in the sample cannot be 

unambiguously characterised as market-oriented. The cases in the sample are an exception 

in that a leader/founder or a small group take the initiative to conceive an entrepreneurial 

idea and then reach out to supporters that can help materialise it. However, by necessity or 

choice the enterprises in the sample seem to combine varied orientations at the same time. A 

key theoretical distinction to understand these differences is between subsistence and 

opportunity as key drivers for entrepreneurial activity. As defined in Chapter 2, subsistence 

entrepreneurs engage in entrepreneurial activity to provide subsistence income while 

opportunity entrepreneurs seek to go beyond individual subsistence needs to provide jobs 

and income for others (Schoar, 2010). Although attempts to categorise entrepreneurial 

activity based on these two types may be problematic (Rosa et al., 2006), the distinction 

remains useful. Essentially, it captures two key elements. One is the underlying motivation 

driving entrepreneurial activity. The other is the nature and scope of value generation and 

distribution.

All enterprises in the sample are motivated by the need to provide income opportunities and 

are built from local economic practices. However, all expect to capitalise on wider market 

opportunities. In order to achieve this goal, as the evidence shows, key shortcomings must 

be addressed. The first one arises when the enterprise has no reliable knowledge of the 

characteristics of the market in which it aspires to participate. That is the case for Asopez’s 

fish collection centre whose potential capabilities far exceed the productive capacity of 

fishers and the demand for their product. As one leader from Council A put it, “if we cannot 

find a way to fully exploit the potential of the [fishing] centre, I’m afraid it will become a 

white elephant”. The second limitation arises when the enterprise is inserted into a value 

chain but in a way that makes it heavily dependent on the role of a single buyer, which limits 

possibilities to access wider markets. That is the case for the ACG whose production of 

cacao is bought entirely by one company at prices that do not differentiate cacao beans 

according to their quality. The third limitation exhibited by the cases in the sample arises 

when the enterprise engages in product diversification with no clear knowledge of the extent 

to which consumer demand is sophisticated enough to differentiate among those products. 

That is the case for the AAP, which aims at producing three different varieties of locally 

grown rice. When asked why they had chosen to grow those varieties of rice and how they 

thought market demand would respond, members of the enterprise did not seem to agree. 
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Finally, another shortcoming arises when all producers offer the same undifferentiated product 

thus oversupplying the market and bringing prices down. That is the case for the Sugar 

Cane Mill. During one of the focus group sessions, one of the members emphatically argued 

that by producing the same product (i.e. sugar cane juice) cane growers were pursuing a 

“self-defeating” strategy.

These shortcomings contrast starkly with the challenges and aspirations identified by 

enterprise members. Most expect to develop value-added products in order to expand to 

local, national and even international markets. With the exception of the founders and 

members of Ecotour, members of all other enterprises seem to have little clarity about how 

to achieve those aspirations. This shows a gap between expectations and capabilities for 

value creation, which suggests that while all enterprises in the sample have at least a 

moderate aspiration to exploit market opportunities beyond the satisfaction of subsistence 

needs, they may be underestimating the challenges that this entails. This gap may also 

reflect the effects of the exposure of some community members (leaders in particular) to the 

notion (and expectation) of entrepreneurial development with no clear idea of how to 

pursue this goal, as will be further discussed in section 5.4.1.

5.3.2 Organisational boundaries and social capital

Organisational boundaries are demarcations that divide an organisation from its 

environment (Santos & Eisenhardt, 2005) and thus define, inter alia, who the members are. 

They are essentially determined by the nature and scope of specific types of social 

relationships or “the demarcation of the social structure that constitutes an 

organization” (Santos & Eisenhardt, 2005, p. 491). Although all community enterprises in the 

sample share a relatively common structure of community relations (as will be discussed in 

the next section), they exhibit variations in the specific type of social relations on which they 

are based and, concomitantly, the predominant form of ‘capital asset’ (Bebbington, 1999) that 

each puts forth to achieve its goals. 

Social capital, as presented in the literature on community enterprises, is a particularly 

important type of asset for community enterprises. In fact, these enterprises can actually 

emphasise different types of social capital as a primary asset at their disposal. According to 
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Somerville and McElwee (2011), enterprises that emphasise bonding social capital are 

managed by close-kin or small groups with long-standing ties of cooperation. Drawing from 

and reinforcing these close-kin relations of trust and reciprocity is paramount. When the 

emphasis is put on bridging social capital, enterprises tend to involve larger and more 

diffuse social networks. The emphasis on linking social capital implies that the enterprise is 

mostly focused on its role as part of a wider array of organisational actors or social 

movements. For them, the set of stakeholders becomes wider and more encompassing, 

including community members but also external actors whose relationships with 

communities cannot be considered entirely horizontal (Szreter & Woolcock, 2004).

The Sugar Cane Mill and, to a lesser extent, Asopez emphasise bonding social capital. 

Members of these enterprises put more emphasis on cultivating close ties of economic and 

communal affiliations. They share intrinsic motivations that put the interests of their close-

kin group and their immediate community at the centre of the enterprise. ACG and AAP 

emphasise bridging social capital. They engage in relations with other groups within or 

outside the community on a more utilitarian basis. Although important, considerations 

about general benefits for the wider community or commitments to a predefined set of 

communal principles and values are not that prominent. Ecotour emphasises linking social 

capital. Their emphasis is on building strategic relationship with a wider array of 

organisational actors, both community members and external.

A good proximate indicator for the predominant type of social capital each enterprise relies 

on is not only the number but also the type of allies identified by enterprise members as 

indispensable for achieving their mission. As shown in Table 5.1, the fact that the 

Community Sugarcane Mill primarily relies on bonding social capital is reflected in the fact 

that the Community Council is the only key ally that members identify. Ecotour, in turn, 

exhibits different types of allies in its support network, which shows how important linking 

social capital is. A bigger and more diverse set of allies and social relations necessarily 

implies wider, more permeable organisational boundaries. 

Figure 5.2 synthesises the analysis presented so far by mapping out the cases according to 

the driver for value generation and permeability of enterprise boundaries. The horizontal 
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axis represents a continuum from narrow (minimum permeability) to wide (maximum 

permeability) organisational boundaries. The vertical axis represents a continuum from 

subsistence to opportunity as the main driver for value generation. While the specific 

location of each case is just an illustrative approximation, it serves the purpose of providing 

an overall picture of how the cases compare to one another in terms of these two 

dimensions. 

Figure 5.2 – Driver for value generation and organisational boundaries

Source: Author

Located on the lower left corner, the Community Sugarcane Mill (CSM) is heavily driven by 

subsistence needs because it primarily satisfies the needs of its members. It barely produces 

enough income to cover its production costs and does not generate economic surpluses. Its 

organisational frontiers are narrow; apart from the Community Council, no actors other than 
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members actively take part in the enterprise’s sphere of influence. Ecotour (ECOT), at the 

other extreme, is located in the top right corner. Among all cases in the sample, it stands out 

as the one most clearly driven by a market opportunity. The enterprise provides eco and 

ethno-tourism services for an untapped demand of niche tourists. Its organisational frontiers 

are wider in scope and significantly more permeable; more people from the villages in the 

Council have joined the enterprise as members and service providers and external actors 

have been instrumental in directly supporting the development of the enterprise.

Beyond the shaded area, two thresholds are particularly relevant. Parallel to the x-axis, the 

market threshold (segment AB) represents the limit beyond which opportunities arise for 

community enterprises to integrate fully into mainstream markets. Parallel to the y-axis, the 

community threshold (segment CD) represents the limit beyond which the organisational 

boundaries of the enterprise reach maximum levels of permeability with its surrounding 

organisational environment. Both thresholds are of course hypothetical for it would be 

difficult to determine precisely where those limits lie. As an abstraction, however, they help 

analyse key challenges faced by the enterprises in the sample, as explained in the next 

section. How much further beyond these thresholds community enterprises in the sample 

could (or should) go is an issue of theoretical and normative interest.

This analysis does not propose any causal relationship between the transition towards 

opportunity-based drivers and the expansion of organisational boundaries although, 

intuitively, both seem to be correlated. In fact, these transitions must not be interpreted as 

prescriptive paths. Evidence in the literature shows, for instance, that certain community 

enterprises may be more successful when they remain in moderately established markets 

(Salafsky, et al., 2001). However, as suggested in Figure 5.2 analysing the transitions towards 

(and, eventually, beyond) those thresholds helps to see where some opportunities for 

innovation are, as will be discussed in the next section.

5.4 The challenges of opportunity drivers and boundary expansion

The ‘map’ in Figure 5.2 locates the enterprises in the sample along two continua according 

to (i) how prominent subsistence or opportunity drivers for value generation are and (ii) 
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how permeable the organisational boundaries of the enterprise are. The dynamics whereby 

enterprises move along these continua help analyse more specifically the challenges these 

enterprises face.

5.4.1 Closing the gap to embrace market opportunities

The transition from subsistence to opportunity-oriented drivers, a common aspiration 

shared by enterprises in the sample, is not easy. At least two closely interrelated reasons 

explain this difficulty. First, as one consultant with long-time experience in local economic 

development in the region put it, it implies “closing the gap between aspirations and 

capabilities by connecting enterprises to markets so that they can walk the extra mile and 

create further value for themselves and their communities” (emphasis added). Second, it 

also implies distinguishing and balancing out the push of supply and the pull of demand.

In order to close the gap between aspirations and capabilities, community enterprises face 

both technical and ideological barriers. The first technical barrier is that in order to expand 

to wider markets (i.e. moving upwards along the vertical axis in Figure 5.2), the need for 

sustained support from third parties —or ‘acompañamiento’, a term used by the majority of 

participants and interviewees— becomes more prominent. This means getting support from 

third parties, (be it government agencies, development organisations, consultants, 

universities, etc.) to help enterprises achieve the mutually dependent goals of acquiring 

relevant organisational capabilities (e.g. a more robust structure, management skills, more 

efficient productive techniques, etc.) and identifying (and connecting to) potential new 

markets for their products or services. Importantly, as some of the members of the 

enterprises put it, acompañamiento is (or at least should be) a process of organisational 

learning. This emphasis on learning is relevant because it implies, as some interviewees put 

it, that members of the enterprise and external parties have the will to engage in sustained 

processes of exchange and collaboration that go beyond one-off interactions. As will be 

discussed in Chapter 7, however, it may be the case that neither supporters nor communities 

have sufficient incentive or motivation to go beyond one-time interactions with little 

attention to the transfer of skills needed to create and sustain expected outcomes.
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Importantly, members of the enterprises consistently mentioned the possibility that 

enterprises could learn from each other. That is actually the case for a group of four nascent 

eco-tourism enterprises in different Community Councils that started working under direct 

support from Ecotour. This process of “peer-learning”, as they call it, came in response to a 

claim from some community members who wanted to extend the collaboration received by 

one aid organisation. The organisation agreed to the extension and the idea came up to have 

Ecotour founders share their experience with those who were trying to follow their steps. In 

the words of the leader of one of those nascent enterprises:

We designed a method whereby we first set our strategic goals, define the specific skills 

we need to develop, design a plan and then meet every month to assess progress. The 

founders of Ecotour have been present throughout. They share their experience and help 

us see how to travel the road they’ve already travelled more effectively. (…) One thing we 

are trying to replicate is Ecotour’s collaborative business model. Families within our 

community specialise in delivering a specific service related to the experience of tourism. 

Revenues go to each family according to their specific contribution. The more services a 

family delivers, the bigger the revenue share they get. Families, in turn, employ other 

members of the community to deliver the services so that benefits can spread out. 

(Interview LEA-F-17) 

The second technical barrier is balancing out the emphasis on the supply capabilities of a 

community enterprise —i.e. the product or service that it is able to offer— and the potential 

market demand for those products or services. Some social enterprises have been criticised 

for offering products and services that respond to a set of a priori built-in capabilities (e.g. 

producing handicrafts) and less so to market demands. An Afro-Colombian leader and local 

consultant for a government agency who has long-time experience in supporting productive 

projects in the Pacific region put it bluntly:

Nobody can be nudged into becoming an entrepreneur. You either have the 

entrepreneurial drive or not. Not everyone in the [Pacific] region has this drive. NGOs 

[that work in the region] are still focused on the political-organisational agenda. It is time 

to include income generation and employment in the list of priorities (…) It is time to do 

away with this idea that ‘I am Black and therefore I must be treated differently’. What 

producers need is to commit to product quality. You can’t expect markets to buy your 
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products only because of your ethnicity. It must also, and perhaps mainly, be because you 

offer a quality product that people want. The big challenge is to align people [in the 

region] with this discourse and help them develop local productive capabilities. Also key 

is to create partnerships and, mostly, empowerment so that [communities] know who 

they can partner with and under what conditions. (Interview LEA-F-26)

There is more than one simplistic assumption behind this view, not least the belief that 

product quality and a change in attitude is all that it takes for community enterprises to 

embrace market opportunities. As will be shown below, there are ideological barriers that 

add further difficulties. However, the view of this leader does strike a chord for it alludes to 

what some community members themselves identify as a passive predisposition among 

some communities that hinders progress, as will be analysed in section 7.5 in Chapter 7.

Importantly, the difficulty to match supply and demand does not necessarily mean that 

subsistence and opportunity drivers are mutually exclusive (as implied by the fact that the 

axes in Figure 5.2 are represented as continua). On the contrary, it can be argued that 

identifying a market opportunity implies understanding local needs and vocations. In the 

words of the director of an entrepreneurship incubator who has worked with Afro-

Colombian communities in the Pacific region:

You can’t tell a community of people who have always been fishermen to start growing 

papaya only because there is a market opportunity there. I believe it is essential to 

understand the relationship of community members with what they do and, from there, 

identify a market opportunity; a market trend that can pull demand and does not destroy 

value. (…) To me, [the answer] is finding the right balance between what people in the 

community know how to do, the attributes of their territory, and the opportunities 

offered in the market. That is where the key ‘alchemy’ lies. (Interview CON-F-52) 

Alongside technical barriers, there are at least two forms of ideological barriers, one 

endogenous and the other exogenous. Endogenous barriers refer to how some community 

members, particularly leaders with more radical political views, manifest a strongly negative 

view of business and what they call “business mentality". They mainly see threats in 

exposing communities —and community enterprises in particular— to what they describe 

as the “appetite of markets”. Notably, some actors with strong influence over certain 
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communities also share this negative view. As explained by the owner of a well-established 

business in the food industry who set up a model to help develop a group of agricultural 

producers in the region so that they could become suppliers:

I’ve had to work [with many NGOs] that are supposedly there to support communities. 

What I see is a kind of contradictory discourse [among them]. On one hand, there is the 

interest to help develop productive enterprises as a vehicle for communities to improve 

their economic situation. On the other, those NGOs are hostile towards businesses and 

productive enterprises precisely because they obey an entrepreneurial and business-

oriented logic. (Interview PRI-M-69) 

Evidently, this view must be taken with a grain of salt. Expectedly, someone with invested 

interests in developing markets where communities participate as suppliers will perceive 

contradictions in NGOs that are critical towards business enterprises. However, his concerns 

should not be brushed off altogether. Some discourses (from community members or other 

actors) do at times seem contradictory. This is partly because using business enterprises as a 

scapegoat serves the political purposes of some community leaders and other actors present 

in the region.

From a broader perspective, this form of ideological resistance is understandable. In a region 

where different actors —businesses included— have been involved in so many failed 

interventions in the name of communities, it is only natural that these apprehensions arise. It 

would be naive to ignore the deep-seated power asymmetries between community members 

and actors like business. The case of the ACG illustrates how interactions with a dominant 

business may leave communities in a weak bargaining position. Even if un-intended, pre-

existing power asymmetries are necessarily brought into economic interactions. However, 

assuming that all relationships between business and communities are necessarily 

detrimental for the latter may discourage already-established community enterprises from 

pursuing potentially beneficial market opportunities and preclude the possibilities for well-

intended businesses to build trust and engage in more symmetrical relationships with 

communities. Moreover, animosity towards business may also be a result of power struggles 

for retaining political influence and relevance. One top official from a multilateral 
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organisation that has promoted programmes for economic development in the region 

explained: 

There is the case of PCN [Proceso de Comunidades Negras, one of the supra-communal 

grassroots organisations described in Chapter 1], which is a very politically-oriented 

organisation. We’ve had many interactions with them apropos our mutual interests in 

helping communities improve their economic conditions. Floating the idea of developing 

community enterprises has not been well received by some of the more radical PCN 

members. They say ‘so enterprises and businesses will start to spring up all over our 

Councils? We don’t need that in our communities.’ For some of them it’s a matter of 

businesses as anathema to socialism and communitarianism. That is a very tough nut to 

crack and it’s difficult to find ways to help without jeopardising the strong political 

convictions that have otherwise been very important for the movement. ‘The stronger 

community enterprises become -some of them once told me- the weaker the structure of 

the Council will get’. The way I see it, by entertaining those positions they are preventing 

others from flourishing in order to retain power. (Interview MUL-F-71) 

This view brings to the fore the complexity of dealing with ideological divides. However, 

outright animadversion against market-oriented mechanisms is far from the rule. On the 

contrary, many community members who are striving to diversify their livelihood strategies 

and increase their income, acknowledge the importance of using mainstream markets for the 

benefit of the community. Evidence suggests that young leaders are comparatively less wary 

to incorporate market logics into the design of community enterprises and livelihood 

strategies more generally. This may be partially explained by the fact that these young 

leaders have had easier and more frequent access to external actors (e.g. education 

institutions, government agencies, private sector businesses, consulting companies, 

cooperation agencies) for which entrepreneurship is an object of study, a practice or a policy 

strategy. Ideologically, those leaders are much more permeable to those ideas and influences 

and seem open to see convergences (and even opportunities) where some of their peers see 

antagonisms. As the founding leader of Ecotour put it:

Our biggest strength is that we know how to establish relations with those who are 

willing to support our enterprise and we have learnt how to make the most of those 

relations. Volunteers, tourists, donors, consultants, they are all important and —despite 
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what some may think— it’s always possible to find spaces for collaboration. If, say, a 

tourist knows about a topic that is important for us, we facilitate additional exchanges 

with our tourist guides so that they can learn, and vice versa. We have to make the most 

out of those opportunities and keep nurturing relations with our strategic allies, the 

people who have helped us be what we are now. (Interview LEA-M-05)

From a theoretical and practical stance, this previous discussion is highly relevant. As 

previously stated, the distinction between subsistence and opportunity-based drivers is a 

matter of degree, rather than kind. This distinction does not imply that there are no markets, 

however small, for subsistence-oriented enterprises. Since the trajectory from subsistence to 

opportunity illustrated in Figure 5.2 is not teleological, there is in principle no reason to 

assume that the inherent function of community enterprises is to reach the highest possible 

integration into mainstream markets. Leaders that express a stronger ‘entrepreneurial 

orientation’ seem to understand well how entrepreneurial and ancestral practices can coexist 

within local and wider markets. They embrace notions of the market that go from 

instrumentalist conceptions into the realm of social interactions. Seen through the lens of 

Polanyi's (1944) ’substantivist’ social interactions, markets are seen as spheres where 

economic exchange serves more than a simple utilitarian function and contributes instead to 

strengthening other forms of non-economic social relations. From this perspective, the term 

acompañamiento may be interpreted as walking communities through the process of building 

trust with those who would otherwise be considered strangers (or even hostile outsiders).

As for the exogenous ideological barriers that hamper integration into wider markets, racial 

prejudice is particularly difficult to tackle. When recounting an experience she had in order 

to understand the difficulty of connecting products from rural villages with markets in the 

closest urban centres, the director of the incubator mentioned previously explained:

I literally embarked upon the journey that naidí [the fruit of the açaí palm, Euterpe 

oleracea] would take from the villages where it is grown down to the city. I went down the 

river with a group of Afro-Colombian growers. We arrived in this small town. I was the 

only person [in the group] who was not Black. What happened is that people would talk 

to me and not to them. I’ve heard very nasty words used by those interested in doing 

business with us [when they talk about Afro-Colombians]. Things like “how can there be 

a Black in the superfood industry?” See how complex this can be? Making market 
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connections disrupts power dynamics and that may create strong resistance. (Interview 

CON-F-52) 

This particular experience would be little more than an anecdote were it not for the evidence 

of different forms of racial discrimination in Colombia (Rodríguez et al., 2009; Williams, 

2012). This excerpt is a telling reminder that the aspiration that markets can turn, in the 

words of Hayek (1976), ‘enemies into friends' is not easy when social discrimination and 

power relations are at play. That actors in a market can use their power to prevent new 

entrants from joining a 'community of exchange' is a well-known fact. When those potential 

entrants bear the burden of other forms of discrimination, access can be even more difficult.

5.4.2 Expanding organisational frontiers: from property regimes to 

community enterprises

As mentioned previously, displacement towards the right end of the horizontal axis in 

Figure 5.2 entails widening the enterprise’s organisational boundaries. This expansion can 

be particularly challenging for community enterprises. Since membership of a specific 

community (a key defining characteristic) is often associated with sharing strong cultural 

and/or ethnic attributes, permeability may be perceived as a threat to preserving integrity 

and cohesion. In fact, the risks of expanding organisational frontiers and letting actors other 

than community members take more control over decision making has been acknowledged 

in the literature. Hernes and Paulsen (2003) argue that determining whether the blurring of 

organisational frontiers is a good thing remains an open question. Somerville and McElwee 

(2011) point out that “extending the membership of the enterprise to stakeholders outside 

the community may be problematic for its continued existence as a community 

enterprise” (p. 329) for it may turn the organisation into something else, a phenomenon to 

which Somerville (2007) refers as the ‘degeneration thesis’. Capture from more powerful 

government or private actors is also a possible threat when organisational boundaries 

become more porous. 

While pertinent, these warnings can be problematic for they suppose that communities —

and, by extension, community enterprises— necessarily retain an inherent ‘essence’ of sorts 

that can be compromised if its network of relationships is extended to incorporate actors that 
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are not, prima facie, part of the community. Another way to interpret those risks is by seeing 

them as a matter of power. Boundary expansion is not negative per se. It is the conditions 

under which the expansion occurs that matter. As defined by Szreter and Woolcock (2004), 

unlike horizontal relations inherent to bridging social capital, linking social capital entails 

networks of relationships “between people who are interacting across explicit, formal or 

institutionalized power or authority gradients in society” (p. 655). In the process of building 

its ample network of allies, Ecotour has managed to navigate those gradients with relative 

success. The founding member of the enterprise devotes a substantial part of his time to 

expand this network and keep the relationships on which they are based as symmetrical as 

possible, which —in his words— “has been essential for the continued growth and success 

of the enterprise”. On the contrary, as previously mentioned, ACG members engaged in a 

commercial partnership that, while beneficial for the enterprise, increased dependency and 

compromised decision autonomy.

For community enterprises, boundary expansion implies adopting organisational structures 

that respond more adequately to the requirements of managing a wider network of allies. 

These structures do not necessarily mirror the governance structures of the common 

property regimes of which community enterprises are part, which offers opportunities for 

innovation —as will be explained in the next section— and also creates potential tensions. 

For the enterprises in the sample, these tensions derive from ‘misalignments’ between three 

elements of the common property regime (CPR) established by Law 70: collective territories 

as spatial settings with explicitly defined boundaries, community councils as governance 

structures, and —within those institutional spheres— community enterprises as one 

particular type of organisational actor. There are theoretical reasons to expect at least some 

level of isomorphism between those three elements. As argued by Peredo and Chrisman 

(2006), since the structure of a community enterprise is typically rooted in ancestral cultural 

traditions of community management, it is generally true that the governance structure of a 

community enterprise “can be expected to be consistent with the structure of decision 

making in the community, typically involving communal assemblies of stakeholders” (p. 

320). 

However, evidence shows that such isomorphism is limited at best. Enterprises may need 

more organisational flexibility and governance autonomy than the CPR is able (or willing) to 
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provide. Although some Community Councils have de jure ownership over the enterprises, 

their specific prerogatives on the control and development of the enterprises are not always 

clear and thus their involvement varies considerably. In the cases of Asopez and the 

Sugarcane Mill, the Council’s Board has been actively involved in attaining initial resources 

(mostly via aid for development) for setting up the enterprises. In both cases, the Council is 

the formal owner of the infrastructure (i.e. the fish collection centre and the mechanised mill) 

and it has been relatively active in helping enterprises cope with the management challenges 

they have faced since they were created. In the cases of ACG and AAP, the Council was also 

instrumental in attaining the initial investment but it has been less involved and only 

nominally committed to the development of the enterprises. In the case of Ecotour, initial 

reticence from the Council’s Board to let the enterprise separate its governance structure and 

decision-making from that of the Board led to heightened tensions between the two. 

Sustained efforts from founders and evidence of entrepreneurial success persuaded the 

Council to support the enterprise more keenly (Lobo et al., 2016).

These variations suggest that communities that exhibit a distinctive entrepreneurial 

inclination rooted in community culture, like some reported in the literature (Peredo & 

Chrisman, 2006), seem to be exceptional. The evidence suggests that communities have to 

learn to ‘behave entrepreneurially’ instead. Moreover, the cases show that leaders who show 

entrepreneurial inclinations and abilities are the ones who spread ideas and strive to 

motivate their fellow community members, a key entrepreneurial characteristic. Importantly, 

the very capacity of the Councils’ Board to promote community enterprises may be called 

into question, as manifested by a prominent community leader: 

I believe that it is not in the nature of leaders in the [Board of] Community Councils to be 

in charge of promoting entrepreneurial development. When they try to, things start to get 

messy. The cobbler must stick to his last. They have to focus on their purpose, which is to 

govern the territory, define and enforce agreements and rules for, say, resource 

conservation (…) Others – leaders that are more like entrepreneurs, or perhaps a different 

organisation- must take up the role of entrepreneurial development in our communities. 

Community Councils are socio-political organisations. That doesn’t make them 

necessarily capable of spurring community enterprises. Some think they should. I think 

they just can’t. (Interview LEA-M-70) 
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While the cultural tradition and attributes of a community can act as a ‘matrix’ or 

“launching pad” for community enterprises (Peredo & Chrisman, 2006), it may be 

misleading to assume that they will necessarily mirror the organisational attributes of the 

communities to which they belong. Even if they do, as the evidence shows, some enterprises 

may eventually need to reconfigure some of their structures, rules and processes to 

accommodate new demands from the environment. These demands, as the next section 

analyses, are as much a challenge as they are an opportunity for innovation.

5.4.3 Opportunities for innovation

Beyond the thresholds depicted in Figure 5.2, different spaces for innovation unfold. These 

spaces offer opportunities for actors interested in the development of community enterprises 

—including enterprise members— to facilitate and consolidate the transition to opportunity-

oriented drivers and the expansion of the enterprise’s ‘social base’ beyond its proximate 

boundaries.

On the macro level, there is space for institutional innovation by designing and 

implementing changes to the common property regime. Almost all members of the 

enterprises claimed that lack of access to capital is a prominent bottleneck. As explained in 

Chapter 1, Law 70 included provisions that preclude communities from using their land as 

collateral for credit as a way to protect their rights. Arguably, it would make a significant 

difference for communities to introduce reforms that facilitate access to credit so that 

collateral other than land can be used. It would also be possible to advance reforms for 

allowing Councils to receive direct monetary transfers from the municipal or central 

governments, which is not possible under current regulation. Necessary as it sounds, 

institutional innovation is particularly difficult. It demands the effort and political will of 

many actors. However, as some interviewees indicated, no serious attempt to answer the 

question of the promotion and development of community enterprises can be made without 

considering at least some level of institutional reform.

On the meso level, the space is open for governance innovation. Resistance at the Council 

level may prove unhelpful in light of the flexibility that some enterprises eventually need. 

Two different logics seem to underlie governance decisions. From a political-ideological logic, 
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leaders see common property regimes as normatively prescribed governance structures. 

Community enterprises must therefore adopt prefigured organisational and governance 

forms that determine a priori how value is created and distributed. From an economic-

pragmatic logic, those regimes are mostly seen as enabling institutional platforms. It is 

therefore the decisions about the creation and distribution of value that determine the 

optimal organisational forms that community enterprises must adopt. Evidence suggests 

that opportunities for governance innovation emerge when these two logics are 

complementary. This allows community enterprises to challenge the assumptions that shape 

how common property regimes and community enterprises are related. In the words of the 

lead founder of Ecotour:

The Community Council is collective by definition. However, I could say that 

Ecomanglar is more collectively-oriented than the Council itself. Why so? Because not all 

the villages in the Council were on board from the beginning and some have only 

understood of late what our proposal is. The collective approach has been our strategic 

goal from the beginning. For example, it’s been very hard for people in the village of 

[name of the village] to understand what our enterprise is all about. Their logic is to reap 

the benefits of ecotourism for themselves only. They see the rest of the community as 

their employees. We simply don’t share that logic. We are hoping for them to join in so 

that all people from the villages in the Council can contribute to this collective 

entrepreneurial project. (Interview LEA-M-05)

In fact, in early 2019 members from one village in Council W formed a new touristic 

enterprise. Supported by their own nascent network of allies, they decided to offer eco-

touristic services based on their most valuable asset, a 20-meter-high natural waterfall. 

Ecotour offers sightseeing tours of the waterfall as part of the touristic experience for clients. 

The fact that people in that village decided to create their own independent enterprise, 

however, raises interesting questions. For those who see the positive side, internal 

competition is welcome for it stimulates and empowers villages in the community and, 

particularly, motivates all competitors to improve their services. For others, this not only 

weakens the vision of Ecotour of integrating all villages into a unified community enterprise 

but also reinforces fears from those who see enterprises as a threat to community cohesion. 

Irrespective of which vision prevails, what the trajectory of Ecotour shows is that Councils 

can shape the characteristics of the enterprises as much as enterprises can shape certain 
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attributes of the Council. In the best-case scenario, this mutual configuration facilitates 

shared, bidirectional learning and helps enterprises find the optimal fit between their 

managerial and strategic needs and the characteristics of the common property regime of 

which they are part. 

Finally, at the micro level there is room for process and product innovation. As described in 

Section 2.3 of the literature review in Chapter 2, entrepreneurial bricolage is a form of 

entrepreneurial activity whereby the resources at hand are recombined for new purposes. 

Recombination of local resources is a valuable source of innovation but it is often elusive. 

While conducting fieldwork for this research, a group of community leaders directly 

involved in the development of the Community Sugarcane Mill met a community member 

who, using easily available rudimentary elements, built a distilling device —as shown in 

Figure 5.3 below— to produce viche, an alcoholic beverage obtained from sugarcane juice. 

Figure 5.3 – A community member shows the distilling device for producing viche 

Source: Author
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After the meeting, one of the members of the Community Sugarcane Mill observed the 

following:

This person has been producing and selling viche for quite a long time now. I can’t believe 

we hadn’t had this conversation before. It doesn’t really take much to assemble the 

distilling device and he was generous enough to share his knowledge with us. (Interview 

LEA-F-46)

This particular example suggests that community enterprises can partially reduce 

dependencies on external resources at a relatively low cost. Through bricolage 

entrepreneurship and simple technological adaptations, enterprises can leverage local 

resources and knowledge to embrace opportunities for product/service innovation. 

While open to all incumbents, the task of capitalising on these forms of innovation falls 

primarily on the shoulders of leaders. They tend to be better positioned to establish 

connections with external actors —who turn primarily and often exclusively to leaders when 

they want to support community enterprises—, which favours the flow of new knowledge 

and ideas, a sine qua non condition for innovation.

5.5 Leaders and the function of adaptation

Underlying the role of leaders in capitalising innovation and, more generally, in developing 

community enterprises —as shown throughout this chapter— there is an important 

function of adaptation. Leaders have the ability to turn the discourse, rules and governance 

structures of collective ownership into practical managerial decisions. Some are also able to 

adapt the logics of the market and the community by ‘navigating’ the idiosyncrasies of local 

markets —whose rules are often informal— and translating those rules into the language 

and practices of mainstream markets.

The function of adaptation is more than just a ‘translation’ between different languages. It 

encompasses (a) acknowledging that the spheres of the market and the community may 

have different prevailing logics, (b) identifying points of convergence between them, and (c) 
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capitalising on the opportunities for collective development that the combination of those 

logics can offer. Since these logics belong in different ‘spheres of action’ with distinctive 

knowledges, the function of adaptation entails bridging what Haas (1992) calls ‘epistemic 

communities’, professional networks with domain-specific expertise and authoritative 

knowledge. As the evidence presented in this chapter shows, not all leaders are equally 

qualified to perform this function. This suggests that the assumption that the general skills of 

leadership are enough to undertake the specific requirements of managing community 

enterprises is misguided. Urgency may lead Councils to expect their leaders to be equally 

proficient at different tasks but it does not mean that they are optimally suited to do so.

The practices of community leaders to enact social change are studied in the literature as 

‘community entrepreneurship’. The central characteristic of these ‘community 

entrepreneurs’ is their ability to focus strategic action at the level of both organisation and 

community (Selsky & Smith, 1994). Similar to the skills exhibited by other types of 

entrepreneurs, this ability implies simultaneous management of conflicting institutional 

logics and practices (Dacin et al., 2010). In the process of responding equally to the strategic 

and managerial demands of the enterprise and the socio-political and institutional 

characteristics of the community, the essence of the role of these leaders-turned-

entrepreneurs may best be described as the ‘decoupling’ of their dual missions and identities 

(Dacin et al., 2010).

Leaders who can effectively respond to community and enterprise demands are relatively 

scarce. Evidence suggests that there are at least two differentiated ‘profiles’ in the exercise of 

leadership, one leaning towards the attainment of political goals (e.g. effective voice and 

visibility in the public sphere to advance the interests of the community) and the other 

towards the achievement of economic or ‘entrepreneurial’ outcomes. The confluence of 

‘profiles’ or orientations in the exercise of leadership (e.g. political vs. entrepreneurial) is 

thus exceptional and is often triggered by necessity instead of inherent versatility. Granted, 

some leaders exhibit the dual skills of ‘political’ and ‘entrepreneurial’ leadership, as shown 

by the role of the founding leader of Ecotour. These exceptional cases are better suited to 

perform the function of adaptation mentioned above. For most leaders, however, ‘profile 

specialisation’ seems to be more contextually-determined.
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In fact, it is possible to argue that the difficulties experienced by some of the community 

enterprises analysed in this chapter come from the assumption that leaders can perform 

political and entrepreneurial tasks interchangeably and with equal proficiency. As stated 

above, the function of adaptation implies understanding that the ‘worlds’ of the market and 

the community obey different logics. While it is possible to build bridges between them, 

which is precisely the purpose that the function of adaptation helps achieve, the connection 

is not trivial and demands, particularly, considerable levels of cognitive flexibility. 

5.6 A matter of viability?

In light of the previous analysis, the specific question about the viability of community 

enterprises must be carefully examined. As an alternative to more conventional forms of 

economic activity, community enterprises face the same constraints analysed more generally 

in Chapter 4. Underemphasising these constraints could lead to exaggerate the potential of 

community enterprises (or ‘entrepreneurial development’ in general) as vehicles for 

economic development. However, overemphasising them would inevitably lead to the 

conclusion that these forms of enterprise are not viable in the collective territories, at least 

not from a strictly economic point of view.

If a wider set of criteria to assess the viability of community enterprises and rural 

livelihoods is adopted, as some scholars recommend (Bebbington, 1999), the prospect is less 

sombre. Community enterprises can potentially open up possibilities for innovative 

organisational forms and expanded opportunities for value creation by enriching the set of 

options from which rural Afro-Colombians can design their livelihood strategies. This helps 

relativise the notion that rural livelihoods must necessarily be understood in terms of 

agricultural livelihoods (Bebbington, 1999). As the case of Ecotour illustrates, the natural 

and cultural capital of a community can be turned into a source of economic capital when 

the notion of productivity shifts from the use of land and territory as a provider of 

agricultural commodities to that of a site of inherent worth.

Moreover, if the transition from subsistence to opportunity-based drivers for value creation 

is to be analysed from a positive (as opposed to normative) perspective, at least two notions 
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must be called into question. One, the idea that any form of external ‘intervention’ is 

necessarily detrimental for communities. Two, the idea that market-based relations are 

inherently anathema to community-based relations. Both these notions rest on the 

assumption that the frontier that divides the spheres of the community and the market is 

(and, for some, should be) impermeable and static. While assuming the existence of this 

frontier is valid for purposes of theoretical definition, in reality the frontier is inherently 

porous and ‘elastic’. The introduction of the notion of entrepreneurship into the discourse 

and practice of Afro-Colombian communities must therefore be seen, more aptly, as a 

gradual (as opposed to disruptive) process that exploits pre-existing porosities and 

constantly merges with ancestral productive practices.

Jointly contemplated, securing adequate support in the transition to market-driven 

opportunities and the expansion of organisational boundaries (as analysed in sections 5.4.1 

and 5.4.2, respectively), point to a common challenge for the viability of community 

enterprises: the extent to which the existence of such frontiers —either material or symbolic

— imposes restrictions or offers possibilities for the development of community enterprises. 

At stake there is the rather complex challenge of turning asymmetric relationships into 

equitable arrangements and sporadic support into long-term alliances. At the heart of this 

challenge lies the interesting question of whether communities and ‘external’ actors can be 

considered co-producers of markets and capitalism more generally, a question that will be 

analysed in more detail in Chapter 8. 

For these and other reasons, community enterprises (or any other form of ‘entrepreneurial’ 

vehicle for development) could hardly be assumed as perfect substitutes for subsistence 

economies. This view would only be valid if the values and logics of the market and the 

community are conceived as a zero-sum game between competing, antagonistic approaches 

to development. For anyone familiar with the practical limitations of subsistence economies 

the alternatives for development found in the “intersection between popular practices and 

external interventions” (Bebbington, 2000 p. 496) are nothing if not a subtext for possibility.

The barriers that make the development of community enterprises less viable can be 

lowered through an enriched understanding of the process of acompañamiento. This is 

particularly important for it invites a critical reflection on at least two elements: the 

management of expectations and the way in which external support can actually build from 
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and help strengthen capital assets. Looking back at the outcomes of a programme to support 

the development of community enterprises in the Pacific region sponsored by a group of 

multilateral and local organisations, the director of the programme expressed her views as 

follows:

I’ve been wondering whether we have contributed to oversell the idea of ‘thinking 

big’ (…) To be honest, the idea that any individual or community can become an 

entrepreneur or entrepreneurially oriented, may be deeply flawed. It is simply not 

possible. For us, the question then turns to where our contribution can create more 

impact. Should we only support skilled leaders or entrepreneurs or stronger enterprises 

with higher potential? If so, we would leave the majority behind. What if well-conceived 

and well-managed subsistence-driven enterprises is all communities need? My goal, in 

many of the projects we support, is just that people can actually do well what they 

already do. Providing means for small enterprises to organise and work better may be 

enough. You’d be surprised to see how much dignity and pride people get from seeing 

that their organised efforts, however small, actually work! (…) This does not mean that 

it’s OK to manage those enterprises poorly. You may have a fish collection centre that 

merely breaks even and that is fine. But if it is operating at a loss, then the cure is worse 

than the disease for it may lead to frictions within the community. (Interview MUL-F-71) 

This view illustrates key points about the elements mentioned above. First, the role of 

expectations that third parties have and help create in terms of economic or, more precisely, 

entrepreneurial development for the communities. The critical assessment of whether or 

how the interaction between communities and external supporters help create these 

expectations is often eluded, mostly when external supporters are incentivised by extrinsic 

metrics that leave little room for critical reflection, as will be further analysed in Chapter 7. 

In particular, as the excerpt illustrates, the aspiration that anyone can become an 

entrepreneur or small-scale business owner may not only be unrealistic but also 

counterproductive. There is thus a significant responsibility to balance those expectations 

and provide adequate support so that they do not lead to early failure and frustration. 

The second point illustrated by the programme director is that social capital may be as much 

a precondition as it is a result of entrepreneurial activity. Developing a small-scale enterprise 

that can actually provide for a family or group of associates not only draws nourishment 

from the existing network of social relations but also enriches those relations by reinforcing 
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people's beliefs in their capacities and those of their peers. Such is the inference that follows 

from her pointing out that a valid and perhaps more realistic aspiration is to help 

community members feel prouder of their achievements, however modest they may seem. 

This insight resonates closely with the literature on social capital and entrepreneurship, as 

presented in Chapter 2, in which social capital is understood mainly as an easily accessible 

form of capital for economically marginalised communities whose attributes are essential for 

achieving economic outcomes (Coleman, 1988). What this literature seems to ignore is the 

possibility that social capital can also be strengthened by entrepreneurial activity. The 

livelihood strategies framework proposed by Bebbington (1999), as explained in the 

Introduction, allows for “different mixes or degrees of substitution among the different 

types of capital: not only as inputs to development, but indeed as outputs that give both 

meaning and resources to people” (p. 2031).

5.7 Concluding remarks

This chapter provides an answer to the first set of specific questions of this research. First, 

can community enterprises based on the management of natural resources be viable 

alternatives for the economic development of the communities? Second, what role do 

leaders play in promoting and sustaining those enterprises? 

From the analysis of the sample of five community enterprises in three Community 

Councils, the chapter has shown that in the promotion of community enterprises under the 

expectation that they can offer better chances to turn collectively owned assets into 

‘entrepreneurial’ forms of development, leaders play a key function of adaptation. This 

function entails mutual adjustments between ‘logics’ from different epistemic contexts or 

spheres of action (like the logic of the market and the logic of the community) that some see 

as antagonistic. The chapter also shows that community enterprises are viable only if (a) 

they are understood as complements (rather than substitutes) within a wider set of economic 

activities, and (b) manage to reduce the frictions of adaptation by combining the virtues of 

market-based solutions with the assets that communities possess (cultural and otherwise). 

The chapter presented three additional findings. First, in order to close the gap between 

aspirations and capabilities in the transition from subsistence to opportunity-based drivers 
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for value generation, community enterprises face technical and ideological barriers. Second, 

community enterprises must find optimal organisational arrangements that do not 

necessarily mirror the governance structure of the common property regimes of which they 

are part. If at all possible, isomorphism between the two does not follow directly. Third, 

although deeper integration into markets and higher boundary permeability (two key 

elements in the development of community enterprises) pose significant challenges, they 

also offer opportunities for innovation on which leaders are better suited to capitalise.

From this, two key theoretical contributions follow. For the literature on community 

enterprises, the chapter provides a detailed analysis of the complexity of matching the 

characteristics of nested governance structures and shows the importance of leaders in this 

task. For the literature on leadership, the chapter adds to the discussion on the conceptual 

distinction between leaders and entrepreneurs by showing that the confluence of ‘profiles’ 

or orientations in the exercise of leadership (e.g. political vs. entrepreneurial) is exceptional 

and is triggered by necessity.

Beyond discursive and ideological cleavages, the everyday economic life of Afro-Colombian 

communities reveals that efforts to integrate market-based approaches can in principle 

coexist (and even be synergistically combined) with more traditional economic practices. 

The next chapter will help problematise this premise by analysing the role of leaders and 

community organisation in promoting and maintaining resistance to illicit crops, a 

phenomenon in which short-term market pressures collide with the need to preserve long-

term commitments in the community sphere.
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Chapter 6

From strong leadership to active community 
engagement: effective resistance to illicit crops 

“Before we had poverty too but at least we had no chaos”
Community leader, Council C

Introduction

The previous chapter analysed the development of community enterprises and showed that 

leaders are instrumental in adapting logics from different contexts in order to capitalise on 

market opportunities and develop community enterprises. This chapter focuses on a related 

phenomenon that has become an increasingly attractive economic alternative for some Afro-

Colombian communities: the growing of illicit crops, particularly coca (Erythroxylum coca) 

the raw ingredient for the manufacture of cocaine. Specifically, the chapter studies collective 

action for resisting the penetration and expansion of coca crops in the collective territories. 

By so doing, the chapter answers the second specific question of this research: can 

differences in leadership and community organisation, as expressions of social capital, help 

explain differences in the penetration and expansion of coca crops in the collective 

territories? If so, how?

Studying the phenomenon of resistance is particularly important for producing countries 

like Colombia. In 2017, Colombia’s coca crops reached an all-time peak of 171.495 ha 

(UNODC, 2018).  A substantive part of this unprecedented expansion of crops has been 60

concentrated in the Pacific region. Particularly, the rural area of the municipality of 

Buenaventura offers a puzzling scenario. Certain conditions in this area (e.g. low 

institutional presence of the state —including sub provision of public goods— precarious 

socio-economic development, and proximity to territories with coca) would predict high 

 According to the White House Office on National Drug Control Policy, total acreage in 2017 reached 209.000 ha 60

(https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/new-annual-data-released-white-house-drug-policy-office-
shows-record-high-cocaine-cultivation-production-colombia/ Accessed on 2 May 2019). Discrepancies in acreage 
measurement are due to technical difficulties that often become the subject of political debate.    
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penetration and expansion of coca crops. And yet, the municipality seems to be an exception 

vis-à-vis similar municipalities in the region (UNDOC, 2018). This puzzle and evidence 

collected in the field about previous experiences of community resistance, invited the 

hypothesis that his chapter will explore, namely that local community organisation and 

leadership help explain differences in the penetration and expansion of coca crops in the 

territories of this municipality. 

The chapter argues that leadership and community organisation do explain differences in 

the expansion of illicit crops by enabling (or hindering) different forms of resistance. It 

contributes to the overall thesis in this research by showing that leaders provide meaning to 

the collective actions of the community so that resistance can be maintained. The chapter 

also shows that there is a wide spectrum of resistance strategies that seem to be more 

effective when the interests of leadership and communities are aligned. From this, the 

chapter finds that the effectiveness and sustainability of resistance significantly depend on 

three interrelated factors: (a) the legitimacy and influence of leadership in the community, 

(b) the specific normative content with which social capital is infused, and (c) the ability to 

create synergies among the different components of the structure of grassroots-level 

community organisation.

Results also show that there are limits to morally-enforced community resistance. When 

imbued with moral content, social capital increases the non-monetary benefits of resistance, 

partially compensating for the under-provision of public goods (e.g. security) and overall 

absence of state institutions. However, community resistance is subject to both external 

pressures and internal political fractures. In the absence of a stable provision of public goods 

and viable economic opportunities, resistance can only provide a temporary and perhaps 

fragile deterrent that may not halt coca crops effectively in the long term.

Following this introduction, the chapter is divided into seven sections. Section 6.1 presents a 

brief synthesis of the literature on illicit crops, civil conflict and resistance. Section 6.2 briefly 

describes the general outlook of the presence of illicit crops in Colombia and the Pacific 

region. Based on the sample of 12 Community Councils in the municipality of 

Buenaventura, Section 6.3 analyses the dynamics of coca crops and the strategies of 

community resistance in these Councils to show that the strategies of resistance of leaders 
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and communities do not necessarily converge. Section 6.4 provides a detailed analysis that 

concludes that differences in the penetration and expansion of coca crops can be explained 

by the characteristics of social capital in each Council. Section 6.5 expands the analysis of the 

experiences of resistance (or lack of it) in a subsample of three Councils. Section 6.6 discusses 

the findings to provide an explanation of the mechanisms whereby community organisation 

is translated into resistance. Finally, Section 6.7 presents brief concluding comments.  

6.1 The literature on illicit crops, civil conflict and community 

resistance

For many rural communities, illicit crops are mainly a matter of economic survival and an 

alternative in the design of their livelihood strategies. In the particular case of illicit coca 

crops, leaf production, the base ingredient for cocaine, is mainly concentrated in the rural 

regions of three countries in the tropical Andes: Colombia, Peru and Bolivia. Peasant leaf 

reapers or raspachines, are typically part of the poorest labour force in those countries. In his 

seminal work, Gootenberg (2008) traces the history of Andean cocaine from “a miracle drug” 

used for medical purposes in the nineteenth century to its becoming a global business. 

Today, from production in the jungles of Colombia to final sale in European markets, a kilo 

of cocaine can increase its price more than twenty-fold from USD 2.200 to 54.000 (The 

Economist, 2018). These exorbitant profits are due mainly to prohibition and criminalisation 

of cocaine production and consumption, a policy first advanced in the early twentieth 

century and reinforced after World War II with the invention of the ‘war on 

drugs’ (Gootenberg, 2008). However, it is cartels, not peasant producers, that control traffic 

routes and reap the lion’s share of profits.

Coca is widely spread in the peasant economy due to its higher profitability compared to 

legal crops. Geographical isolation and the barriers to make a living from legal crops are 

both strong predictors for coca cultivation (Ibáñez, 2010). So too are weak states, 

disempowered communities and, more generally, ‘low levels’ of social capital at the 

community level (Thoumi, 2002). Importantly, however, reliability and regularity of income 

flows may be as sensible a reason as any for peasants to grow coca. Coca cultivation does 
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not make growers rich but it surely provides higher and —more importantly— a regular 

income source. Wherever state presence is stronger, coca crops tend to be less intensive and 

less prone to expansion (Dávalos et al., 2011; Dion & Russler, 2008). Conversely, however, 

coca does not seem to thrive in regions with extreme poverty; crops expand more easily in 

moderate-poverty environments where peasants can afford the costs of shifting to coca 

crops. Access to local infrastructure (e.g. roads) significantly increases the likelihood for 

illegal economies to settle in a region (Dion & Russler, 2008).

In producing countries, two major supply-reduction policy approaches have been 

implemented. One is forced eradication (mostly aerial spraying of pesticides). The other is 

alternative development plans to assist peasants in growing alternative legal crops. 

Substitution programmes show mixed results. In general, they are difficult to implement 

and it is often hard for legal crops to compete economically with coca cultivation. As for 

forced eradication, literature shows that its long-term effects are very limited (Ibanez & 

Martinsson, 2013; Riley, 1993; Zuleta, 2017). Intense aerial spraying can actually increase 

total production when growers expand their crops to diversify risk (Moreno-Sánchez et al., 

2003). Not only does aerial spraying fail to reduce total production —even in places where 

crops have already been effectively sprayed (Rincón-Ruiz & Kallis, 2013)— but it also creates 

negative side-effects. These include the risk of damage to subsistence crops when grown in 

proximity to coca and the spreading of coca crops into protected territories in fragile 

ecosystems (Dávalos et al., 2011; Mora, 1996; Rincón-Ruiz & Kallis, 2013; Rincón-Ruiz et al., 

2016). Although disputed by certain interest groups, evidence also suggests that sprayed 

chemicals may represent a direct threat to human health (Kogevinas, 2019; Solomon et al., 

2009). 

In contrast, social investment in the provision of social goods and social welfare has been 

found to be comparatively more effective in reducing coca production (Reyes, 2014). An 

additional USD 5.55 per capita social spending, as reported by Davalos (2016), significantly 

reduces the chance for an additional hectare of coca to be planted. Although prominent 
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voices have called for a redefinition of so-called ‘drug war’ policies in recent years,  there 61

does not seem to be much leeway for policy innovation.

In the literature on illicit economies, rural communities are mostly studied in their role as 

producers. The underlying assumption in economic approaches like the ones revised so far 

is that communities are rational actors who respond to economic incentives. This 

assumption has limitations. When faced with the presence of illicit crops, communities can 

defy conventional expectations. Some are willing to take significant risks and engage in 

social mobilisation and resistance. This resistance can take either of two forms. One is 

resistance to criminalisation/forced eradication. This form of resistance is studied in the 

literature as the cocalero social movements that oppose coercive measures from states by 

claiming cultural rights to cultivate coca (Grisaffi, 2019; Pinto, 2004; Ramírez, 2001). The 

other form, largely understudied in the specialised literature, is resistance to penetration and 

expansion of crops from communities who refuse to take part in the illicit economy. 

This form of resistance can be studied from at least two theoretical perspectives. The first 

one is the study of peasant resistance as a manifestation of what Scott (1985) calls the 

‘weapons of the weak’ against different sources of oppression, particularly those from class 

structure. As presented in the literature review in Chapter 2, he argues that seemingly 

inconsequential ‘everyday forms of resistance’ can potentially have important disruptive 

effects. The other perspective is the study of civil resistance in contexts of civil war and 

conflict (Kaplan, 2017; Tarrow, 2007). In the particular case of Colombia, this literature shows 

that collective organisation and resistance affect the capacity of armed groups to impose 

wartime social orders (Arjona, 2016a; 2016b). It also shows how ‘civilian autonomy’ emerges 

as a form of resistance whereby communities successfully refrain from taking sides in or 

being dragged into the armed conflict (Kaplan, 2017). While these forms of resistance are 

studied as responses to the general and multi-faceted threat posed by armed conflict and 

war, less is known about the emergence of resistance in the face of more locally-specific 

 See the reports of the London School of Economics Experts Group on the Economics of Drug Policy, ‘Ending 61

the Drug Wars' (LSE Ideas, 2014) and ‘After the Drug Wars’ (LSE Ideas, 2016). See also the report of the Comisión 
Latinoamericana sobre Drogas y Democracia (Latin American Commission on Drugs and Democracy) “Drogas y 
Democracia: hacia un cambio de paradigma”, available at:
http://www.cicad.oas.org/fortalecimiento_institucional/planesNacionales/docs/Drogas%20y%20Democracia.
%20Hacia%20un%20cambio%20de%20paradigma.pdf 
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forms of conflict-related threats, one of which is the presence and expansion of illicit 

economies.

6.2 Illicit crops in Colombia and the Pacific region 

The history of illicit coca crops in Colombia stretches back to the 1970s when cocaleros (coca 

growers) emerged “in the aftermath of failed or retreating state-led, mid-century 

modernizing colonization projects to develop the Amazon” (Gootenberg, 2018, p. 1). 

Successful vertical integration gradually consolidated Colombia as the largest producer of 

coca leaf for the global cocaine market, a place that it holds to this day. Despite calls from 

some scholars to ‘denarcotise’ the political economy of conflict in Colombia, the presence of 

coca crops is still a major explanatory factor. The rise of the drug industry fuelled the 

Colombian armed conflict and spurred a plethora of complex ramifications. The peace 

accord signed with the former rebel group FARC-EP in 2016 sparked hopes to revitalise the 

local debate and rethink policy for illicit crops in the context of rural development. However, 

in the aftermath of the peace process, coca cultivation peaked to 171.495 ha in 2017, an all-

time production record (UNODC, 2018). Figure 6.1 shows this surge as well as the timeline 

of prominent alternative development programmes and supply-control strategies.
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Figure 6.1 - Total acreage of coca crops in Colombia 2000 - 2018 (ha)

and main strategies to halt supply

Source: Adapted from GIZ (2017) 62

From a broader perspective, this unprecedented upturn in coca crops may well be the 

accumulated result of decades of ineffective drug policies. There is no evidence that this 

expansion is driven by matching increases in demand. Rather, at least four plausible 

explanations have been put forth. The first one is the decision of the Santos administration 

 The graph is taken (and adapted) from page 6 of the policy brief “Coca y deforestación: Mensajes de acción para la 62

planeación del desarrollo” published on March 2017 by the Programme for the Protection of Forest and Climate / 
REDD+ Colombia of the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit, GIZ. Adaptation includes 
adding total acreage for the years 2016 - 2018, based on data from UNODC (2019). The programmes shown are 
the short-lived ‘Campo en acción’ and the National Plan for Alternative Development ‘Plante’, which started in 
1995 and came to an end ten years later. Strategies for inducing voluntary manual eradication have also been part 
of substitution programmes since they first started in the early 2000s. Control strategies include forced manual 
eradication, which has been active since 2005 and aerial spraying, first applied in 1978 over marihuana crops in 
the Colombian Caribbean (Eventon & Bewley-Taylor, 2016).
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(2010-2018) to suspend aerial spraying in 2015, after decades of use as an eradication strategy.  63

The second is the price plummet of substitute commodities, particularly illegally mined gold, 

which reduced the opportunity cost of cultivating coca (Isacson, 2018). The third one is the 

strategic realignment of illegal armed actors interested in filling the spaces left by the FARC. 

Finally, the unintended effects of policy innovation, particularly economic incentives offered to 

growers to switch to legal crops, which may have incentivised new coca crops (Zuleta, 2017).  

Recent research gives credence to the last two explanations. A study by Mejía et al. (2019), 

shows that early government announcements of economic incentives for peasants to switch 

to legal crops induced them to increase coca crops in expectation of receiving the incentives. 

Importantly, this study discredits the alleged negative effect of halting aerial spraying, 

adding to the findings in the literature described in Section 6.1. Results show that the 

magnitude of aerial spraying prior to its suspension had no significant effect on the increase 

of coca crops. They also suggest that the increase also occurred in protected areas (e.g. 

national parks and indigenous resguardos), where aerial spraying was already forbidden. 

Despite this and other evidence, the Duque administration (2018-2022) announced the 

intention to reinstate aerial spraying, not least because of increased pressure from the US 

government to take further action to halt coca expansion (Isacson, 2018). According to the 

government and some observers, aerial spraying is still the most effective way to reduce 

coca crops, an argument that jeopardises policy redesign.

At the regional level, data from 2017 shows that 38% of total coca crops in Colombia (an 

estimated 65.567 ha) were located in the four departments of the Pacific region (70% in 

Nariño, 24% in Cauca, 4% in Chocó and 2% in Valle del Cauca), which makes it the region 

with the highest contribution to total national coca cultivation. Figure 6.2 shows the 

evolution of coca crops in each of the four Departments in the region over a decade.

 Invoking the precautionary principle, this decision came about following reports by the WHO about possible 63

carcinogenic effects of glyphosate. The decision was thus taken on the basis that aerial spraying (i) is not a cost-
effective strategy, (ii) affects primarily defenceless and vulnerable populations who cannot manage (let alone 
mitigate) risks, and (iii) diminishes trust in democratic institutions.

160



Figure 6.2 - Evolution of coca crops (ha) in the departments of the Pacific region 

2008-2017

Source: Author based on data from UNODC (2018)

Inter-departmental differences show that Chocó and Valle del Cauca —the least and most 

economically developed in the region respectively— are much less affected by illicit crops 

than the other departments. Notably, by 2017 51% of crops in the region were located in the 

collective territories of Afro-Colombian communities. On average, crops in the collective 

territories represent a very small fraction of the area they occupy in each department (2% in 

the Councils of Nariño and less than 1% in other departments). However, the presence of 

illicit crops in the collective territories cannot be underestimated. For one Council in Nariño, 

for example, illicit crops occupied 38% of its total territory in 2016. Moreover, coca crops 

potentially increase deforestation rates (cf. Dávalos et al., 2011; Dávalos, 2018; Velez et al., 

2020), an outcome that could directly jeopardise one of the core mandates for Community 

Councils as stated in Law 70. Importantly, unlike some indigenous communities, Afro-

Colombians have no cultural attachment of any kind to coca cultivation.

161



6.3 Illicit crops in the municipality of Buenaventura

In order to examine intra-municipal differences in the presence of coca crops, data from geo-

referenced satellite imagery of crops in Buenaventura were superimposed on similar data for 

the location of all Community Councils in the municipality. From the resulting database, a 

series of maps were produced to examine the evolution of coca crops in the Councils of the 

municipality from 2001 to 2016. Figures 6.3 and 6.4 show the maps for the lower and upper 

limit in the series. (Council names are omitted to preserve anonymity.) The series shows that 

the presence of illicit crops in the municipality of Buenaventura has remained comparatively 

low, a puzzling outcome given what the municipality’s socio-economic and geographical 

conditions would otherwise predict.  

Figure 6.3 - Coca crops (ha) in the municipality of Buenaventura

and the Pacific region, 2001

Source: Camilo Erasso / Author. Based on data from UNODC (2018)
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Figure 6.4 - Coca crops (ha) in the municipality of Buenaventura 

and the Pacific region, 2016 

Source: Camilo Erasso / Author. Based on data from UNODC (2018)

Importantly, there are also marked differences in the presence of crops among Community 

Councils within the municipality. Analysing these differences is key to test the main 

hypothesis of this chapter. To that end, a sample of thirteen Councils was selected, as 

explained in Section 3.3 of Chapter 3. Disaggregated data for these Councils —shown in 

Figure 6.5 below— show that while some Councils have been significantly affected by the 

presence of crops, others have remained relatively immune. 
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Figure 6.5 - Evolution of coca crops (ha) in thirteen Community Councils 2001-2016

Source: Camilo Erasso / Author. Based on data from UNODC (2018)

In order to complement this broad picture with a more detailed explanatory narrative of the 

presence of illicit crops, interviews with leaders from each of these Councils were held, 

supported by each of the disaggregated plots shown in Figure 6.5. Section 6.3.1 presents the 

analysis of the general dynamics of the expansion of illicit crops in the collective territories, 

while 6.3.2 offers a detailed analysis of the overall dynamics of resistance in these Councils.

6.3.1 The dynamics of coca crops

The overall narrative presented by leaders about the factors that explain the onset, 

expansion and contraction of illicit crops closely resembles similar explanations found in the 

literature on the history of conflict and coca in the Pacific region.  Five types of actors are 64

key to understand the dynamics of illicit crops in the territories: Illegal Armed Groups 

(henceforth IAG) be they the insurgent FARC or Paramilitary groups, both of which are now 

formally demobilised; outsiders i.e. people who are not considered part of the community, 

 See, for example, Molano (2017). For a comprehensive view of the history of cocaine in the Andean region mofe 64

generally, see Gootenberg (2008).
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which include Afro-descendants from other regions and people from other ethnic groups 

(e.g. mestizo peasants); community members from the Councils included in the sample; 

supra-communal ethnic-territorial organisations (e.g. Proceso de Comunidades Negras, PCN) 

that group Councils together and provide political representation, as explained in Chapter 1; 

and government organisations in charge of enforcement, control and substitution 

programmes. The following paragraphs show how the interaction among these actors 

explain the dynamics of coca in the collective territories.

The onset of coca crops

Coca crops in the collective territories of the municipality of Buenaventura first arrived in 

the mid-to-late nineties alongside two other phenomena: the arrival of IAG that entered the 

territory as part of their overall strategy of expansive territorial control, and economic 

migration of community members or outsiders (i.e. Afro-descendants from other regions 

and people from other ethnic groups such as mestizo peasants). The relative preponderance 

of each group as ‘vectors’ for the onset of crops varies and their roles are often intermingled. 

One specific actor may establish the conditions for others to take centre stage. In some cases, 

outsiders are the main drivers. They migrate into the territory and bring with them the 

knowledge and networks needed for coca cropping. In some other cases IAGs enter the 

territory —as part of their overall expansive strategy of territorial control, as a way to flee 

from clashes with the armed forces, or as a tactical response to the presence of rival IAGs in 

the same territory— and bring illicit crops into the community for the first time. In a third 

group of cases, locals ventured out of their communities in search of economic opportunities 

to places where coca crops have already been grown. Upon return, they bring with them the 

idea of growing coca as an economic opportunity, technical expertise to start the crops, and/

or coca plant seeds. An important underlying characteristic in almost all cases in the sample 

is that the onset of coca crops is described as an exogenous phenomenon. Except in cases 

where economic migration of locals precedes the appearance of crops, most cases show that 

crops arrive as a result of the direct influence exerted by people who do not belong to the 

community.
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Expansion and contraction

Once established in the territories, illicit crops exhibit periods of expansion and contraction. 

The following are the common factors influencing these dynamics.  

i. Targeted violence. IAG may resort to violence as an indirect tactic for the expansion of 

crops. Threats or selective massacres cause displacements. In some cases, the return of 

displaced communities coincides with an unusual influx of outsiders. This combined effect 

creates an oversupply of labour, which further increases the pressure that leads to coca crop 

expansion. IAG also provide support for outsiders who bring the know-how and networks 

needed for expanding coca. They also coerce communities into renting or selling their land 

for cropping. Outsiders profit from this coercion but they don’t seem to exert violence 

directly on communities. They rely on persuasion tactics (e.g. façade businesses, or activities 

like tourism and timber) to lure community members (mostly young) into joining the 

business.

ii. Changes in the relative productivity of economic alternatives. Generally speaking, 

subsistence agricultural activities cannot compete, ceteris paribus, with coca crops which are 

three to five times as profitable as legal alternatives (Ibáñez, 2010). In all but one of the cases 

in the sample, coca is just an alternative that at best complements but never fully crowds out 

legal crops. Coca crops are sensitive to changes in the relative productivity of legal crops. 

Declines in the profitability of those alternatives increase the incentives to expand illicit 

crops (and viceversa). Additionally, environmental protection enforcement increases barriers 

for extractive activities (e.g. timber or mining), which raises the likelihood of coca expansion. 

Coca crops are equally sensitive to the relative price of other illicit economies (e.g. illegal 

gold mining).

iii. Access to networks and markets. Upon arrival, coca growers bring with them 

connections to coca markets. All else unchanged, more developed networks seem to be more 

likely to lead to coca expansion. Connections in actor-dependent networks are densely 

concentrated in a few actors and when they are absent, networks are debilitated. In actor-

independent networks, connections are more evenly distributed and thus much more resilient 

to the absence of central actors. Importantly, outsiders —many of whom are itinerant 

migrants—- may also create and solidify networks with local community members by 
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establishing family ties with locals (Council E) or setting up an activity that helps them 

blend in (Councils G and J). Not only does this partially blur the category of outsider itself 

but it also makes it harder to negotiate or exert social control over coca growers. When 

outsiders fail to maintain the supporting networks needed for crops to thrive, costs rise and 

coca crops fall. Leaders from two Councils (Councils E and K) attribute the contraction of 

coca crops to incremental maintenance costs and difficulties to access the commercial 

networks needed. Notably, costs also rise as a consequence of other factors like government-

led eradication strategies.

iv. Government enforcement. In one way or another, all leaders in the sample partially 

attribute the contraction of crops to government-led forced eradication strategies. In eleven 

out of thirteen Councils in the sample (Councils A, B, C, D, E, F, G, H, I, J and K) leaders 

manifest that aerial spraying has a positive short-term effect in reducing illicit crops. 

However, they also seem to be aware of the indiscriminate negative side effects that aerial 

spraying brings to other crops and, in some cases, to their own health. “Once sprayed, 

glyphosate does not know how to tell coca and other plants apart” —as one leader put it. 

Other forms of government enforcement mentioned by leaders in the sample include 

interdiction (Council H), forced manual eradication (Councils B and G) and seizures 

(Council K). Other forms of deterrence are also mentioned. For example, in one case four 

community members were put in jail for taking part in illicit crop production, which may 

have persuaded others to abandon illicit activities (Council G).

6.3.2 The dynamics of resistance

In the face of the potential onset and/or expansion of illicit crops in a territory, some 

communities opt to oppose illicit crops by engaging in different forms of resistance. As a 

form of collective action, resistance to illicit crops is not cost-free. In fact, when it comes to 

resistance the interests of leaders and other community members are not necessarily aligned. 

Since leaders are elected representatives, their mandate and authority to face the challenge 

of illicit crops comes from the community. In reality, however, this relationship is not linear. 

It is thus reasonable to expect conflicts of interest between leaders and community members, 

which compromises the possibility of agreeing on the best course of action.
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Leadership resistance

Evidence shows that leaders choose to manifest and promote resistance to illicit crops from a 

wide arrange of strategies. These can be grouped into four types that are not mutually 

exclusive: (i) restrained, (ii) dissuasive, (iii) negotiated, and (iv) confrontational.

i. Restrained resistance. In its ‘weakest’ form, resistance is manifested as vague allusions 

from leaders with no clear attempt to mobilise the community. They do so for three reasons: 

(i) illicit crops are not perceived as a particularly relevant issue, (b) there is no history of 

active involvement from the community (which makes collective mobilisation more costly), 

and (c) leaders are in no position to take any of the risks of associated with conspicuous 

opposition or direct action. These factors may even encourage leaders to ignore wilfully the 

presence of crops altogether. As one leader put it, “We have to take care of our territory but 

we also have to take care of our own lives”.

 

ii. Dissuasive resistance. In this form, resistance primarily relies on the perceived 

effectiveness of cultural-symbolic and rules-based means to dissuade community members. 

Leaders are often under direct threat or significant pressure from outsiders, which explains 

their preference to address the issue directly with the community. Specific strategies include 

(a) intensive internal discussions with community members to raise awareness; (b) indirect 

pressure by denouncing and/or seeking support from formal authorities, an alternative to 

which leaders resort when the community is slightly reluctant; (c) internal educational 

campaigns and appeals to moral arguments to emphasise the risks and costs of illicit crops 

for the cultural values of communities; (d) marches and mobilisations to express public 

rejection; and (e) social ostracism for those involved in illicit activities.  

iii. Negotiated resistance. Resistance of this type responds to a pragmatic approach 

whereby leaders engage in negotiations with actors —local and external— involved in illicit 

crops. Negotiations respond to the need to address the problem more directly while not 

overexposing people to greater risks or exacerbating tensions. While negotiated agreements 

do not necessarily lead to the eradication of crops, they often allow for a suitable 

compromise from all parties. Growers open to negotiations often argue that sunk costs 

prevent them from eradicating crops without a way to recover their investment. In one case 
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negotiations led to an agreement whereby growers would be allowed to keep their crops for 

five years in exchange for a commitment not to expand those crops into other areas. These 

pragmatic approaches may lead to creating tensions within leadership when there are 

leaders who support tougher, less compromising approaches.

iv. Confrontational resistance. This type of resistance shares some of the characteristics of 

what Epstein (1991) identifies as nonviolent ‘direct action’, and is manifested in much more 

direct, conspicuous and combative ways. Strategies include (a) pressure on or direct eviction 

of outsiders, (b) community-organised territorial vigilance, and (c) community-led crop 

eradication. Confrontational resistance requires the engagement of broader segments of the 

community and entails significantly higher risks for all those involved.

Community resistance

Evidence shows that there are three broad types of strategies for the community to approach 

resistance: (i) apathy or rejection, (ii) passive receptivity, and (iii) active and proactive 

engagement. Although these types by no means imply that all members of the community 

follow the same strategy, they do capture what could be identified as the dominant 

approach.

i. Apathy or rejection. Some communities may show apathy towards or rejection of 

resistance. Apathy is manifested when the community perceives that the presence of coca 

deserves scant attention if any at all or when they perceive resistance to be unnecessarily 

risky. "Avoiding picking sides -as one community member put it- is a survival mechanism 

we’ve learnt all too well”. Overt rejection of resistance, on the other hand, arises when 

community members have vested economic interests in coca cultivation. As will be further 

explained later, this poses additional challenges for leaders and the community in general 

for it lays bare the tension between the goal of maintaining unity of purpose between 

community members and the need to pursue individual economic interests. Importantly, 

this first type of approach combines apathy and rejection, which are not -strictly speaking- 

the same phenomenon. They are grouped, however, because of the similar net effect that 

they have on resistance.
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ii. Passive receptivity. In some cases, communities are passively receptive to resistance. 

While they endorse resistance as a legitimate means to protect the community, they are not 

very willing to engage directly in specific activities. Collective action is thus very limited and 

difficult to sustain. While communities acknowledge that coca crops are a serious issue, they 

are passively receptive to the message due to pressure from coca growers and the 

subsequent security risks. Passivity is exacerbated when the community is not sufficiently 

cohesive or when legitimacy and influence of leadership on the community is weak.

iii. Active or proactive engagement. Some communities are actively receptive to resistance 

and are even willing to mobilise in significantly high numbers to participate in disruptive 

forms of resistance. It stands to reason that when perceived risks are low willingness to 

participate increases. However, this is not an invariant relationship. Cohesion among 

community members and leaders seem to play a key role. So does the extent to which coca 

growers are perceived as foes, which is not always the case. As one leader put it, “we 

managed to get most of the community behind our initiatives because relationships between 

them and coca growers were particularly damaged”. In some cases, communities 

proactively work alongside leaders to define and implement collective tactics. Active 

engagement requires commitment and coordination of people’s different resources (time, 

effort, money), which increases costs. When effective, it directly exposes leaders and 

communities to a reaction (or even retaliation) from those interested in coca proliferation. 

Only rarely do communities resort to these forms of resistance as their first course of action. 

They are often preceded and/or complemented by less direct forms of resistance and (often 

unsuccessful) attempts to disuade growers.

The difference between community and leadership resistance presented thus far shows the 

internal heterogeneity of resistance as a social phenomenon. As this evidence shows, there is 

an ample array of strategies from which leaders and communities choose their own strategic 

set. For instance, leaders may find it to their advantage to emphasise negotiated strategies 

instead of dissuasive ones. Similarly, communities may be willing to emphasise active 

receptivity strategies and less inclined to commit to active engagement. 

For comparative clarity, it is possible to plot each Council in the sample into a graph to 

illustrate more clearly how leadership and community resistance play out in defining the 
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overall approach to resistance in each case. Figure 6.6 illustrates this comparison. 

Importantly, this graph does not suggest any formal correlation. It only provides a more 

precise synthesis to organise and illustrate the data presented in this section.

Figure 6.6 - Mapping of community-leadership resistance strategies

Source: Author

On the x and y-axes are the types of resistance strategies adopted by the community and 

leadership respectively. The x-y position of each Council on the graph reflects the 

predominant type of strategies adopted by communities and leadership according to the 

relative importance each strategy has in their overall set.  As an additional bit of 65

information, the relative size of each point reflects the acreage of coca in each Council as 

percentage of total Council area.

 In order to determine the position, each type of strategy was first assigned a number, as shown on each axis. 65

(This number is not meant to indicate any incremental progression.) Then each strategy in the total ‘strategy set’ 
of a Council was assigned a factor x (0 ≤ x ≤ 1) reflecting the relative importance of that strategy in the set, 
according to the information provided by the interviewee. (For instance, if the set in a Council is composed of 
two equally important strategies then each strategy is assigned a factor of 0.5.) The final x-y value is the 
(weighted) sum of the product of each factor by the number of the type to which each strategy belongs.
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As previously mentioned, normatively speaking leaders are elected representatives whose 

job is to implement mandates emanating from the Council. It is thus reasonable to expect 

that the overall approach to resistance from the community and that from leaders should not 

differ significantly, something reflected in the fact that the types of strategies that emerge 

from the data in each case (community and leadership) have a relatively close mutual 

correspondence. Should this assumption hold, Councils in the graph would tend to be 

clustered along the dashed diagonal. While this is roughly the case, some Councils seem to 

deviate from this expected pattern. Such is the case of Councils like Councils D and E where 

a seemingly eager leadership faces a mainly apathetic community. There are no cases where 

the reverse is true, i.e. an active community that faces apathetic leaders. This is hardly 

surprising for it is the agent, not the principal, who is subject to moral hazard. (Also because 

of the potential bias derived from the fact that data come from leaders.) In fact, as the data 

presented in this section shows, when it comes to designing and opting for a specific 

strategy, leaders are not merely implementers; they tend to take the initiative and attempt to 

persuade communities who mostly react to what leaders bring to the table. Only very 

proactive communities (e.g. Councils A and J) seem to conform fully to their role as 

principals. Importantly, as will be discussed later, this divergence in strategies can also be 

explained by the fact that illicit crops have the potential to alter the preferences of actors.   

Based on the sample of thirteen Councils, evidence presented in this section shows that the 

degree of alignment between the interests (i.e. strategic preferences) of leadership and 

community determines the scope of strategies for resistance that are de facto available for 

each Council to advance. In what follows, an analysis of the nature of these differences 

between Councils will be presented. 

6.4 Community organisation, social capital and resistance: evidence 

from three Councils

The core analytical task of this chapter is to examine the hypothesis that leadership and 

community organisation explain differences in the presence of illicit crops in the collective 

territories. To that end, a purposive subsample of three Councils (Councils A, B and C) was 
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chosen from the sample of thirteen. Each of these Councils have different levels of incidence 

of coca crops, as can be seen in Figures 6.5 and 6.6. Council C is, by far, the Council with the 

highest average acreage of coca. Although differences between Council A and Council B are 

not too pronounced, Council A is the Council with the lowest level. In each of these three 

Councils, household surveys and more specific interviews were conducted. The analytical 

strategy followed here, as explained in Chapter 3, is first to control for socio-economic and 

demographic characteristics to make sure there are no sources of variation other than the 

intervening variable (i.e. leadership and community organisation) and then to assess 

whether differences in such variables can be attributed to causes other than chance. In that 

way, variations in the outcome of interest (i.e. the presence of illicit crops) can be attributed 

to differences in the level of community organisation.  66

Councils in the subsample were thus chosen on the basis of differences in the presence of 

illicit crops in their territories (the outcome of interest) and their dominant strategies of 

resistance, as shown in Figure 6.6 above. These differences in the strategic alignment of 

leadership and community could suggest related differences in the capacity of communities 

to organise. Determining whether those apparent differences respond to inherent 

characteristics of each Council entails a more formal analysis, the task to which this section 

is devoted.

6.4.1 Socio-economic characteristics

The three Councils in the subsample share very similar characteristics. Table 6.1 synthesises 

key characteristics of each Council based on the results of the household surveys.     

 Given the limitations of the database, as explained in Chapter 3, no claim of causal inference of any kind can 66

be made. 
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Table 6.1 - Key characteristics of each Council in the subsample 

Source: survey data

Notably, all Councils in the subsample are watershed Councils. Although varying in size, 

they have similar numbers of villages and populations. All Councils obtained their collective 

title at about the same time (1997-1998) and belong to the same supra-communal 

organisation (PCN). Moreover, each had its own Pre-Law 70 community organisation. There 

are no major differences in terms of the economic activities in each Council. All exhibit the 

same characteristics as described in Chapter 4. One key difference is the distance from each 

Council to the city of Buenaventura. Being the Council closest to the city, Council C has the 

highest share of households who report being employed or having trade as their main 

economic activity (see Figure 4.2 of Chapter 4). 

Council B Council A Council C

Established / Title obtained 1997 / 1999 1998 / 2000 1998

Total Area (ha) 42.095 63.427 120.000

Collectively Titled Area (ha) 19.014 52.144 66.724

Pre-Law 70 community 
organisation

ACOB ACOA ACOC

Movement-like organisation PCN PCN PCN

Number of villages 13 12 10

Population 3.500 2.900 3.200

Economic activities
Economic activities in all Councils are mainly distributed as follows: fishing (lower 
part of the river), subsistence agriculture (middle part), and small-scale gold mining 
and timber extraction (upper part). 

Time to the city of 
Buenaventura

1 h  
(by river only)

3 h  
(by river only)

30 min to 1 h  
(by road and/or river)
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Table 6.2 - Household economic characteristics of each Council in the subsample

Source: survey data

* Based on an exchange rate of COP 2988 per USD 1

Table 6.3 - Access to public services (% of total surveyed villages) 

for each Council in the subsample

Source: survey data

* Access to energy includes connection to the main or secondary grids and/or 
community gas-powered electricity generators

** Percentage of villages in each Council whose school offers 11th grade

Tables 6.2 and 6.3 above show specific household economic characteristics and access to 

basic public services respectively. Statistical tests for equality of means conducted on 

household economic characteristics show that there are no significant differences among 

Council B Council A Council C

Average Monthly 
Income (USD)* 131.6 172.6 171.1

Access to credit (%) 8.7 10.3 19.8

Access to subsidy (%) 45.1 35.3 61.3

Council B Council A Council C

Drinking water 12.5% 44.4% 10.0%

Sewage 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%

Energy* 62.5% 66.7% 70.0%

Internet 25.0% 44.4% 30.0%

Cell tower coverage 87.5% 0.0% 80.0%

Fixed phone line access 0.0% 33.3% 30.0%

Health post 37.5% 33.3% 20.0%

School 87.5% 100.0% 90.0%

11th grade** 37.5% 22.2% 30.0%
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Councils that could lead one to infer possible effects on the incidence of coca. Access to 

public services is precarious across the board, which suggests that all Councils exhibit 

similar levels of under provision of public goods and lack of institutional state presence. If 

anything, some difference seem counterintuitive. Council C is the Council with the highest 

share of households with access to credit or government subsidies and, as mentioned above, 

the one with easiest access to the city. These characteristics would in principle suggest easier 

access to mainstream markets. However, Council C has the highest acreage of coca crops. 

Although factors other than the capacity of communities to organise could have an effect in 

the outcome of interest, as will be discussed at the end of the next section, socio-economic 

characteristics do not seem to play a significant role.           

6.4.2 Community organisation and social capital 

Given that neither leadership nor community organisation can be directly measured, it is 

theoretically reasonable to assume that they are closely related to and dependent on the 

community’s stock of social capital as a key asset (Bebbington, 1999). The validity of this 

assumption rests upon the precise definition of social capital. As argued in the literature, 

attempts to define social capital are necessarily incomplete, which makes it a particularly 

challenging explanatory construct (Durlauf, 2002).  However, this chapter follows Ostrom’s 67

(2000) definition as “the shared knowledge, understandings, norms, rules and expectations 

about patterns of interactions that groups of individuals bring to a recurrent activity” (p. 

176). More specifically, Ostrom and Ahn (2009) identify three ‘forms’ of social capital that are 

instrumental in understanding collective action: trustworthiness, networks, and formal and 

informal rules or institutions. This theoretical approach allowed the operationalisation of the 

concept through four variables, which were included in the survey (as explained in Chapter 

3). The first one is the level of trust of the community in a group of institutions, including 

each Council’s Board. The second one is the level of participation of community members in 

networks and groups. The third one is the frequency of voluntary work done for the 

community. The final variable is whether community members acknowledge the existence of 

 As Szreter & Woolcock (2004) are wont to point out, social capital may well be one of the ‘essentially contested 67

concepts’ in the social sciences, namely those that “reflect a consensus on the broad nature of the phenomenon 
they refer to and its great importance, without any agreed-upon closure on the terms of its definition.” (p.654). A 
thorough revision of the abundant literature of social capital is beyond the purview of this chapter. For a succinct 
and yet comprehensive review of different approaches to the concept that are relevant for this research see 
Ostrom (2000), Ostrom & Ahn (2009) and Szreter & Woolcock (2004). 
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rules agreed upon by the Council, particularly those concerning the management of natural 

resources and land. 

All four act as proxy variables to assess the level or ‘stock’ of social capital in each Council. 

Differences in this level allow more rigorous inferences about the relationship between 

community organisation and the presence of illicit crops. Figures 6.7 to 6.10 show survey 

results for each of these variables in the three Councils. 

Figure 6.7 - Trust in institutions (average score)

(How much do you trust each of the following institutions?)

According to the following scale: Nothing (1), Little (2), Very much (3), Completely (4)
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Figure 6.8 – Participation in groups (average score)

(How frequently do you participate in the following group according to the following scale: 

Nothing [0], Little [1], Sometimes [2], Often [3], Always [4])

Figure 6.9 – Rules (percentage of respondents who acknowledge existence of rules)

(Has the Council defined any rule for the use of natural resources / land?)
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Figure 6.10 - Voluntary Work (Percentage of respondents)

(During the last year, how frequently have you done voluntary work for your community

according to the following scale: Never [0], Few [1], Often [2], Always [3])

These figures show that Council A outperforms Council B and C in all four variables. 

However, to determine whether those apparent differences are significant, a statistical test 

for each variable was conducted. For trust and participation, chi-square tests for 

homogeneity of proportions. For rules and voluntary work F and chi-square tests for 

equality of means. The results of these tests are shown in Tables 6.4 to 6.7 below. Although 

tests were conducted for all variables, for reasons of space only selected cases are shown.
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Table 6.4 - Trust 

Test for the equality of means with different variances 

Assuming normality (parametric) and non-normality (not parametric)

Ho: Average level of trust among Councils is the same 
Ha: At least two of the averages are not the same

Difference of means paired comparison (parametric with Holm (1979) correction for multiple tests)

Table 6.5 - Participation in environmental groups

Test for the equality of means with different variances 

Assuming normality (parametric) and non-normality (not parametric)

Variable F Num. df Den. df p-value

Trust in the Board (normality) 18.001 - 2 337.66 0.000000037 ***

Trust in the Board (non-normality) - 35.368 2 - 0.0000000208 ***

χ 2

Paired comparison of trust in the Board

p-value Council B Council A Council C

Council B -

Council A 0.0000001 -

Council C 0.27 0.0000022 -

Variable F Num. df Den. df p-value

Participation in EG (normality) 27.44 - 2 338.63 0.000000 ***

Participation in EG (non- 
normality) - 87.411 2 - 0.000000 ***

χ 2
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Difference of means paired comparison (parametric with Holm (1979) correction for multiple tests)

Table 6.6 - Rules

Test for homogeneity of proportions (without continuity correction)

Ho: Proportions of those who acknowledge the existence of rules are the same in every Council.
Ha: At least one proportion is different.

Paired comparison of proportions (with Holm correlation (1979) for multiple tests)

Paired comparison for participation in environmental groups

p-value Council B Council A Council C

Council B -

Council A 0.0000000 -

Council C 0.0075 0.000000 -

Variable df p-value

Resource Rules 9.6136 2 0.008174 ***

Land Rules 19.231 2 0.0000667 ***

Pearson's χ 2

Paired comparison resource rules 

p-value Council B Council A Council C

Council B -

Council A 0.020 -

Council C 0.831 0.022 -

Paired comparison land rules 

p-value Council B Council A Council C

Council B -

Council A 0.14096 -

Council C 0.00011 0.03330 -
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Table 6.7 - Voluntary work

Test for homogeneity of proportions (without continuity correction)

Paired comparison of proportions (with Holm correlation (1979) for multiple tests)

The results of the tests show that there are statistically significant differences in these 

variables among the three Councils in the subset. More specifically, chi-square analysis 

confirms that differences of means among Councils in each variable are statistically 

significant at 5%. This is strong evidence that Council A exhibits higher levels of trust in 

leaders among community members, higher levels of participation in networks and groups, 

higher propensity to participate voluntarily in community life and higher awareness of 

collectively defined rules that affect community life. All this gives credence to the assertion 

that the ‘stock’ of these forms of social capital in Council A is significantly higher than the 

other two Councils in the subsample.

Variable df p-value

Voluntary Work (Always) 16.583 2 0.0002507 ***

Voluntary Work (Never) 42.858 2 0.00000 ***

Pearson's χ 2

Paired comparison for frequency of voluntary work (Always)

p-value Council B Council A Council C

Council B -

Council A 0.00065 -

Council C 0.41284 0.00536 -

Paired comparison for frequency of voluntary work (Never)

p-value Council B Council A Council C

Council B -

Council A 0.000000 -

Council C 0.021 0.000007 -
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In light of these results and given that all Councils in the subsample are similar in all 

relevant socio-economic characteristics, it is thus reasonable to infer that differences in the 

penetration and expansion of coca crops can be explained by the characteristics of social 

capital in each Council. It is worth examining, however, possible competing or 

complementary explanations. 

First, it is plausible that exposure to risk is unevenly distributed among communities. It is 

also likely that subjective assessments of risk vary across individuals. Combined, these 

variations could help explain why some communities are more willing and able to resist 

than others. As argued by Kaplan (2017), in extreme circumstances of intense conflict, there 

is only so much that non-violent resistance can achieve. Direct manifestations of violence in 

the rural area of the municipality of Buenaventura have been relatively few compared with 

other municipalities in the region, which could potentially lead to overestimating the role of 

resistance.

That said, a related hypothesis also seems plausible. Social capital and community 

organisation may well act as risk attenuators. When the responsibility of resistance is 

disproportionately borne by a reduced number of community members, they are more 

visible and become easy targets for intimidation and violence. The more shared those 

responsibilities are, the more spread out risk gets and the harder it is to single out 

individuals for selective threats. Thus, social cohesion would eventually send strong 

dissuasive signals to potential intimidators.          

The second alternative explanatory factor is geographical proximity. Assuming relatively 

porous frontiers and fluid labour mobility, the ‘contagion’ effect of neighbouring Councils 

on one another can also influence the dynamics of coca crops. Likewise, a form of ‘radiation’ 

effect exerted by the presence of the city of Buenaventura (the urban agglomeration around 

which peripheral rural communities gravitate) could also play a part.  Evidence would 68

seem to give credence to the ‘radiation effect’. Council B’s closeness to the city could help 

explain the low incidence of coca crops in their territory (if only because of the perceived 

 Some interviewees -including a member of the armed forces in charge of forced eradication programmes- 68

argued that formal institutional presence of the state, which is much stronger in the city than the rest of the 
municipality, would be, in principle, enough to dissuade communities in the rural periphery from growing coca.
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threat of enforcement). Council C’s wide territory covers areas relatively isolated from the 

city and others easily connected to it. This would place Council C in an optimal location for 

crops to thrive: far enough from the city to sidestep the reach of authorities and close 

enough for coca production to be economically viable.   69

However, Council A contradicts what the combination of these effects would otherwise 

suggest. Not only is this Council comparatively more isolated from the urban centre but it 

also neighbours Council D, one of the Councils with the highest coca crop acreage in the 

municipality. This condition would be, ceteris paribus, enough for coca to thrive in Council 

A. The fact that this Council has managed to keep crops at bay further strengthens the 

explanatory power of social capital and community organisation. 

Evidence thus far suggests that higher organisational capacity in Council A —as a 

manifestation of social capital— can somehow be translated into forms of resistance in 

which the close alignment of leadership and community interests (as suggested by the 

location of Council A in the graph in Figure 6.6) facilitate confrontational and proactive 

strategies to halt illicit crops more effectively. This argument, however, merits further 

elaboration. Based on extensive interviews with leaders and community members, the next 

section describes in detail the experience of resistance to illicit crops in Council A as well as 

the absence of resistance in the other two Councils. By so doing, the section provides key 

analytical insights on how the translation between leadership, organisational capacity and 

resistance actually operates.

6.5 Council A: an unusual case of resistance?

As acknowledged by community members and other communities alike, preserving 

community and environmental values and principles has long been one of the distinctive 

characteristics of Council A. As early as 2004 —four years after the collective title was 

obtained— the Council decided to take a stance against the penetration of coca crops in their 

 This suggests that distance from the urban centre and the probability to grow coca could be related through a 69

parabolic function. The further a Council is located from the urban centre, the higher the probability for coca to 
be grown. Past a distance threshold, however, this trend would reverse due to increasing costs of coca 
production.
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territory. In a general assembly, they established an explicit mandate proscribing illicit crops 

with which all members had to comply. Sustained efforts to enforce the mandate have been 

carried out ever since, including displaying banners in public places, as shown in Figure 

6.11 below.

 

Figure 6.11 – Banner in Council A setting out a clear injunction against coca and oil palm 

cultivation in the collective territory 

(Image distortions are intended to preserve anonymity) 

Source: Author

The banner depicted reads as follows: “Because we don’t want: the government to spray, 

pollute, bomb, or deprive us of our living space; violence to increase and leave our land in 

the hands of Multinationals; our black political-organisational project to be jeopardised; we 

the people of [Council A] say, united in one voice: NO TO COCA CROPS. NO TO OIL PALM 

MONOCULTURE IN OUR COLLECTIVE TERRITORY. Collective welfare of the population 

for life with dignity, hope and liberty.” 
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A couple of years later, however, leaders were alerted by fellow community members about 

the presence of illicit crops in the lower part of the river. They called an extraordinary 

assembly to confront growers, who were also community members. They argued that they 

had done it out of necessity because they had no other choice. When leaders floated the idea 

of manually eradicating the crops, growers demanded payment for their investment. 

Leaders responded firmly, as one of them recalled: “We told them ‘we can’t do that because 

you knew these crops were prohibited in the first place and you should have rejected those 

who came here to offer you seeds’”. Shortly after the assembly, threats against leaders began.

Despite intense opposition from growers, the decision was made to eradicate the crops 

manually. After careful consideration, in 2007 the community organised a minga (i.e. a 

collective mobilisation) that gathered around 250 people in order to eradicate 25 hectares of 

coca. A prominent leader from ACOA, the Council’s pre-Law 70 organisation, recalled:

We gathered in this village the day before the minga. We had doubts and were all very 

worried. But we had already gone that far so we couldn’t back down. The truth is we were 

very scared. We already knew what we had gotten ourselves into and we were already 

used to being threatened but we didn’t exactly know what we were up against. We were 

worried there could be landmines so we managed to convince crop owners to go at the 

forefront. And they did! (…) To be honest, at one point we were close to calling it off. But 

we had an intense discussion and reassured ourselves that we wanted the collective benefit 

for the community and to remain in our territory (…) That is how we found the strength to 

go on. (Interview LEA-F-47)
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Figure 6.12 – Minga for the eradication of coca crops, 2007

Source: Council A

People came from all villages of the river. They put on white t-shirts that read “Soy 

[demonym of the Council] de respeto, ¡No al cultivo de uso ilícito!” (I am a proud inhabitant 

of Council A: No to illicit crops!) They sailed down the river to where the crops were, as 

Figure 6.12 shows. It was a two-day minga. Amidst a looming tension, they divided into 

smaller groups and started uprooting the plants in order to burn them.

The determination shown by the community —leaders in particular— and the scale of the 

mobilisation dissuaded owners of the crops. The minga did set a precedent in the Council 

and it pushed leaders to focus more eagerly on finding viable economic alternatives for the 

community. However, it was not enough to suppress dissidence altogether. Remnants of 

dissatisfaction remained among some community members. For leaders, the situation did 

not get any easier. As one of them recalled, “the threats didn't stop. Some of those who 

owned those crops kept asking us to give them their money back. They were constantly 

calling us. We all know that if we’d told on them then they would be be in deep trouble 

because those crops are illegal, you know? That’s why we kept receiving threats”. 
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In early 2016, leaders had to call a general assembly again. Some people in one of the 

villages had organised a group they called ‘Prosperidad’  with the intention to grow coca 70

crops in explicit defiance of the Council’s mandates. The community in general, particularly 

women, were adamant about letting the group grow strong. In the words of one of the 

leaders:

We confronted these people and told them ‘there is no way you will do that here in 

[Council A]. Make no mistake: we did [a minga] before and we will do it again if we must!’ 

We managed to talk them out of it. It was a very tough assembly. Tensions remain because 

now they say that if they cannot find ways to increase their income and feed their families, 

then it will be the Council to blame because we didn’t let them grow coca. It’s been an 

ongoing struggle and we feel they have betrayed the community. (Interview LEA-F-46)

Importantly, as expressed by two prominent leaders, the minga for collective eradication is a 

measure of last resort to which they turn when previous due process prove ineffective. “First 

the Board makes a formal pronouncement. Then we try to summon growers and ask them to 

eradicate their crops themselves. If they ignore our demands, we have to go and verify that 

the crops actually exist. It’s also our territory so we don’t need permission to do that. Once 

we have evidence and growers still refuse to take action, the minga can be organised”. 

“Dialogue attempts are always the first step” —another leader manifested. “We ask growers 

to acknowledge what they are doing and admit that they encourage the formation of wider 

networks around their activities because we know that they just can’t grow coca by 

themselves”. Collective eradication is not the only confrontational strategy to which the 

community in Council A may resort. As explained by one leader, “throwing growers out of 

the community or declaring them ‘persona non grata’ are also on the table”. Denouncing 

growers directly with authorities is also an additional measure. None of these has been used 

 The name of the group has been modified. In its original form, it has an ironic undertone for it is closely 70

associated with a philosophical notion and approach to development most commonly associated with 
Uruguayan academic and activist Eduardo Gudynas that has inspired many social movements in Latin America. 
The notion feeds from indigenous cosmogonies as much as it does from critiques of capitalism. It conveys a more 
harmonious and balanced coexistence between humans and their natural environment that is centred on 
communities and respectful of their cultural specificities. See Gudynas (2011).
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so far in Council A not least because growers are part of the community. Ostracising peers 

implies a predicament that leaders are reluctant to get into.  

Leaders from Council A won a prestigious annual leadership award in 2017. According to 

the organisers, the prize came in recognition of the Council’s achievements in preserving 

their territory free from external threats. If anything, resistance to illicit crops seems to be at 

least as resolute today as it has been since the beginning. 

In early 2018, a new —albeit small— field of coca was identified. Leaders were particularly 

concerned and acted swiftly. They mobilised resources from different organisations to 

spread the word and set up a new eradication minga. “Back in 2007 —one leader explained— 

people reacted less promptly. Back then, it was more like a mobilisation instilled by a 

cohesive group of concerned people. Now it truly feels like a whole community is mobilised 

around the defence of their territory.” When asked about the challenge of maintaining 

collective principles in light of external pressures, the leader from ACOA noted:

One or two years ago, (…) we realised that the political-organisational component of our 

work was debilitated. We are now in the process of redefining what it means so that we can 

make it stronger. We don’t want to be in that situation [where external threats] jeopardise 

our principles and beliefs. We have the support of the school [where our children] learn 

those principles. Knowing that your neighbour maybe started [growing coca crops] and 

managed to get money and buy things… that temptation is real, it’s happening to people. 

Thank God there is always a leader in each zone of the river that stands firmly and radiates 

[our principles] to the rest of the community. That’s what’s kept us united: knowing that we 

can count on each other. Because we can’t ignore the fact that temptations will not go away. 

(Interview LEA-F-47)

       

Importantly, the Council put into place a mechanism of representation they call ‘collective 

leadership’ whereby (i) it is not possible for a person to occupy the same role on the Board of 

the Council for more than one term and (ii) no person can serve as Legal Representative for 

more than one term. Consequently, the same person can occupy at most three different 

positions as part of the Board of the Council, after which the person must necessarily leave. 

This system of mandatory rotation of people and roles in the Board obeys two logics. First, 

to prevent people from overextending their terms, thus minimising the risk that personal 
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interests prevail over those of the community. Second, to allow for a permanent renewal of 

leadership so that young members of the community can learn and hold positions of 

responsibility in the governing bodies. For this system to work, the Council needs to educate 

a constant ‘supply’ of new leaders with the capacity to replace existing ones.

This history of resistance seems to be exceptional. Although other Councils have attempted 

bold strategies for resistance (e.g. Council E, as shown in Figure 6.6), none seems to have 

gone as far in confronting the threat of illicit crops —or illicit economies more generally— as 

Council A. Particularly, no comparable evidence or antecedent exists in Councils B or C. On 

the contrary, evidence indicates that some community members in these Councils have 

openly profited from illegal economies, something to which leaders acquiesce. There are also 

serious allegations from community members about the lack of transparency of the Board of 

Council B when managing projects for the community. By the time of data collection, the 

outgoing Board was accused of patronage. One of the leaders described how some 

dysfunctional dynamics emerged within the Board: 

Small groups and coalitions started to form. Those who were not part of the clique were left 

aside. The Board became somehow… fragmented. We held a couple of meetings to find out 

what was going on. People would say all sort of things but then nothing changed. In the 

end it seemed like the Board was simply non-existent. The formally elected Legal 

Representative had no authority. He was easily manipulated. There was some sort of 

‘shadow’ representative who was actually making all the decisions. Power ended up in just 

about three people. (…) They were people who had been part of the governing bodies 

before so they had their networks and contacts already in place. Plus, they were more 

skilled. That is why it was hard to counterbalance their power. (Interview LEA-M-59)

The problems of legitimacy of the Council’s governing body have serious repercussions. 

Mining-related conflicts have been commonplace in Council B. According to one of the 

leaders, mining exploitation in the Council —either by locals or outsiders— is in principle 

permitted as long as certain rules are strictly followed. These include adequate management 

of mining waste so that the river is not polluted. Following those rules, however, seems to be 

an elusive goal and leadership has very little enforcement capacity. In the words of this 

leader: 
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At the beginning it was very hard to allow mining but the Council’s Board eventually 

granted permission to do so. There were rules for doing it properly. For instance, neither 

mercury nor oil —or any other form of waste— should be poured into the river. (…) 

Neither rules nor commitments were adequately followed. Water came down from the 

upper part of the river [where mining took place] in very bad conditions. (…) People in the 

lower villages started complaining because they started to suffer the consequences: fish 

started to die, water could no longer be drunk. When they bathed in the river, their skin 

would itch. People got sick. Boiling river water produced a disgusting reddish waste. 

People decided to call for an assembly in February 2017. Those in the upper part of the river 

have always lived off their mines. But people in the lower parts were the ones who were 

affected so they wanted mining to stop. (Interview LEA-M-59)     

Lack of enforcement caused an influx of miners from outside the community who 

established agreements with members of the community to exploit gold. Most of those 

miners had no legal right to exploit precious metals in the region, however, and their 

activities soon came to the attention of the government. In March 2017, Colombian armed 

forces set up operation ‘Octopus’ to destroy the machinery —including backhoes— that the 

illegal miners were using. Figures 6.13 and 6.14 below show photographs of the operation as 

reported in the national press. According to one of the members of the Board: 

It was March or April [2017] when the government came and destroyed the machines. The 

new Board of the Council had just been elected so people thought it was us who had told 

on them. That misconception caused us great trouble and distress. Rumours started and we 

leaders started restricting our mobilisation. We were scared of what could happen to us. We 

received threats, so some of us decided not to go to the upper part of the river. People there 

were blaming us for what the government had done. The conflict and the situation got 

really serious. Some leaders wouldn’t even sleep in their own houses. That was serious shit. 

(Interview LEA-M-15)
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Figure 6.13 – Operation ‘Octopus’: Aerial view of the illegal mining operation 

in the limiting area between the Councils B and X

Source: El Tiempo 71

Figure 6.14 – Operation ‘Octopus’: A Colombian Navy helicopter landing 

on the site where the operation was conducted.

Source: El Tiempo 72

 Retrieved from: http://www.eltiempo.com/colombia/cali/fuerzas-armadas-dan-duro-golpe-a-la-mineria-71

ilegal-del-pacifico-71680  

 Ibid.72
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A similar situation exists in Council C. Leaders explained how coca crops are not only more 

profitable than other agricultural products but also in high demand. The river along which 

communities in Council C live is strategically located for it is connected to the Pacific Ocean. 

Coca grown on the riverbank is directly picked up from the growers’ parcels by 

intermediaries, which spares growers transportation costs. Since growers sell raw coca 

leaves, costs of product transformation are also spared, which is not the case with products 

like cacao and rice, as explained in Chapter 5. In the words of one community member:

There is no doubt coca is more profitable. So are mining and logging. Those are the most 

profitable economic activities for people in [Council C]. If you have those options it is very 

hard to choose to do agriculture for other than basic food needs. From one hectare of coca 

you can produce 100 arrobas [approximately 1500 kg] of coca leaves. Each arroba is sold for 

USD 9 to buyers who pick it up directly on the riverbank so you are making USD 900 per 

hectare. As for costs, for each arroba produced you pay the raspachín [leaf reaper] 3 USD and 

between 1,5 to 3 USD for fertilisers and pesticides. So subtracting the costs you are making 

around USD 400 in profit per hectare. Since coca crops can be harvested up to four times a 

year, you can make USD 1600. (Interview LEA-M-75)

Collective action in Council C took a different turn. When coca crops grew to become a 

stable source of income for community members who had between 0.5 and 1 hectare of coca 

planted, they decided to form an organisation they called Association of Growers (Asgro) to 

defend their coca crops.  Groups of associates engaged in direct collective action to organise 73

production, protect crops from eradication and hide them from view. Asgro was the formal 

interlocutor with the government when a negotiation to eradicate crops took place. The 

association managed to secure participation of members in the substitution programme 

offered by the government plus a COP 1.000.000 [approximately USD 300] temporary 

subsidy to cover substitution costs. The decision to cultivate cacao in the Council —which 

would later open up the opportunity for the creation of one of the community enterprises 

analysed in Chapter 5— was partly the result of those negotiations.      

Markets for legal agricultural products, however, are not sufficiently developed. If anything, 

they are oversupplied. This, according to community members, is the main reason why 

 The name has been changed to preserve anonymity.73
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people return to illegal activities like logging (see Figure 6.15 below), mining and coca. In 

the case of coca, one community member noted that “people also started growing motivated 

by the money offered by the government for coca growers to eradicate their crops”.

Figure 6.15 – Illegal logging in Council C

Source: Francisco Bernal

According to leaders, only a few community members continue growing coca crops. Most 

growers are outsiders and they are mostly located in one of the Council’s villages. Illegal 

mining, however, is booming. An accidental detonation of mining explosives in 2018 

attracted the attention of the authorities. The army was sent and around seven water-pumps 

used for extracting gold from the rivers were destroyed as a way to dissuade people from 

mining gold illegally. They belonged to community members and outsiders alike. A meeting 

between miners and authorities followed. No agreement was reached and people continued 

mining.      
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6.6 Turning social capital into resistance 

The evidence presented in the preceding sections shows that Afro-Colombian communities 

are far from passive when facing the expansion of illicit crops. They exhibit an ample 

repertoire of resistance strategies. Although the effectiveness of those strategies can only be 

fully assessed in terms of the particular objectives they seek to achieve,  evidence also 74

suggests that confrontational strategies are more effective in expeditiously halting the 

expansion of illicit crops. From the evidence it can be argued that variations in whether and 

how resistance manifests itself —and, consequently, how effective it is— can be explained by 

differences in the ‘stock’ of social capital and, relatedly, the capacity of communities to 

organise. However, since all Councils in the subsample share the same formal platform of 

community organisation (see Table 6.1), the mechanism whereby social capital is translated 

into effective resistance must be more carefully explained. 

6.6.1 Leaders and the function of signification

Resistance, particularly confrontational strategies, can hardly develop where leadership and 

organisational capacity (as manifestations of social capital) are low. Yet, relatively strong 

leadership and community organisation do not guarantee the emergence of resistance. 

Council D, which exhibits one of the highest rates of coca acreage in the municipality (see 

Figure 6.5), is a case in point. It is possible to infer that strong organisational capabilities and 

other forms of social capital are also needed for making coca production networks work. 

This implies that resistance is but one among many possible purposes for social capital. In 

fact, Putnam (2000) and others (Portes, 1998; Ostrom, 2000) argue that social capital is value-

free, i.e. devoid of any a priori normative content, and thus can be put to varied purposes 

independent of the value ascribed to them. Infusing social capital with a particular set of 

values is thus a prerogative of the community that, importantly, can only be achieved 

through arduous long-term processes.

 Strategies for resistance need not necessarily be visible to be effective. As argued by Paschel (2016) in her 74

analysis of black activism in Colombia and Brazil during the 90s, activists often highlight critical and very rare 
moments of disruptive protest and overlook ”the more banal, bureaucratic, and less spectacular ways” that 
nevertheless deliver results and change (p.15.) Along the same lines, Kaplan (2017) argues that “formal, public 
protests have a role to play, but peace and stability do not always require banning or expelling armed groups 
from territory and may not depend on singular, publicized events. There may also be other, less visible 
strategies.” (p.11)
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The preceding analysis shows that the effectiveness and sustainability of resistance depend 

as much on the form resistance adopts (e.g. confrontational or restrained) as it does the 

specific normative content with which the social capital that sustains resistance is infused. 

Leaders are instrumental in defining, spreading and reinforcing the values that make up 

such content. From this it follows that the central role played by leaders can best be 

characterised as a function of signification, a form of ‘sense making’ or “the ongoing 

retrospective development of plausible images that rationalize what people are 

doing” (Weick et al., 2005, p. 409). As previously explained, leaders ‘imprint’ normative 

meanings onto resistance so that it is associated with community identity and values. The 

object of resistance —illicit crops in this case— is in turn, by implication, signified as 

antithetical to those values. This function of signification —or the reflexive infusion of 

normative meaning into the actions of the community— is at the heart of the process of 

organising itself: the ‘prepolitical’ process of building a ‘mobilisable community’ (Stall & 

Stoecker, 1998). Since communities do not happen spontaneously, strong enough 

relationships founded on the sharing of common ideals must be built to support political 

action (Alinsky 1971, cited in Stall & Stoecker, 1998). 

When imbued with moral content, social capital increases the non-monetary benefits of 

resistance, partially compensating for the under-provision of public goods (e.g. security) and 

overall absence of formal state institutions. However, morally-enforced resistance, which can 

also take the form of a rejection to illegality more generally, shows its limits when the costs 

of resistance rise too high and offset the benefits. The function of signification and the 

constant reinforcement of normative meanings is the pre-emptive safeguard that allows 

community leaders to keep the threat of illicit crops at bay as much as possible. This is why 

internal counter-resistance —which calls into question those meanings and challenges the 

leadership authority that promotes them— is such a critical issue. 

In the case of Council A, the rationale for resistance is premised on both utilitarian and moral 

justifications. (As one leader put it, “a black who doesn’t resist is a black without 

consciousness”.) Not only are coca crops deemed a source of social and legal burdens for the 

community but they are also portrayed as detrimental to a set of moral values with which 

the community strongly identifies. Allusions to the ‘shared values’ and ‘history’ of the 
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community (what they refer to as ancestralidad) and the need to preserve the ‘purity’ of their 

land, are all raised by leaders and community members alike as reasons to oppose illicit 

crops and monoculture as economic alternatives. In this sense, Council A embodies a form of 

moral resistance to market pressures. In contrast, other Councils either do not resist these 

pressures or lack the organisational and leadership capabilities to ascribe successfully any 

form of moral value to resistance, opting for short-term transactional arrangements instead.

To be sure, literature has shown that normative moral considerations influence individual 

decisions to take part in illegal economic activities (Ibáñez, 2010). The case of Council A 

shows that the same individual-level restraining mechanisms can be translated into 

collective narratives and reinforced as effective regulating devices among community 

members. Unlike the other Councils in the subsample, leaders in Council A deliberately and 

assiduously engage in the ‘transmission’ of values that they consider core constituents of 

their identity as a community. 

Importantly, the function of signification is founded on the evolution of trust —a key form of 

social capital— whose preconditions include “a prior history of political, constitutional, and 

ideological work” that creates the conditions for “a shared sense of fairness to be perceived 

by those choosing to participate in the network in question.” (Szreter and Woolcock, 2004 p. 

656). Enabling these conditions is the main role that the structure of community organisation 

seems to play in the case of Council A. In particular, ACOA, the Council’s pre-Law 70 

organisation, is directly in charge of aligning the efforts, promoting collaboration and 

finding synergies between different actors in the Council (e.g. the school), to help percolate 

collective values. Although leaders from other Councils also engage in similar efforts, they 

are not equally effective. This suggests that providing shared meaning and reinforcing moral 

values depends on the ability to create synergies among the different components of the 

structure of grass-root-level community organisation. The capacity to sustain these efforts 

irrespective of changes in leadership is the comparative advantage that Council A seems to 

have developed over time.
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6.6.2 Strong leadership, fragile resistance?

The evidence presented in this chapter shows that legitimacy of leaders and their influence 

on the community are comparatively stronger in Council A, as evidenced in the level of trust 

in the Board and the acknowledgement of the existence of rules (see Figures 6.7 and 6.9, 

respectively). It also shows that leaders in the Councils often take the initiative to advance 

strategies of resistance. Only rarely do communities collaborate proactively in the design of 

strategies and hold leaders accountable for their decisions, as is the case in Council A. The 

strength and visibility of leadership comes at a price. Visibility makes leaders more 

conspicuous and thus more susceptible to direct threats. It compromises the anonymity that 

is a source of safety (Scott, 1986). While all forms of resistance must incur the transaction 

costs associated with collective action, some forms incur additional ones. Efforts to dissuade 

community members are resource-consuming and thus difficult to sustain. 

More critically, the natural antagonists to whom resistance opposes —i.e. actors interested in 

coca proliferation— are willing to resort to violence as a coercive mechanism, which 

increases the risks for communities. Those risks fall primarily on the shoulders of leaders. 

After the 2016 Colombian peace agreement, there has been an upsurge in the systematic 

killing of social leaders.  Recent research shows that this upsurge is explained by the 75

ensuing dispute for the territories and trafficking routes formerly controlled by FARC-EP 

rebels. More specifically, it shows that killings are more frequent in areas where property 

rights over land are not clear or poorly enforced (Prem et al., 2019).     

However, the case of Council A tellingly illustrates one particularly striking phenomenon: 

antagonists are not necessarily outsiders. The emergence of outright opposition from some 

community members to the Council’s mandate that explicitly forbids illicit crops is 

somehow startling. The group called ‘Prosperidad’ overtly challenged leaders and put to the 

test their capacity to enforce collective commitments. Both peer pressure and the promise 

from leadership to seek economic alternatives for the community seem to have worked to 

 According to the Ombudsman’s Office of Colombia, from 1 January 2016 to 31 January 2019, a total of 462 75

social and community leaders and human rights defenders were killed. Source: https://defensoria.gov.co/es/
nube/comunicados/7868/“L%C3%ADderes-y-lideresas-comunales-acá-estamos-para-la-garant%C3%ADa-de-
sus-derechos-humanos”-Defensor-del-Pueblo-l%C3%ADderes-sociales-defensor%C3%ADa.htm Accessed: 
February, 2019.
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hold the group and its supporters back. However, there are no clear signs that dissatisfaction 

is going to disappear any time soon. 

This internal rift would be less striking were it not for the fact that Council A, as the 

evidence shows, is one of the Councils where (a) leadership and community seem to be 

more cohesively aligned in the strategies to tackle the presence of illicit crops and (b) a 

significant amount of community resources have been invested to that end. This shows that 

the tension between firmly abiding by a set of political-ideological principles —with strong 

moral undertones— on which part of the community’s collective identity is based and 

seizing economic opportunities in the face of widespread deprivation is far from trivial. 

Moreover, this also shows that when economic dissatisfaction remains it creates tensions 

within the community that, if neglected, may devalue social capital and undermine 

collective achievements. As explained by one of the leaders in Council A:

Right now we are experiencing that tension (…) The current Board needs to address these 

issues because those who were pressuring for lifting the ban on coca crops are now vigilant, 

carefully watching whether we deliver or not. Now, we don’t want to tell them ‘since you 

guys misbehaved, here you are, this is a gift for you’. The economic opportunities that we 

eventually manage to bring will be for everyone. Not just for them so that they don’t feel 

[that their rebellion is encouraged], because if some others rebel as well, then things will be 

out of control. (Interview LEA-M-70)

This testimony portrays an unstable equilibrium that needs to be delicately balanced and 

configures a paradoxical scenario for the community. Mobilising to resist illicit crops, as 

previously argued, depends on the level of organisational capacity. However, effectively 

deploying this capacity significantly increases the costs for communities and, particularly, 

for their leaders. If those costs are too high, members of the community may feel 

increasingly discouraged to maintain resistance or even find incentives to oppose resistance 

outright (a form of endogenous ‘counter-resistance’, as the existence of the ‘Prosperidad’ 

illustrates). This in turn creates internal fractures that debilitate community organisation, 

potentially jeopardising resistance in the long term. Enforcing resistance in the absence of 

viable economic alternatives may very well sow the seed of its own demise. Hence the 

paradox.
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Evidence in the case of Council A shows that the exercise of strong leadership can 

potentially debilitate resistance when internal dissatisfaction is not adequately managed. 

The case of Council C offers a counterfactual scenario. In this Council, weak leaders were 

unable (or unwilling) to oppose the penetration and expansion of illicit economies. Thus, 

they could do little to stop a different form of collective action, namely the organisation of 

coca producers to defend their crops. The consolidation of Asgro is precisely the outcome 

that leadership in Council A has been adamantly seeking to avoid. In the case of Council C, 

weak leadership led to strong resistance except that this resistance aims at the exact opposite 

goal sought by resistance in Council A.

As previously mentioned, the literature of conflict and civil war shows that civilian 

resistance to social orders imposed by armed actors allows them to influence the terms of 

those orders (Arjona, 2016a). This includes, inter alia, the ability to retain autonomy by 

opting to avoid armed confrontation and compel armed actors to respect this choice 

(Kaplan, 2017). In these cases, resistance can rightly be assumed to be monolithic. Unity is 

needed to oppose what is unambiguously considered a threat. However, in the case of 

resistance to illicit crops this assumption does not hold. By definition, illicit economies imply 

a legal transgression and an economic opportunity, a duality that creates a juxtaposition of 

incentives that makes it harder to expect homogeneous reactions from communities. This 

explains, at least partly, the fundamental divergence between the strategies of leadership 

and community presented in Section 6.3.2. As the case of Council A illustrates, groups who 

decide to mobilise cannot be expected to converge unanimously around resistance as their 

preferred choice. These results concur with the broader literature on civil resistance 

mentioned above in that the main conditioning factors to respond to armed coercion are 

organisational capacity, cohesion, and coordination (Kaplan, 2017). However, while said 

literature mostly excludes preferences of communities to resist, this chapter shows that illicit 

crops alter the preferences of actors thus affecting resistance as a strategic response.

6.6.3 The political nature of resistance

As analysed in the previous section, illicit crops as the object of resistance add unique 

analytical characteristics to the type of resistance studied in this chapter. Equally relevant for 

the analysis is the nature of resistance to illicit crops. Insofar as it incorporates claims for the 
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protection of values and identity, this resistance can be considered political-ideological, as 

mentioned in the previous section. There are, however, reasons to problematise the nature of 

this form of resistance further still.  

Justifications for resisting coca crops follow a transitive rationale whereby the purpose of 

resistance is not the rejection of coca crops per se, but rather the rejection of the potential 

effects that they bring about.  One effect is the social order that actors involved in this 76

activity try to impose (mostly by violent coercion) and the bundle of unwanted social 

dynamics, burdens and risks that this imposition implies. Another effect, as previously 

analysed, is the alleged deterioration of cultural and moral values with which the 

community identifies (or the possibility that crops jeopardise the community’s prerogative 

to determine the type of values with which their social capital is to be infused.) Yet another 

transitive effect is that by their being illegal, coca crops axiomatically give the government 

licence to use coercive power and military force to intervene in the collective territories. In 

fact, in Council A in particular —as shown in Figure 6.11— crops are rejected on the grounds 

that the community does not want the government “to spray, pollute, bomb, or deprive us of 

our living space”. 

This way of articulating a second-order negative effect of coca crops is particularly 

interesting for it turns the state into an antagonist and thus confers resistance a distinctively 

political nature. As presented in Chapter 2, the type of peasant resistance studied by Scott 

(1986), whose purpose is to subvert domination —however gradually— from the state or 

ruling classes, is intrinsically counter-hegemonic. On the contrary, evidence presented in this 

chapter suggests that resistance to illicit crops can hardly be considered revolutionary. In 

fact, insofar as Afro-Colombian communities and the state converge in rejecting coca crops, 

resistance from the former could be interpreted, de facto, as pro-hegemonic even if what 

motivates resistance in the first place is the failures of the state as an ‘absent’ hegemon. If 

 A similar rationale for differentiating coca crops from their effects was at the centre of the arguments from 76

indigenous communities who, about a decade ago, voiced their protest against an advertising campaign by the 
Colombian government. The campaign aimed at dissuading peasants from cultivating coca. In it, the coca plant 
was referred to as ‘la mata que mata’ (the plant that kills). Protesters objected what they considered a misguided 
characterisation. They claimed that their use of coca is not only a common activity that poses no harm but also an 
important ritual of indigenous cultural and religious identity. If nothing else, they argued, ‘la mata que mata’ was 
an unfair simplification to associate coca directly with second or third-order effects of cocaine consumption and 
trafficking. The controversy led some to advocate for the substitution of the term ‘illicit crops' with the more 
politically correct ‘crops for illicit use’.
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anything, it is coca crops and their associated dynamics that are seen by resisting 

communities as a potential subversion of the status quo they wish to preserve in their 

territories.

This unintended convergence of purpose between communities and the state makes 

resistance to illicit crops look, in the eyes of key incumbents, either peripheral or, at most, 

exotic. Since it does not pose a direct opposition to the state, it merits little attention. When 

noticed, however, it is exalted as a heroic achievement, as evidenced by the award won by 

leaders from Council A described in Section 6.5. While communities do capitalise on the 

visibility that such exaltation brings, overemphasising (or conveniently praising) the merits 

of this form of resistance may lead to concealing the structural imbalances that makes 

resistance necessary in the first place. As an imperfect substitute for state presence, 

community resistance is nobody’s preferred choice. Communities are only willing to incur 

the additional costs associated with resistance because there is no foreseeable alternative 

other than yielding to the presence of illicit crops and its consequences. In the context of 

weak states —as is the case in Colombia— resistance is inevitably restricted for it cannot 

itself prompt the supply of public goods (e.g. security) or economic alternatives (e.g. jobs or 

entrepreneurial opportunities), whose deficiency breeds the need for resistance in the first 

place.

In sum, the particular case of Council A defies conventional understandings. Given that 

resistance to illicit crops is a de facto rejection of a profitable economic opportunity —an 

unexpected choice in a context of economic deprivation— resistance in this Council cannot 

be assumed, prima facie, to be driven by material motives, which dissolves the unity argued 

by Scott (1986) between the ‘revolutionary’ and material aims of resistance. From the 

outside, then, Council A seems to vindicate views of rural Afro-Colombians as purveyors of 

alternative ontologies of development (e.g. Escobar, 1995; Oslender, 2002). When the 

experience of resistance is examined in detail, however, contradictions are brought into the 

open, which begs for a more nuanced understanding of the complex ways in which the 

‘modernising’ force of development is “not necessarily resisted but is more often taken, 

transformed and used” (Bebbington, 2000 p. 513).    
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6.7 Closing remarks

This chapter provides an answer to the second specific question of this research: can 

differences in leadership and community organisation, as expressions of social capital, help 

explain differences in the penetration and expansion of coca crops in the collective 

territories? If so, how? The chapter has shown that leadership and community organisation 

explain differences in the presence of illicit crops by enabling resistance. Leaders play a 

central function of signification or the attribution of normative meaning (e.g. shared moral 

values) to the otherwise value-free network of community relations (or social capital). This 

function is further facilitated when the legitimacy of leadership in the community is strong 

and it is reinforced when the different levels of grassroots community organisation (as 

explained in Chapter 1) are aligned in the purpose of transmitting collective values. The 

chapter also shows that morally enforced community resistance faces limitations. Resistance 

is subject to external pressures and internal political fractures. In the absence of viable 

alternatives to compensate for the economic necessities of the communities, some 

community members may turn against resistance and compromise its sustainability in the 

long-term.

From this, the central theoretical contribution of this chapter to the literature of collective 

action for resistance in contexts of conflict is that the sustainability of resistance also depends 

on the nature of the object of resistance itself. Since illicit crops alter the preferences of actors, 

resistance can only provide a temporary deterrent that may not halt coca crops effectively in 

the long term. Relatedly, the chapter also contributes to the literature on leadership, in 

particular to the discussion of the implications of leader/group goal divergence. The chapter 

shows how goal and strategic divergence increases the costs of collective action especially 

when it depends on collective moral commitments.

These results suggest that investing in the organisational capacity of communities is a 

promising complementary path. Carried out in tandem with the development of viable 

economic alternatives for the communities, this strategy may prove to be an expeditious 

way to improve the living conditions of communities without putting pressure on natural 

resources by reducing the incentives of those who see illicit crops as an option.
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The next chapter analyses the configuration of relationships that have fuelled the apparently 

ineffective flow of aid and assistance for development into the region, which has altered the 

way in which leaders and communities relate with each other and with external actors. This 

analysis provides important insights about the dilemmas of representation that leaders face.
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Chapter 7

Not too strange bedfellows: leaders, state, cooperation for 
development and the ‘dysfunctionality’ of mutual need

Introduction

In the previous chapters, the relationships between community leaders (and communities 

more generally) and other ‘actors of development’ was only obliquely alluded to. In 

Chapters 4 and 5, the role of some of those actors (e.g. NGOs, state, cooperation agencies 

and consultants) was brought up when discussing the structural barriers for the economies 

in the collective territories and the challenges faced by community enterprises, respectively. 

In Chapter 6, the role of the state emerged as an an ‘absent’ hegemon that de facto transfers 

to communities the responsibility of security provision in the face of the threat of illicit 

crops. This chapter brings to the fore the particular configuration of relationships between 

leaders and these actors in the delivery of development aid. The chapter thus seeks to 

answer the third specific question of this research: what role do state and non-state actors 

play in the provision of development aid to communities? How do leaders relate to those 

actors and what impact does that relationship have for communities?

The main argument in the chapter is that this configuration of relationships is based on and 

sustained by a complex system of incentives and rewards that delivers suboptimal outcomes 

for each of the actors involved who nevertheless find it in their advantage to preserve the 

conditions that maintain the system. Leaders, who know the intricacies of aid bureaucracy, 

learn to use the system to their advantage. The chapter contributes to the overall thesis in 

this research by showing that leaders play a function of intermediation whereby they share 

the collective benefits from aid but also reap individual rewards. In the absence of 

accountability mechanisms, this leads to conflicts of representation that undermine 

legitimacy for leaders and the communities they represent.
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The chapter is divided into seven sections. The first two focus on the state as one of the key 

actors for the analysis in the chapter. Section 7.1 presents theoretical approaches that help 

interpret the nature of the relationships between communities and the state. Section 7.2 

presents four narratives that synthesise the major perceptions that communities have about 

the state. The focus then moves to development aid organisations, another key actor in the 

analysis. Section 7.3 provides an overarching view of the major criticisms of aid and its 

presence in Colombia. The chapter then focuses on the system and its configuration of 

relationships by presenting, in Section 7.4, the detailed functioning and outcomes of this 

system of incentives and the role played by each actor within it. Section 7.5 explores the role 

of factors other than incentives that also help explain the workings of this system. Section 7.6 

analyses the nature and implications of the function of intermediation performed by leaders. 

Finally, Section 7.7 presents brief concluding remarks.

7.1 Key theoretical considerations about the state

Despite having ‘drifted in and out’ of academic focus (Krohn-Hansen & Nustad, 2005), the 

state remains a current subject of scholarly inquiry, either as a “model for political 

organisation or as a negative ‘other’” (p. 3). In the economics and politics literature, the 

effectiveness and capacity of the state are studied as necessary conditions for economic 

development, poverty reduction and the provision of basic public goods (Acemoglu & 

Robinson, 2012). This capacity is expressed, inter alia, in the monopoly of the legitimate use 

of force, which in turn enables states to consolidate efficient bureaucracies and enforce laws 

(Evans & Rauch, 2000; Besley & Persson, 2011, cited in Robinson, 2016). Conventional 

approaches understand the (welfare) state as the actor best equipped to deliver the basic 

elements in the ‘development set’, namely redistribution, provision of public goods, and 

political mobilisation (Kerstenetzky & Kerstenetzky, 2014). However, some scholars have 

provided more nuanced theoretical approaches. As argued by Abrams (1988 cited in 

Mitchell, 1999), in the anthropological study of the state there are two distinct objects of 

analysis. One is the ‘state-system’ as institutionalised political practice materially manifested 

in everyday interactions of ideas and activities “seeking to establish political authority and 

legitimacy” (Krohn-Hansen & Nustad, 2005, p. 5). The other is the ‘state-idea’ as the reified 
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ideation of this practice, which acquires a symbolic identity of its own and becomes 

divorced from such practice.

One key assumption in this view of the state is that it does not have an objective existence of 

its own in the phenomenal world and thus cannot be studied as an institution (Radcliffe-

Brown, 1940). This assumption departs from those in other disciplines and puts into critical 

view some deep-seated definitions.  What must be studied, as argued by Trouillot (2001), is 77

thus the set of practices and processes that constitute the state as well as the effects of such 

practices, irrespective of their locus.

From this perspective, a central focus of inquiry is understanding the specific processes 

whereby the state appears to possess a real objective existence separate from society, an 

‘illusion’ from which it derives much of its power (Krohn-Hansen & Nustad, 2005). Mitchell 

(1999) provides a compelling if not entirely novel answer. His assumption is that the 

elusiveness of the boundary between the state and society (or the state and the economy) is 

more a manifestation of the nature of the state phenomenon than a problem of conceptual 

precision. From this he argues that the distinction between the sate and society is delineated 

internally, that is “within the network of institutional mechanisms through which a social 

and political order is maintained” (p. 77). For Mitchell, the same methods of discipline and 

government described by Foucault (1977) through which power relations are internalised, 

simultaneously create the ‘appearance’ of an external structure that is greater than the sum 

of its constitutive parts.  Thus, the material and conceptual forms of the state cannot be 78

separated.

Mitchell (1999) is not alone in problematising the notion of the state as a “freestanding entity 

(…) opposed to another entity called economy or society” (p. 95). A number of scholars have 

also criticised the validity of the distinction between the state and ‘civil society’ (Foucault, 

1980; Abrams, 1988; Bayart, 1991; Alonso, 1995; Nugent, 1997; Trouillot, 2001, cited in Krohn-

 Among them, Weber’s notion of the state as defined by the monopoly over the legitimate use of violence 77

within a fixed territory, which is, as argued by Mitchell (1999), a residual characterisation that “does not explain 
how the actual contours of this amorphous organization are to be drawn” (p. 81).

 Essentially, Mitchell is describing —albeit in different terms— what others have explained as the psychological 78

process of habituation, which, as Mitchell himself acknowledges, forms the basis for the emergence of social 
institutions more generally. As the building block of rule-following behaviour, habituation configures the 
constitutive material of institutions for it provides them with durability, power, and normative authority. (See 
Hodgson, 2006 for a detailed explanation.)
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Hansen & Nustad, 2005). For them, the modern state must be found in “everyday 

encounters at the local level —in those contexts where the state bodies’ representatives and 

individuals and groups interact.” (Krohn-Hansen & Nustad, 2005, p. 12).

The shift in focus described thus far makes the question of the margins of the state 

particularly relevant. Even if internally determined (or precisely because of that), the way 

and places where those frontiers are perceived to be are important components of the 

myriad everyday interactions that make up the state. A ‘fluid’ conception of the state 

necessarily calls into question the fixity of its boundaries and highlights the analytical 

importance of its ‘margins’. Das and Poole (2004) define those margins as the places where 

state, law and order continually have to be re-established. State power, they claim, is best 

seen when one moves away from the ‘centre’ (Das & Poole, 2004 cited in Asad, 2004).

Sanford (2004) aptly conveys the analytical importance of the margins. Following Hardt and 

Negri (2000), she argues that the sovereignty of the state is itself realised at the margins 

where “borders are flexible and identities are hybrid and fluid”. Contesting the validity of 

using the concept of a ‘failed state’ as an accurate descriptor for Colombia, she argues that in 

the country the actions of the state are “determined by the reconstitution of the state at its 

margins” (p. 256) through state-sanctioned violence.

In line with these approaches, in contexts where the frontiers between welfare providing 

institutions (i.e. state, market and community) are particularly blurred and exhibit ‘extensive 

negative permeability’ (Gough & Wood, 2004), the analysis of the role of the state must go 

beyond conventional and clear-cut notions. Particularly useful for this research is the 

concept of multi-level governance or ‘polycentrism’, which denotes systems where multiple 

governing and decision-making authorities operate at different scales (local, regional, 

national, international), each with relative independence to make rules and exert governing 

authority within a specific domain (Ostrom, 2010a, 2010b). The concept stands in opposition 

to ‘monocentric’ systems in which authority emanates from a single decision-making unit. 

Polycentric systems offer participants the possibility to use local knowledge and to learn 

from other participants. Information and knowledge sharing are therefore essential and, by 

implication, so is the role of individual or organisational actors (e.g. community leaders) 

who have the possibility to intersect those units.
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The approaches presented in this section provide a useful conceptual frame of reference. 

They help to develop a more nuanced analysis of the role of the state in the collective 

territories as one of the key actors in the configuration of relations on which this chapter 

focuses. If the state is to be conceived also (or mainly) as the ‘effect’ that emerges from a 

series of particular social and institutional interactions rather than a clearly identifiable 

‘actor’ separate from ‘society’, citizens’ perceptions about the state acquire significant 

empirical and analytical relevance. From this perspective, not only do those perceptions 

respond to the type of relationships that constitute the state but they also configure (at least 

partially) those relationships.

7.2 Perceptions about the state: four narratives

Four narratives about the perception of the state from community leaders (and other 

relevant actors), were particularly salient from the analysis of the data. They represent 

dominant views among interviewees about the state: the corrupt sate, the exclusionary state, 

the incapable state and the assistentialist state. Each of these narratives is presented below. The 

excerpts included are archetypal illustrations of the specific perception to which each 

narrative refers. After explaining all four narratives, a synthesis will be provided as a way to 

introduce key topics that will be discussed later in the chapter.

7.2.1 The corrupt state

The idea of a corrupt state in Colombia is common and relatively widespread among the 

public, which also seems to be the case among interviewees. Corruption is mainly explained 

in terms of clientelism, the patterned and systematic patron-broker-client relationships that 

are common in the Colombian political system, particularly in the dynamics of electoral 

politics. This means, essentially, that when officials do address the needs of the community, 

they do so in a particularistic fashion, mainly based on explicit quid pro quo arrangements. 
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Although explanations about this phenomenon are often expressed in terms of agency, some 

seem to perceive it —perhaps more accurately— as the outcome of structural factors. When 

explaining the barriers that prevented him from implementing a new perspective of 

development based on ecosystems as organising units for rural and urban planning, the 

former Secretary for the Mayor’s Office of a prominent city in the Pacific region described 

the phenomenon as a failure in political leadership. The colloquial term politiquería, 

expressed by many interviewees, is widely used in common parlance to convey clientelistic 

practices, scheming, ‘petty politics’ and similar behaviour from the ‘political class’. 

Many of the leaders interviewed have first-hand experience of how the clientelistic 

mechanisms work. One of them, a young leader and president of his Council’s Board, 

explained his own experience on how clientelistic relationships determine access to 

assistance and cooperation projects:

The reason why it is difficult to make small productive projects work is the game of 

politiquería. It is very hard to get access to a project without clientelism. When we apply 

for funds [from the government] those in charge of selecting possible beneficiaries are 

less concerned about the quality of the project for which applicants are seeking funds and 

more about their voting history. If the [applicant] communities voted for or supported the 

candidate or party of those in charge, then your chances [of being selected] increase. 

Otherwise, you may not even be considered. If they know in advance that you are not 

willing to play those games, then they discard you outright. (Interview LEA-M-21)

Evidence seems to suggest that people do not perceive clientelism to be equally present 

among all state levels. Specifically, community leaders were particularly critical of the role of 

the municipal government in the city of Buenaventura, which is hardly surprising. As 

reported in the local and international press, in the last decade alone four former mayors of 

the city ended up investigated or convicted for acts of corruption.  When describing the 79

failure from the municipal level of government to act as a ‘benevolent’ intermediary 

 The following press note on Semana, one of Colombia’s main weekly magazine-format newspaper gives a 79

thorough account (available in Spanish only): https://www.semana.com/nacion/articulo/el-circulo-vicioso-de-
la-corrupcion-en-buenaventura-cuatro-alcaldes-presos-en-una-decada/564607 Accessed: 11 May 2019. This 
phenomenon is also mentioned in the following article published in The Economist: https://
www.economist.com/the-americas/2019/08/29/why-colombias-pacific-coast-is-so-poor Accessed: 31 August 
2019.

210

https://www.semana.com/nacion/articulo/el-circulo-vicioso-de-la-corrupcion-en-buenaventura-cuatro-alcaldes-presos-en-una-decada/564607
https://www.semana.com/nacion/articulo/el-circulo-vicioso-de-la-corrupcion-en-buenaventura-cuatro-alcaldes-presos-en-una-decada/564607
https://www.semana.com/nacion/articulo/el-circulo-vicioso-de-la-corrupcion-en-buenaventura-cuatro-alcaldes-presos-en-una-decada/564607
https://www.economist.com/the-americas/2019/08/29/why-colombias-pacific-coast-is-so-poor
https://www.economist.com/the-americas/2019/08/29/why-colombias-pacific-coast-is-so-poor


between higher levels of the state and other key actors, the director of one of the units in 

Buenaventura’s Chamber of Commerce, said the following:

More dialogue is needed between the state, the business sector and the city. More 

inclusion. People perceive there is none. The main actor in this story should be the 

institucionalidad, which, unfortunately, has not played a major role. The institucionalidad 

should be the main intermediary between the state and the community to help define 

how the game is going to be played fairly. Legitimacy, however, is very weak. [The 

scandals in which] our recent mayors have been involved undermine credibility and trust 

between actors that should be playing together. The result is apathy: the business sector is 

doing little more than paying taxes, a disillusioned electorate is unwilling to vote and the 

national government is in the middle, in a very awkward position. They have to work 

alongside la institucionalidad but they are also wary. Sadly, only a few benefit from fishing 

in the troubled waters of widespread apathy. (Interview PRI-M-20) 

The distinction expressed in this excerpt is telling. It separates the state —understood as the 

higher, central institutions of national government— from the municipal government (‘la 

institucionalidad’) and ascribes the latter an arbitrating role whose proper exercise is 

compromised by corruption. Many leaders used the same term, institucionalidad, to refer to 

local levels of government. However, in some cases this terms also suggested the ‘state 

apparatus’ as a whole.

7.2.2 The exclusionary state

Another recurrent perception is what leaders describe as a wilful neglect by the state of the 

voice of communities, even in decision-making instances that affect them directly. The state 

is perceived as an actor that excludes communities by not acknowledging differences among 

them and showing little interest in opening up opportunities for community participation. 

According to the evidence, this exclusion occurs when state officials are willingly inattentive 

to the needs of Afro-Colombian communities as a particular group of citizens, or do not take 

into consideration their specific characteristics. In the words of a prominent leader from one 

Community Council who is particularly known for her strong defence of community 

autonomy: 
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From the outside, the state doesn’t seem to know or care about the particular 

characteristics of each Community Council. For them we are just one and the same. The 

approach of the state is technical, bureaucratic. The average technocrat has no clue 

whatsoever. When they visit, they can’t be bothered to stop and understand how 

communities live. Time and resource savings drive their logic. Recently, we had a 

meeting [in the city of Buenaventura] with two officers from a government agency 

created to implement the PDETs [Territorially Focused Development Programmes]. They 

came and told us ‘we have already planned how to divide the territory so that groups of 

three or four Community Councils can jointly define their PDET’. We said ‘no way!’, and 

they got mad. We told them that the peace agreement [signed by the Colombian 

government and the FARC] had clearly stipulated that those plans had to be developed 

with the communities, not imposed from the top. We as Afro-Colombians were not 

included in the definition of the agreement and now these people came to tell us how our 

territory must be divided and planned. (Interview LEA-F-18) 

She then went on to describe how these government officials lacked basic knowledge about 

the physical characteristics of the territory and the limitations it imposes on some 

communities:

On top of that, they assumed that it was equally easy for all of us to get there from our 

territories. How do they think that legal representatives from the Councils farther away 

from the city get there? [The municipality of] Buenaventura is not the two streets that you 

see in the city; it is 95% rural. Coming to the city from [Councils D or W] takes time and is 

costly. (Interview LEA-F-18) 

This perspective is particularly revealing. The geographic logic underlying the claim that 

95% of the municipality is rural obscures the fact that only 2% of total population live in the 

rural area of the municipality. According to that logic, the right of every inhabitant in the 

municipality to be included and participate must be guaranteed, irrespective of geographical 

location. Even if driven by resource constraints, inattention from state officials to those more 

limited by geographical constraints is also perceived as a form of exclusion.
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7.2.3 The incapable state

The state is also perceived to be incapable. Although this term has many flavours, 

interviewees used it most often to refer to the particular perception of the apparently 

generalised incapacity of the state to deliver on its duties and promises. While some 

perceived premeditation underlying this incapacity most attributed it to bureaucracy and 

the incompetence of officials. For them, the state not only fails to attend to the needs of 

communities but does so universally for it is through the intricacy of widely extended 

bureaucratic structures and procedures that this incapability is spread and magnified. That 

perception is aptly exemplified by the views of one leader:

In our communities, the state is absent. How many times have we heard that they are 

going to do this and that, that they are finally going to solve the problems we have? I 

honestly think that they simply don’t care. Or maybe they just don’t know how to fix 

things. People who sit on those chairs [referring to state officials] don’t seem to know 

much. When you talk to them, they will tell you whatever but you can say that they are 

just there to do a job. One gets tired, you know? Maybe things in Bogotá [the capital of 

Colombia] work differently. But here, for us, and for many people in this country, it’s just 

bureaucracy and incompetence all over. (Interview LEA-M-29) 

In fact, some leaders seem to understand quite clearly that the problems lie less on 

procedures and norms than the way those procedures are misinterpreted or poorly applied. 

One community leader explained how a signed agreement from a previous administration 

to fund an agricultural assistance project with the community he represents had not been 

upheld by the new local administration:

When I have the chance [to go to Bogotá], I will take this case to the relevant authorities. I 

want to show them that the agreement is signed and that there is a written commitment 

to set those projects in motion. The signature comes from the Office of the Mayor, not 

from any specific officer. These bureaucrats are telling me that it was this or the other 

officer who signed but they don’t realise that these agreements are not signed in the name 

of a person but rather in the name of the institution they represent. That is a major 

misconception that shows how little they understand. (Interview LEA-M-04) 
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The perception of this leader resonates with the previous perception that corruption is not 

equally present at all levels of government. The experience of this leader leads him to 

perceive incapacity in the municipal level of government and to expect higher government 

levels to be able to correct for these failures when so asked. Implicitly, when this leader 

expresses his willingness to escalate his claim to “relevant authorities” in the central national 

government he is expressing trust in the capacity of bureaucracies to deal with procedural 

deviations.

7.2.4 The assistentialist state

The notion of the state as assistance provider emerged prominently —as mentioned in 

Chapter 4— when interviewees were asked about the role of the state in the promotion of 

economic development. Although some interviewees decry the state’s shortcomings in the 

provision of essential public goods, there is a widespread notion that a prominent role of the 

state is to be an effective provider of some type of social or economic assistance. According 

to this notion, the state attends to the needs of the community via direct aid and, at least in 

principle, does so without excluding anyone. Many leaders and most community members 

even seem to take this role for granted, as the following view from one leader reveals: 

The state and la cooperación [cooperation for development] have always been there. 

Counting on that is vital for this community. We get remesas [state assistance] every 

month, especially food for our children at school and some more for the elderly. I think 

some people in the community wouldn’t be able to get by without this. (…) The state has 

the obligation to help us. (Interview LEA-M-36) 

The contrast between the awareness of the existence of long-term structural deficiencies and 

the claim for continued short-term assistance is telling in itself. One way to interpret it is as 

the outcome of a deep-seated form of relationship whereby the state has mainly played the 

role of provider of social and economic assistance for rural Afro-Colombian communities. 
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Figure 7.1 – Leaders and community members unloading a shipment of government aid 

in Council B 

Source: Author

Some, however, seem to be fully aware not only of the existence of this form of relationship 

but also its consequences. Particularly, the way it shapes the attitudes of community 

members. Perhaps the most consequential effect of this form of relationship is what some 

interviewees described —either tacitly or explicitly— as a form of dependency. The director 

in Buenaventura’s Chamber of Commerce exemplified how this dependency is created:

There was a programme implemented to provide families with an economic incentive so 

that they could ‘kick-start’ small enterprises. The programme was inspired by ‘Familias en 

Acción’ [one of the most prominent conditional cash transfer programmes in Colombia] 

and so it had many weaknesses. One of them was that it quickly created dependency: the 

belief among the community that the state had to provide for everything. One could say 

that this has created significant damage for our communities. It is only rational that if a 

family receives a COP 100.000 subsidy [USD 30 approximately] for every child and they 

have eight kids, all they have to do is queue every month to cash the equivalent of a 
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minimum monthly wage. I’m no expert whatsoever but I’m pretty sure many would 

agree that these programmes have done more harm than good. (Interview PRI-M-20) 

Critical views like this one are not the norm. On the contrary, many community members —

leaders included— seem to agree that the terms underlying state-citizens relationships are 

essentially determined by this form of interaction, which is not exclusive to the relationship 

with the state. Development aid organisations also emerged recurrently as another relevant 

actor. (The role of this actor and the way in which it relates to the state and communities will 

be the focus of analysis in Section 7.3.)

The four narratives presented in this section revolve around two major perceptual 

dimensions. One is the perception about the dominant predisposition of state officials, 

entities and representatives, which can be either attentive to or unaware of the needs and 

characteristics of the community. The other is the perception about the range of the outreach 

of those predispositions, be it particularistic when it includes a specific segment of the 

community, or universalistic when it includes all (or most) members. Each of the four 

narratives explained above can be described as the combination of these two dimensions, as 

shown in Figure 7.2 below.

Figure 7.2 - Four perceptions of the state

Source: Author
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This typology does not pretend to be an exhaustive, ideal-typical representation of all 

possible perceptions of the state. It is merely an analytical heuristic that synthesises the 

prominent perceptions present in the data. Notably, the four narratives presented in this 

section show that interviewees expressed an overall negative perception about the state, 

specifically at the municipal level. However, when those narratives are compared with the 

perceptions shown in the aggregate data from the survey conducted in the subsample of 

three Community Councils, interesting contrasts emerge.

The results of the question in the survey about the average level of trust (a proxy for 

legitimacy) in a selected set of institutions that also included the church, the armed forces 

and the national and local governments, show that the local government (i.e. the Mayor’s 

Office) is the least trusted institution overall, as presented earlier in Figure 6.7 of Chapter 6 

and reproduced below as Figure 7.3. 

Figure 7.3 - Trust in institutions (average score)

(How much do you trust each of the following institutions?)

According to the following scale: Nothing (1), Little (2), Very much (3), Completely (4) 

Source: survey data
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Although these perceptions contrast with broader trends in indicators of state legitimacy in 

Colombia,  they provide an interesting reading on how communities perceive the 80

legitimacy of the state. Of all six institutions included in the question, only the church and 

the Council’s Board are formally not part of the state. (Incidentally, the church is the one that 

survey respondents trust the most.) Notably, while the municipal government is the least 

trusted institution, the national government fares comparatively better. Feedback from 

survey respondents attribute this to the fact that the national government is still, with all its 

deficiencies, a valued provider of aid for communities. This perceptual discrepancy gives 

credence to the assumption that the state cannot be understood as a single, homogenous 

entity. On the contrary, results suggest that the experience of community members when they 

interact with the state varies depending on the level of government. 

Perceptions about the state were often enunciated as an absolute set of attributes even if 

interviewees —leaders in particular— were also able to express a much more nuanced 

experience when they described specific interactions with state officials or representatives. 

An important example of this phenomenon is conveyed in a recurrent trope that emerged in 

almost every reference to the role of the state: the absence of the state. Most interviewees 

described how the state "is not present at all” in the collective territories, is “non-existent”, 

“has never been here” or "appears only when elections are coming”, to name just a few 

common expressions. At the same time, they were also able to describe specific experiences 

in their interactions with the state that contradicted those claims. While the absence of the 

state was expressed as an absolute category, it is then clearly, if inadvertently, revealed to be 

relative. More than just hyperbole, this incongruence seems to reveal an intended effect to 

portray the state as an antagonistic or oppressive force.

A subtle and yet key distinction is worth noting. The negative perceptions about the state, as 

reflected in the narratives explained above, emerged rather spontaneously (that is, not 

directly induced by a specific question) from the interviews, in which the vision of leaders is 

 These trends show steady improvements on state legitimacy. The Fund for Peace’s Fragile States index shows a 80

decline in the indicator score from 8.7 in 2006 to 5.7 in 2019. (A lower index score indicates higher legitimacy). As 
explained in the official website, the State Legitimacy Indicator “considers the representativeness and openness 
of government and its relationship with its citizenry” and “looks at the population’s level of confidence in state 
institutions and processes”. For a more detailed description see: https://fragilestatesindex.org/country-data/ 
Accessed: 11 May 2019.
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dominant. In general, they tended to express those views in rather categorical terms, unless 

they were asked to clarify those assertions. Survey results in Figure 7.3, in turn, show that 

households (i.e. community members) did make a rather stark differentiation in their level 

of trust in the local vs. national government when specifically asked about each of them 

separately. This contrast does not necessarily mean that there is indeed a difference of 

perception between leaders and community members in their level of trust in institutions, 

which may or may not be the case. However, it does suggest that there may be differences in 

at least three levels of state-community interactions: the experiential, reflective and 

discursive levels. In other words, the actual experiences that leaders and community 

members have when they interact with ‘the state’, how they make sense of those 

experiences, and how they express such experiences may not necessarily be consistent.

Although neither the survey nor the interviews were designed to assess these differences, 

they may have helped reveal them, if only inadvertently. Importantly, if these differences are 

in fact indicative of a phenomenological reality, then the theoretical approaches presented in 

Section 7.1 become even more relevant. Differences in how leaders and community members 

experience, reflect upon and express their interactions with the state would imply that the 

state is in fact constituted by a collection of dislocated and disparate local-specific forms of 

interaction (and their related perceptual outcomes).

Another relevant attribute of the narratives synthesised in Figure 7.2 is that different 

perceptions about the state imply equally different, and often hard to square, demands. The 

exclusionary state discriminates against the needs of Afro-Colombian communities. Those 

who feel excluded understandably demand particularism as a form of ‘positive 

discrimination’. Those who perceive a corrupt state, on the other hand, strive for impersonal 

(i.e. bureaucratic) universalism. These and similar contrasts show how important the 

expectations of the state among the community really are. Perceptions of legitimacy (or 

illegitimacy) do not follow straightforwardly. They are context-specific and thus depend on 

what people expect the role of the state to be in particular circumstances.

In sum, different perceptions about the state coexist among communities and other relevant 

actors. Those perceptions portray the state in a variety of ways, mostly as an absent 

antagonist whose presence is demanded. And yet the state is also perceived as a necessary 
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benefactor mostly recognised by communities as a provider of aid. In this particular role, 

evidence from the interviews shows that the state is not alone. As previously mentioned, 

another actor emerged as prominent in the provision of aid and, more specifically, economic 

alternatives for communities: development aid organisations. The role of these 

organisations, as perceived by communities, is very prominent. Analysing this role is 

particularly relevant for the analytical purposes of this chapter and this research more 

generally. In order to provide necessary context, the next section revises the broader 

phenomenon of development aid and, particularly, the presence of aid in the Pacific region 

of Colombia.

7.3 The pitfalls of aid for development

A product of the institutions of the post-war global order, international aid for developing 

countries has been consolidated as a powerful foreign policy instrument for advanced 

industrial economies. Official Development Assistance ODA (as it is formally known by the 

OECD) encompasses “official financing administered with the promotion of the economic 

development and welfare of developing countries as the main objective, and which are 

concessional in character with a grant element of at least 25 percent”.  For some, foreign aid 81

has become an industry in its own right, spanning many actors that include bilateral and 

multilateral agencies, NGOs, foundations and contractors.

Most development aid comes from the group of 30 countries in the OECD Development 

Assistance Committee (DAC), which includes all of the world’s most developed economies. 

Aid is received by countries in the ‘Global South’, among which Sub-Saharan Africa takes 

the lion’s share of total funds. Although by no means immune to economic cycles, since the 

year 2000 the total flow of aid from DAC countries has increased steadily to a total average 

of 0.3% of GDP after a decline throughout the nineties, as shown in Figure 7.4. During recent 

decades, however, criticism from different flanks has mounted, including from officials in 

development agencies themselves (Gibson et al., 2005). Yet, very little has changed in how 

foreign aid is conceived and executed. 

 Source: https://stats.oecd.org/glossary/detail.asp?ID=6043S Accessed 30 May 2019.81
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Figure 7.4 - ODA from four major OECD countries 1992-2017 (percentage of GDP) 

Source: Author, based on World Bank Data

https://data.worldbank.org 

A first line of criticism concerns the motivations of foreign aid. As argued by Werker (2012), 

economic research on bilateral aid has systematically shown that political interests 

determine the allocation of funds. Separating developmental from political motivations is 

not easy for they often serve complementary purposes. Only rarely are political motivations 

devoid of any intent, however contingent, to find seemingly altruistic correlates to 

promoting development in recipients countries.

A second line of criticism is focused on the impact of aid, whose assessment is particularly 

difficult. The literature is hardly conclusive in determining what type of motivation —

political or developmental— is more effective in bringing about the expected outcomes of 

foreign aid, whatever those may be. Donors’ preferences —altruistic or not— must 

necessarily consider those of recipients, particularly the elites in charge of managing aid 

resources whose interests also depend on the expected outcome of aid. Recent research has 

221

https://data.worldbank.org


shown, however, that despite its many shortcomings foreign aid does have a positive impact 

on certain development outcomes (Radelet, 2015; Birdsall et al., 2005). The role of aid in 

economic growth —a contentious relationship— has also been re-examined (Dollar & 

Svensson, 2000; Galiani et al., 2015). Based on a meta-analysis of existing studies, recent 

literature shows that although there is a positive and statistically significant effect of aid on 

growth (Mekasha & Tarp, 2019) it is too small to be meaningful (Doucouliagos & Paldam, 

2008).

A third criticism addresses the emergence of unintended consequences. From this 

perspective, not only has foreign aid fallen short of delivering on expectations but it may 

have also turned counterproductive. On the receiving end, aid might trigger strategic 

behaviour. Recipient governments may find incentives to direct development projects to 

where they might yield highest political returns (Werker, 2012). Some argue that aid disrupts 

community support systems and contributes to creating real poverty (Cornwall, 1998; Crewe 

& Harrison, 1998; Sachs, 1992 cited in Peredo & Chirsman, 2006). Additionally, the outcomes 

of development aid do not depend entirely, and perhaps not even mainly, on the actions of 

those in charge of design (Mosse, 2005; Mosse & Lewis, 2005 cited in Aparicio, 2018).

A final line of criticism shares and transcends the concerns about motivations, impact and 

side-effects. At the heart of this critique there is scepticism about the very notion of 

development embraced by the same countries and agencies in charge of promoting it 

(Escobar, 1995; Ferguson, 2015). What is called into question is the (rather narrow) definition 

of development itself and, more substantively, the idea that development can actually be 

engineered exogenously by a foreign third party. As argued by Dichter (2017) the belief that 

foreign aid can actually foster development and alleviate poverty is an ‘act of faith’ that is 

contradicted by evidence. Seminal contributions in the field of political economy (Galbraith, 

1994; Hagen, 1962) have pointed out that foreign aid has little to do with the ability of 

certain countries to escape poverty and foster development. 

Along these lines, the asymmetry in the terms under which aid projects are designed has 

also been criticised. Davis (1993) denounces the predominant ‘paternalistic’ approach of 

international development agencies that ignore the capabilities of local organisations. 

Similarly, Burkey (1993) argues that programmes for poverty alleviation, a form of ‘global 
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charity’, do not really serve the purpose of building local and sustainable capacities. As 

argued by Peredo and Chrisman (2006), the inability to give voice and participation to 

communities on the receiving end of aid has left these communities with no significant sense 

of ownership, which in turn discourages communities from pursuing projects autonomously 

once they end.

7.3.1 The ‘vest parade’: aid in the Pacific region of Colombia

For decades, Colombia has been one of the recipient countries of international aid for 

development. According to one official from the Agency for International Cooperation of the 

Presidency of Colombia interviewed for this research (APC for its acronym in Spanish) there 

are four modalities of cooperation in the country. ODA, which is itself divided into bilateral 

agreements, multilateral agreements and cooperation funds. South-South cooperation, 

which involves agreements between developing countries. Col-Col cooperation, which 

encourages cooperation among local actors at the national level. Finally, triangular 

cooperation, which combines traditional North-South ODA with South-South cooperation.

Global historical figures on aid funds to Colombia are not easy to find. There has not been a 

single, independent and stable local source from which data can be compiled. According to 

country-specific data available in the European Commission and the US official foreign 

assistance websites, the flow of aid funds from the United States and Europe to Colombia 

(the two biggest contributors) from 2007 to 2018 (the longest span simultaneously available 

in both databases) followed the trend shown in Figure 7.5 below.
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Figure 7.5 - Total aid funds granted to Colombia from the European Union and the United 

States 2007-2018 (millions of USD)  82

The 2015 peak in European aid is partly explained by efforts during the Santos 

administration (2010-2018) to secure foreign aid specifically targeted to development 

programmes as part of the Colombian 2016 peace agreement. In fact, according to ACP 

annual reports peace building was consistently allocated the majority of aid funds between 

2015 and 2018, as shown in Figure 7.6 below.

 Elaborated by the author based on available data sources. Data for EU and US figures can be found, 82

respectively, at https://euaidexplorer.ec.europa.eu/content/explore/recipients_en and https://
foreignassistance.gov/explore (Accessed 9 June 2019). US figures correspond to resources appropriated by 
Congress. The conversion rate used is 1.13 USD per Euro.
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Figure 7.6 – Allocation to four strategic areas of aid funds in Colombia 2015-2018 

(Percentage of total funds)83

When presented with the issue of economic development, as mentioned in Chapter 4, 

community members and leaders almost invariably allude to what they call ‘los 

proyectos’ (the projects). This is how they refer to assistance projects and programmes 

delivered by the government, non-governmental organisations and/or international aid for 

development. These projects encompass a wide range of modalities. They include different 

productive areas, mainly agriculture and fishing. Some come in the form of direct in-kind 

assistance whereby inputs (e.g. seeds, farm animals, equipment) are provided. Some others 

include technical training.

In line with some of the criticisms presented before, a recurrent claim from leaders and other 

community members, which arose systematically in a significant number of interviews, is 

the fact that projects seem to be designed without careful consideration of the communities’ 

needs. As is the case with assistance from the state, communities often perceive that projects 

 Source: ACP annual reports, 2015-2018. Available at: https://www.apccolombia.gov.co/seccion/informes-de-83

gestion-0 Accessed 12 August 2019.
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do not adequately reflect their economic practices. The view from the legal representative of 

one of the Councils is particularly telling:

To tell you the truth, some proyectos are directed from Bogotá [the Colombian capital], 

following a planning structure designed on office desks with no awareness whatsoever 

about the ancestral knowledge of peasants, or afro-descendants. (…) Those of us who live 

by the river live off agriculture. Those who live near the coast live off fishing and 

collection of molluscs. But people move and change their economic activity according to 

the time of the year or the place where they live. This is challenging because proyectos 

usually are very specifically and narrowly designed. The suggestions and requirements 

that come with proyectos are not necessarily adapted to how we live. (Interview LEA-

M-09) 

Leaders raised at least three recurrent concerns about what they described as the main 

problems in aid project design and implementation. One is lack of financial support attached 

to the projects to help mitigate the opportunity cost of devoting time to working on them 

before they can actually be productive (as explained in section 4.3 of Chapter 4). The second 

is the lack of sufficient technical training or support needed for communities to learn how to 

make projects sustainable in time. The last one is the limited implementation time span 

assigned for the projects beyond which communities are left on their own to make projects 

work.

There is an ample number of organisations providing aid and support in Colombia. In the 

2014 APC report there are more than 100 donor organisations listed as ‘new donors’ alone.  84

Neither this nor subsequent reports, however, provide sufficiently detailed data 

disaggregated by region. The APC acts as the official body through which aid is centrally 

channelled. It was created in 2011 with the explicit goal to provide a more cohesive structure 

for managing aid. This is reflected in the fact that, at least for the last four years, there have 

been consistent strategic areas of investment, as shown in Figure 7.6 above. Despite having a 

unit specifically dedicated to coordination among agencies, some perceive that donors, 

governmental or otherwise, still operate disjointedly, a phenomenon consistent with some of 

the criticisms presented in Section 7.3. Aligning efforts from different entities, which could 

 The 2014 report is available (in Spanish only) at: https://www.apccolombia.gov.co/sites/default/files/84

archivos_usuario/2016/07/informegestion2014.pdf  (Accessed 3 May 2019).
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potentially increase project and programme effectiveness, seems to be an elusive goal. An 

official from a prominent multilateral organisation that has promoted productive projects in 

the region explained:

It is very difficult to coordinate and make conjoint investments and projects. We did try, 

though. [When we promoted touristic projects] we managed to sit people from CVC [the 

regional environmental authority] and the National Parks Office on the same table. 

However, it ended up being too burdensome both for bureaucratic and attitudinal 

reasons. Even among development agencies or NGOs, there is no will for cooperating. In 

part, some of these organisations have learnt to play the game. They duplicate 

requirements for different projects. Some [of my colleagues] complain that communities 

are not capable but this is our responsibility too. It is difficult to coordinate among such 

different entities. Sometimes there is no true will and sometimes it is technically difficult 

to join efforts. Sometimes we don’t even have access to essential information from the 

field to help us target our actions more effectively. (Interview MUL-F-65) 

The sheer number of actors and different levels of governance involved is one of the reasons 

why it is difficult to coordinate efforts. Conflicting inter-agency strategic agendas or lack of 

incentives to cooperate also play a part. Communities are no strangers to this plethora of aid 

actors and organisations. In different ways, the presence of development aid has become 

part of the everyday life for many communities. Particularly for leaders, interaction with 

development aid organisations is frequent and routinised. The legal representative from one 

Community Council put it in the following words:

When I am not attending issues in the community, practically all my activities as legal 

representative have to do with meeting people from organisations like [names of different 

local and foreign aid organisations]. That is an important part of my job. If you ask any of 

the leaders in Buenaventura, I’m quite sure they will tell you the same. I need to make 

sure that proyectos keep coming to my community and that they address the problems 

that we have. […] Some people from [aid] organisations I know very well. I can tell you 

that I know the names of those organisations by heart. You have to know who they are 

and what their strategic focus is. I often share information and experiences with other 

leaders because they know what organisations are better to work with. (Interview LEA-

F-19)
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Leaders in particular are well aware of the inner workings of aid bureaucracy. They are also 

aware of the downsides, which hardly go unnoticed. In reference to the official garments 

worn by people who work for aid organisations to identify themselves, which often include 

a vest and a cap, both in the same colour and exhibiting the organisation’s distinctive logo, 

one community leader scornfully commented:

You are used to seeing people wearing those vests all the time. It is easy to identify what 

organisations they come from by the colour of their vests. Here we call it the vest parade! 

They come and go, one after the other, wearing their vests on the catwalk. It is like a 

never-ending parade and yet nothing ever changes. (Interview LEA-M-70)

The ironic undertone of this comment is particularly interesting for it reveals a certain 

ambiguity in how leaders perceive the constant presence of aid organisations in their 

territories. Implicit in the ‘vest parade’ catchphrase there is a critique to what this and other 

leaders perceive as the normalisation of a rather ‘useless' presence of aid organisations. 

Many leaders eagerly criticise how little things for the communities actually change as a 

result of this constant and conspicuous presence. Others acknowledge, albeit 

unenthusiastically, the benefits aid brings. A few say it is vital, like the leader quoted in 

section 7.2.4. In any case, community leaders in particular are skilled at navigating the 

intricacies of aid bureaucracy and have learnt to use it to their advantage, as will be 

analysed in detail in the next section.

7.4 The functionality of a dysfunctional system

Evidence presented in the previous sections merits a critical analysis of the relationship 

between the state, aid for development (henceforth AfD) and communities. This evidence 

reveals that there is a complex, yet often unacknowledged system of incentives and 

interactions whereby these actors find it in their advantage to maintain the conditions that 

sustain the system, despite (or because) of how dysfunctional it can be. Importantly, as will 

be argued, leaders play a key role in sustaining this system acting as intermediaries 

between the community, on one side, and state and AfD on the other. This system is only 
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one of the many possible configurations whereby these actors are related to one another 

although it is perhaps the most prominent.

7.4.1 Development agencies and management imperatives

In order to analyse the role of AfD in this system it is important to make a distinction 

between organisational mission and management imperatives. While the former provide 

reliably stable guidelines for an organisation’s raison d’être, the latter are the everyday 

decisions that people in the organisation make to keep organisational processes functioning. 

For profit-generating organisation, there is normally little ambiguity in how management 

imperatives should be oriented to help achieve mission imperatives. For non-profit 

organisations, however, these elements may not always be aligned.

For the sake of simplicity, it is possible to assume that lifting Afro-Colombian communities 

out of poverty is the ultimate mission goal for AfD organisations working in the Pacific 

region. Were this the case, self-obsolescence should thus be the ultimate criterion of success 

for AfD organisations. However, management imperatives may become ends in themselves. 

AfD organisations may have reasons other than striving for mission achievement to justify 

and perpetuate their role. These include privileges and monetary incentives for those 

involved in AfD, which can actually lead some organisations to overemphasise the case for 

AfD and marshal political support for increased government spending on aid (Dichter, 

2017). As argued by Minkoff and Powell (2006), when non-profit organisations face the 

often-contradictory mandates of fidelity to mission and the need for organisational survival, 

the former can potentially be sacrificed in the interest of the latter. Since the relationship 

between mission and management imperatives is nuanced and complex, the explicit mission 

commitment of AfD organisations cannot be taken at face value. This is not to suggest that 

their commitment to the development of Afro-Colombian communities is insincere or 

merely instrumental. In fact, none of these behaviours require premeditated bad intentions 

to be explained. The way organisational incentives are designed is enough for these 

behaviours to emerge.

AfD organisations face the pressure to deliver development projects as a key metric of 

effectiveness irrespective of how much those projects actually contribute to creating impact 
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or how efficient they are in using resources. Indicators that mainly privilege the short-term 

horizon, as argued by Sogge et al. (1996, cited in Dichter, 2017), crowd out long-term 

perspectives and impact-based learning. This can lead to a perverse incentive to deliver 

projects that are not relevant. The words of an insider are illuminating. An expert social 

worker who has worked many years for a multilateral AfD organisation as field coordinator 

in the Pacific region, explained the following:

It may not entirely be in the interest of AfD institutions that communities reach full 

empowerment and are able to say what it is that they really need. It is complicated for 

these institutions to adopt a differentiated focus. It is easier to, say, give everyone in the 

community a conventional refrigerator instead of saying ‘well, this community does not 

have electricity so I may need to provide solar-powered refrigerators’. A differentiated 

focus requires more logistics, is much more costly, and demands more planning. 

Replicating a universal model or programme is far less complicated. (Interview MUL-

F-23) 

This view suggests that for AfD, there is a tension between adopting particularism for the 

sake of relevance or universalism for the sake of efficiency. (Arguably, state agencies 

experience a similar tension, as the dimensions depicted in Figure 7.2 suggest.) Normatively, 

AfD and communities should be able to come to the table on equal terms, as partners who 

jointly agree on the goals and characteristics of the projects with the aim of maximising 

impact. This scenario, however, seems to be exceptional not least because respecting 

autonomy is an essential principle to develop that kind of relationship. When explaining 

what she described as a fruitful collaboration with a prominent AfD agency, the legal 

representative of one Council in the municipality expressed the following:

We came into contact [with representatives from the AfD agency] through [the professor 

of the school in another Council] whom we trust. He told us that the agency was very 

respectful and generous with their knowledge. That’s why we decided to listen. They 

offered to set up a project for COP 20 million [USD 5.000 approximately]. We agreed on a 

method whereby they would give us the money for us to manage and they would follow 

up on how we were doing, making in situ recommendations for improvement and 

teaching us specific technical skills for bookkeeping. It was the first time we had to face 

the challenge of managing a project without someone directly telling us what to do 
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[which is] the traditional approach agencies take. They let us do it our way. (…) That was 

very important for us. (…) We could see the positive practices they brought in and we 

combined them with our own. (…) One year later, we gladly set up another project with 

the same agency for COP 30 million. (Interview LEA-F-18) 

The experience that this leader describes may well be one of the exceptions that prove the 

rule. The evidence in this research suggests that this form of relationship is uncommon and, 

in any case, does not automatically wipe out the asymmetries that do exist between AfD and 

communities. On the contrary, as mentioned in a previous excerpt, AfD organisations seem 

to have strong incentives to standardise methods when approaching communities so that 

short-term management imperatives can be met.

In fairness, even for well-intended AfD officials, full community participation in the design 

and execution of projects may not be easy to implement. Agreeing upon the main needs and 

best ways to address them is not always straightforward. The complexity of this task may 

further incentivise AfD organisations to focus on pre-defined methods instead of investing 

resources to help communities widen their skills. The same expert social worker quoted 

previously went on to say:

Often you hear people say that projects have to be participative and they must come from 

the community’s own needs. I couldn’t agree more. In the field, however, you see that it is 

also true that while communities are the ones who experience those needs, they may not 

be aware of the possible solutions available for addressing them. It is undoubtedly 

important that communities take part in identifying needs and designing the projects but 

it is equally important to know what the alternative solutions are and to assess their 

implications. (…) We shouldn’t prepare communities to design projects according to 

predefined project formulation methodologies; we need to help them diagnose the 

problem [tonal emphasis in the interview]. (Interview MUL-F-23) 

These ideas suggest that the ability to define pertinent projects in a participatory way does 

not depend on the good will of AfD organisations alone. It depends on the capacity of 

organisations and communities alike to diagnose needs and assess possible solutions. From 

this, it follows that communities with stronger organisational capacity may be more apt to 

engage with agencies on equal terms. Communities with less capacity are inherently more 
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subject to being passive receptors (which in turn exacerbates their weakness). A top official 

from another multilateral AfD agency working in the region further problematises this issue. 

In her words:

I personally respect when leaders in a community say ‘We can do it ourselves’. When I 

hear that, I expect them to make a more effective use of the resources [that we are 

providing] because they are more capable. However, that is not always the case. 

Sometimes they just learn to play the rules of the game. They know how to write a 

convincing project application form but that does not mean they have the capacity to 

manage resources effectively. In a way, we are all responsible. Cooperation and state 

agencies promote failed interventions. Community leaders complain that the community 

has no voice and yet when they do speak up, they keep asking for pigs, hens and cows. 

The state plays along and keeps financing those projects. Leaders ask for things that are 

not of much use just to extract the most out of something that they know won’t make 

much difference anyways. This game has created a perverse relationship that I am not 

sure how to break. (Interview MUL-F-65) 

This perspective is worth unpacking. Condescending undertones aside, it shows that AfD 

and communities have perverse incentives to keep projects flowing and to accept whatever 

type of aid is offered without enough clarity about its purpose (or, even worse, knowing that 

it will not help at all). As mentioned before, AfD organisations seem to have strong 

incentives to deliver as many projects as needed in order to achieve management goals 

while optimising costs, which may compromise the possibility of guaranteeing that those 

projects actually respond to relevant needs. Communities, on the other hand, may prefer to 

acquiesce in the projects offered by AfD to avoid ending up empty handed even if the offer 

does not entirely meet their expectations.

7.4.2 Leaders and their rationale for intermediation

The means through which leaders’ performance is assessed provide powerful incentives for 

leaders to maintain the system working. Leaders and community members who were asked 

about leadership performance during this research explained, with no exception, that the 

number of projects leaders bring to the community is one of the most (if not the most) 

232



important metric used by the community to assess how well they do their job. In the words 

of the legal representative of one Community Council:

It is this clear: your performance as leader is evaluated according to the number of 

projects you are able to bring into your community. If community members say you are a 

bad leader, what they really mean is that you are not able to get a sufficient number of 

projects. It works pretty much in the same way that people assess the performance of a 

Mayor. (Interview LEA-F-35) 

This element is key for the analysis for it reveals a central distinction between leaders and 

community members. Leaders, not the community as a whole, are the ones who directly 

interact with AfD organisations. As elected representatives, they are assumed to act like 

agents of the community, the principal whose interests leaders must prioritise. However, as 

shown in the analysis of the strategies of resistance to coca crops from leaders and 

communities in Chapter 6, the interest of the community and those of leaders do not 

necessarily match. In the particular case of the relationship with AfD, leaders are elected 

under the expectation that they will be able to keep projects coming. There are reputational 

(and economic) gains for leaders who are able to bring more projects into the community. 

Since the vast majority of Community Councils allow leaders to be re-elected, faced with 

this incentive they end up under the same pressure experienced by many elected 

representatives: privileging short term goals (i.e. bringing more projects into the community) 

over long term ones. 

Only rarely do communities hold leaders accountable for the quality and pertinence of the 

projects they bring in (and leaders respond accordingly). Werker (2012) —citing Moore 

(1998)— describes how states that are financed by foreign aid face no pressure to respond to 

the needs of their citizens (which may lead states to choose policies that citizens would not 

necessary choose). Similarly, leaders —whose performance is mostly assessed by the number 

of projects they bring— may feel less compelled to make sure those projects actually respond 

to the needs of their fellow community members. This phenomenon compromises the ability 

of leaders to be responsive and jeopardises the exercise of internal democracy, accountability 

and the principal-agent relationship between communities and their elected representatives. 

Furthermore, leaders may find opportunities for personal profit by capitalising on the 
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relationships they have with both AfD and state agencies. This adds further complexity to 

the effective accomplishment of their role.

Nowhere is this phenomenon clearer than in a case that was frequently mentioned in the 

interviews and informal conversations with community leaders and other actors. The name 

of a very well-known and influential leader in Buenaventura emerged recurrently (often in 

less-than-flattering terms). This leader accompanied and provided direct support for 

communities in the creation of more than twenty Councils in the municipality and elsewhere 

in the region. Most of those Councils would later be associated under a single umbrella 

association (one of the major supra-communal associations of Community Councils as 

described in Chapter 1) in which this leader has played a central role. She has also been 

elected to represent communities in at least three major forums, one of which is the 

Consultivos de Alto Nivel (High Level Council). This Council —which was recently replaced 

by a similar entity— was created as a direct channel of communication between the state 

and high-level representatives from Afro-Colombian communities, particularly in matters 

related to prior consultation (consulta previa).85

Holding a place in a forum like that yields considerable power and influence. This leader 

has been publicly accused of having used the influence she has over the Councils she helped 

create to gain a place in some of those forums. In the words of a journalist who has 

researched thoroughly the politics of the Afro-Colombian movement and, particularly, this 

leader’s political trajectory:

Some of the most traditional Community Councils are huge. In Council D, for instance, 

there are more than 2.500 families. Other Councils have no more than 12 families. In this 

system of representation, every Council has one vote, irrespective of size. [Name of the 

leader] helped create a lot of those small Community Councils, which was translated into 

lots of votes for her to be elected to key forums. The more traditional Community 

Councils have very strong views about this. Once elected, they claim, she tends to favour 

the Councils who voted for her. (Interview PRE-F-43)

 Prior consultation is a figure introduced in Colombian legislation as a fundamental right of indigenous and 85

Afro-Colombian communities. This right guarantees that communities have to be consulted to seek their 
approval whenever a major project or work is to be developed within their territories. This guarantees, in 
principle, that their cultural, social and economic integrity and rights are protected.
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The legal representative from one middle-sized Community Council agreed with this view. 

Unlike bigger, more powerful Councils who have denounced this leader publicly, she did 

not mention her by name. In her words:

All families in our Council are in need of productive projects from the state or 

cooperation agencies to improve our income. Those spaces and forums [of 

representatives] are supposed to be there to represent communities and help us with our 

needs. The truth is that not all Councils are equal in the eyes of some of those 

representatives. I won’t mention any names but you may know who I’m referring to. If 

you are not part of her clique then you don’t exist and projects don’t come to you. The 

games of power within those forums benefit some Councils but completely neglect 

others. (Interview LEA-F-35) 

There are further claims that this leader has used those positions of power for personal 

advantage. Some have gone even further to denounce her for corrupt practices and 

opportunistic behaviour. On condition of anonymity, some interviewees stated (off the 

record) that they knew that at least in one case a big infrastructure company had agreed to 

pay a bribe directly to this leader after which the communities over which she has strong 

influence agreed to the terms offered by the company to develop a major project. 

Unfortunately, it was not possible to interview this leader. (Apparently, she has grown wary 

of talking to journalists and researchers alike for what she describes as unfair and even racist 

treatment.) Assuming the factual truthfulness of the conducts attributed to this leader, it is 

important to ask what they reveal. The view of an Afro-Colombian activist provides a 

particularly interesting approach:

It is difficult to say how prevalent this behaviour is. I can understand that leaders look for 

ways to get some economic benefit from their role of intermediation to get proyectos from 

the government or multilateral agencies. After all, they are not paid for that role and they 

also have to feed their families, right? [Name of the leader] may be seen as either a bad 

leader that embodies corruption and clientelism or an astute political figure that has 

managed to play the rules of the system for the benefit of those who support her 

personally. Regardless, it is important to understand that those conducts respond in part 

to a set of perverse incentives. Leaders are supposed to represent communities. When 
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those incentives make leaders cross the line, the whole [Afro-Colombian] movement loses 

legitimacy. (Interview COM-M-63) 

7.4.3 State agencies: urgency and neglect

Finally, the role of state agencies, another key actor in this system of relationships, must be 

carefully analysed. In principle, these agencies should be in charge of facilitating the 

definition of long-term development priorities for the communities. However, amidst 

narrow governmental agendas and what could be accurately described as lack of political 

commitment to the development of Afro-Colombian communities, these agencies are also 

compelled to follow short-term goals. Minimum state assistentialism may be just enough to 

secure electoral support and thus state agencies have incentives to promote high-visibility/

low-impact projects.

The theoretical approaches presented in Section 7.1 and Chapter 2 are particularly relevant 

to understand this phenomenon. Conceived as an ‘actor of development’, it is reasonable to 

assume pro-social motivations as a distinctive attribute of the state, if only ideationally. 

However, state officials whose everyday practices and interactions constitute the state, in a 

very concrete sense, are not necessarily free from the same self-interested, opportunistic 

behaviour exhibited by any other rational agent.

The state bureaucracy and the mundane decision-making involved in the policy process are 

not devoid of incentive-related problems that “obstruct institutional reforms needed to 

improve economic, social and political conditions” (Gibson et al., 2005 p. 6). These problems 

reinforce perverse mutual incentives between state officials and communities that contribute 

to keep the system described in this section running. These words of the journalist quoted 

before strongly resonate with the last quote on the previous section: 

The government is interested in having communities approve their projects. It is very 

convenient for government officials [particularly those] with long-term political 

ambitions to have just one person with whom to negotiate, knowing that behind her there 

is a considerable number of Councils who will consent (…) and thus potential voters. 

Prior consultation was designed to protect the voice and rights of communities, but at 

236



one point they may have realised that those rights would not be respected anyway. That 

explains why some of those community representatives decided to… I don’t want the 

word to sound too harsh, ‘extort’ in exchange for benefits. Not only benefits for the 

community [in the form of] proyectos but also personal benefits. (Interview PRE-F-43) 

These and other factors lead to suboptimal arrangements. Instead of a strategic ally that 

steps in to help address the needs that the state alone cannot satisfy, in certain contexts AfD 

ends up as a substitute of the state. When asked why community members often seem to be 

more familiar with the bureaucratic structure of cooperation agencies rather than the state’s, 

the aforementioned top official from a multilateral AfD agency explained:

The reason is that in some regions we have more presence than the state itself. We should 

be playing a strictly complementary role but we are not. Incidentally, this is not a matter 

of resources. One thing that I came to understand is that a lot of public money is invested 

in [the municipality of] Buenaventura. A lot. But it is very poorly invested. We tried to 

summon a couple of key state agencies to sit down with communities and try to 

coordinate a joint investment strategy. But then the end of the fiscal year came and all the 

agencies had to spend their budgets haphazardly —under potential penalty of having 

future budgets reduced— so the whole idea collapsed. No one had the time or motivation 

to sit down and talk. They were just too worried with their deadlines. (Interview MUL-

F-65) 

As previously suggested, the ideal scenario where AfD organisations, state agencies and 

communities jointly define what the essential priorities are and strategically focalise 

investments seems rather elusive, if not plainly naïve. Not many AfD or state agencies seem 

to be willing to assume the extra costs of helping communities define those priorities 

constructively. In fact, state agencies may even benefit from the political fragmentation of 

Afro-Colombian communities. Such is the view of a community leader and legal 

representative from one of the Councils quoted before:

Our own internal divisions give the government a credible excuse to say ‘it’s impossible 

to work with black communities’. It is different with indigenous communities because 

they have a unified voice for talking to the government. We [Afro-Colombians] do not. 

We are split into different representative bodies. We have representative organisations 
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and we have [national] delegates. This makes it easier for the government to pick 

strategically who to listen and when. Organisations and delegates have rifts and discredit 

one another. That is not helpful for Afro-Colombian communities. (Interview LEA-F-18) 

Table 7.1 below provides a synthesis of the main features of the system of relations 

described in this section.

Table 7.1 - Purposes, incentives and outcomes for key actors in the system

The short-term incentives of AfD, communities (specifically community leaders) and state 

agencies, promote free-riding and strategic behaviour. In the absence of strategic clarity, 

every type of aid seems to be necessary but none is truly indispensable. This leads to a 

scenario where all three actors involved settle for a functional status quo that serves their 

purposes but does so sub-optimally. The short-term rewards that each of them receives do 

little to promote the intended long-term purposes they are supposed to pursue. This 

‘dysfunctional’ relational structure increases the barriers for communities to seek more 

advantageous configurations that could potentially yield better development outcomes. 

Hence the underlying dysfunction in how the system works. Notably, Table 7.1 makes a 

distinction between communities and leaders. This distinction is, again, very important for it 

shows that the interests of leaders and communities do not necessarily coincide. On the 

contrary, as described in Chapter 2, literature shows that leader-group goal divergence is a 

AfD Communities Leaders State agencies

Normative long-
term purpose

Promote 
development

Improve 
development 

conditions and 
enhance 

capabilities

Promote 
community 

development

Promote 
development and 
provide adequate 

public goods

Short-term 
incentives Project delivery Satisfying basic 

needs
Reputation / 

Reelection Palliative assistance

Performance 
metrics # projects delivered NA # projects brought # projects delivered

Short-term 
outcome

Atomised, low-
impact projects

Palliative, low-
relevance projects

Communal and 
personal gains  

High-visibility/
low-impact projects
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common phenomenon (Bianco & Bates, 1990; Colomer, 1995; Esteban & Hauk, 2009; Van 

Belle, 1996) with important implications for collective action.

The analysis presented in this section coincides with the results of similar analyses of the 

role of development aid. Particularly, as this section also shows, Gibson et al. (2005) argue 

that at the core of the many deficiencies of development aid there is the role played by 

incentives. However, evidence from this research also suggests that there may be more than 

just incentives at play.

7.5 More than just incentives

Incentives are the fuel that drives the system. This emphasis on the role of incentives 

reiterates the fact that for the system to work it is not necessary to presuppose particularly 

ill-intentioned actors. The shortcomings of development aid become inevitable given the set 

of individual and organisational incentives created “by the way in which the aid system is 

itself structured” (Bräutigam & Knack, 2004 cited in Gibson et al., 2005 p. 4). However, there 

may be more than rational, impersonal forces underlying the workings of the system. 

Complex emotional needs may also play a part in explaining the behaviour of the actors 

involved. Theoretical approaches in systems psychodynamics provide valuable insights. As 

described by Petriglieri & Petriglieri (2015), these approaches focus on how psychological 

and social forces interact to shape organisations and the experiences of people within them. 

The main assumption in these approaches is that both rational and emotional aims play a 

part in how individuals create and accept structures, conventions and practices in order to 

achieve goals and feel or avoid feeling in certain ways. Importantly, those aims are not 

always coherent or conscious (Gabriel, 1999 cited in Petriglieri & Petriglieri, 2015). 

Underlying the persistence of dysfunctional social practices and structures, there are covert 

motivations or rationales that sustain seemingly irrational arrangements in what Ashforth 

and Reingen (2014) call the ‘function of dysfunction’.

These approaches also emphasise how habit or inertia are not the only factors that explain 

resistance to change. This resistance may be viewed as “a form of active, if not conscious, 

immunity against attempts to question or undo arrangements that sustain not only what we 
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do, but also what we believe, how we feel, and who we are” (Kegan & Lahey, 2009 cited in 

Petriglieri & Petriglieri, 2015 p. 629). When members of groups invest in practices that fulfil 

these covert emotional needs, this may “distort the way a system performs its task and 

undermine its ability to adapt to changes in the environment” (Petriglieri & Petriglieri, 2015 

p. 626).

The actors involved in the system, particularly some community leaders, may find it 

beneficial —for complex emotional reasons, as the quote from Kegan and Lahey (2009) 

above shows— to reinforce behavioural habits that sustain how they feel about the roles 

they play and the identities those roles help creste. This phenomenon may also explain the 

behaviour of other actors. State officials may feel compelled to exercise their power in ways 

that reinforce their roles and identities, at the expense of building more constructive 

relations with communities or AfD organisations.

Given the characteristics of the system described here, it is not surprising that leaders 

perceive (or choose to perceive) both state agencies and AfD organisations as detached 

providers of assistance. Only exceptionally do communities see those actors as potential 

long-term partners. This may be party explained by how some leaders see themselves in their 

relationship with those actors. One of the leaders who has most eagerly promoted the 

development of community enterprises as those analysed in Chapter 5 expressed her critical 

view of many of her fellow community leaders. According to this leader, they tend to 

overstate their disadvantageous circumstances or, in her words, reinforce their “image of 

victims of oppression” when relating to external actors. This, she claims, allows them to 

portray themselves as worthy of aid. In her words:

Among some members of our communities, particularly leaders with stronger political 

views, the idea prevails that the relationship with the state or with European cooperation 

agencies in particular is mediated by the historical debt with blacks and the responsibility 

to repair past grievances. These ideas surely are rooted in valid claims but they can also 

be very numbing. They lead people to believe that they are essentially victims [whose 

past grievances] will never be fully repaired [and are thus] entitled to wait passively for 

money, resources and solutions to come knocking on their doors. At some point, it will be 

necessary to break free from those notions. Otherwise, it will be very difficult for our 

communities to be truly empowered. (Interview LEA-F-26) 
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Understandably, the critical view shown by this leader is highly controversial among some 

of her peers. However, this view is shared by others. One of the leaders who was involved in 

the movement that led to the enactment of Law 70 and the early process of empowering 

communities about the possibilities offered by the Law, reiterates this perspective:

If I’m not wrong, there are multiple intelligences but only two models of thought: reactive 

and proactive. Due to our historical conditions, we [Afro-Colombians] have mainly had a 

reactive mind-set. We need to advance and embrace a more proactive attitude but that is 

something we must earn ourselves. I think we need to get rid of the idea of the state as 

provider. It is up to us to decide what we can actually earn by our own merits. There has 

been an ongoing discussion [among us] about inclusion. I try not to engage much in it 

because it usually falls into the dependency mind-set: awaiting to see what it is that they 

are going to give me or when is it that they are going to acknowledge that I have the right 

to this and that. That attitude may well be right and it is worth having that discussion. 

My fear, though, is that the discourse of inclusion may end up perpetuating dependency, 

preventing us from being more determined in making things happen. (Interview COM-

M-13) 

Siding uncritically with these views would lead to a myopic overemphasis on the 

possibilities of agency at the expense of the constraining power of social structures. 

Conditions of disadvantage can hardly be attributed to attitude alone. Put into context, 

however, their views are understandable. Both come from comparatively less deprived 

backgrounds. They are firm believers in the advantages of entrepreneurial solutions for the 

economic problems of communities in the region. The passive attitude they criticise is seen 

as anathema to the character attributes that they consider more useful for advancing more 

autonomous (i.e. ‘entrepreneurial’) forms of development, including the ability to challenge 

the status-quo.

However controversial, their criticisms merit serious consideration not least because of the 

fact that at the origin of every social structure (of which the system analysed here is an 

example) there is an emotional and attitudinal predisposition. The mind-set that these leaders 

loathe fits what Peredo and Chrisman (2006) describe as the ‘beggar mentality’ that has 

emerged in many communities where there have been numerous aid interventions. What 
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these two leaders do not see is that the very existence of this ‘beggar mentality’ is both a 

cause and a product of the system (i.e. the social structure) of aid provision. In any case, this 

‘mentality’ may have negative long-term effects, mostly when instilled by opportunistic 

behaviour from community members. It can dent confidence and capabilities, further 

precluding communities from exercising agency, however limited it may be.

It is difficult to break free from roles that become functional for the construction of a specific 

identity, the procurement of certain material and symbolic benefits and the fulfilment of 

emotional needs. The workings of the system analysed in this section cannot be explained as 

driven exclusively by the will of particular actors. Rather, it is the emergent outcome of a 

long-cemented configuration of relationships. Herein lies its complexity.

7.6 Leaders, intermediation and the dilemmas of representation

In light of the preceding evidence, it is fair to say that the predominant function leaders play 

as part of the system analysed in this chapter is that of intermediation. As will be discussed 

in more detail in Chapter 8, leaders are elected representatives that, by virtue of their role, 

occupy a privileged position in the community’s network of social relations. This allows 

them to enter into direct and permanent contact with actors outside of the community, 

which (as was explained in Chapter 1) is actually one of the central functions assigned to 

members of the Councils’ Boards by Law 70. As such, leaders have the capacity to control 

access to key resources, particularly proyectos. The analysis presented so far shows how 

leaders’ positional advantages can be used for both collective and personal gain. The fact 

that leaders and communities cannot be assumed to be fully aligned in their motivations 

and, relatedly, the absence of effective accountability mechanisms (including social sanctions 

and informal accountability) increase the possibility for leaders to deviate from the adequate 

exercise of this function of intermediation.

The function of intermediation analysed in this chapter highlights the dilemmas of 

representation faced by leaders and communities. The fundamental Weberian distinction 

between authority and informational advantage, which lies at the core of principal-agency 

theory (Miller, 2005) and, particularly, the inherent asymmetrical relationship between the 
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two, illuminate those dilemmas. Leaders —especially when formally elected, as in this case

— can be thought of as the agents of principals (i.e. community members). As the theory 

prescribes, principals retain formal authority, part of which is delegated to agents who are 

expected to use that authority to act on behalf of principals. Agents have the expert 

information that principals lack, which is part of the reason that qualifies them to act as 

such. The task for the principal is thus to “induce the more expert agent to take those actions 

that the principal would take if the principal had the same information as the agent” (Miller, 

2005 p. 204).

In the particular context of this research, however, there are cases in which the relative 

distribution of human capital, and the advantages it confers, is disproportionally favourable 

for leaders. In some communities, the asymmetry between leaders and community members 

in terms of knowledge, information and skills is significantly pronounced. In those cases, 

authority and informational advantage may converge in a single actor (i.e. the leader). 

Classic dilemmas in principal-agency theory like accountability and moral hazard thus 

become critical to understand leadership–community political dynamics. Knowing that 

communities lack the skills and empowerment to demand accountability, leaders may have 

more incentives to behave in ways that do not necessarily seek the best interest of the 

community. 

As one of the leaders quoted previously expressed, it is hard to say how prevalent the 

exercise of intermediation for purposes other than advancing the interests of the community 

is. The case of the leader analysed in Section 7.4.2 may well be one of the most visible but it 

is certainly not unique. Evidence shows that similar problems exist in other communities. As 

analysed in section 6.5. of Chapter 6, several members of the community in Council B 

expressed strong dissatisfaction with the Board’s management practices, in particular the 

Board whose term came to an end in early 2017. This was primarily due to what they 

described as lack of transparency on the part of some leaders who, according to their views, 

“used their place on the Board as a platform to pursue personal benefits.” One leader 

described a particular case that, according to his view, illustrates how the Board used to 

manage development projects that were supposed to benefit the community:
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One of the things that made people feel demotivated was seeing how the previous Board 

managed the projects. There was this publicly-funded project that was supposed to help 

people improve their agricultural practices. The Board was in charge of managing the 

project, which was designed to benefit around 250 families. Families were promised that 

they would receive about 1.500.000 pesos each [USD 500]. To this day, some families have 

received zero, none! Some others were not paid their seeds and others only received 

250.000 or 500.000 pesos. That really pissed people off. (…) Same thing happened with 

mines. Miners from outside the Council who own backhoes approached people from the 

upper part of the river and offered them a deal to let them extract gold in exchange for a 

share of total output. That money was supposed to be administered by the Council’s 

Board to invest in public goods and things that the community so desperately needs. But 

they didn’t. Some of them just pocketed the money. That’s why people do not trust the 

Board. (…) If we in the newly elected Board don’t do something, that trust is likely to 

disappear completely. (Interview LEA-M-59) 

Despite the visible dissatisfaction, two of the members of the outgoing Board in Council B 

were re-elected. According to some community members, this was explained by a 

combination of lack of effective accountability mechanisms and ineffective social sanctions. 

Moreover, kinship and friendship ties between members of the outgoing Board and 

members of the community prevented the latter from holding the former accountable for 

their actions.

This evidence suggests that as long as certain collective benefits are maintained —in this 

case, a flow of ‘proyectos’ into the community— social sanctions for devious leaders (e.g. 

reputational costs) are attenuated. Put differently, communities may be more tolerant of 

misconduct from leaders if the personal benefits leaders get do not interfere with the 

collective benefits communities receive. As the case of the leader analysed in Section 7.4.2 

shows, some leaders may use this phenomenon strategically. Devious leaders may 

eventually create strong coalitions of followers that receive direct benefits (a form of 

‘clientele’), which deems the leader’s actions more tolerable within the coalition even at the 

expense of widening gaps with respect to coalitions of non-followers.

It is important to note that the function of intermediation in itself is neither beneficial nor 

detrimental for communities. While leaders can (and often do) live up to the expectation that 
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their positional advantages will be used for collective benefits, some use those advantages to 

the detriment of the community. The key analytical point, which is consistent with the 

analysis presented in Chapter 6 about the role played by social capital in the emergence of 

community resistance, is that the outcome of intermediation is itself explained by the 

systems and structures —of rules, incentives, and social relations— on which this function is 

performed. Different systems will lead to different outcomes. While assuming well-intended 

alignment of goals between leaders and communities is a legitimate heuristic, it would be 

naive to presuppose that such alignment is in any way inevitable.

7.6.1 The dysfunctionality revisited

An important argument derived from the system-level analytical approach taken in this 

chapter, stated throughout, is that poor (or ‘suboptimal’) development outcomes need not be 

explained by any conspiracy assumption (Easterly, 2003; Martens et al., 2002 cited in Gibson 

et al., 2005). As far as the evidence for this research shows, there do not seem to be signs of 

what Ferguson (1990) calls “bureaucratic complicity” in development failure. Complicity 

presupposes deliberate will in the failure to deliver optimal development outcomes. 

Evidence in this research shows, instead, that the system of aid delivery in the rural Afro-

Colombian territories follows the type of logic or intelligibility that Ferguson (1990) 

identifies in the deployment of the ‘development apparatus’ more generally; one that 

transcends planners’ intentions to acquire a life of its own. Whatever ‘side-effects’ the 

system may bring —Ferguson argues— must therefore be understood as ‘instrument-effects’ 

or outcomes that are at the same time instruments of what is ultimately an exercise of power.

In fact, for many practical purposes, the localised configuration of relationships inherent in 

the system of development aid in the Afro-Colombian territories functions like the state. 

Actors adapt to the incentives and outcomes delivered by the system and accommodate 

their expectations accordingly. Albeit imperfectly, the system manages to deliver certain 

outcomes that satisfy some of the immediate needs of the community. Following up on a 

previous argument, evidence suggests that this configuration of relationships is experienced, 

reflected upon and expressed differently by actors. In the particular case of leaders, some vocal 

criticisms of the absence of the state and the futility of AfD organisations (as shown in 
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Sections 7.2 and 7.3.1 respectively) are at odds with the ways in which they relate to these 

actors and, more importantly, with the rewards and benefits that they get from their function 

of intermediation. This seemingly paradoxical attitude of condemning the absence of the 

unknown while demanding the presence of the ideal can be interpreted in light of what 

Abrams (1988) describes as the fundamental distinction between the ‘state-idea’ and the 

‘state-system’. The former allows actors to conjure up an ‘imaginary Leviathan’.  The latter 86

allows them to raise very concrete demands to specific state actors (even if those demands 

are mostly unattended) or engage in self-interested transactional arrangements. Both are 

present in a form of functional simultaneity.

If the system overall functions in such a way that it effectively serves the purposes of each 

actor —however far from an ideal configuration of a fully-formed state those purposes and 

functions may be— then the category of ‘dysfunctional’ used to describe the system could be 

called into question. This is not to suggest that communities have to settle for an 

institutional arrangement that keeps ‘proyectos’ coming but does not optimally address their 

long-term development needs. Nor does this mean that this system is in any sense 

inevitable. What it does suggest, though, is that beyond any normative or idealised 

considerations, the existence of this specific institutional configuration and, particularly, the 

fact that it is functional for the interests of key actors, needs to be acknowledged and 

understood if any attempt at reform is to be considered. While condemning the absence, 

shortcomings and failures of the state and the many pitfalls of the ‘development apparatus’ 

is undoubtedly important, it may obscure the fact that there are unconventional ‘state-like’ 

configurations —many well-intended, some not— permeated by a structure of (often 

contradictory) incentives and rules.

Conceptualised as a deviation from the normative, the characterisation of the system as 

dysfunctional invites a critical look at the assumptions about the spaces where power and 

autonomy lie. It is hard to deny the negative consequences that the ‘weakness’ of the 

Colombian state has had for Afro-Colombians, as was presented in Chapter 1. It is also hard 

to ignore, however, that actors do not wait idly for things to improve. They adapt, change 

 In his analysis of the role of the state in Colombia, Palacios (2012) presents the idea of the ‘imaginary 86

Leviathan’ to convey an aspirational notion of the state in a society where state formation is yet to be 
accomplished. From this perspective, the characterisation of the Colombian state as ‘absent’ is founded on an 
ideational residual category inherently defined by the deviation from a normative state ideal that Colombia is yet 
to know.
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and thus ‘reconfigure’ the social interactions that suit their needs better. Such is the 

perspective inherent in the theoretical approaches presented in Section 7.1: notions of the 

state that are localised, rooted in concrete practices, processes and their effects (of 

indoctrination, contention, transaction, etc.). From these perspectives, even corrupt practices 

can be understood as claims from leaders to appropriate spaces that have been denied to 

them and their communities for too long.

Revisiting the category of dysfunctionality attached to the system also entails avoiding 

simplistic views about the role of the actors involved, particularly AfD organisations. As 

shown in section 7.3, criticisms to the role of AfD come from different fronts and are 

certainly substantiated. However, AfD does play a part in helping communities deal with 

poverty. From an aggregate perspective (the ‘big picture’ of aid, so to speak) the panorama is 

discouraging. Possibilities look limited if development aid is judged under the expectation 

that it helps solve structural underlying problems. However, by closely examining the 

practice of development aid in the Pacific region, a different narrative emerges. At the micro 

and meso levels, opportunities arise for meaningful exchanges to create impacts —however 

small— on how people perceive who they are, what level of agency they have and how they 

are acknowledged by others.

The extent and legitimacy of such impacts is of course a valid question but it should not 

assume a priori that those impacts are pernicious. Playing into simplistic assumptions or 

dogmatic criticisms precludes possibilities for gradual reform.  It also obscures valuable 87

contributions from well-intended officials whose job in the field can be unfairly disdained 

on the assumption that it necessarily embodies the failures of the organisations for which 

they work. Relatedly, the relationship between communities and AfD should not be 

assumed as inherently unproductive or exploitative. Members from Ecotour, one of the 

community enterprises analysed in Chapter 5, partly attribute their performance to the 

support received by cooperation agencies and other allies. As explained by one community 

leader from one Council that has focused its strategy on promoting what they describe as 

sustained, incremental improvements in community development:

 The inability to advance a programmatic agenda with viable alternatives to overcome the ailments of 87

development so strongly criticised by some advocates of the post-development paradigm is indeed a major 
failure acknowledged by advocates themselves. See, for example, Escobar (1995, p. 222) or Ferguson (1990, p. 
279), both cited in Bebbington (2000).

247



Proyectos need not be poorly managed and bad experiences should not lead to believe 

that mismanagement is necessarily the norm. When managed adequately, projects are of 

great benefit. In our case, the Board of the Council secures the projects from cooperation 

agencies, national and external. We get resources for meetings and community 

development form a cooperation agreement that we established with National Natural 

Parks of Colombia. We make sure that proyectos are adequately targeted to benefit families 

in the community directly. (…) The Board does not get involved in micro-managing the 

projects; they only oversee the adequate implementation of the plan. (…) That is the kind 

of things that we do to manage the projects responsibly. (Interview LEA-M-32)

At the heart of the analysis of the limitations (and possibilities) behind the system of 

incentives analysed in this chapter, there is the question of ownership, an idea that has had 

relative prominence in the discourse of development aid (Gibson et al., 2005). In its strong 

form, this notion implies full participation from communities in the design and 

implementation of development programmes and projects. Such is the underlying claim in 

some of the views presented in section 7.2, particularly from community leaders and other 

members. However, as was analysed in section 7.4.1, this goal is not easy to achieve. The 

ways to make ownership workable or even to define precisely what it means remain elusive 

for scholars and practitioners alike (Bräutigam, 2000 cited in Gibson et al. (2005). In fact, the 

very lack of common understanding of what ownership means and the related lack of clear 

responsibilities may well be an underlying cause of the shortcomings of development aid 

(Gibson et al., 2005). Although from a different angle, the question of ownership also 

emerged as a key element in Chapter 5 when analysing the extent to which third parties 

(AfD organsiations included) can facilitate the conditions for communities to capitalise on 

the opportunities for economic development offered by community enterprises.

Rural livelihood strategies are designed in very complex ways that involve the concourse —

at times ordered, very often messy— of different actors and forms of intervention. If this 

complexity is to be embraced, dichotomies should be left aside and conventional notions of 

where the lines dividing the competence of institutional actors should at least be approached 

critically. As argued by Bebbington (2000), “The transformation and interventions involved 

are, then, too complex and contingent to be judged simply as normatively desirable or not, 

as ‘success’ or ‘failure’, as ‘development' or ‘destruction’. They also question the accuracy of 
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frameworks that work with relatively unitary and unproblematized notions of state, market 

and community” (p. 496).

7.7 Concluding remarks

This chapter provides an answer to the third specific question of this research: what role do 

state and non-state actors play in the provision of development aid to communities? How do 

leaders relate to those actors and what impact does that relationship have for communities? 

The chapter has shown that the configuration of relations between communities, the state 

and development organisations whose outcome is the delivery of development aid for 

communities is based on a complex system of incentives and rewards. This system delivers 

suboptimal outcomes for the actors involved and yet they preserve the conditions that 

maintain the system. Leaders play a function of intermediation that is crucial for the 

working of this system. This function entails mobilising projects from donors to 

communities and effectively controlling access to the benefits these projects bring. By virtue 

of this role, leaders share the collective benefits from aid and they reap individual rewards. 

In the absence of accountability mechanisms, this leads to conflicts of representation that 

undermine legitimacy for leaders and their communities.

The chapter adds to the literature on leadership and collective action by showing that 

relatively stable social arrangements arise when the attainment of individual benefits for 

leaders (material or otherwise) is subordinated to the satisfaction of collective benefits for 

the community, irrespective of how optimal those arrangements may be. Similarly, the 

chapter shows that if devious leaders manage to create strong coalitions of followers that 

receive direct benefits, the actions of the leader may be tolerable within the coalition even at 

the expense of increasing frictions with non-followers.

The next chapter will discuss the analyses presented in this and the previous two chapters in 

order to provide an integrative view of the role of leadership as the basis for answering the 

main question of this research.

249



Chapter 8

General discussion and conclusion: brokerage, 
development discourses and the possibilities for change

Introduction

This final chapter has three purposes. First, it presents an integrative analysis of the role of 

leadership based on the arguments presented in the previous empirical chapters that offers 

the basis for the characterisation that answers the main question of this research. To that end, 

the chapter is divided into four sections. Section 8.1 synthesises the three functions of 

leadership that emerged from the analysis in Chapters 5, 6 and 7 and provides some 

considerations about the possible influence of age and gender on leadership, two analytical 

categories not explicitly contemplated in this research that nevertheless deserve some 

attention. This section then argues that leadership functions founded on intrinsic 

motivations are more effective in eliciting collective action. It also highlights the relational 

nature of the type of leadership studied in this research. Section 8.2 discusses two related 

analytical implications of this relational nature. First, it shows that leadership may be 

essentially characterised as a form of brokerage by virtue of which leaders are able to (a) 

specialise their ‘profiles’ as either leaders or entrepreneurs, and (b) articulate a form of 

discourse based on the notion of external intervention. Section 8.3 critically challenges one of 

the contents adopted by this discourse, namely the narrative whereby rural Afro-Colombian 

communities embody an ontological alternative for development. It argues instead that 

institutional contexts, the functional value that this narrative has for some leaders, and the 

porosity whereby communities adopt and adapt ‘external’ discourses may provide a better 

explanation for how communities understand and practice development.

The second purpose of the chapter is to adopt a macro-institutional perspective from which 

the phenomena studied in this research can be interpreted as the result of relative lags in the 

claims for cultural recognition and economic redistribution advanced by Afro-Colombians. 

From this perspective, Section 8.4 argues that the strategic decisions made by leaders and 
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groups within the community to advance in the recognition of cultural and economic rights, 

spaces and opportunities for gradual structural change open up. The third purpose of the 

chapter is to present the conclusions of this research. To that end, Section 8.5 synthesises the 

central arguments presented in the chapter and the thesis more generally. It also presents the 

contributions to theory made by this research and suggests future research opportunities 

derived from its findings. The section ends by presenting brief considerations about the 

implications of this research on policy.

8.1 Three functions of leadership

The preceding chapters have analysed three specific phenomena directly associated with the 

design of livelihood strategies and the promotion of local economic development, in all of 

which the exercise of community leadership plays a significant role. These phenomena are 

the development of small-scale community enterprises, collective resistance to the 

penetration and expansion of illicit economies, and the provision of assistance for 

development from state and aid agencies. Each of these phenomena revealed a predominant 

function of leadership, as presented in Chapters 5, 6 and 7. This section synthesises each of 

those salient functions into a unified analysis. Importantly, the synthesis is not intended to 

provide an exhaustive account of all possible functions ascribed to the exercise of leadership 

in the collective territories. Nor does it pretend to be yet another general typology of 

leadership, of which there are plenty in the literature. Rather, the analysis in this section 

adopts a narrower teleological approach that presents a context-specific characterisation that 

nevertheless has general theoretical value. Importantly, the functions of leadership analysed 

here can be thought of as present in all three phenomena studied in Chapters 5, 6 and 7, 

albeit in different degrees. In other words, each of these functions are predominant features of 

the exercise of leadership in each case but they are not exclusive of each case only.

Chapter 5 presented evidence of five cases to analyse the role of leadership in the 

development of small-scale community enterprises. Specifically, the lens through which the 

cases were analysed was the governance and management challenges those enterprises face. 

These challenges are related to the combined dynamics of (i) the transition from 

‘subsistence’ to ‘opportunity’ as two key drivers of value generation, and (ii) the widening 
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of their organisational boundaries. The chapter argued, inter alia, that community leaders 

are better qualified to capitalise on the opportunities for innovation that open up as community 

enterprises seek market opportunities and expand their borders to include actors beyond the 

community.

A key feature analysed in the chapter is the need to adapt the attributes of a common 

property regime for the collective property and management of land and resources to the 

more specific and narrow governance and management requirements of a community 

enterprise. As argued in the chapter, this adaptation is particularly challenging. It demands 

an effort that is as technically demanding (e.g. identifying market opportunities and 

capitalising on them, matching supply capabilities with market demands) as it is politically 

onerous (e.g. overcoming ideological resistance to ‘market-based’ enterprises, ceding control 

and autonomy). Thus, the chapter argued, adaptation is the central function of leadership 

underlying the process of development of community enterprises.

Adaptation must be understood here as the process whereby leaders are able to reinterpret 

or redesign rules applied in one context for them to be applicable in other, be it levels of 

governance (e.g. regime level / organisational level) or institutional spheres (e.g. market / 

community). Implicitly, this function entails the mutual translation of the logics inherent in 

two or more ‘epistemic communities’ (Haas, 1992). In so doing, leaders have to deal with the 

opposition from those whose interests are invested in the status quo and are more resistant 

to adaptation, among other barriers.

The role of leadership in the collective resistance to the penetration and expansion of illicit 

economies was analysed in Chapter 6. Specifically, after describing the patterns of 

penetration of coca crops into the collective territories, the chapter reveals a fundamental 

divergence: how the strategies of resistance to illicit crops promoted by leaders are not 

necessarily matched by the preferred strategies followed by community members. This leads 

to a more complex picture of the ways in which resistance is manifested, from very weak 

forms of resistance to confrontational ones. Consequently, the extent to which strategies 

from leadership and community members are aligned influences the capacity to resist of the 

community as a whole. Moreover, a central argument in the chapter is that Councils that are 

more able to resist are those where leaders are able to instil specific normative meaning to 
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what otherwise are value-free networks of relationships among members of the community 

(i.e. their social capital).

From these arguments, the prominent function of leadership is that of signification. This 

function conveys the deliberate effort to bring about ‘sense making’, defined in the literature 

of organisational theory as “the ongoing retrospective development of plausible images that 

rationalize what people are doing” (Weick et al., 2005, p. 409). The emphasis on the 

deliberateness to convey meaning to people’s actions stresses the concerted and sustained 

efforts from leaders to provide their community with narratives, ideas and images about 

how their collective identity is formed (and reinforced) by a specific set of values (e.g. 

environmental conservation or ecological equilibrium). This clearly differentiates —although 

in no way excludes— this form of sense making from those that do not necessarily occur as a 

result of explicit and deliberate attempts from specific members of the community.

Finally, Chapter 7 focused, first, on two key actors of development —the state and aid 

agencies— particularly how the state is perceived in the eyes of the community and other 

relevant actors and what the major global and local perceptions and criticisms to 

development aid are. After providing this context, the chapter analyses the particular 

configuration of relations among leaders, communities and these two actors. The chapter 

shows that this configuration is based on and sustained by a system of incentives that 

simultaneously provides actors involved with powerful short-term rewards and, by so 

doing, prevents those actors from challenging the system and the sub-optimal status quo 

that it represents. This ‘dysfunctional’ relational structure increases the barriers for 

communities to seek more advantageous configurations that can potentially yield better 

development outcomes. Actors end up in a suboptimal arrangement whereby no actor is as 

bad-off as they could be, nor as well-off as they should.

The function of leadership that emerges from the arguments presented in that chapter is that 

of intermediation. Leaders are a key element for the workings of that configuration of 

relations and the system of incentives by which it is sustained. Intermediation entails 

mobilising projects from aid providers to communities, de facto controlling access to the 

benefits these projects bring. By virtue of the positional advantage of leaders in the 

aforementioned configuration, they share the collective benefits from aid and they can also 
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reap individual rewards —material or otherwise. This specific characteristic increases the 

likelihood that some leaders do not adequately fulfil their fiduciary role to act on behalf of 

the community. In the absence of accountability mechanisms, the chapter argues, this leads 

to conflicts of representation that undermine legitimacy for leaders and their communities.

Although each of these functions of leadership proved salient in each of the phenomena (or 

development outcomes) studied in the previous chapters, it is important to examine two 

particular elements: first, who the leaders studied in this research are; second, how these 

functions relate to one another and to the type of leadership studied here. 

8.1.1 Who are the leaders behind these functions?

The functions analysed in each of the empirical chapters are abstractions of what the 

evidence shows as generalised —although perhaps not generalisable— actions performed 

by leaders for the particular purposes of each of the three studied phenomena. However, 

there seem to be interesting particularities in how leadership is exercised in terms of at least 

two analytical categories: age and gender. Although none of these were central categories in 

the analysis for this research, it is worth examining —even if only hypothetically— how they 

potentially relate to the question of who gets to be a leader.

In general, age seems to affect the exercise of leadership in at least three ways. One is part of 

a generalised phenomenon whereby young community members seem to have more 

incentives to leave their communities in search of economic opportunities. In fact, some of 

the cases of community enterprises analysed in Chapter 5 share the aspiration to offer viable 

economic opportunities for young people in order to curb migration. Young leaders are no 

exception, which is why finding new leaders is a costly effort. Additionally, exercising the 

role of representative leadership almost invariably involves spending most of the time 

outside of their home communities and some young leaders in particular tend to be more 

attracted to this part of their role. In fact, many community members resented the fact that 

leaders spend more time outside of the community or even decide to live in the city of 

Buenaventura. For some, this compromises leaders’ ability to represent the interests of those 

who elect them. “I understand that they have to move from one place to the other, but how 
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can they really know what's going on here in the community —one interviewee complained

— if they hardly ever come to the village and want to stay in the city instead?” 

Another way in which age affects the exercise of leadership —to which Chapter 5 scantly 

alluded— is the apparent openness that younger leaders exhibit towards logics, discourses 

and practices that some consider ‘foreign’ or even antithetical to community values (e.g. 

entrepreneurial development). As argued in Chapter 5, young leaders are more open to 

incorporate novel organisational forms in the design of livelihood strategies and thus their 

view of the need to preserve certain cultural-economic practices is different than the view 

that elder community members have. This is of course related to the fact that younger 

leaders are often more exposed to life outside of the community and are much more in 

contact with external influences of every type. Although there are exceptions, their view of 

what constitutes community life and community values seems to be much more flexible 

than the view of elder members.

Age also plays a central role in establishing a rather tacit distinction —explained in the 

Introduction to this thesis— to which some community members refer as traditional or 

‘ancestral’ leadership. The adjective is used to convey a combination of longevity, experience 

and even charisma —or ‘idealised influence’ (Conger, 2013; Shamir et al., 1993)— that is 

particularly manifested in the role that some leaders have played in the development of 

their communities and/or the black social movement in Colombia more generally. The role 

of these leaders is respected and valued across the board. Importantly, this role does not 

necessarily correspond with the institutionalised form of elected leadership studied in this 

research, although sometimes they overlap. In fact, the mechanism of ‘collective leadership’ 

analysed in section 6.5 of Chapter 6 —as one of the distinctive characteristics of leadership in 

Council A— is not only a way to guarantee inter-generational leadership succession 

whereby older, experienced leaders ‘pass the torch’ on to their successors, but also a means 

to provide elected leaders with the support, guidance and advice they need from those 

whose knowledge is praised.            

Evidence about gender dynamics in the exercise of leadership is also revealing. Although the 

literature shows that in some places women’s participation in local governance has 

increased (Wigglesworth, 2013), inequalities in the sexual division of labour continue to 
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affect how leadership and organising activities are perceived (Stall & Stoecker, 1998). In fact, 

the role of elected representative leadership on which this research is focused seems to be 

mostly exercised by men. Of the total number of community members (leaders included) 

who took part in this research, 53% were men and 47% women. However, considering only 

the total number of representative leaders —i.e. those elected by the community to occupy a 

position in the Council’s Board or comités veredales (village-level committees)— the 

percentage of men jumps to 65%. Although no generalised inference can be made from this 

sample characteristic, this gender composition seems to corroborate what some interviewees 

described as a ‘division of roles’ that is common among rural Afro-Colombian communities. 

Despite sharing with women key economic activities for subsistence, in economic terms men 

tend to be seen as primary breadwinners and women are mostly in charge of household 

work, including childcare. In political terms, men tend to be overrepresented in the exercise 

of political roles in general —particularly representation tasks outside of the community— 

while women are mostly focused on community work. 

This particular division of political roles may be interpreted in light of what Stall and 

Stoecker (1998) identify —in the literature on female community leadership— as two ideal-

type models of community organising, which are rooted in disparate conceptions of human 

nature and the public-private split: the ‘Alinsky style’ model and the ‘women-centred’ 

model. One essential difference between these models is that the former —which is based on 

an ethic of competing self-interests in the public sphere— sees the community as “part of the 

market-driven exchange-based public sphere needing to be organised to effectively compete 

with with other public sphere interests”. The latter, on the contrary, is based on an ethic of 

care in the private sphere and thus sees the community as “an extension of the private 

sphere needing to be organized to build and maintain its own relationships and 

resources” (Stall and Stoecker, 1998 p. 748).

Notwithstanding the general similarities with these archetypal models of community 

organisation, there are revealing exceptions in the communities studied in this research. The 

most notable one is the role of female leadership in Council A. As presented in Chapter 6, 

evidence shows that this Council exhibits stark differences in terms of the participation of 

community members in voluntary groups when compared to other Councils. When these 

data are disaggregated by gender, additional contrasts emerge. As shown in Figure 8.1 
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below —which, for illustrative purposes, only compares Councils A and B— it is clear that 

while men and women show lower levels of participation in Council B, the participation of 

women in Council A is significantly higher across all types of groups. Notably, women 

participation in Council A is particularly higher in groups related to productive activities, 

savings and the environment. 

Figure 8.1 – Participation in groups by gender in Councils A and B 

(percentage of respondents)

When interpreting these data it is necessary to consider that in Council A more women than 

men were surveyed (57.7% v. 42.3% of total respondents). However, the data may well be 

reflecting the fact that women in Council A are much more involved in activities that are 

mostly done by men in other Councils. In fact, one of the community enterprises from 

Council A analysed in Chapter 5, the Community Sugarcane Mill, was created —and is 

almost entirely formed and managed— by women (the exception being the mill operator). 

As shown in section 5.2.1 of Chapter 5, one of the advantages of the association —as 

perceived by its members— is that it provides women the opportunity to find spaces of 

participation beyond domestic duties. Evidence also shows that female leadership —and 
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women in the community more generally— were particularly strong in opposing the 

penetration of coca crops into Council A, as explained in section 6.5 of Chapter 6. 

In the patriarchal culture prevalent among Afro-Colombian communities, space for female 

participation in activities other than housework has been traditionally limited and is often 

discouraged. In one of the villages in Council B visited during fieldwork, a group of children 

were playing cards. One of them was a girl who joined the group visibly interested in taking 

part. One senior leader that happened to pass by approached the group and told the girl off. 

“This is not a game for girls!”— he said. “Women should be in the kitchen making food and 

doing the dishes”. The girl left the group while some of the boys nodded and repeated some 

of those words. Although perhaps only anecdotal, this example is revealing for it suggests 

how early everyday interactions start to reinforce gender role divisions that are carried 

through to adult life. Particularly, the idea that women are not ‘suitable for’ or ‘allowed to 

participate in’ certain activities, which often include representative political roles.     

This evidence adds further credence to the perception that the level of female participation 

in Council A is exceptional vis-à-vis the other Councils included in the sample. However, 

this does not necessarily mean that strong female leadership is scarce. As argued by Stall 

and Stoecker (1998) while gender structures create different social movement experiences, 

spheres of action and even activist personalities for for men and women, scholars have also 

studied women-centred forms of community organisation that challenge dominant male-

centred assumptions about leadership. They do so by uncovering unacknowledged 

leadership practices at the grassroots and community levels. This contributes to create a 

more multidimensional view of leadership in which the role of women gain prominence 

(Barnett, 1995 cited in Stall and Stoecker, 1998).     

Either by conquering political leadership spaces traditionally reserved for men or widening 

the spectrum of legitimate leadership roles beyond the visible, outwardly-oriented public 

sphere, female leaders in the Afro-Colombian territories seem to have steadily gained more 

space for participation and visibility. Importantly, they have gained independent voice to 

reflect upon, express and act on the realities they experience (Asher, 2004) as a way to 

balance out what scholars call a ‘paradox of empowerment’: the need for simultaneous 
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organisation at the personal and structural levels (Rappaport, 1981 cited in Stall & Stoecker, 

1998).

The fact that female leaders seem to face the double demand to organise community life at 

different levels was somehow evident in the justifications given by female leaders in Council 

A to oppose the penetration of coca crops into their territory, as presented in Chapter 6. For 

them, more than a matter of corrupting community values in general, the risk that illicit 

crops represent is mostly associated with the potential damage they may cause to their 

families, particularly the young. “We don’t want those influences here in our community 

leading young people astray” —one female leader expressed; it is hard enough already for 

us mothers to teach them good values.” 

Rigorously exploring differences in the experience, motivations and expectations expressed 

by female and male leaders is beyond the purview of this chapter. Some of the evidence in 

this research seems to suggest, however, that these differences are worth exploring not least 

because they add analytical layers that could potentially enrich the characterisation of 

leadership presented in this research.        

8.1.2 Functions, motivations and the relational nature of leadership

As stated in the Introduction of this thesis, the type of leadership that this research studies is 

fiduciary in nature. This implies that leaders are elected to act on behalf of the community 

they represent by pursuing the community’s best interests. Moreover, Law 70 provides a 

formal legal specification of what functions are expected of this role. This, in principle, 

reduces the ambiguity in the definition of what leaders can do and what communities can 

reasonably expect from them. Importantly, however, the Law establishes minimum 

representative requirements and leaves relatively ample discretion for Councils to add 

specificity to the role of leaders. This gives communities a significant degree of formal 

governance autonomy in the definition of the rules and procedures that they find adequate 

to conduct community affairs and, ultimately, fulfil the mandate of managing and 

preserving their collective territories. Communities thus have the prerogative to define how 

far beyond the minimum requirements established by the Law they are willing to go.
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From this, an important distinction between the three functions of leadership found in this 

research emerges. In the specific contexts where they are found to be particularly salient, the 

functions of adaptation and signification seem to respond to a deliberate attempt from 

communities to take the exercise of leadership beyond the minimum duties established by 

Law 70. The development of community enterprises to open economic opportunities 

transcends the general mandate to promote economic development defined in Law 70, not 

least because this is one of the articles that is yet to be fully regulated. Similarly, the 

promotion of organised resistance to illicit crops goes well beyond the minimum role of 

representation expected from leaders as established by Law 70. These actions demand a fair 

degree of proactive engagement from leadership; as argued in Chapters 5 and 6, they add 

significant costs to collective action for they imply setting up new forms of organisation and 

mobilisation within the communities while dealing with the frictions that emerge from 

opposing actors. They thus demand a considerable amount of ‘capital assets’ (Bebbington, 

1999). Only communities who are willing to incur those additional costs are able to pursue 

those goals (even if it does not necessarily guarantee that their efforts will be effective). The 

exercise of the function of intermediation, on the contrary, does not require going further 

beyond the legally expected role of leaders.

This line of argument brings to the fore a relevant distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic 

motivations. It is possible to argue that intrinsic motivations are more prominent in the 

exercise of the functions of adaptation and signification. Leaders who engage in performing 

these functions seem to be more intrinsically motivated when compared to those who 

engage in intermediation, for whom extrinsic motivations seem to be more important.  The 88

evidence shows that the existence of intrinsic motivations inherent in the functions of 

adaptation and signification allows leaders (and communities more generally) to take higher 

risks. This willingness to take risks is important to capitalise on the entrepreneurial 

opportunities that lie beyond the contours of the community —as is the case with some of 

the community enterprises analysed in Chapter 5— and also to confront the expansion of 

illicit crops and the negative consequences that some communities see in them —as analysed 

in Chapter 6. From this, a plausible proposition follows: leadership functions that are 

 In fact, in light of the analysis presented in Chapter 7 it can be reasonably argued that it is precisely because 88

this function primarily obeys extrinsic motivations that leaders are particularly open to the risks of moral hazard.
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founded on intrinsic motivations seem to be more effective in eliciting and sustaining the 

collective action needed to develop livelihood strategies.

The three functions of leadership identified here share an important attribute that connects 

them in a fundamental level. All of them evoke an inherently relational notion. In other 

words, none of these functions make sense outside of a referent whereby separate elements 

are somehow conjoined: disparate rules-systems or institutional logics that need to be 

adapted so that they become mutually intelligible; divergent strategies that need to be aligned 

and different understandings that need to be infused with collective meaning so that they can 

be directed towards sustained collective action; aid resources that need intermediation from 

(interested) ‘agents’ in order to benefit the ‘principals’. That all these functions are inherently 

relational is of course axiomatic. After all, the relational nature of leadership, as a role that is 

not exercised in a social vacuum or dependent exclusively on personal traits, was 

established as the theoretical focus that this research adopted from the outset. In fact, as the 

more contemporary theories on leadership reviewed in Chapter 2 show, leadership is an 

adaptive process of mutual influence that involves both individuals and groups (Bass, 1990; 

DeRue, 2011; Yukl, 2010). However, examining where and how such conjoining occurs allows 

for an additional level of abstraction that ads conceptual richness to these findings.

In a more abstract sense, leadership (as it is analysed in this research) is exercised in spaces of 

intersection between separate contexts, be they material or symbolic. Those spaces are the 

locus and raison d'être of the exercise of leadership. In their most literal sense, those spaces 

denote a material or geographical separation of some sort that divides territories at different 

scales (e.g. the collective territories from the rest of the municipality, the Pacific region from 

the rest of the country.) In their most symbolic, they convey an ideational or metaphorical 

boundary (e.g. the one that separates ‘epistemic communities’ through practices, images and 

other semiotic artefacts, as presented in the analysis in Chapter 6, or even the spheres of 

legality and illegality).  There are two fundamental and mutually reinforcing reasons, 89

premised on the existence of an inherent inequality in the distribution of capital assets 

 A related theoretical interpretation about the meaning of the spaces of interaction as they are being 89

conceptualised here is provided by Bhaskar (1979) when he describes ‘mediating concepts’ as those that 
designate the ‘point of contact’ between human agency and social structures. The characterisation of leadership 
argued in this research fits this construct. Leadership can be considered a ‘mediating concept’ insofar as it entails 
both a spatiotemporal position (the places, functions and tasks occupied by leaders) within a structure of social 
relations and a practice (the activities in which leaders engage).
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among members of the community, that allow leaders to ‘navigate’ through those spaces. 

One, leaders are better endowed with capital assets (particularly human capital), vis-à-vis 

other members of the community. Two, by virtue of their role, they are strategically located 

in the network of social relations of the community. Importantly, these reasons are also the 

underlying criteria whereby leaders are elected for that role (one of whose most explicit 

manifestations is expressed by community members, in the analysis in Chapter 7, as the 

capacity of leaders to bring ‘proyectos’ to the community).

8.2 Leadership as a relational role: two analytical implications

The fact that leadership is conceived as essentially relational and exercised in spaces of 

intersection makes it an essentially political construct, as presented in the Introduction to this 

thesis. In fact, community leadership is exercised in the intersection of two spaces. One is 

contained within the contours that define the community or ‘those who belong’ (however 

elastic those contours may be). The other is the residual world of whatever falls outside 

those contours (the world of ‘those who do not’). The fact that the existence of these two 

spaces emerged as relevant throughout the analysis should come as no surprise. This 

research is focused on specifically delimited communities (i.e. Afro-Colombian Community 

Councils) whose definition, by implication, is based on the assumption that there is 

something outside of, different from or even opposed to those communities. However, the fact 

that the role of leadership —as shown in the previous chapters— seems to be consistently 

related to the intersection between these (and other) spaces is relevant because it has two 

specific analytical implications, as explained in the next two sections.

8.2.1 Brokerage and the wearing of two hats

The first implication of the exercise of leadership in these spaces of intersection is that it 

confers on leaders the ability to play the role of brokers. In the literature of social networks, 

brokers are broadly defined as actors that are able, by virtue of their position within the 

network, to connect otherwise disjointed nodes or ‘alters’ (Burt, 1992). This characterisation 

closely resonates with approaches in the literature that highlight the capacity of leaders to 
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link the social and institutional structures in which they are embedded —a core attribute of 

brokerage (Bodin et al., 2006; Crona & Bodin, 2006). In fact, Diani (2003) suggests that when 

power and influence are studied from the point of view of the dynamics of social networks, 

the concepts of ‘leader’ and ‘broker’ easily overlap. 

Although brokerage comes at a price for leaders —who often have to mediate between 

actors whose expectations and motivations are not mutually compatible —as the preceding 

chapters showed— the role of broker confers on leaders advantages that other community 

members do not have. De facto, their location within the network of social relations of the 

community turns leaders into gatekeepers with the power to control the flow of and access 

to key resources that the network provides, including the possibility to manage information 

and mediate over resource exchanges.  Leaders are direct and indispensable interlocutors 90

with actors outside of the community, be it in the translation of logics from different 

‘epistemic communities’, as analysed in Chapter 5, the mobilisation for the collective defence 

of values and territory via ‘sense-making’, as discussed in Chapter 6, or the intermediation 

between institutional actors of development, as analysed in Chapter 7.

Brokerage places the exercise of leadership very close to the conventional definitions in the 

literature about the role of an entrepreneur. The entrepreneur can actually be understood as 

a ‘broker’ crossing between ‘spheres of exchange’ (Long, 1977 cited in Lewis, 1996). This 

prompts a relevant theoretical question to which this research contributes: are there any 

grounds on which to distinguish the role of leaders from the role of entrepreneurs? This 

question is not trivial. As mentioned in Chapter 5, the task of responding simultaneously to 

the strategic and managerial demands of leading an organisation and the socio-political and 

institutional requirements of leading a community are not necessarily compatible. Evidence 

in this research suggests that ‘community entrepreneurs’ —as those who exhibit this 

confluence are known in the literature (Selsky & Smith, 1994)— are indeed a rare breed. 

Often unable to prioritise demands and yet urged to respond to them, leaders in the 

collective territories are caught between the centrifugal and centripetal forces described by 

 Giddens (1984) provides an illuminating concept directly related to this function. The process of ‘selective 90

information filtering’, he argues, denotes how “strategically placed actors seek reflexively to regulate the overall 
conditions of system reproduction either to keep things as they are or to change them” (p. 28). This strategic 
attribute of actors —a result of the positions they occupy in the social structure— allows them to control certain 
conditions of system reproduction, thus influencing social interactions and, by extension, structural 
arrangements.
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Kristof (1959) in his definition of a frontier.  They have to respond, respectively, to the need 91

for reaching out to actors and opportunities ‘out there’, as analysed in Chapter 5, and the 

need to protect the ‘social fabric’ of the community from what are perceived as external and 

internal threats, as analysed in Chapter 6. This double demand naturally accentuates 

internal frictions.

It is thus plausible to argue that the although some leaders do exhibit the capacity to wear 

the hats of leaders and entrepreneurs interchangeably —as shown, for example, in the role of 

the founding leader of Ecotour analysed in Chapter 5— differences in the roles of leaders, 

managers and entrepreneurs are (a) contextually determined, as some literature shows 

(Czarniawska-Joerges & Wolff, 1991; Dover & Dierk, 2010), and also (b) skill dependent. 

These two characteristics imply, first, that leaders have a set of skills some of which are 

activated in response to the demands of specific contexts. Second, the set of skills is limited 

and, in time, defines a specialised ‘profile’ of leadership that gravitates either towards more 

‘political’ or more ‘entrepreneurial’ purposes.

To a great extent, as argued in Chapter 5, some of the difficulties experienced by the 

community enterprises analysed in this research can be interpreted as a consequence of 

assuming a priori that leaders are polyvalent and equally proficient in performing the tasks 

demanded by leading a community and leading an enterprise. Similarly, the challenges 

faced by the leaders of Council A from community members who oppose resistance, as 

analysed in Chapter 6, can also be explained —at least partially— by the difficulty for 

leaders to combine effectively the skills required to cement a political commitment and 

provide sustainable economic opportunities. Importantly, this research shows that the 

conflation of the political and entrepreneurial ‘profiles’ of leadership is mostly due to 

necessity. While it is normatively desirable, to paraphrase one leader quoted in Section 5.4.2 

in Chapter 5, that “the cobbler must stick to his last”, in the exercise of their role leaders are 

often required to ‘put out fires’, leaving little room to attend the tasks for which they are 

most qualified. When brokering between different spheres (e.g. communities, markets, 

state), logics (e.g. conservationism, exctractivism, subsistence, opportunity), and incentive 

 There are, according to Kristoff, two elements in what is commonly referred to as a frontier or boundary. One is 91

a physical, nonhuman geographical (or ‘natural’) element. The other is political, i.e. moral and legal. Moreover, 
he argues that there is a semantic difference between frontier and boundary. While the former is outer-oriented, 
the latter is inner-oriented. The frontier is thus a manifestation of centrifugal forces whose impetus it to integrate 
whereas the boundary indicates the vigour of centripetal forces whose driver is to separate.
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structures, leaders are subject to a permanent demand for flexibility and, relatedly, a 

constant struggle for legitimacy, as Chapter 7 shows.

The fact that leadership can be characterised as brokerage adds yet another important 

element to the analysis. The conflation of roles to which leaders are exposed by necessity, as 

argued above, can give them a comparative advantage for it makes them necessarily more 

versatile and recursive. This follows from the fact that in contexts that exhibit ‘extensive 

negative permeability’ (Gough & Wood, 2004) between welfare providing institutions (i.e. 

state, market, community), as argued in Chapter 7, it is expected that the dividing lines 

between spheres of action become even more blurred. In these contexts, it is often difficult to 

tell unambiguously where one space of interaction ends and another begins. In fact, as 

presented in Chapter 1, this blurred nature is how some scholars describe the Pacific region 

of Colombia: neither in full isolation from nor in full integration to the country’s central 

political economy (Wade, 1993). However, this versatility is not necessarily conducive to 

‘creative destruction’ —a term used in the literature to characterise the social role of 

entrepreneurs. Put differently, brokerage is essentially an adaptive rather than disruptive 

role. It benefits more from preserving than changing the status quo. If anything, it is in the 

interest of brokers to maintain the structural configurations that confer them advantages and 

privilege. This particularly clear contrast with the role of entrepreneurs —which is 

inherently disruptive, at least in its idealised conception— reinforces the case for a 

contextually-determined differentiation between the roles of leaders and entrepreneurs, as 

this research suggests. 

8.2.2 The discourse of external intervention

The other relevant analytical implication of leadership as a form of brokerage is that it helps 

explain why leaders articulate the notion of the ‘external’ intervention as a distinctive form 

of political discourse. This notion is indeed present —as an explicit denunciation or a more 

subtle undertone— in many of the accounts from leaders and other community members 

interviewed for this research. Very often, this discourse connotes external intervention as a 

threat and leaders as the forefront to counter this threat and, eventually, ‘broker’, negotiate 

or ameliorate its potential effects. Even when not explicitly phrased as such, this connotation 

conveys the idea that an external factor somehow poses imminent risks of which 
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communities must be wary. Those threats are embodied in some form of antagonistic other, 

be it a singularised actor —e.g. the state, armed groups, coca, los paisas—,  or a more general 92

notion —e.g. the market, capitalism, modernity, el conflicto, development. While some of 

those threats seem to be more abstract, some are very concrete, particularly those arising 

from the exercise of violence against communities. 

Alluding to what he called cultural personality and using an analogy of what he sees as the 

effects of proximity during colonial slavery, one leader’s view illustrates very clearly how 

this discourse is articulated:

I think you can identify two broad dynamics in the Pacific region. Some communities 

have a stronger cultural personality. That is the case in a Council like [Council A]. This 

means they have managed to remain less open to external influence. Leaders in other 

Councils are more exposed to that influence, which is useful for them because it makes 

them stronger. They respond to the logic of the black slave who worked as a servant in 

the house of the master. That slave was in closer proximity to the master and so he 

wanted to be like the master. He was cosying up to power and domination. The same has 

happened in other Councils. The cultural personality of the people in [Council H] was 

disrupted by [the influence of] mining, as was the personality of people in [Council D], 

which was weakened under the negative external influence of coca. (Interview COM-

M-63) 

Two characteristics make the existence of this discourse particularly interesting. One is how 

powerful it can be to mobilise members of the community. As shown in the literature review 

in Chapter 2, discourse is key to persuade constituencies of the need to change existing 

institutional arrangements (Battilana et al., 2009). It is also essential in the definition of 

relevant grievances to win support, demobilise antagonists and, ultimately, facilitate the 

formation of social movements (Snow & Benford, 1988, Benford & Snow, 2000). The 

discourse of external intervention performs these functions very effectively in certain 

contexts, most notably in the case of Council A, which was extensively analysed in Chapter 

6. In this particular case, this discourse is an effective device to garner support and sustain 

the collective action needed for resisting coca crops. The second characteristic is that, 

 Paisa is the moniker used by Afro-Colombians for people who visit or live in their territories who are not Afro-92

descendants.
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powerful as it undoubtedly is, this discourse is by no means equally embraced by all 

community leaders. In fact, it is more commonly held by leaders who exhibit a stronger 

political inclination. Leaders and communities that share this discourse coexist with those 

for whom the external influence (a) is not even considered a threat in the first place, (b) is 

tolerated or (c) is openly welcome. Importantly, this influence is never neutral or indifferent; 

in every case, it is capitalised materially and/or symbolically by community leaders in 

particular. Even when they seem to be aware of the myriad ‘porosities’ between the 

‘internal’ and ‘external’ worlds that make said discourse hard to take at face value, it seems 

to be in the interest of leaders to entertain the notion of the external threat.

The fact that this discourse is not equally embraced by all community leaders is no minor 

issue. Not only does it show that the expectation of discursive coherence among 

communities is essentially unfounded, as some scholars have pointed out (Agrawal & 

Gibson, 1999), but it also suggests how identity discourses are also —and perhaps mainly— 

exogenously shaped. In fact, not only the form adopted by the discourse of external 

intervention matters. Equally important is its content. While there is little ambiguity in the 

nature and gravity of threats posed by external actors like illegal armed groups, other forms 

of external influence or threat are open to much more ambiguous interpretations. One type 

of discursive content is particularly important for the purpose of this research: the notion of 

development that some communities claim as distinctive of their culture and identity. To 

this type of discourse is the next section devoted.

8.3 Alternatives for development?

As expressed by the leaders and community members who most assertively embrace the 

discourse of external interventions, what these interventions mostly threaten to affect is 

culture and, relatedly, a specific vision of development. Communities are thus expected to 

defend and protect a set of distinctive (and defining) collective values from the influence of 

an external factor that can potentially jeopardise the collective moral-cultural code of the 

community. This is precisely the way in which the community in Council A articulate their 

discourse of resistance, as analysed in Chapter 6.
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Poststructuralist critiques of development (Escobar, 1995; 2008; 2010) argue that the world-

views of certain indigenous and ethnic communities are characterised for embracing 

‘relational ontologies’. Among other things, these ontologies admit almost no separation 

between nature and culture, an attribute that would in principle make communities more 

able to provide alternatives to the prevailing modern paradigms of development by virtue of 

an innately harmonious relationship with their environment. Arguments about the inherent 

relational nature of indigenous ontologies have been criticised by those for whom the world-

views, discourses and practices of subaltern communities do not necessarily provide a 

radical alternate ontology to counter the negative effects of modernity. According to those 

criticisms, the tendency to homogenise and essentialise the indigenous experience —a view 

whereby rural or indigenous communities are portrayed as intrinsically egalitarian, 

environmentally sustainable, and undifferentiated collectivities (Li, 1996)—overlooks the 

fact that communities relate to their surroundings in complex adaptive ways more akin to 

the dynamics of evolutionary equilibria than to normativelly preconceived cosmogonies 

(Killick, 2015). Critics argue that those views tend to “essentialize about peasant 

motivation”, “invoke voluntaristic interpretations of cultural politics”, and ignore the fact 

that “forms of peasant cultural politics are rooted deeply in the material conditions of 

peasant existence”, mistakenly separating interpretations of politics of identity and place 

from the livelihood practices of the peasant (Bebbington, 2000 p. 498). In short —critics claim

— those views seem to presuppose coherence in ideology and praxis, obscuring the 

dynamics of intra-group asymmetries and power struggles.  93

The evidence found in this research makes it difficult to sustain those ‘essentialist’ views. At 

the very least, these findings invite a critical look at the assumption that such ‘relational 

ontologies' are an intrinsic ontological characteristic of rural Afro-Colombians, an argument 

that the aforementioned poststructuralist critiques of development seem to take as an 

assumption rather than an empirical question (Lehman, 1997). The evidence presented in the 

preceding chapters —particularly Chapter 6— shows that world-views founded on those 

ontologies are rather exceptional. If anything, there is a wide spectrum of nuanced ways in 

which development is understood and practiced among communities. 

 Some of these criticisms draw nourishment from a long tradition in Anthropology that called into question 93

deep-held assumptions within the discipline. One of such assumptions is illustrated by the neofunctionalist 
approach according to which ‘primitive’ peoples lived in perfect harmony with their natural environments, a 
belief that was epitomised in the so-called ‘noble-savage hypothesis’ (Alvard, 1993, Redford, 1990 cited in 
Headland, 1997)
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In fact, it is possible to infer that communities are not innate environmental stewards any 

more than they are innate environmental ‘extractors’. Presupposing that the way in which 

Afro-Colombians relate to their natural environment is inherently more harmonious is no 

less flawed than inferring that it would necessarily be more devastating should communities 

have the means to do so. While environmental conservation and sustainability convey a 

very powerful meaning for some communities, as the case of Council A analysed in Chapter 

6 shows, for others it remains something of an abstraction with a dim bearing on the reality 

of pressing material needs. When the trade-off between conservation and consumption is 

exacerbated, the function of signification as explained in Chapter 6 shows its limits and is 

superseded by the transactional satisfaction of short-term material needs, one of the ‘faces’ 

of the function of intermediation as it was analysed in Chapter 7.

It is plausible that the discourse of environmental conservation may have been developed as 

an ex post facto justification of the choice to preserve the land (the main ‘asset’ with which 

Afro-Colombians were endowed by Law 70) rather than a manifestation of a ‘pre-

contractual’ cultural commitment with the preservation of natural resources. In fact, the 

analysis presented in Chapter 6 shows that the decision to enforce environmental 

conservation is a prerogative of communities that decide to incur the additional efforts to do 

so. In Section 8.1 —and Chapter 6 more generally— it was argued that intrinsic motivations 

help explain this decision. However, motivations do not act alone. Institutional contexts are 

also a key explanatory variable. Recent literature suggests that the institutional arrangement 

of collective property in the Pacific region and its associated incentives explain conservation 

outcomes, particularly less deforestation (Vélez et al., 2020). Similarly, some argue that the 

very notions of land and territory that rural Afro-Colombians have, their declared 

commitment to preserve the environment and the construct of ethnic identity itself were all 

essentially ushered in by the institutional changes brought about by Law 70, particularly the 

ensuing establishment of institutionalised relationships with ‘outsiders’. These claims are 

contested by those who argue that, prior to Law 70, black communities were already seeking 

to turn the Pacific region into a “’territory-region’ of collective construction of shared 
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histories, geographies, and territorialities” (Oslender, 2012, p. 103), or a ‘territory of 

difference’ in opposition to dominant capitalist logics (cf. Escobar 2008; Oslender, 2012).94

In line with the criticisms raised by some community leaders analysed in Chapter 7, it is 

difficult not to ponder the extent to which some leaders have appropriated a discourse of 

grievances to portray themselves as oppressed by modern development while at the same 

time embracing some of the development practices they vocally oppose. This, of course, 

cannot be interpreted as a claim for coherence (a rather unfair demand on communities that 

have indeed been subjected to different forms of marginalisation). Rather, it should be seen 

as an acknowledgement of complexity. In her analysis of the process that led to the design of 

Law 70 in the early 90s, Asher (2009) acknowledges this complexity when she describes how 

she came to realise “the complex and contingent ways in which the processes of black 

cultural organizing, state policies, and global development interventions in the Pacific were 

mutually constituting one another” (p. 20). She further argues that rather than autonomous 

expressions of resistance against the state, “black struggles, including understandings of 

local realities and culture in the 1990s, were at least partially shaped by and through the 

very discourses of political and economic modernity they opposed.” (Ibid).

Pointing out these contradictions does not in itself invalidate the claims that some leaders 

make about their understanding (and practice) of development. It invites, however, a more 

careful and critical examination of some of those claims. The narratives of modern 

development as an ‘external imposition’ or an ‘oppressing force’ may be reinforced, at least 

partially, by the fact that those narratives are functional for some leaders to sustain their 

privileged positions within their spheres of influence. The internal rifts within communities 

analysed in Chapters 5, 6 and 7 may well be symptomatic of a more profound divergence 

between some currents of thought within Afro-Colombian leadership and the communities 

 The argument that favours the importance of Law 70 in helping ‘craft’ the discourse of conservation and other 94

cultural characteristics of Afro-Colombians is controversial for it downplays the role of ancestral cultural 
traditions of black communities in shaping the forms of organisation that came after Law 70. According to 
Oslender, the political mobilisation of black communities started since the mid-1980s to counter large-scale 
predatory resource extraction, from which “an ethnic-territorial discourse emerged that linked the struggle over 
land to the notion of a black ethnicity and the need to defend a culture that was felt to be under threat” (2012, p. 
102). However, Acemoglu and Robinson (2014) provide a less conventional and equally compelling explanation. 
For them, the specific demand from black communities to be granted collective property of their territories is an 
“invented tradition”. Unlike indigenous people, black communities had no antecedent of this kind of collective 
socio-economic organisation prior to Law 70. A possible hypothesis —they argue— is that communities 
strategically advocated for collective titles to significantly reduce the transaction costs that the government 
would have been incurred had titles been granted on an individual basis.

270



they represent. As a well-known Afro-Colombian sociologist and public intellectual stated in 

a public event a few years back:

We blacks are either for integration (as equal Colombians, who have an ethnic cultural 

difference that is not essential) or for autonomy (as people who are culturally so different 

that we must claim the same treatment as indigenous people). My perception is that the 

bulk of the black population has already decided: we are for integration. We blacks are 

either for market-based development or for an alternative to capitalism. The majority of 

our population also decided on this, and our leadership has not yet noticed: we are for 

the market economy.  95

In light of the difficulties in setting up development visions and projects in which 

communities participate as equals, as analysed in Chapter 7, the widespread consistency in 

the narratives of some leaders according to which development “does not take into account 

the needs of the community” should at least be taken with a grain of salt. While there is 

truth to that claim, as evidence has shown, the extent of consistency may not only be 

reflecting a widely shared experience but also indicating the existence of a functional 

discursive trope. References from some leaders to the ‘external imposition’ of modern 

development echo claims made by poststructuralist scholars and certain NGOs, often using 

similar terms. This confluence in tone and terminology may well be the result of how well 

those claims interpret the lived experience of communities. However, it can also be the other 

way around. Communities appropriate those claims and interpretations and turn them into 

content on which to base their own political identities. Particularly interesting is the fact that 

those claims, which are well received (and reproduced) by some communities, come as 

much from the influence of external actors —development scholars and NGOs in this case— 

as does the discourse of modernist development that those actors and some communities 

strongly criticise. Similarly, the discourse of ‘entrepreneurship’ or ‘entrepreneurial 

development’ —which also comes from external influences, actors and logics, as analysed in 

Chapter 5— is either ignored or loathed by some communities and embraced 

enthusiastically by others. 

 Daniel Mera in the "Achievements and pitfalls of Afro-Colombian Leadership and the Role of Civil Society and 95

the US Government” discussion at the Phelps Stokes Fund, Washington D.C., 26 February 2008. Translated from 
the original source in Spanish. Retrieved from: https://www.facebook.com/notes/color-de-colombia/qué-es-el-
liderazgo-afrocolombiano-y-las-decisiones-del-grueso-de-la-población-n/99390653828/ 
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This shows that instead of discursive appropriation it may be better to describe this process 

as one of mutual configuration. Neither form of ‘appropriation' can be fully (or 

unambiguously) thought of as the result of an imposition. In what sense are the discourses 

of ‘modernity’, ‘development’ or ‘entrepreneurship’ imposed upon communities? Where can 

the line dividing an imposed external influence from a functional appropriation be drawn? 

Does exposure to foreign logics and discourses detract the validity of the ideas that, as a 

result of such exposure, leaders then want to promote in their communities? Since none of 

these questions admits trivial answers, it can thus be inferred that it is not the ‘external’ 

nature of those influences what communities find objectionable in the first place. It is the 

extent to which those influences resonate (or not) with what is acceptable for the interests of 

particular communities in specific contexts.

If the validity of this inference is accepted, then it becomes more difficult to justify the claim 

that one form of discourse of development (i.e. ’modernist’ and ‘entrepreneurial’ vs. 

‘ancestral’ and ‘communitarian’) is necessarily more emancipatory than the other. Moreover, 

this also suggests that the ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ worlds of the community and the notion of 

what is ‘foreign’ or ‘external’ are less of an essential distinction than they are a political 

category subject to constant redefinition. Consequently, the porous nature of the spaces of 

intersection where leadership is exercised, as argued in the previous section, becomes 

patently clear. If this constant discursive hybridity is accepted, then it becomes problematic 

to celebrate —or even distinguish in the first place— the local over the external, as argued by 

Bebbington (2000). Even more substantively, locality must then be re-conceptualised not as 

pregiven but “as continuously produced at the intersection of livelihood practices 

(understood as making a living and making it meaningful), local politics, institutional 

interventions, and the wider political economy” and place and territory become less 

something that people defended and more “something whose means and practices of 

production they aim to control” (Bebbington, 2000, p. 498).

In short, while few could deny the profoundly negative consequences that some notions and 

practices of development have brought upon poor rural communities, it is important to bear 

in mind that there is ambiguity in the definition of this phenomenon as an ‘imposition’ from 

the ‘outside’. Some forms of ‘anti-development’ discourse draw nourishment from 

ideological stances that presuppose exploitation. This makes it hard to see how nuanced and 
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complex relations between different actors of development actually are. It also distorts how 

rural Afro-Colombians are also active participants in the construction of such relations, even if 

that participation is often enacted in contexts of marked power asymmetries, as the next 

section will discuss.

8.3.1 Power and the mutual configuration of the notions of development

The analysis of the ways in which communities participate in the construction of the 

discourses of ‘local’ and ‘foreign’ development, as presented so far, does not necessarily 

imply that communities are on an equal footing vis-à-vis other actors. In fact, there are 

specific circumstances in which the idea of the mutual configuration of notions of 

development would be indefensible. One of such circumstances, as previously mentioned, is 

in the presence of direct violent coercion. As it has been amply analysed in the literature of 

the Colombian armed conflict, actors interested in the expansion of a model of development 

based on the production of monoculture —most notably oil palm agribusinesses— turned to 

illegal armed groups as a means to displace smallholders, grab their land and expand their 

crops (Ballvé, 2012; GMH, 2016; Thomson, 2011).

In less stringent circumstances where communities are not directly coerced into 

accommodating to specific models of economic development —and, in principle, are more 

able to resist— the question of whether communities take equal part in the mutual 

configuration of development discourses and practices cannot be more relevant. Evidence in 

this research suggests that the collective construction of development discourses can 

actually coexist with the power asymmetry between communities and other actors. The 

existence of ‘spaces’ where development discourses and practices are mutually configured 

and the conditions on which such configuration occurs, are two closely related and yet 

analytically separable issues. Put differently, once those spaces are open, it is easier to find 

actors that are at least willing to redefine the conditions for dialogue and interaction with 

communities. The existence of power asymmetries does not always preclude those spaces 

and it does not necessarily prescribe unequal participation in them either.

From this, it is fair to say that the exogenous imposition of development notions and 

practices is relative in at least two ways. First, as much as power asymmetries may 
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predetermine the conditions on which notions and practices of development are configured, 

they themselves become the object of political contestation, which opens spaces —however 

modest— for the voices of communities to be heard. Second, even assuming heavily skewed 

conditions against the interests of communities, they do have capital assets at their disposal 

(Bebbington, 1999) as well as mechanisms for resistance (Scott, 1985) that, as analysed in 

Chapter 6, have important repercussions and can be used for communities to advance their 

interests no matter how inconsequential they appear.

There is yet another reason that invites a nuanced look at the notion of imposed visions of 

development. Even if the existence of dichotomous ‘local’ and ‘external’ (or ‘emancipatory’ 

and ‘oppressive’) notions of development is accepted, communities —and leaders in 

particular— find spaces to profit from the hybrid forms in which allegedly antagonistic 

notions of development merge, as the evidence in Chapters 6 and 7 show. Arguing otherwise 

would play into a monolithic (and thus flawed) conception of development, a critique that 

could also be extrapolated to analyse, more generally, the equally complex and ‘messy’ ways 

in which hybrid, localised interactions help constitute the structures of the overall socio-

economic system. Indigenous people —Afro-Colombians included— have been 

instrumental in shaping the local forms of which capitalism is also made. As cogently 

argued by Comaroff and Comaroff (2009),

“…we take issue with historical imaginings that presume a ‘one-way process of 

abstraction’, a process that, in the postmodern era, is often said to be eradicating all 

vestiges of unalienated existence, and ‘outside’ from which global consumerism can 

effectively be countered: capitalism, however ethereal it might appear to have become, 

remains a grounded social formation, one that is given manifest shape by the practices of 

living beings, one whose history is not overdetermined from the first. (…) Neither its 

determinations nor its abstractions are ever absolute. They are always exceeded by the 

messy intractability of the concrete, the contingent.” (p. 23).

To sum up, the argument that permeability to the ‘totalising’ discourses and logics of 

development or capitalism necessarily disrupts the culture of Afro-Colombians is valid only 

if two premises are accepted. One, the existence of a local or native culture that remains 

‘authentic’ as long as it is not exposed to ‘external’ influences. Two, the assumption that 

there is indeed a way for such culture to remain isolated from those influences. The evidence 
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presented in this research makes both premises hard to sustain. On the contrary, as this 

research shows, when there are spaces for communities to appropriate foreign economic 

logics and constructively merge them with their own, opportunities open up for them to 

increase their autonomy, reap material benefits, and give new meanings to their identities.  

Beyond the appeal that normative idealisations may offer, the desires of communities to 

fulfil and enjoy the promises offered by modern development should not be taken lightly, as 

de Vries (2007) rightly argues, even if the ‘development apparatus’ itself gets in the way of  

realising those promises (Escobar, 1995). 

At the heart of the narrative of ‘external intervention’ zealously embraced by many leaders 

to portray Afro-Colombian communities as alternatives for development there is also an 

issue of power. Not only is this narrative powerful because it is able to mobilise members of 

the community, as stated in section 8.2.2, but also —and perhaps mainly— because it does so 

by making the narrative more real than it actually is. Put differently, the power of this 

narrative lies less on its factual correspondence with reality than it does on the capacity from 

leaders to turn it into a collectively imagined truth.  The ‘battle’ for preeminence between 96

modern and traditional development world-views and narratives —to which some scholars 

refer as ‘political ontology’ (Blaser, 2019; Escobar, 1995, 2014)— is not only fought between 

communities and external actors; the more this narrative adheres to the collective identity of 

the community, the more able leaders are —as main bearers of this discourse— to reinforce 

their position of power and influence within their peers. 

8.4 The constraints of socio-political structures and the possibilities 

for agency

The discussion so far has addressed the implications of the role of community leaders as 

brokers, particularly how this role allows for the construction of certain discursive forms 

that have practical implications in the lives of Afro-Colombian communities. This final 

section complements this discussion by adopting a different level of analysis: a macro-

institutional perspective. From this point of view, the role of leadership as a key part of the 

 I owe this particular line of argument to the stimulating discussion I had with my examiners during the 96

defence of this thesis.
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phenomena analysed in this research can also be interpreted in light of relative lags in the 

claims for cultural recognition and economic redistribution advanced by Afro-Colombians. 

As will be discussed below, these lags can be explained by (a) the specific national trajectory 

of the juridical and institutional interpretations of ‘multicultural constitutionalism’, and (b) 

the unintended outcomes of Law 70, particularly the juridical-political status of the 

collective territories and the provisions about the economic status of land.

8.4.1 Devolved rights, pending tools: barriers for economic redistribution

In the literature on social justice, Fraser (1995) argues that ‘bivalent collectivities’ (i.e. social 

groups simultaneously subjected to socioeconomic maldistribution and cultural 

misrecognition) face the ’redistribution-recognition dilemma’. When seeking redistribution 

and recognition as remedies for social injustice, the dilemma arises because those remedies 

have mutually contradictory goals. Redistribution aims at levelling out socioeconomic 

disadvantage by eliminating group differentiation as sources of socioeconomic injustice. 

Recognition aims at redressing cultural discrimination by reaffirming differentiated groups as 

sources of cultural specificity. Bivalent groups thus need to deny and claim their specificity at 

the same time.

Although some question the validity of that dilemma,  it stands to reason that ‘bivalent 97

groups’ —of which Afro-Colombians are an example— face considerable structural 

difficulties to achieve both recognition and redistribution. From a socio-juridical point of 

view, Rodríguez and Baquero (2015) provide a relevant framework to understand those 

difficulties. As mentioned in Chapter 1, a tradition of ‘multicultural constitutionalism’ (Van 

Cott, 2000) arose in Latin America in the late 1980s whereby claims for recognition and 

redistribution from ethnic minorities were incorporated into rights-based constitutional 

reforms. The way in which the tension between those claims was resolved determined 

different national trajectories in the path to develop formal regulatory frameworks for 

cultural diversity. Rodríguez and Baquero synthesise these trajectories in three ideal-typical 

approaches. In hegemonic multiculturalism, legal protection of ethnic-racial diversity is 

 In criticising Fraser, Young (1997) argues that this dilemma does not actually exist for it overemphasises the 97

extent to which a politics of recognition and economic struggles diverge. In her words, Fraser’s dichotomy “leads 
her to misrepresent [cultural] movements as calling for recognition as an end in itself, when they are better 
understood as conceiving cultural recognition as a means to economic and political justice” (p. 148).
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guaranteed as long as no economic redistribution is granted to ethnic minorities. In 

integrationist liberalism the rights of ethnic minorities and subaltern communities (i.e. non-

white/mestizo) are protected as a way to promote integration into an allegedly colour-blind 

citizenship. In counter-hegemonic multiculturalism, the redistribution of material goods and 

opportunities is understood as a precondition for cultural recognition.98

Arguably, the specific trajectory followed in the Colombian case seems to share 

characteristics of the first and last of these ideal-types. Addressing the joint nature of the 

cultural and material components of social justice was at the heart of the issues that Law 70 

sought to remedy with the devolution of land property rights to Afro-Colombians. However, 

while it could be argued that the collective land property regime established by Law 70 is 

evidence of redistribution as a precondition for cultural recognition, it can also be argued 

that both the precondition and the outcome are far from complete, as analysed in Section 1.3 

in Chapter 1.

The fact that the most important milestone of Law 70, the granting of property rights, has 

not been accompanied by policies to deepen economic redistribution may also be related to 

the specific characteristics of the collective property regime designed under Law 70. As 

explained in Chapter 1, Councils are not formal entidades territoriales (territorial entities) and 

thus cannot receive funds from the central government. As it turns out, territorial 

administration —a de jure function assigned to Community Councils by Law 70— is de 

facto limited by lack of economic resources to perform it adequately. Additionally, as also 

explained in Chapter 1, Law 70 includes provisions that limit the capacity of communities to 

use land as collateral. It is reasonable to believe that having at least a minimum level of 

budgetary autonomy could help Councils invigorate the economies in their territories, as 

some leaders suggested in the interviews. As argued in Chapter 5, there are opportunities 

for institutional innovation in finding ways to access credit sources that do not require land 

as collateral. Arguably, should Councils have at least some budgetary autonomy, they could 

become lenders themselves, help channel resources towards the promotion of 

entrepreneurial ventures or directly provide seed capital for strategically defined projects. 

 This approach embraces what some term the ‘double postcolonial human right’: the right to be equal when 98

difference inferiorises and the right to be different when equality mischaracterises (Santos, 2010, cited in 
Rodríguez & Baquero, 2015). Wherever this approach has been followed, as Rodríguez and Baquero argue, 
claims for historical reparation have been materialised, for example, in the form of devolved property rights over 
ancestral territories.
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However, receiving budget transfers would not in itself solve the economic problems of 

communities. In the absence of complementary support, transfers could end up creating 

negative side-effects.

This challenge may be turned into an opportunity. Complemented with adequate training 

and support, communities can develop the skills needed to administer resources adequately. 

A minimum level of budgetary autonomy —or at least voice in processes of participatory 

budgeting— could help reduce opportunistic behaviour triggered by perverse incentives, 

and excessive dependency on third parties. Consequently, it could eventually help change 

the nature of relationships between communities and actors like cooperation agencies and 

state officials, as analysed in Chapter 7. 

Seen through this lens, the role of land property rights in the claims for redistribution 

prompts pertinent questions. As stated in Chapter 5, there is still much to figure out about 

the ways in which communities might capitalise on the devolution of property rights over 

land and common pool resources. The question of how to transform natural capital assets 

under collective property regimes into productive economic assets —a key function in the 

design of livelihood strategies (Bebbington, 1999)— has been left for communities alone to 

answer. The expectation for the state to deepen redistributive measures beyond devolution 

of rights makes normative sense. From a positive approach, however, it is necessary to 

understand that communities will look for opportunities to design their livelihood strategies 

whether or not they are aligned with the priorities of the state, as discussed in Chapter 6.

8.4.2 Strategic specialisation

The discussion about the ‘redistribution-recognition dilemma’ misses an important point. 

Political actors may eventually decide to give different emphasis to recognition and 

redistribution in the path towards social justice. Adopting concrete political strategies do 

entail potential trade-offs in the mobilisation of resources that, by definition, are not equally 

available for every group at every moment.  This inevitably leads to the need to prioritise 99

the specific emphasis that can actually be given to cultural or economic types of claims, based 

 Such is the assumption that led McCarthy and Zald (1977) to argue that availability of resources - rather than 99

deprivation and grievances- is central in explaining the emergence of a social movement.
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on their relative importance vis-à-vis the resources available for a group in a particular 

moment. Because every social movement has only a limited amount of resources available, 

strategic choices must be made as to what specific type of cause the group is willing and able 

to pursue. 

Like any other social movement with a long enough trajectory, the Afro-Colombian social 

movement exhibits certain path dependencies. Particularly, due to the historical moment in 

which the movement arose (the mid-1980s) it drew nourishment from the wave of ‘new 

social movements’ characterised by the shift in focus from demands based on class 

opposition to conscience of social and cultural identity (Fisher & Kling, 1994). It is thus not 

surprising that the efforts of the Afro-Colombian movement were primarily focused on 

claims for recognition of black identity and the interest to gain political visibility in the 

public sphere.

At least at one point in its history, less than ten years after Law 70 came into force, the 

Proceso de Comunidades Negras PCN (one of the flagship supra-communal grass-root 

organisations of the Afro-Colombian movement as described in Chapter 1) had the 

opportunity to give a strategic turn to its mission focus as a movement. As stated by one of 

the leaders who were directly involved in the genesis of the movement:

Once the process of massive collective titling that followed Law 70 came to rest, the 

question of ‘what’s next for the movement?' came up. My stance, and that of other 

members, was that we needed to focus on political visibility but also on economic 

development. By then the movement had gained much more salience in the political life 

of this country. However, the majority of black people live in cities so we needed to 

articulate the movement with urban development for it to gain much more political 

relevance. (…) If we wanted to talk to the state and other actors as equals, we needed to 

have a clear development road map for Afro-Colombians. [Despite our objections] PCN 

took the decision to focus its strategy on human rights, motivated by the armed conflict 

that was affecting communities particularly strongly at the time. (…) That was the reason 

why I left the movement. I didn’t think the focus on human rights was strategically 

adequate. That was undoubtedly a very turbulent time for Afro-Colombians but some of 

us were convinced that the armed conflict would eventually come to an end so we 

needed a more ambitious goal. We argued that the defence of human rights could well be 
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one of the tracks pursued by the movement rather than its core strategic focus. 

(Interview COM-M-13)

The view of this leader illustrates that while the decision to focus the strategy of the 

movement on human rights may have given continuity to the original mandate that inspired 

the emergence and consolidation of the Afro-Colombian movement, it did so to the 

detriment of economic development advocacy. From this, it is possible to argue that failure 

to attend to either dimension of social justice –redistribution or recognition- is not only the 

result of the inherent difficulty of achieving them simultaneously, as argued by Fraser (1995), 

but also the consequence of a strategic decision from specific groups. That decision 

determines the end to which available resources are devoted, however limited they may be. 

Importantly, this strategic specialisation of the Afro-Colombian movement may be the 

manifestation, at a higher level, of the specialisation of leadership ‘profiles’ discussed earlier 

in this chapter. Conversely, the strategic decision of the movement may have created more 

incentives for leaders to choose to specialise their actions in the pursuit of political 

recognition and less so in the achievement of economic redistribution.

Adding the element of strategic specialisation to the set of possible explanations for the 

relative lag in the claims for redistribution and recognition vindicates the role of agency. If 

leaders and organisations have at least minimum leeway to decide the strategic route (or 

profile) that they want to pursue, promising opportunities for change –albeit gradual- open 

up.

8.5 Conclusions: a complex role in a complex environment

This research set about answering the following two-part question: what role do community 

leaders play in fostering the collective action needed to bring about sustainable livelihood strategies 

for rural Afro-Colombian communities in the south Pacific region? How can their role be 

characterised and what specific functions are critical to bring about those outcomes? By carefully 

analysing the role played by leaders in three specific phenomena —the development of 

small-scale community enterprises, collective resistance to the penetration and expansion of 

illicit economies, and the provision of assistance for development from state and cooperation 
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actors— this research identified three key functions in the exercise of leadership. The first 

one is a function of adaptation, which implies making mutual adjustments between ‘logics’ 

from different contexts or spheres of action (like the logic of the market and the logic of the 

community). The second one is a function of signification, which implies providing 

collective meaning to the actions of the community adding normative content to the 

otherwise value-free network of community social relations (or the community’s social 

capital). The third function is intermediation, which entails mobilising resources from and 

to communities, mediating in transactional arrangements in order to balance out the pursuit 

of collective aspirations (the source of their political legitimacy) and the satisfaction of 

personal interests (the intrinsic and/or extrinsic rewards derived from their role). Evidence 

in this research suggests that the leadership functions founded on intrinsic motivations (i.e. 

adaptation and signification) are more effective in eliciting collective action.

These functions —all of which are inherently relational— are possible insofar as leaders play 

the role of brokers. Characterised as such, their role is exercised in spaces where different 

epistemic contexts, spheres of institutional action and ontologies of development meet. This 

implies that the essential nature of this role lies less in the specific actors that occupy 

leadership positions —or the members of the community to which leaders belong, i.e. the 

‘followers’— and more in the spaces that leaders open up for actors to interact. It also 

implies that by virtue of their location within the network of social relations of the 

community, leaders have advantages that other members do not have. 

One important consequence of the exercise of leadership as a form of brokerage, as the 

previous sections analysed, is that it helps explain why (and how) leaders articulate and 

sustain one specific form of political discourse based on the narrative of ‘external 

interventions’ as a polymorphous construct in opposition to which leaders and communities 

define some of their collective identities. This narrative has strategic value for leaders for it 

allows them to entertain the idea that Afro-Colombian communities represent an ontological 

alternative to conventional (i.e. modern) notions and practices of development. If anything, 

the evidence examined in this research suggests that this narrative may itself be explained 

by the porosity whereby communities adopt and adapt ‘external’ discourses. It also suggests 

that the power of this narrative lies in the capacity from leaders to make it more real than it 

actually is. 
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At this point, it is worth revising the explanatory framework presented in Chapter 3 in order 

to incorporate into it the major findings of this research, as illustrated in Figure 9.1 below. 

Figure 8.2 – Explanatory framework for this research (revised)

Source: Author

 

This revised version adds three important elements: (a) it disaggregates the three leadership 

functions of adaptation, signification and intermediation; (b), it emphasises that the 

relations studied are bidirectional: the exercise of leadership as a form of brokerage affects 

the outcomes of interest as much as they affect leadership itself (the dotted line, however, 

suggests that the ability of leadership to change the structural conditions that make their 

role necessary in the first place is limited at best); and (c) it relocates leadership so that it 

occupies the space between structural determining factors and the exercise of agency. 
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This last point is particularly important. The characterisation of leadership as a form of 

brokerage as presented in this chapter is structural in nature. As stated previously, it 

conceives leadership as a role whose nature and key functions emanate from the position 

that leaders occupy within the network of social relationships of the community, which 

determines the capacity to establish purposeful social interactions (i.e. collective action for 

the design of livelihood strategies). Thus the overarching purpose of leadership —as 

characterised here— is first and foremost to create spaces for communities (which include 

leaders themselves) to interact with other actors (communal, organisational and 

institutional) within a structure of social relations. However, the possibilities for the exercise 

of agency to foster change cannot be ignored outright. As this chapter also analysed, when 

considering the specific strategic decisions that leadership and groups within the community 

can make to advance in the recognition of economic and cultural rights, spaces for (gradual) 

structural change open up.

Importantly, while the characterisation of leadership argued in this research offers valuable 

analytical opportunities, it also excludes dimensions of leadership that are at least as 

important to understand the vast richness and variety of this role. Some of those dimensions 

were analysed —although with certain limitations— in section 8.1.1. By combining two 

different methodological approaches —one based on leadership as an intervening variable 

and the other as an experienced practice, as stated in Chapter 3— this research has aimed at 

providing and arguing for a complex characterisation of leadership. The use of this adjective 

is not gratuitous. It is meant to convey at least two central elements in the study of 

leadership presented in this research. The first element is the choice not to follow normative 

prescriptions about what leadership ought to be, of which there are plenty in the literature. 

Instead, this research focused on abstracting specific actions and functions of leadership in 

order to understand their nature, implications and also its contradictions. The second 

element is the need to reject simple dichotomies —like the one between leaders and 

followers— so that leadership can be explained in terms of the (mostly) intractable 

interaction between actors, rules, incentives and structural determinants, all of which 

contribute to give form to the behaviours exhibited by leaders in the exercise of their role. 

Adding the complexity of the natural, socio-economic and political contexts in which this 

research is centred —as described in Chapter 1— significantly increases the challenge to 

understand and analyse leadership beyond overly-simplified categories.  
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8.5.1 Contributions to theory and possibilities for future research

As stated in Chapter 2, this research contributes to three corpuses of academic knowledge 

(the study of leadership and collective action for the use and conservation of common-pool 

resources, the study of entrepreneurial approaches to local economic development and the 

study of collective resistance. Explained below are the specific contributions that this 

research makes in some of the intersections among these corpuses as well as the possibilities 

for future research derived from those contributions. Looking forward, those future research 

avenues constitute the foundations of a research agenda that can build from the findings of 

this research adding to the scarce number of studies of leadership in subaltern or non-elite 

groups in Colombia.

The study on entrepreneurship in the context of the commons

One of the most novel contributions of this research is the exploration of what some scholars 

call ‘second generation’ questions in the literature of the commons. Namely, the study of 

how communities transit from the recognition and transfer (or devolution) of property and 

tenure rights over land and natural resources to the design of sustainable economic 

enterprises based on the use of those resources (Monterroso & Barry, 2012). Chapter 5 of this 

research was particularly focused on one of such questions. Specifically, the chapter argued 

that both technical and ideological barriers are important for community enterprises in the 

transition from subsistence to opportunity-based drivers for value generation. It also argued 

that the optimal organisational structures for community enterprises do not necessarily 

mirror the governance structures and regimes of which they are part. These arguments add 

to the literature on community enterprises (Peredo, & Chrisman, 2006; Somerville, & 

McElwee, 2011), particularly addressing the gap in the current knowledge of the 

management challenges these enterprises face (Baynes et al., 2015).

Expanding the analysis of those management challenges is one possible avenue for future 

research that builds upon these findings. Specifically, studying the complexity of the 

opportunities and tensions that emerge from the interplay between nested governance 

structures in the management of the commons —i.e. common property regimes and 
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entrepreneurial organisational forms. Another mostly theoretical opportunity for future 

research lies in exploring the conceptual frontiers that define a ‘commons-based enterprise’ 

as a special form of community enterprise. 

Environmental Leadership and the functions of leadership

As previously mentioned,  two broad gaps have been identified in the relatively new field of 

environmental leadership or, perhaps more precisely, in the study of leadership in 

environmental sciences (Evans et al., 2015). One is the need to analyse the interplay between 

leadership and institutional and political contexts, particularly focusing on how leadership 

emerges from, responds to and reflects those contexts. The other is the need to focus more on 

what leaders do to bring about specific outcomes like the resolution of conflicts over 

environmental resources (Carroll et al., 2008) rather than their attributes, strategies and 

styles (the ‘what’ and ‘why’ of environmental leadership). This research contributes to fill 

these gaps. The answer provided to the main question of this research precisely attempts to 

characterise the role of Afro-Colombian leadership as a form of brokerage and to 

disaggregate specific leadership functions that are critical to bring about sustainable 

livelihood strategies.

A straightforward way to advance from these contributions is to expand the 

conceptualisation of leadership as a form of brokerage. Possible avenues include exploring 

connections between brokerage as a structural role and the emergence of quasi-state 

governance configurations in the collective territories. From a methodological stance, there 

is also an opportunity to operationalise this concept through social network analysis 

techniques, which could widen the analytical possibilities that the notion of leadership as 

brokerage offers. Importantly, there is a valuable line of inquiry in analysing the extent to 

which a relational conceptualisation of leadership can actually be advanced using 

methodologically individualist methods, as well as the apparent tensions this may create.100

Beyond the particular characterisation of leadership as a form of brokerage, there is also an 

opportunity to engage with different approaches to the meaning of leadership in the 

literature (e.g. feminist critiques of conventional notions of leadership), in order to explore 

 I am indebted to the examiners of my thesis for pointing out this opportunity to advance my research further. 100
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how the characterisation of leadership presented in this research builds on or diverges from 

other approaches. Shifting focus from the mainly structural conceptualisation of leadership 

provided in this research to include other approaches that incorporate character-based 

attributes to the study of Afro-Colombian leadership is another promising path. For 

example, this would allow the exploration of differences in the exercise and impact of 

leadership between leaders with a longer trajectory in the black social movement whose 

influence seems to come also from experience and charisma. Relatedly, the inclusion of other 

dimensions like gender into the analysis of leadership —which this research did not address 

as a central category as explained in section 8.1.1— could also help contribute to move this 

research forward.            

Strategic divergence between leaders and communities and its implications

Central to the arguments presented in Chapters 6 and 7 there is the analysis of the 

consequences of goal divergence between leaders and groups, a phenomenon whose 

impacts have been addressed in the literature (Bianco & Bates, 1990; Denis et al., 2001). This 

research shows that strategic goal divergence —a phenomenon that significantly increases 

the costs of collective action, as shown in Chapter 6— may be attenuated albeit not 

eliminated by the existence of formal institutional settings conducive to collective action (i.e. 

a common land property regime) and the presence of bonding cultural traits (i.e. a shared 

ethnicity). The literature also shows that under certain circumstances, leaders may find it to 

their advantage to be individually successful at the expense of achieving an expected 

collective outcome (Colomer, 1995; Esteban & Hauk, 2009; Van Belle, 1996). This research 

further specifies this general finding by showing —particualrly in Chapter 7— that relatively 

stable social arrangements arise when the attainment of individual benefits for leaders (be it 

material rewards, reputation or the possibility of retaining power) is subordinated to the 

satisfaction of collective benefits for the group (irrespective of how much more benefits, 

individual and collective, could be derived from alternative arrangements). Relatedly, this 

research also shows that as long as certain collective benefits are maintained, social sanctions 

for devious leaders (i.e. reputation loss) are attenuated. If those leaders manage to create 

strong coalitions of followers that receive direct benefits, the leader’s actions may be 

tolerable within the coalition even at the expense of widening gaps with respect to coalitions 

of non-followers.
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The analysis of collective mobilisation for resistance presented in Chapter 6 may also be 

interpreted in light of conflicting goals and interests between leaders and the community. A 

key finding in this research is how the extent of alignment between the strategies of leaders 

and communities impacts the effectiveness of resistance as a response to external threats. 

This research expands the current understanding of resistance as a political category in 

contexts of civil war and conflict (Arjona, 2016a, 2016b; Kaplan, 2017; Tarrow, 2007) by 

showing that when the object of resistance —illicit crops, in this case— alters the preferences 

of actors, the risk of creating internal fractures increases thus affecting the sustainability of 

resistance as a collective response.

The study of the phenomenon of collective resistance in particular opens up possibilities for 

future research. Increasing the sample size of Community Councils in the Pacific region or 

expanding the scope to other regions in the country (or elsewhere) where communities are 

also resisting the influx of illegal economies could significantly enrich the understanding of 

this phenomenon. Despite the risks inherent in the investigation of this particular topic, it 

continues to be highly relevant for the Colombian context and for rural Afro-Colombians in 

the Pacific region in particular. This path thus offers a valuable opportunity to establish a 

research agenda valuable for both academic and policy purposes.

8.5.2 Considerations on the implications for policy

The adverse socio-economic and political conditions in which Afro-Colombian communities 

design their ‘livelihood strategies’ to find alternatives for development —as described in 

Chapter 1— invite a good dose of cynicism. As this research has shown, the question of the 

role of leaders in the development of those strategies admits no trivial answer. Most of all —

as already mentioned— normative considerations fall short of providing convincing 

explanations for they tend to ignore the nuances, contradictions, tensions and conflicts that 

the exercise of leadership in such unfavourable scenarios actually entails. Leaders and 

communities have proved to be strong and resilient. They do so by either putting themselves 

at risk for the sake of their own values and/or navigating within the rules of the system they 

help create in order to find and exploit opportunities. 
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The many limitations of the Colombian state compromise its ability to correct the under-

provision of public goods and economic opportunities for Afro-Colombian communities, 

which will still be an elusive goal in the foreseeable future. As this research suggests, 

investing in cultural and social capital is thus one way to reorient policy interventions at the 

community level in a region where too many failed attempts have been tried. Social capital 

and community organisation, however, are hard to build exogenously (Ostrom, 2000). 

Additionally, the state’s historical absence and systematic failure to implement structural 

development programmes (Gootenberg & Dávalos, 2018) significantly compromise its 

ability to reach communities, not least because of decades of mutual mistrust and ensuing 

state delegitimisation (Isacson, 2018). 

Although far from ideal, a more realistic programmatic argument for policy change would 

thus include non-state actors that already have the capacity to develop more focalised and 

differentiated interventions (e.g. international cooperation for development and civil society 

organisations) and thus could, in principle, have a better chance of creating positive impacts 

(provided those interventions are guided by a genuinely inclusive bottom-up approach). 

This would entail incorporating communities into policy debates to reformulate 

development programmes that respond better to local realities and expectations. As shown 

in Chapter 7, however, the achievement of wide democratic participation from Afro-

Colombian communities in policy reorientation is easier said than done. The role that social 

capital and community organisation play in helping overcome some of the barriers 

communities face thus provides a valuable yet cautionary tale.

The development of this research coincided with a particularly unusual political context in 

Colombia. After the new political climate that took hold after the signing of the 2016 peace 

agreement, groups from a quiescent civil society felt more empowered to help overcome 

decades of a prolonged, futile armed conflict, particularly in the Colombian ‘periphery’. 

Arguably, the civic strike that paralysed the city of Buenaventura for three weeks —as 

described in Chapter 1— was partly facilitated by this reinvigorated climate of direct 

political action. With some luck, the strike and its aftermath will set a significant precedent 

of popular mobilisation in the region. As argued by LeGrand et al. (2017), this process of 

popular mobilisation and political autonomy unleashed all around Colombia in recent years 

will be essential for the inclusive construction of peace and democracy. Despite its 
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shortcomings, the type of leadership characterised in this research is advantageously placed 

to play a central role in helping consolidate this process.       

However, ghosts from the recent past still loom large. Groups of former combatants who 

refused to demobilise and other illegal armed groups have engaged in a violent struggle for 

the control of the drug business and trafficking routes in the Pacific region. Communities 

have already suffered greatly from this upsurge of violence. Hundreds of community 

leaders from all over the country have been systematically assassinated by those groups in 

an attempt to undermine resistance, demoralise communities and gain territorial control 

(Prem et al., 2019). 

Exercising community leadership under these conditions is nothing if not a patent prove of 

courage and commitment. After all, despite the sense of cohesion and motivation that 

community organisation provides in the face of adversity, it is ultimately people who pay 

the price of oblivion, neglect and violence. 

Sadly, the violent campaign against Colombian community leaders is a macabre reminder of 

the core assumption in this thesis: how consequential their role is for the communities they 

represent and defend.
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Epilogue 

The inevitability of unintended exploitation?

I chose a career in academia because I believe in the potential of knowledge to help create 

social change. Unleashing that potential is not always easy. The path from knowledge 

generation to policy —when at all possible— is sinuous, slow and often unpredictable. In 

order to minimise the uncertainty of this path —particularly when the research process 

involves direct interaction between researchers and communities— some argue that research 

should only address issues that are significant for researchers and communities alike. In that 

way, both can be involved as ‘co-researchers’ in a process of mutual learning and change. 

Such is the core principle that inspired the late Orlando Fals Borda, a Colombian sociologist 

credited for being one of the founders of participatory action research. This and similar 

approaches attempt to blur epistemological distinctions between subject and object of 

research and take a bolder approach to embrace a more political role for social science. 

Appealing as it sounds, however, it is not easy to develop this kind of research. It demands 

sustained efforts to transcend one-time interactions, which is all the more difficult when 

resources for research are limited as is usually the case. Bringing science and politics closer 

together may not always be feasible, if it is at all desirable.

I approached this research —particularly the fieldwork process— with these and similar 

inquiries on my mind. I knew in advance that my interaction with Afro-Colombian 

communities in the Councils that I visited would inevitably be constrained in scope so I 

could not expect the outcomes of this research to create fundamental changes of any kind. 

My expectations were thus much more modest. I realised that an intermediate, more 

attainable goal for research impact is to nurture interactions that can yield valuable 

experiences or lessons and thus bring some mutual benefit for the actors involved, 

irrespective of how short-lived those interactions are. This led me to make some 

methodological decisions, as explained in Chapter 3, in order to create in situ learning 

opportunities for community members, like the design of workshops to be conducted 
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alongside the focus groups with members of the community enterprises studied in Chapter 

5. 

Yet one indelible experience —which would prove to be one of the most sobering I had 

during this research— came during the last days of fieldwork. When visiting the last village 

in one of the Councils, I approached a twenty-year-old Afro-Colombian woman who was 

sitting by the front door of her wooden house. She was looking out into the pouring rain 

with what I would describe as a melancholic expression on her face. Her three kids were 

with her, one of them just a few months old. After explaining the purpose of my visit, I 

proceeded to do the survey. When I finished, I asked her how she felt, a question that I had 

been asking respondents not only to gain some feedback about the process but mainly to 

add some warmth to the otherwise arms-length interaction expected from the requirements 

of survey protocols.

“I felt good” —she said.

“Did you enjoy it?” —I asked.

“Yes. I did. Although I’m not sure that I answered correctly” —she replied.

“Oh, no worries —I said. It’s a survey so there are actually not right or wrong answers. It’s 

your own thoughts and opinions that I’m interested in. In fact —I added— I think you 

shared very insightful and valuable ideas.”

Her face lit up, at first incredulous and then visibly joyful.

“My ideas? Are you sure?” —she asked.

“Of course I am!” —I replied.

Her reaction was not difficult to interpret. I left the place with the poignant certitude that 

probably very few people, if any at all, had ever told this woman that she had valuable 

things to say. In the survey question about the economic activity that she would like to do if 
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she had the chance to choose whatever she wanted, she answered “I would like to be a 

doctor”.

I got into the boat that would take me to the village where I was staying. I could not help but 

feel a rather uneasy sense of despair. I knew for a fact that the odds were overwhelmingly 

stacked against her aspiration ever becoming real. No, she would never have the chance to 

finish school. She would hardly find a way to leave the village. Medical school would have 

to wait for a few years or, most likely, for a lifetime.   

What struck me most was not the fact that this research will probably never make any 

difference to change those odds. That I already knew. What really affected me was the 

realisation of how deep the asymmetry between her and me actually was. Multiplied 541 

times, the same interaction I had with this woman ultimately became part of my dataset: a 

valuable repository on which I capitalised for the benefit of my PhD and my career more 

generally. For her — however encouraging my words may have been— that interaction did 

not bring anything that could help her address her immediate needs, let alone change the 

conditions that prevent her from achieving her dreams. 

Many people before me have thought deeply about how different the world looks from the 

side of those who claim the existence of objective, disembodied knowledge compared to 

how it is seen by those who conceive knowledge as localised and socially constructed. 

Although far from an expert, I am definitely no stranger to the intellectually stimulating 

debates between those positions. In fact, I happen to locate myself in between these 

epistemological poles, aware of the advantages and pitfalls each position brings to the role 

of the researcher. It was in good part my conviction —and expectation— about the potential 

advantages of this particular ‘middle-ground’ position that led me to choose a mixed-

method approach for my PhD research. However, I had never reflected upon these issues as 

profoundly and vividly as I did during my fieldwork. 

Grandiloquent as it may sound, the particular interaction that I described above taught more 

about my role as a researcher than any of my previous research experiences. (And definitely 

more than any of the things that I ever learnt about that in a book.) No matter how 

immersive they may be, there is probably no research design or method that can truly 
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surmount the asymmetry that I felt so sharply that day. As I walked away from that 

woman’s house, I found myself almost exactly in the same role that I had heard one 

community member criticise using the metaphor of the ‘vest parade’ of development aid, as 

described in Chapter 7. I was wearing no vest, of course, yet I felt that I had become part of 

the same group of ‘experts’ that come and go on a regular basis whose presence some people 

in the community have scornfully learnt to internalise as part of their social landscape. 

Incidentally, as I write these lines I realise that I was also part of the reason why criticisms 

from advocates of ‘post-development’ —towards some of which I am skeptical— are still 

very valid.

Instead of actual vests, during my fieldwork I was actually wearing two different hats. One 

from UCL and one from Universidad de Los Andes, both of which granted me credentials 

that were useful for legitimating my presence and for granting me access to the 

communities. Incidentally, however, at least in one occasion one of those hats proved not to 

be as useful as I thought. When visiting a remote village, one community leader was 

particularly hostile to my presence after he found out that I was related to Universidad de 

Los Andes. It took me a while to realise that his community had suffered from a major 

environmental disaster caused by the construction of a dam. A group of academics from 

Universidad de Los Andes had been consulted on one particular legal issue related to the 

claims for reparation that the community had made. Their concept was not entirely 

favourable in the eyes of the community so this leader had reasons to distrust the University. 

Irrespective of how justified his wariness was, for him I represented an institution that he 

loathed and that was enough for him not to trust my intentions.           

Ever since I first came to the Colombian Pacific region I have heard a common complaint 

from leaders and other community members. “For centuries —one leader once told me— 

outsiders have come to this land to extract things: gold, plants, animals, ancestral 

knowledge. And yet nothing is given in return. We always end up empty handed.” I know 

that this narrative cannot be taken at face value, not least because that is one of the key 

findings of this research, as argued in Chapter 8. I also know, however, that it cannot be 

ignored outright either. Despite my well-intended motivations, I am not even sure that the 

specific decisions that I made to return back to the community some of the knowledge 

derived from my research —as described in Chapter 3— were at all useful. What good could 
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one additional workshop be —in the eyes of the community— when that is precisely what 

development and government agencies and consultants have done repeatedly for decades? 

Communities have a term for that too: talleritis (‘workshopitis’). It may be defined as a type 

of inflammatory illness that makes development experts believe that communities are happy 

to sit in a room with them and waste their time watching a slideshow. 

As it turns out, academic knowledge generation —the single most important skill that my 

PhD gave me— may be of no use for communities that are preoccupied with slightly more 

consequential concerns, like escaping poverty or not getting killed. 

I now realise that in contexts of profound asymmetries between researchers and 

communities, certain level of (unintended) exploitation is perhaps inevitable. Exploitation 

does not need to be intentional or coercive to be effective. It was in fact my position as a 

researcher from reputed local and foreign universities —a conspicuous manifestation of 

cultural capital and prestige— whose presence in the territories was backed by the leaders of 

each Council that allowed me to have people sit down to answer a questionnaire or do an 

interview for at least 45 minutes. They acquiesced to do so lest they antagonise leaders or 

disappoint me, the paisa. 

Were I to distill the lessons that those reflections have left me, I would highlight the 

following. A minimalist conception of research ethics entails doing no harm. A maximalist 

notion entails doing some good. While the former is necessary, the latter is sufficient. Above 

all, for the type of research in which I am interested, ethics also implies being fully aware of 

the power asymmetries upon which the relationship between researcher and communities 

are enacted. While this awareness does not solve by itself any of the root causes of those 

imbalances, it potentially allows for each interaction —no matter how limited— to be more 

meaningful for those who take part in it. 

This is perhaps the most honest way in which I can express my own positionally as a 

researcher: I am still figuring it out. In other words, I still do not have any satisfactory 

answer to the question of how my beliefs, personal history, attitudes and methodological 

decisions can actually help narrow the gap that separates me from the people whose lives I 

am interested in understanding —and I for certain do not expect to find one very easily. 
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However, I understand now that the answer itself matters less than the process one needs to 

follow in order to find it. (As is the case with the most important questions in life.)      

Later that day, after my encounter with the woman and her three kids, I had a conversation 

with the research assistant who was helping me with the surveys. I told him about my 

feeling of despair and the thoughts that the encounter had instilled. 

“Exploitation is too strong a word” —he said.

I agreed. 

However, I could not brush off the feeling that, all cynicism aside, that experience had 

revealed an important and yet uncomfortable insight about the limits of my role as an 

academic researcher.  

I will try hard not to let that discomforting insight vanish any time soon.  

Ivan D. Lobo

London, July 2020

295



Bibliography 

Abrams, P. (1988). Notes on the Difficulty of Studying the State. Journal of Historical Sociology, 

1, 58–89. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6443.1988.tb00004.x 

Acemoglu, D., & Robinson, J. (2012). Why Nations Fail. New York: Crown.

Acemoglu, D., & Robinson, J. (2014, 2 September). The Lands of the Afro-Colombians [Web 

Log Post]. Retrieved from http://whynationsfail.com/blog/2014/9/2/the-lands-of-the-

afro-colombians.html

ACUA-FIDA. (2014). Fortalecimiento y desarrollo rural de los afrocolombianos: el caso de 

los territorios colectivos. (Report elaborated by Fundación Activos Culturales Afro ACUA 

and Fondo Internacional de Desarrollo Agrícola FIDA.) Bogotá: Universidad Externado de 

Colombia. Available at https://www.slideshare.net/fundacionacua7/fortalecimiento-y-

desarrollo-rural-integral-de-los-afrocolombianos-el-caso-de-los-territorios-colectivos   

Agrawal, A., & Gibson, C. (1999). Enchantment and Disenchantment: The Role of 

Community in Natural Resource Conservation. World Development, 27(4), 629-649. https://

doi.org/10.1016/S0305-750X(98)00161-2 

Agrawal, A. (2001). Common Property Institutions and Sustainable Governance of 

Resources. World Development, 29(10), 1649-1672. https://doi.org/10.1016/

S0305-750X(01)00063-8 

Agrawal, A. (2005). Environmentality: Technologies of Government and the Making of Subjects. 

Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Agrawal, A. (2008). Sustainable Governance of Common-Pool Resources. In P. Bardhan, & I. 

Ray (Eds.), The Contested Commons. Conversations Between Economists and Anthropologists (pp. 

46-65). Oxford: Blackwell Publishing.

296

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6443.1988.tb00004.x
http://whynationsfail.com/blog/2014/9/2/the-lands-of-the-afro-colombians.html
http://whynationsfail.com/blog/2014/9/2/the-lands-of-the-afro-colombians.html
https://www.slideshare.net/fundacionacua7/fortalecimiento-y-desarrollo-rural-integral-de-los-afrocolombianos-el-caso-de-los-territorios-colectivos
https://www.slideshare.net/fundacionacua7/fortalecimiento-y-desarrollo-rural-integral-de-los-afrocolombianos-el-caso-de-los-territorios-colectivos
https://www.slideshare.net/fundacionacua7/fortalecimiento-y-desarrollo-rural-integral-de-los-afrocolombianos-el-caso-de-los-territorios-colectivos
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0305-750X(98)00161-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0305-750X(98)00161-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0305-750X(01)00063-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0305-750X(01)00063-8


Ahmad, N., &  Seymour, R. G. (2008). Defining Entrepreneurial Activity:  Definitions 

Supporting Frameworks for Data Collection. OECD Statistics Working Papers, No. 2008/01, 

OECD Publishing, Paris. https://doi.org/10.1787/243164686763

Albertus, M., & Kaplan, O. (2013). Land Reform as a Counterinsurgency Policy: Evidence 

from Colombia. Journal of Conflict Resolution, 57(2), 198-231. https://doi.org/

10.1177%2F0022002712446130 

Alonso, A. M. (1995). Thread of Blood. Colonialism, Revolution, and Gender on Mexico's Northern 

Frontier. Tucson, AZ: University of Arizona Press.

Alvard, M. S. (1993). Testing the ‘‘ecologically noble savage’’ hypothesis: Interspecific prey 

choice by Piro hunters of Amazonian Peru. Human Ecology, 21, 355–387. https://doi.org/

10.1007/BF00891140 

Alvesson, M., & Sköldberg, K. (2018). Reflexive Methodology. New Vistas for Qualitative 

Research. London: Sage. 

Aminzade, R., Goldstone, J., & Perry, E. (2001). Leadership Dynamics and the Dynamics of 

Contention. In R. Aminzade, J. Goldstone, D. McAdam, E. Perry, W. Sewell, S. Tarrow, & C. 

Tilly (Eds.), Silence and Voice in the Study of Contentious Politics (pp. 126–54). Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press.

Anand, S., & Sen, A. K. (1997). Concepts of human development and poverty: A 

multidimensional perspective. In Human Development Papers, United Nations Development 

Programme: New York, NY, USA.

Anderson, A., & Jack, S. (2002). The articulation of social capital in entrepreneurial networks: 

A glue or a lubricant? Entrepreneurship and Regional Development, 14, 193-210. https://

doi.org/10.1080/08985620110112079 

297

https://doi.org/10.1787/243164686763
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0022002712446130
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0022002712446130
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00891140
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00891140
https://doi.org/10.1080/08985620110112079
https://doi.org/10.1080/08985620110112079


Angrist, J., & Kugler, A. (2008). Rural windfall or a new resource curse? Coca, income, and 

civil conflict in Colombia. Review of Economics and Statistics, 90(2), 191–215. https://doi.org/

10.1162/rest.90.2.191 

Antinori, C., & Bray, D. B. (2005). Community forestry enterprises as entrepreneurial firms: 

economic and institutional perspectives from Mexico. World Development, 33(9), 1529–1543. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2004.10.011 

Aparicio, J. R. (2018). Teorías del desarrollo a la latinoamericana: una apuesta por la 

complejidad y su historicidad. In M. Rodríguez, & M. A. Vélez (Eds.), Gobernanza y gerencia 

del desarrollo sostenible (pp. 105-128). Bogotá, Colombia: Ediciones Uniandes.

Arjona, A. (2016a). Rebelocracy: Social Order in the Colombian Civil War. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316421925 

Arjona, A. (2016b). Institutions, civilian resistance and wartime social order: A process-

driven natural experiment in the Colombian civil war. Latin American Politics and Society, 

58(3), 99– 122. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1548-2456.2016.00320.x 

Arora, S., & Romijn, H. (2012). The empty rhetoric of poverty reduction at the base of the 

pyramid. Organization, 19, 481-506. https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1350508411414294 

Asad, T. (2004). Where Are the Margins of the State?. In V. Das, & D. Poole (Eds.), 

Anthropology in the Margins of the State (pp. 279-288). Santa Fe, NM: School of American 

Research Press.

Asher, K. (2004). Texts in Context: Afro-Colombian Women's Activism in the Pacific 

Lowlands of Colombia. Feminist Review, 78, 38-55. https://doi.org/10.1057/

palgrave.fr.9400189 

Asher, K. (2009). Black and Green. Afro-Colombians, Development, and Nature in the Pacific 

Lowlands. Durham and London: Duke University Press.

298

https://doi.org/10.1162/rest.90.2.191
https://doi.org/10.1162/rest.90.2.191
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2004.10.011
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316421925
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1548-2456.2016.00320.x
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1350508411414294
https://doi.org/10.1057/palgrave.fr.9400189
https://doi.org/10.1057/palgrave.fr.9400189


Ashforth, B. E., & Reingen, P. H. (2014). Functions of dysfunction: Managing the dynamics of 

an organizational duality in a natural food cooperative. Administrative Science Quarterly, 59, 

474–516. https://doi.org/10.1177/0001839214537811 

Atkinson, A. B., & Bourguignon, F. (1982). The comparison of multi-dimensioned 

distributions of economic status. Rev. Econ. Stud, 49, 183–201. https://doi.org/

10.2307/2297269 

Austin, J., Stevenson, H., & Wei-Skillern, J. (2006). Social and Commercial Entrepreneurship: 

Same, Different, or Both? Entrepreneurship: Theory & Practice, 30(1), 1-22. https://doi.org/

10.1111%2Fj.1540-6520.2006.00107.x 

Avolio, B. J. (2007). Promoting more integrative strategies for leadership theory-building. 

American Psychologist, 62(1), 25–33. https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066x.62.1.25 

Avolio, B. J., Gardner, W. L., Walumbwa, F. O., Luthans, F., & May, D. R. (2004). Unlocking 

the mask: A look at the process by which authentic leaders impact follower attitudes and 

behavior. Leadership Quarterly, 15, 801–823. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2004.09.003 

Baker, T., & Nelson, R. (2005). Creating Something from Nothing: Resource Construction 

through Entrepreneurial Bricolage. Administrative Science Quarterly, 50, 329–366. https://

doi.org/10.2189%2Fasqu.2005.50.3.329 

Baland, J. M., & Platteau, J. P. (1999). The ambiguous impact of inequality on local resource 

management. World Development, 27(5), 773-788. https://doi.org/10.1016/

S0305-750X(99)00026-1 

Ballvé, T. (2012). Everyday State Formation: Territory, Decentralization, and the Narco 

Landgrab in Colombia. Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, 30(4), 603–622. 

https://doi.org/10.1068%2Fd4611 

299

https://doi.org/10.1177/0001839214537811
https://doi.org/10.2307/2297269
https://doi.org/10.2307/2297269
https://doi.org/10.1111%2Fj.1540-6520.2006.00107.x
https://doi.org/10.1111%2Fj.1540-6520.2006.00107.x
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066x.62.1.25
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2004.09.003
https://doi.org/10.2189%2Fasqu.2005.50.3.329
https://doi.org/10.2189%2Fasqu.2005.50.3.329
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0305-750X(99)00026-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0305-750X(99)00026-1
https://doi.org/10.1068%2Fd4611


Barker, C., Johnson, A., & Lavalett, M. (2001). Leadership Matters: An Introduction. In C. 

Barker,  A.  Johnson,  &  M.  Lavalette  (Eds.),  Leadership  and  Social  Movements  (pp.  1-23). 

Manchester: Manchester University Press.

Barnett, B. M. (1995). Black women's collectivist movement organisations: Their struggles 

during the “doldrums.” In M. Marx & P. Yancey (Eds.), Feminist organizations: Harvest of the 

new women’s movement. Philadelphia: Temple University Press.

Bass, B. M. (1990). Bass and Stogdill’s handbook of leadership: Theory, research and managerial 

applications. New York, NY: Free Press.

Battilana, J., Leca, B., & Boxembaum, E. (2009). How Actors Change Institutions: Towards a 

Theory of Institutional Entrepreneurship. The Academy of Management Annals, 3(1), 65-107. 

https://doi.org/10.5465/19416520903053598 

Bayart, J. F. (1991). Finishing with the Idea of the Third World: The Concept of the Political 

Trajectory. In J. Manor (Ed.), Rethinking Third World Politics (pp. 51–71). London and New 

York: Longman.

Baynes, J., Herbohn, J., Smith, C., Fisher, R., & Bray, D. (2015). Key factors which influence 

the success of community forestry in developing countries. Global Environmental Change, 35, 

226– 238. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2015.09.011 

Bebbington, A. (1993). Modernization from below: An alternative indigenous development? 

Economic Geography, 69(3), 274-292. https://doi.org/10.2307/143451 

Bebbington, A. (1996). Movements, modernizations and markets: Indigenous organizations 

and agrarian strategies in Ecuador. In R. Peet, & M. Watts (Eds.), Liberation Ecologies (pp. 

86-109). New York: Routledge.

Bebbington, A. (1999). Capitals and capabilities: A framework for analyzing peasant 

viability, rural livelihoods and poverty. World Development, 27(12), 2021–2044. https://

doi.org/10.1016/S0305-750X(99)00104-7 

300

https://doi.org/10.5465/19416520903053598
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2015.09.011
https://doi.org/10.2307/143451
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0305-750X(99)00104-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0305-750X(99)00104-7


Bebbington, A. (2000). Reencountering Development: Livelihood Transitions and Place 

Transformations in the Andes. Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 90, 495-520. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/0004-5608.00206 

Bell, C. & Newby, H. (1974). The Sociology of Community. London: Frank Cass & Co. 

Benford, R., & Snow, D. (2000). Framing Processes and Social Movements: An Overview and 

Assessment. Annual Review of Sociology, 26, 611–639. https://www.jstor.org/stable/223459 

Benton, T. (1991). Biology and Social Science: Why the Return of the Repressed should be 

Given a (Caut ious) Welcome. Soc io l ogy , 25 (1 ) , 1 - 29 . h t tps ://doi .org/

10.1177%2F0038038591025001002 

Berry, J. K., & Gordon, J. C. (Eds.). (1993). Environmental leadership: Developing effective skills 

and styles. Washington, DC: Island Press.

Besley, T. F., & Persson, T. (2011). Pillars of Prosperity. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Bhaskar, R. A. (1979). The Possibility of Naturalism. Hemel Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf.

Bianco, W. & Bates, R. (1990). Cooperation by design: leadership, structure, and collective 

dilemmas. American Political Science Review, 84(1), 133-147. https://doi.org/10.2307/1963633 

Birdsall, N., Rodrik, D., & Subramanian, A. (2005, July/August). How to Help Poor 

Countries. Foreign Affairs, 84(4), 136-152.

Blaser, M. (2019). Reflexiones sobre la ontología política de los conflictos medioambientales. 

América Crítica, 3(2), 63-79. https://doi.org/10.13125/americacritica/3991 

Bodin, Ö., Crona, B., & Ernstson, H. (2006). Social Networks in Natural Resource 

Management: What Is There to Learn from a Structural Perspective? Ecology and Society, 

11(2), r2. http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol11/iss2/resp2/ 

301

https://doi.org/10.1111/0004-5608.00206
https://www.jstor.org/stable/223459
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0038038591025001002
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0038038591025001002
https://doi.org/10.2307/1963633
https://doi.org/10.13125/americacritica/3991
http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol11/iss2/resp2/


Borch, O. J., Førde, A., Rønning, L., Vestrum, I. K., & Alsos, G. A. (2008). Resource 

configuration and creative practices of community entrepreneurs. Journal of Enterprising 

Communities: People and Places in the Global Economy, 2(2), 100-23. https://doi.org/

10.1108/17506200810879943 

Bourdieu, P. (1986). The Forms of Capital. In J. G. Richardson (Ed.), Handbook of theory and 

research for the sociology of education (pp. 241–58). New York: Greenwood Press.

Boyatzis, R. (1998). Transforming qualitative information: Thematic analysis and code development. 

Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Bräutigam, D. (2000). Aid Dependence and Governance. Expert Group on Development Issues. 

https://deborahbrautigam.files.wordpress.com/2013/04/2000-aid-dependence-and-

governance.pdf  

Bräutigam, D., & Knack, S. (2004). Foreign Aid, Institutions, and Governance in Sub-Saharan 

Africa. Economic Development and Cultural Change, 52(2), 255–85. https://doi.org/

10.1086/380592  

Brown, M. E., Treviño, L. K., & Harrison, D. (2005). Ethical leadership: A social learning 

perspective for construct development and testing. Organizational Behavior and Human 

Decision Processes, 97, 117−134. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2005.03.002 

Bryant, R. L. (2002). Non-governmental organizations and governmentality: “Consuming” 

biodiversity and indigenous people in the Philippines. Political Studies, 50(2), 268-292. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9248.00370 

Bryman, A. (2007). Barriers to integrating quantitative and qualitative research. Journal of 

Mixed Methods Research, 1(1), 8–22. https://doi.org/10.1177%2F2345678906290531 

Burrell, G., & Morgan, G. (1979). Sociological Paradigms and Organizational Analysis. 

Heinemann.

302

https://doi.org/10.1108/17506200810879943
https://doi.org/10.1108/17506200810879943
https://deborahbrautigam.files.wordpress.com/2013/04/2000-aid-dependence-and-governance.pdf
https://deborahbrautigam.files.wordpress.com/2013/04/2000-aid-dependence-and-governance.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1086/380592
https://doi.org/10.1086/380592
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2005.03.002
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9248.00370
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F2345678906290531


Burkey, S. (1993). People first: A guide to self-reliant participatory rural development. London & 

Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Zed Books.

Burt, R. S. (1992). Structural Holes. The Social Structure of Competition. Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press.

Cara, O. (2017). Mixed Methods in Education Research. In J. Swain (Ed.), Designing Research 

in Education (pp. 193-216). London: Sage.

Carens, J. H. (2000). Culture, Citizenship, and Community. Contextual Exploration of Justice as 

Evenhandedness. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Carlyle, T. (1888). On heroes, hero-worship and the heroic in history. New York, NY: Fredrick A. 

Stokes & Brother.

Carrillo, A. (2014). Desplazamiento Forzado y Violencia Sexual Basada en Género. Buenaventura, 

Colombia: Realidades Brutales. Bogotá: Consejo Noruego para Refugiados NRC. https://

www.acnur.org/fileadmin/Documentos/Publicaciones/2014/9760.pdf 

Carroll, B., Levy, L., & Richmond, D. (2008). Leadership as practice: challenging the 

c o m p e t e n c y p a r a d i g m . L e a d e r s h i p , 4 ( 4 ) , 3 6 3 - 3 7 9 . h t t p s : / / d o i . o r g /

10.1177%2F1742715008095186  

Carruthers, D., & Rodriguez, P. (2009). Mapuche protest, environmental conflict and social 

movement linkage in Chile. Third World Quarterly, 30(4), 743-760. https://doi.org/

10.1080/01436590902867193 

Casson, M. (2003). The Entrepreneur: An Economic Theory. Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar.

Casson, M., & Della Giusta, M. (2007). Entrepreneurship and social capital: analysing the 

impact of social networks on entrepreneurial activity from a rational action perspective. 

303

https://www.acnur.org/fileadmin/Documentos/Publicaciones/2014/9760.pdf
https://www.acnur.org/fileadmin/Documentos/Publicaciones/2014/9760.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1742715008095186
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1742715008095186
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436590902867193
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436590902867193


I n t e r n a t i o n a l S m a l l B u s i n e s s J o u r n a l , 2 5 ( 3 ) , 2 2 0 - 2 4 4 . h t t p s : / / d o i . o rg /

10.1177%2F0266242607076524 

Catton, W. R., & Dunlap, R. E. (1978). Environmental Sociology: a new paradigm. The 

American Sociologist, 13(1), 41-49. https://www.jstor.org/stable/27702311 

Coleman, J. (1988). Social Capital in the Creation of Human Capital. The American Journal of 

Sociology, 94, S95-S120. https://www.jstor.org/stable/2780243 

Colomer, J. (1995). Leadership Games in Collective Action. Rationality and Society, 7(2), 

225-246. https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1043463195007002008 

Comaroff, J., & Comaroff, J. (2009). Ethnicity, Inc. Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago 

Press.

Conger, J. A. (2013). Charismatic Leadership. In M. G. Rumsey (Ed.), The Oxford Handbook of 

Leadership (pp. 376-391). Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Cook, T. D., & Reichardt, C. S. (Eds.). (1979). Qualitative and Quantitative Methods in 

Evaluation Research. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.

Cooper, F., & Packard, R. (Eds.). (1997). International Development and the Social Sciences: 

Essays on the History and Politics of Knowledge. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.

Cornwall, J. R. (1998). The entrepreneur as a building block for community. Journal of 

Developmental Entrepreneurship, 3(2), 141-148.

Creswell, J. W., Plano Clark, V. L., Gutmann, M. L., & Hanson, W. E. (2003). Advanced mixed 

methods research designs. In A. Tashakkori & C. Teddlie (Eds.), Handbook of Mixed Methods in 

Social and Behavioral Research (pp. 209-240). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Crewe, E., & Harrison, E. (1998). Whose development? An ethnography of aid. London & New 

York: Zed Books.

304

https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0266242607076524
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0266242607076524
https://www.jstor.org/stable/27702311
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2780243
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1043463195007002008


Crona, B., & Bodin, Ö. (2006). What you know is who you know? Communication patterns 

among resource users as a prerequisite for co-management. Ecology and Society, 11(2), 7. 

http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol11/iss2/art7/ 

Czarniawska-Joerges, B. & Wolff, R. (1991). Leaders, Managers, Entrepreneurs on and off the 

Organizational Stage. Organization Studies, 12(4), 529-546. https://doi.org/

10.1177%2F017084069101200404 

Dacin, P. A., Dacin, M. T., & Matear, M. (2010). Social Entrepreneurship: Why We Don't Need 

a New Theory and How We Move Forward From Here. Academy of Management Perspectives, 

24(3), 37-57. https://doi.org/10.5465/amp.24.3.37 

Dagnino, E. (2003). Citizenship in Latin America: An Introduction. Latin American 

Perspectives, 30(2), 3-17. https://www.jstor.org/stable/3184974 

Dana, L. P. (1988). More small business is not the answer for Peru. Journal of Small Business 

Management, 26(3), 68 -81.

Das, V., & Poole, D. (2004). State and its Margins: Comparative Ethnographies. In V. Das, & 

D. Poole (Eds.), Anthropology in the Margins of the State (pp. 3-34). Santa Fe, NM: School of 

American Research Press.

Dávalos L. M., Bejarano, A. C., Hall, M. A., Correa, H. L, Corthals, A., & Espejo, O.J. (2011). 

Forests and drugs: Coca-driven deforestation in tropical biodiversity hotspots. Environmental 

Science and Technology, 45(4), 1219–1227. https://doi.org/10.1021/es102373d 

Davalos, E. (2016). New answers to an old problem: Social investment and coca crops in 

Colombia. International Journal of Drug Policy, 31, 121-130. https://doi.org/10.1016/

j.drugpo.2016.02.002 

305

http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol11/iss2/art7/
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F017084069101200404
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F017084069101200404
https://doi.org/10.5465/amp.24.3.37
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3184974
https://doi.org/10.1021/es102373d
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drugpo.2016.02.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drugpo.2016.02.002


Dávalos, L. M. (2018). The ghosts of development past. Deforestation and coca in western 

Amazonia. In P. Gootenberg, & L. M. Dávalos (Eds.), The Origins of Cocaine: Colonization and 

Failed Development in the Amazon Andes (pp. 19-52). London: Routledge.

Davis, S. (Ed.). (1993). Indigenous views of land and the environment. Washington, DC: World 

Bank.

De Montoya, M. L. (2000). Entrepreneurship and Culture: The Case of Freddy the 

Strawberry Man. In R. Swedberg (Ed.), Entrepreneurship. The Social Science View (pp. 332-355). 

Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Denis, J., Lamothe, L., & Langley, A. (2001). The Dynamics of Collective Leadership and 

Strategic Change in Pluralistic Organizations. Academy of Management Journal, 44(4), 809-837. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/3069417 

DeRue, D. S. (2011). Adaptive leadership theory: Leading and following as a complex 

adaptive process. Research in Organizational Behavior, 31, 125–150. https://doi.org/10.1016/

j.riob.2011.09.007 

DeRue, D. S., & Ashford, S. J. (2010). Who will lead and who will follow? A social process of 

leadership identity construction in organizations. Academy of Management Review, 35(4), 627– 

647. http://www.jstor.org/stable/29765008 

Diani, M. (2003). ‘Leaders’ Or Brokers? Positions and Influence in Social Movement 

Networks. In M. Diani, & D. McAdam (Eds.), Social Movements and Networks: Relational 

Approaches to Collective Action (pp. 105-122). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Diani, M., & McAdam, D. (Eds.). (2003). Social Movements and Networks: Relational Approaches 

to Collective Action. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Dichter, T. (November, 2017). When Criticism Falls on Deaf Ears: The Case of U.S. Foreign 

Aid. The Foreign Service Journal. Retrieved from https://www.afsa.org/when-criticism-falls-

deaf-ears-case-us-foreign-aid 

306

https://doi.org/10.2307/3069417
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.riob.2011.09.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.riob.2011.09.007
http://www.jstor.org/stable/29765008
https://www.afsa.org/when-criticism-falls-deaf-ears-case-us-foreign-aid
https://www.afsa.org/when-criticism-falls-deaf-ears-case-us-foreign-aid


Dietz, T., Dolšak, N., Ostrom, E., & Stern, P. C. (2002). The drama of the commons. In E. 

Ostom, T. Dietz, N. Dolšak, P. C. Stern, S. Stonich, & E. U. Weber (Eds.), The drama of the 

commons (pp. 3–36). Washington, DC: National Academy Press.

Dion, M., & Russler, C. (2008). Eradication efforts, the state, displacement and poverty: 

Explaining coca cultivation in Colombia during Plan Colombia. Journal of Latin American 

Studies, 40, 399–421. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022216X08004380 

Dollar, D., & Svensson, J. (2000). What Explains the Success or Failure of Structural 

Adjustment Programmes? The Economic Journal, 110(466), 894–917. https://www.jstor.org/

stable/2667857 

Doucouliagos, H., & Paldam, M. (2008). Aid effectiveness on growth: A meta study. European 

Journal of Political Economy, 24(1), 1–24. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ejpoleco.2007.06.002 

Dove, M. (1995). The theory of social forestry intervention: the state of the art in Asia. 

Agroforestry Systems, 30, 315-340. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00705217 

Dover, P., & Dierk, U. (2010). The ambidextrous organization: integrating managers, 

entrepreneurs and leaders. Journal of Business Strategy, 31(5), 49-58. https://doi.org/

10.1108/02756661011076318 

Drucker, P. F. (1985). Innovation and Entrepreneurship: Practice and Principles. New York, USA: 

Harper Business.

Durlauf, S. N. (2002). On the Empirics of Social Capital. The Economic Journal, 112(483), F459-

F479. https://www.jstor.org/stable/798457 

Easterly, W. (2003). Can Foreign Aid Buy Growth? Journal of Economic Perspectives, 17(3), 23– 

48. https://doi.org/10.1257/089533003769204344 

307

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022216X08004380
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2667857
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2667857
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ejpoleco.2007.06.002
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00705217
https://doi.org/10.1108/02756661011076318
https://doi.org/10.1108/02756661011076318
https://www.jstor.org/stable/798457
https://doi.org/10.1257/089533003769204344


Egri, C., & Herman, S. (2000). Leadership in the North American environmental sector: 

Values, leadership styles and contexts of environmental leaders and their organizations. 

Academy of Management Journal, 43(4), 571–604. https://www.jstor.org/stable/1556356 

Elias, N. (1974). Towards a theory of communities. In C. Bell, & H. Newby (Eds.), The 

Sociology of Community. London: Frank Cass and Company Limited.

Epstein, B. (1991). Political Protest & Cultural Revolution: Nonviolent Direct Action in the 1970s 

and 1980s. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Ernstson, H. (2013). The social production of ecosystem services: a framework for studying 

environmental justice and ecological complexity in urbanised landscapes. Landscape and 

Urban Planning, 109(1), 7-17. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2012.10.005 

Escandón, M. P. (2011). Circunscripciones especiales indígenas y afro (1991-2010): 

cuestionamientos a la representación identitaria en el Congreso de Colombia. Bogotá, Colombia: 

Ediciones Uniandes.

Escobar, A. (1995). Encountering Development: The Making and Unmaking of the Third World. 

Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press.

Escobar, A. (2008). Territories of Difference: Place, Movements, Life, Redes. Durkham: Duke 

University Press.

Escobar, A. (2010). Latin America at a Crossroads. Cultural Studies, 24(1), 1-65. https://

doi.org/10.1080/09502380903424208

Escobar, A. (2014). Sentipensar con la tierra: nuevas lecturas sobre desarrollo, territorio y diferencia. 

Medellín, Colombia: Universidad Autónoma Latinoamericana UNAULA.

Esteban, J. & Hauk, E. (2009). Leadership in Collective Action. Working Papers 362, Barcelona 

Graduate School of Economics. https://ideas.repec.org/p/bge/wpaper/362.html 

308

https://www.jstor.org/stable/1556356
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2012.10.005
https://doi.org/10.1080/09502380903424208
https://doi.org/10.1080/09502380903424208
https://ideas.repec.org/p/bge/wpaper/362.html


Evans, J., & Jones, P. (2011). The walking interview: Methodology, mobility and place. 

Applied Geography, 31, 849-858. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.apgeog.2010.09.005 

Evans, L. S., Hicks, C. C., Cohen, P. J., Case, P., Prideaux, M., & Mills, D. J. (2015). 

Understanding leadership in the environmental sciences. Ecology and Society, 20(1), 50. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.5751/ES-07268-200150 

Evans, P., & Rauch, J. E. (2000). Bureaucratic Structure and Bureaucratic Performance in Less 

Developed Countries. Journal of Public Economics, 75, 49-71. https://doi.org/10.1016/

S0047-2727(99)00044-4 

Faguet, J. P., Sanches, F., & Villaveces, M. (2016). The paradox of land reform, inequality and 

local development in Colombia. The London School of Economics and Political Science, 

London, UK. Available at http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/id/eprint/67193 

Fals Borda, O. (1979). Historia doble de la costa. Vol. 1, Mompox y Loba. Bogotá: Carlos Valencia 

Editores.

Ferguson, J. (1990). The Anti-Politics Machine: Development, Depolitization and Bureaucratic 

Power in Lesotho. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Ferguson, J. (2015). Give a man a fish: reflections on the new politics of distribution. Durham and 

London: Duke University Press.

Firth, R. (Ed.) (1967). Themes in Economic Anthropology. London, UK: Tavistock Publications.

Fisher, G. (2012). Effectuation, Causation, and Bricolage: A Behavioral Comparison of 

Emerging Theories in Entrepreneurship Research. Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 36(5), 

1019–1051. https://doi.org/10.1111%2Fj.1540-6520.2012.00537.x 

Fischer-Kowalski, M. (1997). Society's metabolism: on the childhood and adolescence of a 

rising conceptual star. In M. Redclift, & G. Woodgate (Eds.), International Handbook of 

Environmental Sociology (pp. 119-137). Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing.

309

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.apgeog.2010.09.005
http://dx.doi.org/10.5751/ES-07268-200150
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0047-2727(99)00044-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0047-2727(99)00044-4
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/id/eprint/67193
https://doi.org/10.1111%2Fj.1540-6520.2012.00537.x


Fisher, R., & Kling, R. (1994). Community Organization and New Social Movement Theory. 

Journal of Progressive Human Services, 5(2), 5-23.

Fleischman, F. D., Boenning, K., Garcia-Lopez, G. A., Mincey, S., Schmitt-Harsh, M., 

Daedlow, K., Lopez, M. C., Basurto, X., Fischer, B., & Ostrom, E. (2010). Disturbance, 

response, and persistence in self-organized forested communities: analysis of robustness and 

resilience in five communities in Southern Indiana. Ecology and Society, 15(4), 9. http://

www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol15/iss4/art9 

Forsyth, T., & Johnson, C. (2014). Elinor Ostrom’s Legacy: Governing the Commons and the 

Rational Choice Controversy. Development and Change, 45(5), 1093–1110. https://doi.org/

10.1111/dech.12110 

Foucault, M. (1977). Discipline and Punish: the Birth of the Prison. New York: Random House.

Foucault, M. (1980) Power/Knowledge. Sussex: Harvester Press.

Fraser, L. M. (1937). Economic Thought and Language: A Critique of Some Fundamental Economic 

Concepts. London, UK: Adam & Charles Black.

Fraser, N. (1995). From Redistribution to Recognition? Dilemmas of Justice in a ‘Post-

Socialist’ Age. New Left Review, 1(212), 68-93.

Gabriel, Y. (1999). Beyond happy families: A critical reevaluation of the control-resistance-

i d e n t i t y t r i a n g l e . H u m a n R e l a t i o n s , 5 2 , 1 7 9 – 2 0 3 . h t t p s : / / d o i . o r g /

10.1177/001872679905200201

Galbraith, J. (1994). A Journey through Economic Time. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.

Galiani, S., Knack, S., Xu, L. C., & Zou, B. (2015). The Effect of Aid on Growth: Evidence from 

a Quasi-Experiment. SSRN Working Paper. https://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2400752 

310

http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol15/iss4/art9
http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol15/iss4/art9
https://doi.org/10.1111/dech.12110
https://doi.org/10.1111/dech.12110
https://doi.org/10.1177/001872679905200201
https://doi.org/10.1177/001872679905200201
https://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2400752


Ghoshal, S., & Bartlett, C. A. (1995, January/February). Changing the Role of Top 

Management: Beyond Structure to Process. Harvard Business Review, 86-96.

Gibson, C. C., Andersson, K., Ostrom, E., & Shivakumar, S. (2005). The Samaritan’s Dilemma: 

The Political Economy of Development Aid. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Giddens, A. (1984). The Constitution of Society. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Gliessman, S. R. (2015). Agroecology: The ecology of sustainable food systems (3rd ed). Boca 

Raton, FL: CRC Press/Taylor and Francis Group.

Glowacki, L., & von Rueden, C. (2015). Leadership solves collective action problems in 

small-scale societies. Phil. Trans. R. Soc. B 370: 20150010. https://doi.org/10.1098/

rstb.2015.0010 

GMH - Grupo de Memoria Histórica. (2016). BASTA YA! Colombia: Memories of War and 

Dignity, Bogotá: CNMH. Available at http://centrodememoriahistorica.gov.co/descargas/

informes2016/basta-ya-ingles/BASTA-YA-ingles.pdf 

Goldman, M. (1997). "Customs in Common": The Epistemic World of the Commons 

Scholars. Theory and Society, 26(1), 1-37. https://www.jstor.org/stable/658067  

Gootenberg,  P.  (2008).  Andean  Cocaine.  The  Making  of  a  Global  Drug.  Chapel  Hill,  NC: 

University of North Carolina Press. 

Gootenberg, P. (2018). Introduction. Orphans of development: the unanticipated rise of illicit 

coca in the Amazon Andes, 1950-1990. In P. Gootenberg, & L. M. Dávalos (Eds.), The Origins 

of Cocaine: Colonization and Failed Development in the Amazon Andes (pp. 1-18). London: 

Routledge.

Gootenberg, P., & Dávalos, L. M. (Eds.). (2018). The Origins of Cocaine: Colonization and Failed 

Development in the Amazon Andes. London: Routledge.

311

https://doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2015.0010
https://doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2015.0010
http://centrodememoriahistorica.gov.co/descargas/informes2016/basta-ya-ingles/BASTA-YA-ingles.pdf
http://centrodememoriahistorica.gov.co/descargas/informes2016/basta-ya-ingles/BASTA-YA-ingles.pdf
http://centrodememoriahistorica.gov.co/descargas/informes2016/basta-ya-ingles/BASTA-YA-ingles.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/658067


Gordon, H. S. (1954). The Economic Theory of a Common-Property Resource: The Fishery. 

The Journal of Political Economy, 62(2), 124-142.

 

Gough, I. & Wood, G. (2004). Insecurity and Welfare Regimes in Asia, Africa and Latin America. 

Social Policy in Development Contexts. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press.

Grisaffi, T. (2019). Coca  Yes,  Cocaine  No:  How  Bolivia's  Coca  Growers  Reshaped  Democracy. 

Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Grossman, L. S. (1984). Peasants, Subsistence Ecology, and Development in the Highlands of Papua 

New Guinea. Princeton. NJ: Princeton University Press.

Grueso, L., Rosero, C., & Escobar, A. (1997). El proceso organizativo de comunidades negras 

en Colombia. Ecología Política, 14, 47-64. https://www.jstor.org/stable/20742937 

Gudynas, E. (2011). Buen Vivir: Today’s tomorrow. Development, 54(4), 441-447. https://

doi.org/10.1057/dev.2011.86 

Guerena, A., & Burgos, S. (2014). Smallholders at risk. Monoculture expansion, land, food 

and livelihoods in Latin America. (Oxfam Briefing Paper No. 180). Available at https://

www-cdn.oxfam.org/s3fs-public/file_attachments/bp180-smallholders-at-risk-land-food-

latin-america-230414-en_2.pdf 

Guthman, J. (2004). Agrarian Dreams: The Paradox of Organic Farming in California. Berkeley, 

CA: University of California Press.

Gutmann, M. C. (1993). Rituals of Resistance: A Critique of the Theory of Everyday Forms of 

Resistance. Latin American Perspectives, 20(2), 74-92. https://www.jstor.org/stable/2633594 

Haas, P. M. (1992). Introduction: Epistemic Communities and International Policy 

Coordination. International Organisation, 46(1), 1–35. https://doi.org/10.1017/

S0020818300001442  

312

https://www.jstor.org/stable/20742937
https://doi.org/10.1057/dev.2011.86
https://doi.org/10.1057/dev.2011.86
https://www-cdn.oxfam.org/s3fs-public/file_attachments/bp180-smallholders-at-risk-land-food-latin-america-230414-en_2.pdf
https://www-cdn.oxfam.org/s3fs-public/file_attachments/bp180-smallholders-at-risk-land-food-latin-america-230414-en_2.pdf
https://www-cdn.oxfam.org/s3fs-public/file_attachments/bp180-smallholders-at-risk-land-food-latin-america-230414-en_2.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2633594
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818300001442
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818300001442


Haenn, N. (2005). Fields of Power, Forests of Discontent: Culture, Conservation, and the State in 

Mexico. Tucson: University of Arizona Press.

Hagen, E. (1962). On the Theory of Social Change: How Economic Growth Begins. Homewood, IL: 

Dorsey Press.

Hardin, G. (1968). The Tragedy of the Commons. Science, 162(3859), 1243-1248. https://

doi.org/10.1126/science.162.3859.1243 

Hardt, M., & Negri, A. (2000). Empire. Boston, MA: Harvard University Press.

Harrell, A., & Simpson, B. (2016). The Dynamics of Prosocial Leadership: Power and 

Influence in Collective Action Groups. Social Forces, 94(3), 1283-1308.

Hayek, F. A. (1976). Law, Legislation and Liberty: Vol. 2. The Mirage of Social Justice. Chicago, IL: 

The University of Chicago Press.

Headland, T. (1997). Revisionism in Ecological Anthropology. Current Anthropology, 38(4), 

605-630. https://doi.org/10.1086/204648 

Hecht, S., & Cockburn, A. (1989). The Fate of the Forest: Developers, Destroyers and Defenders of 

the Amazon. London: Verso.

Hernes, T., & Paulsen, N. (2003). Introduction: boundaries and organization. In N. Paulsen, 

& T. Hernes (Eds.), Managing Boundaries in Organizations. Multiple Perspectives (pp.1-13). 

Houndmills, Basingstoke: Palgrave/Macmillan.

Hodgson, G. (2006). What are Institutions? Journal of Economic Issues, XL(1), 1-25. https://

www.jstor.org/stable/4228221 

Hu, Z. (2011). The travails of the Ninth Dragon God: the struggle for water, worship, and the 

politics of getting by in a North China village. Human Ecology, 39(1), 81-91. https://

www.jstor.org/stable/41474586 

313

https://doi.org/10.1126/science.162.3859.1243
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.162.3859.1243
https://doi.org/10.1086/204648
https://www.jstor.org/stable/4228221
https://www.jstor.org/stable/4228221
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41474586
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41474586


Huitema, D., & Meijerink, S. (2010). Realizing water transitions: the role of policy 

entrepreneurs in water policy change. Ecology and Society, 15(2), 26. [online] URL: http://

www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol15/iss2/art26/

Human Rights Watch. (2014, March). The Crisis in Buenaventura. Disapearances, 

Dismemberment, and Displacement in Colombia’s main Pacific Port. Available at https://

www.hrw.org/report/2014/03/20/crisis-buenaventura/disappearances-dismemberment-

and-displacement-colombias-main 

Ibanez, M., & Martinsson, P. (2013). Curbing coca cultivation in Colombia - A framed field 

experiment. Journal of Public Economics, 105, 1-10. https://doi.org/10.1016/

j.jpubeco.2013.04.005 

Ibáñez, M. (2010). Who crops coca and why? The case of Colombian farmers. Courant 

Research Centre: Poverty, Equity and Growth – Discussion Papers, 40. Available at: https://

econpapers.repec.org/paper/gotgotcrc/040.htm

Isaacman, A. (1990). Peasants and rural social protest in Africa. African Studies Review, 33(2), 

1– 120. https://doi.org/10.2307/524470 

Isacson, A. (2018). Epilogue. Will governments confront coca cultivation, or its causes? In P. 

Gootenberg, & L. M. Dávalos (Eds.), The Origins of Cocaine: Colonization and Failed 

Development in the Amazon Andes. London: Routledge.

Jaramillo, D. F. (2004). El recurso suelo y la competitividad del sector agrario colombiano. 

Cátedra Pedro Nel Gómez. Universidad Nacional de Colombia. Unpublished manuscript. 

R e t r i e v e d f r o m h t t p : / / w w w. m a m a c o c a . o r g / d o c s _ d e _ b a s e / A m b i e n t a /

DJaramillo_El_suelo_y_el_agro_colombiano_2004.pdf  

Johannisson, B. (1988). Business formation - a network approach. Scandinavian Journal of 

Management, 4(3-4), 83-99.

314

http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol15/iss2/art26/
http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol15/iss2/art26/
https://www.hrw.org/report/2014/03/20/crisis-buenaventura/disappearances-dismemberment-and-displacement-colombias-main
https://www.hrw.org/report/2014/03/20/crisis-buenaventura/disappearances-dismemberment-and-displacement-colombias-main
https://www.hrw.org/report/2014/03/20/crisis-buenaventura/disappearances-dismemberment-and-displacement-colombias-main
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2013.04.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2013.04.005
https://econpapers.repec.org/paper/gotgotcrc/040.htm
https://econpapers.repec.org/paper/gotgotcrc/040.htm
https://doi.org/10.2307/524470
http://www.mamacoca.org/docs_de_base/Ambienta/DJaramillo_El_suelo_y_el_agro_colombiano_2004.pdf
http://www.mamacoca.org/docs_de_base/Ambienta/DJaramillo_El_suelo_y_el_agro_colombiano_2004.pdf
http://www.mamacoca.org/docs_de_base/Ambienta/DJaramillo_El_suelo_y_el_agro_colombiano_2004.pdf


Johannisson, B. (1990). Community entrepreneruship - cases and conceptualization. 

En t re pre n e u r s h ip & Re g i on a l De ve l opme n t , 2 (1 ) , 71 -88 . h t tps :// doi .org/

10.1080/08985629000000006 

Johannisson, B., & Monsted, M. (1997). Contextualizaing entrepreneurial networking. 

International Studies of Management & Organization, 27(3), 109-137. https://www.jstor.org/

stable/40397381 

Johannisson, B., & Nilsson, A. (1989). Community entrepreneurs: networking for local 

development. Entrepreneurship & Regional Development, 1(1), 3-19. https://doi.org/

10.1080/08985628900000002 

Johnson, R. B., Onwuegbuzie, A. J., & Turner, L. A. (2007). Toward a definition of mixed 

methods research. Journal of Mixed Methods Research, 1(2), 112–33. https://doi.org/

10.1177%2F1558689806298224 

Kaplan, O. R. (2017). Resisting War. How Communities Protect Themselves. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press.

Kegan, R., & Lahey, L. L. (2009). Immunity to change: How to overcome it and unlock the potential 

in yourself and your organization. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Business Review Press.

Kellerman, B. (2004, January). Leadership: warts and all. Harvard Business Review, 40-45.

Kerstenetzky, C. L., & Kerstenetzky, J. (2014). The State as a Developmental Actor: State 

forms for Social Transformation. In B. Currie-Alder, R. Kanbur, D. M. Malone, & R.   

Medhora (Eds.), International Development: Ideas, Experience, and Prospects (pp. 772-782). 

Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Killick, E. (2015). Perspectives on Climate Change and its Mitigation: Ontological Wars in 

Amazonia. Keynote paper given at the conference, Trans-Environmental Dynamics: 

Understanding and Debating Ontologies, Politics, and History in Latin America, LMU 

Munich October 2015.

315

https://doi.org/10.1080/08985629000000006
https://doi.org/10.1080/08985629000000006
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40397381
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40397381
https://doi.org/10.1080/08985628900000002
https://doi.org/10.1080/08985628900000002
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1558689806298224
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1558689806298224


Kirzner, I. M. (1973). Competition and Entrepreneurship. Chicago, Illinois: The University of 

Chicago Press.

Klandermans, B. (1997). The Social Psychology of Protest. Oxford: Blackwell.

Knight, F. H. (1942). Profit and Entrepreneurial Functions. The Journal of Economic History, 2, 

126-132. https://www.jstor.org/stable/2112940 

Kogevinas, M. (2019). Probable carcinogenicity of glyphosate. BMK, 365, l1613. https://

doi.org/10.1136/bmj.l1613 

Kristof, L. (1959). The Nature of Frontiers and Boundaries. Annals of the Association of 

Amer ican Geographers , 49(3) [Par t 1 ] , 269-282 . ht tps ://doi .org/10 .1111/

j.1467-8306.1959.tb01613.x 

Krohn-Hansen C. & Nustad K. (2005). Introduction. In B. Kapferer (Author), C. Krohn-

Hansen, & K. Nustad (Eds.), State Formation: Anthropological Perspectives (pp. 3-26). London; 

Ann Arbor, MI: Pluto Press.

Leach, M. (1991). Engendered Environments: Understanding Natural Resource Management 

in the West African Forest. IDS Bulletin, 22(4), 17-24. https://doi.org/10.1111/

j.1759-5436.1991.mp22004004.x 

Leal, C. (2015). Conservation Memories: Vicissitudes of a Biodiversity Conservation Project 

in the Rainforest of Colombia, 1992-1998. Environmental History, 20, 368-395. https://

doi.org/10.1093/envhis/emv051 

Leal, C. (2016). Libertad en la selva. La formación de un campesinado negro en el Pacífico 

colombiano, 1850-1930. Revista CS, 20, 15-36. https://doi.org/10.18046/recs.i20.1861 

316

https://www.jstor.org/stable/2112940
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.l1613
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.l1613
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8306.1959.tb01613.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8306.1959.tb01613.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1759-5436.1991.mp22004004.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1759-5436.1991.mp22004004.x
https://doi.org/10.1093/envhis/emv051
https://doi.org/10.1093/envhis/emv051
https://doi.org/10.18046/recs.i20.1861


LeGrand, C., van Isschot, L., & Riaño-Alcalá, P. (2017). Land, justice, and memory: 

challenges for peace in Colombia. Canadian Journal of Latin American and Caribbean Studies, 

42(3), 259-276. https://doi.org/10.1080/08263663.2017.1378381 

Lehman, D. (1997). An Opportunity Lost: Escobar’s Deconstruction of Development. The 

Journal of Development Studies, 33(4), 568-579. https://doi.org/10.1080/00220389708422482 

Lewis, D. (1996). Understanding rural entrepreneurship in a Bangladesh village – 

individuals, roles or structures? Enterprise Development and Microfinance, 7(4), 22-31. https://

doi.org/10.3362/0957-1329.1996.034 

Li,  T.  M.  (1996).  Images  of  Community:  Discourse  and  Strategy  in  Property  Relations. 

Development and Change, 27, 501-527. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7660.1996.tb00601.x 

Light, I., & Dana, L. (2013). Boundaries of Social Capital in Entrepreneurship. 

Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 37(3), 603-624. https://doi.org/10.1111%2Fetap.12016 

Lin, N. (1999). Social Networks and Status Attainment. Annual Review of Sociology, 25, 467–

87. https://www.jstor.org/stable/223513 

Lobo, I., Vélez, M., & Puerto, S. (2016). Leadership, Entrepreneurship and Collective Action: 

A Case Study from the Colombian Pacific Region. International Journal of the Commons, 10(2), 

982-1012. doi.org/10.18352/ijc.640  

Lofland, J. (1996). Social Movement Organizations: Guide to Research on Insurgent Realities. New 

Jersey: Transaction Publishers.

Long, N. (1977). An introduction to the sociology of rural development. London: Tavistock.

LSE Ideas. (2014). Ending the Drug Wars. Report of the LSE Expert Group on the Economics 

of Drug Policy. Available at http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/56706/ 

317

https://doi.org/10.1080/08263663.2017.1378381
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220389708422482
https://doi.org/10.3362/0957-1329.1996.034
https://doi.org/10.3362/0957-1329.1996.034
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7660.1996.tb00601.x
https://doi.org/10.1111%2Fetap.12016
https://www.jstor.org/stable/223513
http://doi.org/10.18352/ijc.640
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/56706/


LSE Ideas. (2016). After the Drug Wars. Report of the LSE Expert Group on the Economics of 

Drug Policy. Available at https://www.lse.ac.uk/ideas/publications/reports/after-drugs 

Mansbridge, J. (2014). The role of the state in governing the commons. Environmental Science 

& Policy, 36, 8-10. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envsci.2013.07.006 

Martens, B., Mummert, U., Murrell, P., & Seabright, P. (2002). The Institutional Economics of 

Foreign Aid. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

McCarthy, J. (1998). Environmentalism, Wise Use, and the nature of accumulation in the 

rural west. In N. Braun, & N. Castree (Eds.), Remaking Reality: Nature and the Millenium 

(126-149). London: Routledge Press.

McCarthy, J. (2002). First world political ecology: Lessons from the Wise Use Movement. 

Environment and Planning A, 34(7), 1281–1302. https://doi.org/10.1068%2Fa3526 

McCarthy, J., & Zald, M. (1973). The Trend of Social Movements in America: Professionalization 

and Resource Mobilization. Morristown, New Jersey: General Learning.

McCarthy, J., & Zald, M. (1977). Resource Mobilization and Social Movements: A Partial 

Theory. American Journal of Sociology, 82(6), 1212–1241. https://www.jstor.org/stable/

2777934 

McMillan, D. W., & Chavis, D. M. (1986). Sense of Community: A Definition and Theory. 

J o u r n a l o f C o m m u n i t y P s y c h o l o g y , 1 4 , 6 - 2 3 . h t t p s : / / d o i . o r g /

10.1002/1520-6629(198601)14:1%3C6::AID-JCOP2290140103%3E3.0.CO;2-I 

Mdee, A. L. (2002). Sustainable Livelihoods Approaches - Can they transform development? 

University of Bradford. Bradford Centre for International Development. BCID Research 

Paper No.2. Available at https://bradscholars.brad.ac.uk/handle/10454/2894 

Mejía, D., Prem, M., & Vargas, J. F. (2019). The Rise and Persistence of Illegal Crops: Evidence 

from a Naive Policy Announcement. SSRN. https://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3466363 

318

https://www.lse.ac.uk/ideas/publications/reports/after-drugs
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envsci.2013.07.006
https://doi.org/10.1068%2Fa3526
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2777934
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2777934
https://doi.org/10.1002/1520-6629(198601)14:1%3C6::AID-JCOP2290140103%3E3.0.CO;2-I
https://doi.org/10.1002/1520-6629(198601)14:1%3C6::AID-JCOP2290140103%3E3.0.CO;2-I
https://doi.org/10.1002/1520-6629(198601)14:1%3C6::AID-JCOP2290140103%3E3.0.CO;2-I
https://bradscholars.brad.ac.uk/handle/10454/2894
https://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3466363


Mekasha, T. J., & Tarp, F. (2019). A Meta-Analysis of Aid Effectiveness: Revisiting the 

Evidence. Politics and Governance, 7(2), 5–28. http://dx.doi.org/10.17645/pag.v7i2.1771 

Melucci, A. (1996). Challenging  Codes:  Collective  Action  in  the  Information  Age. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press.

Miller, G. (2005). The Political Evolution of Principal-Agent Models. Annu. Rev. Polit. Sci, 8, 

203-225. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.polisci.8.082103.104840 

Minkoff, D. C., & Powell, W. W. (2006). Nonprofit Mission: Constancy, Responsiveness or 

Deflection? In W. Powell, & R. Steinberg (Eds.), The Nonprofit Sector A Research Handbook (pp. 

591-611). New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Mitchell, T. (1999). Society, Economy, and the State Effect. In G. Steinmetz (Ed.), State/Culture: 

State-Formation after the Cultural Turn (pp. 76–97). Ithaca, NY and London: Cornell University 

Press.

Mizik, N., & Jacobson, R. (2003). Trading off between value creation and value 

appropriation: The financial implications of shifts in strategic emphasis. Journal of Marketing, 

67, 63–76. https://doi.org/10.1509%2Fjmkg.67.1.63.18595   

Molano, A. (2017). De río en río. Vistazo a los territorios negros. Bogotá: Penguin Random 

House.

Monterroso I., & Barry D. (2012). Legitimacy of forest rights: The underpinnings of the forest 

tenure reform in the protected areas of petén, Guatemala. Conservation & Society, 10, 136-50. 

https://doi.org/10.4103/0972-4923.97486 

Moore, M. (1998). Death without Taxes: Democracy, State Capacity, and Aid Dependence in 

the Fourth World. In M. Robinson, & G. White (Eds.), The Democratic Developmental State: 

Politics and Institutional Design (pp. 84-124). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

319

http://dx.doi.org/10.17645/pag.v7i2.1771
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.polisci.8.082103.104840
https://doi.org/10.1509%2Fjmkg.67.1.63.18595
https://doi.org/10.4103/0972-4923.97486


Mora, F. (1996). Victims of the balloon effect: Drug trafficking and the U.S. policy in Brazil 

and the southern cone of Latin America. The Journal of Social, Political, and Economic Studies, 

21(2), 115–22.

Moreno-Sánchez, R., Kraybill, D. S., & Thompson, S. R. (2003). An econometric analysis of 

coca eradication policy in Colombia. World Development, 31(2), 375-383. https://doi.org/

10.1016/S0305-750X(02)00192-4 

Morris, A. & Staggenborg, S. (2004). Leadership in Social Movements. In D. Snow, S. Soule, 

& H. Kriesi (Eds.), The Blackwell Companion to Social Movements (pp. 171-196). Oxford: 

Blackwell Publishing.

Mosse, D. (2005). Cultivating Development. An Ethnography of Aid Policy and Practice. London 

Pluto Press.

Mosse, D., & Lewis, D. (2005). The Aid Effect: Giving and Governing in International 

Development. London: Pluto Press.

Muradian, R., & Cardenas, J. C. (2015). From market failures to collective action dilemmas: 

Reframing enviornmental governance challenges in Latin America and beyond. Ecological 

Economics, 120, 358-365. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2015.10.001 

Myers, N., Mittermeier, R. A., Mittermeier, C., da Fonseca, G., & Kent, J. (2000). Biodiversity 

hotspots for conservation priorities. Nature, 403, 853-858. https://doi.org/10.1038/35002501 

Nef, J. (1988). The trend toward democratization and redemocratization in Latin America: 

shadow and substance. Latin American Research Review, 23(3), 131-153. https://

www.jstor.org/stable/2503429 

Northouse, P. G. (2010). Leadership: Theory and practice (5th ed). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Nugent, D. (1997). Modernity at the Edge of Empire: State, Individual, and Nation in the Northern 

Peruvian Andes, 1885–1935. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. 

320

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0305-750X(02)00192-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0305-750X(02)00192-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2015.10.001
https://doi.org/10.1038/35002501
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2503429
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2503429


O’Neil, S. K. (2016, November/December). Latin America’s Populist Hangover. What to Do 

When the People’s Party Ends. Foreign Affairs, 95(6), 31-38.

Oberschall, A. (1973). Social Conflict and Social Movements. Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: 

Prentice-Hall.

Olson, M. (1965). The Logic of Collective Action. Public Goods and the Theory of Groups. Boston: 

Harvard University Press.

Oslender, U. (2002). The logic of the river: a spatial approach to ethnic-territorial 

mobilization in the Colombian Pacific region. Journal of Latin American Anthropology, 7(2), 86–

117. https://doi.org/10.1525/jlca.2002.7.2.86 

Oslender, U. (2007). Violence in Development: The Logic of Forced Displacement on 

Colombia’s Pacific Coast. Development in Practice, 17(6), 752–764. https://www.jstor.org/

stable/25548281

Oslender, U. (2012). The Quest for a Counter-Space in the Colombian Pacific Coast Region: 

Toward Alternative Black Territorialities or Co-optation by Dominant Power? In J. M. Rahier 

(Ed.), Black Social Movements in Latin America From Monocultural Mestizaje to Multiculturalism 

(pp. 95-112). New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Ostrom, E. (1990). Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for Collective Action. 

New York: Cambridge University Press.

Ostrom, E. (1998). A Behavioral Approach to the Rational Choice Theory of Collective 

Action: Presidential Address, American Political Science Association, 1997. The American 

Political Science Review, 92(1), 1-22. https://doi.org/10.2307/2585925 

Ostrom,  E.  (2000).  Social  capital:  A  fad  or  a  fundamental  concept?  In  P. Dasgupta, & I. 

Serageldin (Eds.), Social Capital: A Multifaceted Perspective (pp. 172-214). Washington D.C.: 

The World Bank.

321

https://doi.org/10.1525/jlca.2002.7.2.86
https://www.jstor.org/stable/25548281
https://www.jstor.org/stable/25548281
https://doi.org/10.2307/2585925


Ostrom, E. (2005a). Unlocking public entrepreneurship and public economies. World 

Institute for Development Economics Discussion Papers No. 2005/01. https://

econpapers.repec.org/RePEc:unu:wpaper:dp2005-01 

Ostrom, E. (2005b). Policies that Crowd out Reciprocity and Collective Action. In H. Gintis, 

S. Bowles, R. Boyd, & E. Fehr (Eds.), Moral Sentiments and Material Interests: The Foundations of 

Cooperation in Economic Life (pp. 253-275). Cambridge: MIT Press.

Ostrom, E. (2009). A General Framework for Analyzing Sustainability of Social-Ecological 

Systems. Science, 325, 419-422. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1172133 

Ostrom, E. (2010a). Beyond Markets and States: Polycentric Governance of Complex 

Economic Systems. American Economic Review, 100, 641-672. http://doi.org/10.1257/

aer.100.3.641 

Ostrom, E. (2010b). Polycentric systems for coping with collective action and global 

environmental change. Global Environmental Change, 20, 550-557. https://doi.org/10.1016/

j.gloenvcha.2010.07.004 

Ostrom, E., & Ahn, T. K. (2009). The Meaning of Social Capital and its Link to Collective 

Action. In G. T. Svendsen, & G. L. Svendsen (Eds.), Handbook of Social Capital. The Troika of 

Sociology, Political Science and Economics (pp. 17-35). Northampton, MA: Edward Elgar 

Publishing.

Ostrom, E., Gardner, A., & Walker, J. (1994). Rules, Games, & Common-Pool Resources. Ann 

Arbor, MI: The University of Michigan Press.

Padilla, A., Hogan, R., & Kaiser, R. B. (2007). The toxic triangle: Destructive leaders, 

susceptible followers and conducive environments. Leadership Quarterly, 18, 176–194. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2007.03.001 

322

https://econpapers.repec.org/RePEc:unu:wpaper:dp2005-01
https://econpapers.repec.org/RePEc:unu:wpaper:dp2005-01
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1172133
http://doi.org/10.1257/aer.100.3.641
http://doi.org/10.1257/aer.100.3.641
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2010.07.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2010.07.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2007.03.001


Palacios, M. (2012). Violencia pública en Colombia. Bogotá, Colombia: Fondo de Cultura 

Económica.

Paschel, T. (2016). Becoming Black Political Subjects. Movements and Ethno-Racial Rights in 

Colombia and Brazil. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Pearce, J. (2003). Social Enterprise in Anytown. London: Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation.

Peluso, N. L. (1992). Rich Forests, Poor People: Resource Control and Resistance in Java. Berkley, 

CA: University of California Press.

Peña, X., Vélez, M. A., Cardenas, J. C., Perdomo, N., & Matajira, C. (2017). Collective 

property leads to household investments: lessons from land titling in Afro-Colombian 

communities. World Development, 97, 27–48. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2017.03.025 

Peredo, A. M., & Chrisman, J. (2006). Toward a Theory of Community-Based Enterprise. The 

Academy of Management Review, 31(2), 309-328. https://doi.org/10.2307/20159204 

Peredo, A. M., & McLean, M. (2006). Social entrepreneurship: A critical review of the 

concept. Journal of World Business, 41(1), 56-65. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jwb.2005.10.007 

Petriglieri, G. & Petriglieri, J. L. (2015). Can business schools humanize leadership? Academy 

of Management Learning & Education, 14(4), 625-647. https://doi.org/10.5465/amle.2014.0201 

Pinto, M. T. (2004). Entre la represión y la concertación: los cocaleros en el Chapare y en el 

Putumayo. Informe final del concurso: Movimientos sociales y nuevos conflictos en América 

Latina y el Caribe. Programa Regional de Becas CLACSO. Available at http://

bibliotecavirtual.clacso.org.ar/ar/libros/becas/2002/mov/pinto.pdf

Polanyi, K. (1944). The Great Transformation: The Political and Economic Origins of Our Time. 

Boston, MA: Beacon Press Books.

323

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2017.03.025
https://doi.org/10.2307/20159204
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jwb.2005.10.007
https://doi.org/10.5465/amle.2014.0201
http://bibliotecavirtual.clacso.org.ar/ar/libros/becas/2002/mov/pinto.pdf
http://bibliotecavirtual.clacso.org.ar/ar/libros/becas/2002/mov/pinto.pdf


Portes, A. (1998). Social Capital: Its Origins and Applications in Modern Sociology. Annual 

Review of Sociology, 24(1), 1-24. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.24.1.1 

Poteete, A., & Ostrom, E. (2004). Heterogeneity, Group Size and Collective Action: The Role 

of Institutions in Forest Management. Development and Change, 35(3), 435–62. https://

doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7660.2004.00360.x 

Poteete, A., Janssen. M., & Ostrom, E. (2010). Working Together. Collective Action, the Comons, 

and Multiple Methods in Practice. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Prem, M., Rivera, A., Romero, D., & Vargas, J. F. (2019). Civilian Selective Targeting: The 

Unintended Consequences of Partial Peace. SSRN. https://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3203065 

Putnam, R. (2000). Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community. New York, 

NY: Simon & Schuster.

Radcliffe-Brown, A. R. (1940) 1955. Preface. In M. Fortes, & E. E. Evans-Pritchard. (Eds.), 

African Political Systems. London: Oxford University Press.

Radelet, S. (2015). The Great Surge: The Ascent of the Developing World. New York, NY: Simon 

& Schuster.

Ramírez, M. C. (2001). Entre el estado y la guerrilla: identidad y ciudadanía en el movimiento de los 

campesinos cocaleros del Putumayo. Bogotá: ICANH-Colciencias.

Rappaport, J. (1981). In praise of a paradox: A social policy of empowerment over 

prevention. American Journal of Community Psychology, 9(1), 1-26. https://doi.org/10.1007/

BF00896357 

Redford, K. H. (1990). The ecologically noble savage. Orion Nature Quarterly, 9, 24–29.

324

https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.24.1.1
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7660.2004.00360.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7660.2004.00360.x
https://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3203065
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00896357
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00896357


Restrepo, E. (2016). Estudios afrocolombianos en la antropología: tres décadas después. In J. 

Arturo, D. Blanco, J. Cabrer,… [et al.] Antropologías en Colombia: Tendencias y debates 

(pp.167-218). Popayan, Colombia: Universidad del Cauca.

Reyes, L. C. (2014). Estimating the causal effect of forced eradication in coca cultivation in 

Colombian municipalities. World Development, 61, 70-84.

Rigling, D. (Ed.) (2012). Environmental Leadership. A Reference Handbook. London: Sage.

Riley, K. (1993). Snow job? The efficacy of source country cocaine policies. RAND Graduate 

School Dissertation Series. RGSD-102. Available at https://www.rand.org/pubs/

rgs_dissertations/RGSD102.html 

Rincón-Ruiz, A., & Kallis, G. (2013). Caught in the middle. Colombia’s war on drugs and its 

effects on forest and people. Geoforum, 46, 60-78. https://doi.org/10.1016/

j.geoforum.2012.12.009 

Rincón-Ruiz, A., Correa, H. L., León, D. O., & Williams, S. (2016). Coca cultivation and crop 

eradication in Colombia: The challenges of integrating rural reality into effective anti-drug 

policy. International Journal of Drug Policy, 33, 56-65. https://doi.org/10.1016/

j.drugpo.2016.06.011 

Rival, L., Muradian, R., & Larrea, C. (2015). New Trends Confronting Old Structures or Old 

Threats Frustrating New Hopes? ECLAC's Compacts for Equality. Development and Change, 

46(4), 961-978. https://doi.org/10.1111/dech.12174 

Robbins, P. (2012). Political ecology: A critical introduction (2nd ed.). Chichester, U.K.; Malden, 

Mass.: J. Wiley & Sons.

Robinson, J. (2013). Colombia: Another 100 Years of Solitude? Current History, 112(751), 

43-48.

325

https://www.rand.org/pubs/rgs_dissertations/RGSD102.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/rgs_dissertations/RGSD102.html
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2012.12.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2012.12.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drugpo.2016.06.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drugpo.2016.06.011
https://doi.org/10.1111/dech.12174


Robinson, J. (2016). La miseria en Colombia. Revista Desarrollo y Sociedad, 76, 9-88. https://

doi.org/10.13043/dys.76.1 

Rodríguez, C., & Baquero, C. A. (2015). Reconocimiento con redistribución. El derecho y la justicia 

étnico-racial en América Latina. Bogotá: Centro de Estudios de Derecho, Justicia y Sociedad, 

Dejusticia.

Rodríguez, C., Alfonso, T., & Cavelier, I. (2009). Raza y derechos humanos en Colombia. Informe 

sobre discriminación racial y derechos de la población afrocolombiana. Bogotá: Universidad de los 

Andes, Facultad de Derecho, Centro de Investigaciones Sociojurídicas.

Rosa, P. J., Kodithuwakku, S., & Balunywa, W. (2006). Entrepreneurial motivation in 

developing countries: what does “necessity” and “opportunity” entrepreneurship really 

mean? Frontiers of Entrepreneurship Research, 26(20), 4-20. https://dx.doi.org/10.2139/

ssrn.1310913

Roseberry,  W.  (1989).  Anthropologies  and  Histories:  Essays  in  Culture,  history  and  political 

economy. New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press.

Rosenthal, S. A., & Pittinsky, T. L. (2006). Narcissistic leadership. Leadership Quarterly, 17(6), 

617−633. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2006.10.005 

Ross, M. (2004). What Do we Know About Natural Resources and Civil War? Journal of Peace 

Research, 41, 337-356. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4149748 

Ross, M. (2015). What Have We Learned about the Resource Curse? Annual Review of Political 

Science, 18(1), 239-259. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-052213-040359 

Rosser, A. (2006). The political economy of the resource curse: a literature survey. Working 

paper series, 268. Brighton: Institute of Development Studies. Available at https://

opendocs.ids.ac.uk/opendocs/handle/20.500.12413/4061 

Rost, J. C. (1993). Leadership for the twenty-first century. Westport, CT: Praeger.

326

https://doi.org/10.13043/dys.76.1
https://doi.org/10.13043/dys.76.1
https://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1310913
https://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1310913
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2006.10.005
http://www.jstor.org/stable/4149748
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-052213-040359
https://opendocs.ids.ac.uk/opendocs/handle/20.500.12413/4061
https://opendocs.ids.ac.uk/opendocs/handle/20.500.12413/4061


Sachs, W. (1992). The development dictionary: A guide to knowledge as power. London & Atlantic 

Highlands, NJ: Zed Books.

Sahin, S. G., Eckel, C. & Komai, M. J. (2015). An experimental study of leadership institutions 

in collective action games. Journal of the Economic Science Association, 1(1), 100-113, https://

doi.org/10.1007/s40881-015-0010-6

Salafsky, N., Cauley, H., Balachander, B., Parks, J., Margoluis, C., Bhatt, S., Encarnacion, C., 

Russel, D., & Margoluis, R. (2001). A Systematic Test of an Enterprise Strategy for 

Community-Based Biodiversity Conservation. Conservation Biology, 15(6), 1585-1595. http://

www.jstor.org/stable/3061260 

Sanford, V. (2004). Contesting Displacement in Colombia: Citizenship and State Sovereignty 

at the Margins. In V. Das, & D. Poole (Eds.), Anthropology in the Margins of the State (pp. 

253-278). Santa Fe, NM: School of American Research Press.

Santos, B. (2010). Refundación del Estado en América Latina: Perspectivas desde una epistemología 

del Sur. Bogotá: Uniandes y Siglo del Hombre.

Santos, F. M. (2012). A Positive Theory of Social Entrepreneurship. J Bus Ethics, 111, 335–351. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-012-1413-4 

Santos, F. M., & Eisenhardt, K. M. (2005). Organizational Boundaries and Theories of 

Organization. Organization Science, 16(5), 491-508. https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.1050.0152 

Schlager, E., & Ostrom, E. (1992). Property-Rights Regimes and Natural Resources: A 

Conceptual Analysis. Land Economics, 68(3), 249-262. https://doi.org/10.2307/3146375 

Schmink, M., & Wood, C. H. (1992). Contested Frontiers in Amazonia. Columbia, NY: Columbia 

University Press.

327

https://doi.org/10.1007/s40881-015-0010-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40881-015-0010-6
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3061260
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3061260
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-012-1413-4
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.1050.0152
https://doi.org/10.2307/3146375


Schoar, A. (2010). The divide between subsistence and transformational entrepreneurship. 

Innovation Policy and the Economy, 10(1), 57-81. https://doi.org/10.1086/605853 

Schumpeter, J. A. (1934). The Theory of Economic Development: An Inquiry into Profits, Capital, 

Credit, Interest, and the Business Cycle. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Schumpeter, J. A., (1975). Capitalism, socialism, and democracy. New York, NY: Harper & Row 

Publishers.

Schuurman, F. J. (2000). Paradigms Lost, Paradigms Regained? Development studies in the 

Twenty-First Century. Third World Quarterly, 21(1), 7-20. https://www.jstor.org/stable/

3993521 

Scott, J. (1985). Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance. New Haven and 

London: Yale University Press.

Scott, J. (1986). Everyday forms of peasant resistance. The Journal of Peasant Studies, 13(2), 

5-35. https://doi.org/10.1080/03066158608438289 

Seawright, J. (2016). Multi-Method Social Science: Combining Qualitative and Quantitative Tools. 

Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Selsky, J. W., & Smith, A. (1994). Community entrepreneurship: A framework for social 

change leadership. Leadership Quarterly , 5(3/4): 223-226. https://doi.org/

10.1016/1048-9843(94)90018-3 

Serje, M. (2012). El mito de la ausencia del Estado: la incorporación económica de las “zonas 

de frontera” en Colombia. Cahiers des Amériques Latines, 71, 95–117. https://doi.org/10.4000/

cal.2679 

Shamir, B., House, R., & Arthur, M. (1993). The Motivational Effects of Charismatic 

Leadership: A Self-Concept Based Theory. Organization Science, 4(4), 577-594. https://

doi.org/10.1287/orsc.4.4.577 

328

https://doi.org/10.1086/605853
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3993521
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3993521
https://doi.org/10.1080/03066158608438289
https://doi.org/10.1016/1048-9843(94)90018-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/1048-9843(94)90018-3
https://doi.org/10.4000/cal.2679
https://doi.org/10.4000/cal.2679
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.4.4.577
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.4.4.577


Shane,  S.  (2003).  A  General  Theory  of  Entrepreneurship:  The  Individual-Opportunity  Nexus. 

Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar.

Sheller, M., & Urry, J. (2006). The new mobilities paradigm. Environment and Planning A, 38, 

207-226. https://doi.org/10.1068%2Fa37268 

Simão, C., & Berkes, F. (2010). Community-based enterprises: the significance of 

partnerships and institutional linkages. International Journal of the Commons, 4(1), 183-212. 

http://doi.org/10.18352/ijc.133 

Smith, J. K. (1983). Quantitative versus qualitative research: An attempt to clarify the issue. 

Educational Researcher, 12(3), 6–13. https://doi.org/10.3102%2F0013189X012003006 

Smith, M. L. (1986). The whole is greater: Combining qualitative and quantitative 

approaches in evaluation studies. New Directions for Evaluation, 30, 37-54.  https://doi.org/

10.1002/ev.1425 

Snow, D., & Benford, R. (1988). Ideology, Frame Resonance and Participant Mobilization. 

International Social Movement Research, 1, 197-217.

Snow, D. A., Zurcher, L. A., & Ekland-Olson, S. (1980). Social networks and social 

movements: A microstructural approach to differential recruitment. American Sociological 

Review, 45, 787– 801. https://doi.org/10.2307/2094895 

Sogge, D., Biekart. K., & Saxby, J. (Eds.) (1996). Compassion and Calculation. The Business of 

Private Foreign Aid. London: Pluto Press.

Solnit, R. (2001). Wanderlust. A History of Walking. London, UK: Penguin Books.

Solomon, K. R., Marshall, E. J. P., & Carrasquilla, G. (2009). Human health and 

environmental risks from the use of glyphosate formulations to control the production of 

329

https://doi.org/10.1068%2Fa37268
http://doi.org/10.18352/ijc.133
https://doi.org/10.3102%2F0013189X012003006
https://doi.org/10.1002/ev.1425
https://doi.org/10.1002/ev.1425
https://doi.org/10.2307/2094895


coca in Colombia: Overview and Conclusions. Journal of Toxicology and Environmental Health. 

72(15-16), 914–920. https://doi.org/10.1080/15287390902929659 

Somerville, P. (2011). Understanding Community: Politics, Policy and Practice, Bristol: The Policy 

Press.

Somerville, P., & McElwee, G. (2011). Situating community enterprise: A theoretical 

exploration. Entrepreneurship & Regional Development, 23(5-6), 317-330. https://doi.org/

10.1080/08985626.2011.580161 

Stahler-Sholk, R., Vanden, H., & Kuecker, G. C. (2008). Latin American Social Movements in the 

Twenty-First Century. Resistance, Power and Democracy. Plymouth, United Kingdom: Rowman 

& Littlefield Publishng.

Stall, S., & Stoecker, R. (1998). Community Organizing or Organizing Community? Gender 

and the Crafts of Empowerment. Gender and Society, 12(6), 729-756. https://doi.org/

10.1177%2F089124398012006008  

Stogdill, R. M. (1948). Personal factors associated with leadership: A survey of the literature. 

Journal of Psychology, 25, 35–71. https://doi.org/10.1080/00223980.1948.9917362 

Sun, R., Mi, J., Cao, S., & Gong, X. (2019). Classifying Livelihood Strategies Adopting the 

Activity Choice Approach in Rural China. Sustainability, MDPI, Open Access Journal, 11(11), 

pages 1-22. https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/11/11/3019/ 

Sutter, C., Bruton, G. D. & Chen, J. (2019). Entrepreneurship as a solution to extreme poverty: 

A review and future research directions. Journal of Business Venturing, 34(1), 197-214. https://

doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusvent.2018.06.003 

Swedberg, R. (Ed.) (1993). Explorations in Economic Sociology. New York, NY: Russell Sage 

Foundation.

330

https://doi.org/10.1080/15287390902929659
https://doi.org/10.1080/08985626.2011.580161
https://doi.org/10.1080/08985626.2011.580161
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F089124398012006008
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F089124398012006008
https://doi.org/10.1080/00223980.1948.9917362
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/11/11/3019/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusvent.2018.06.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusvent.2018.06.003


Szreter, S., & Woolcock, M. (2004). Health by association? Social capital, social theory, and 

the political economy of public health. International Journal of Epidemiology, 33, 650-667. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ije/dyh013 

Tarrow S. (1998). Power in Movement. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Tarrow,  S.  (2007).  Inside  Insurgencies:  Politics  and  Violence  in  an  Age  of  Civil  War. 

Perspectives on Politics, 5(3), 587-600. https://www.jstor.org/stable/20446506 

Taussig, M. (2004). My cocaine museum. Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press.

Tedmanson, D., Essers, C., Dey, P., & Verduyn, K. (2015). An Uncommon Wealth. 

Transforming the Commons with Purpose, for People and Not for Profit! Journal of 

Management Inquiry, 24(4), 439-444. https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1056492615579791 

[The Economist] (2018, August 23). Cocaine: why the cartels are winning [Video File]. 

Retrieved from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hopYEuFA0 

Thomson, F. (2011). The Agrarian Question and Violence in Colombia: Conflict and 

Development. Journal of Agrarian Change, 11(3), 321-356. https://doi.org/10.1111/

j.1471-0366.2011.00314.x 

Thoumi, F. (2002). El imperio de la droga: narcotráfico, economía y sociedad en Los Andes. Bogotá: 

Instituto de Estudios Políticos y Relaciones Internacionales: Planeta.

Tracey, P., Phillips, N., & Haugh, H. (2005). Beyond Philanthropy: Community Enterprise as 

a Basis for Corporate Citizenship. Journal of Business Ethics, 58: 327–344. https://doi.org/

10.1007/s10551-004-6944-x 

Trouillot, M. (2002). North Atlantic Universals: Analytical Fictions, 1492–1945. South Atlantic 

Quarterly, 101(4), 839–858. https://doi.org/10.1215/00382876-101-4-839 

331

https://doi.org/10.1093/ije/dyh013
https://www.jstor.org/stable/20446506
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1056492615579791
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hopYEuFA0
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-0366.2011.00314.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-0366.2011.00314.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-004-6944-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-004-6944-x
https://doi.org/10.1215/00382876-101-4-839


Unidad Municipal de Asistencia Técnica Agropecuaria UMATA (n.d.). “Marcos de acción del 

plan de desarrollo rural: el contexto, las normas, los actores, las visiones sobre desarrollo”.

UNODC - United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. (2018). Colombia. Monitoreo de 

territorios afectados por cultivos ilícitos, 2017. Retrieved from

h t t p s : / / w w w. u n o d c . o r g / d o c u m e n t s / c r o p - m o n i t o r i n g / C o l o m b i a /

Colombia_Monitoreo_territorios_afectados_cultivos_ilicitos_2017_Resumen.pdf   

UNODC - United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. (2019). Colombia. Monitoreo de 

territorios afectados por cultivos ilícitos, 2018. Retrieved from 

h t t p s : / / w w w . u n o d c . o r g / d o c u m e n t s / c o l o m b i a / 2 0 1 9 / A g o s t o /

Informe_de_Monitoreo_de_Territorios_Afectador_por_Cultivos_Ilicitos_en_Colombia_2018

_.pdf 

Uphoff, N. (1988). Assisted self-reliance: Working with, rather than for the poor. In J. P. 

Lewis (Ed.), Strengthening the Poor: What Have We Learned? (pp. 47-60). Washington, DC: 

Transaction Books.

Van Belle, D. (1996). Leadership and Collective Action: The Case of Revolution. International 

Studies Quarterly, 40(1), 107-132. https://doi.org/10.2307/2600933 

Van Cott, D. L. (2000). The Friendly Liquidation of the Past: The Politics of Diversity in Latin 

America. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press.

Van Meerkerk I., Kleinhans R., & Molenveld, A. (2018). Exploring the durability of 

community enterprises: A qualitative comparative analysis. Public Administration, 96, 651–

667. https://doi.org/10.1111/padm.12523 

Velandia, P. J., & Restrepo, E. (2017). Estudios afrocolombianos: balance de un campo 

heterogéneo. Tabula Rasa. (27), 161-197. https://doi.org/10.25058/20112742.448 

332

https://www.unodc.org/documents/crop-monitoring/Colombia/Colombia_Monitoreo_territorios_afectados_cultivos_ilicitos_2017_Resumen.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/crop-monitoring/Colombia/Colombia_Monitoreo_territorios_afectados_cultivos_ilicitos_2017_Resumen.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/colombia/2019/Agosto/Informe_de_Monitoreo_de_Territorios_Afectador_por_Cultivos_Ilicitos_en_Colombia_2018_.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/colombia/2019/Agosto/Informe_de_Monitoreo_de_Territorios_Afectador_por_Cultivos_Ilicitos_en_Colombia_2018_.pdf
https://doi.org/10.2307/2600933
https://doi.org/10.1111/padm.12523
https://doi.org/10.25058/20112742.448


Vélez, M. A. (2011). Collective Titling and the Process of Institution Building: The New 

Common Property Regime in the Colombian Pacific. Human Ecology, 39(2), 117–29. https://

doi.org/10.1007/s10745-011-9375-1 

Vélez, M. A., Murphy, J., & Stranlund, J. (2008). Centralized and Decentralized Management 

of Local Common Pool Resources in the Developing World: Experimental Evidence from 

Fishing Communities in Colombia. Economic Inquiry 48(2):254–65. https://doi.org/10.1111/

j.1465-7295.2008.00125.x 

Vélez, M.A., Robalino, J., Cardenas, J.C., Paz, A., & Pacaye, E. (2020). Is collective titling 

enough to protect forests? Evidence from Afro-descendant communities in the Colombian 

Pacific region. World Development, 128. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2019.104837  

Vilora De la Hoz, J. (Ed.) (2008). Economías del Pacífico colombiano. Cartagena, Colombia: 

Banco de la República.

von Hayek, F. A. (1948). Individualism and Economic Order. Chicago, USA: The University of 

Chicago Press.

von Mises, L. (1949/1996). Human Action: A Treatise on Economics. San Francisco, CA: Fox & 

Wilkes.

Wade, P. (1990). El Chocó: una region negra. Boletín Museo del Oro, 0(29), 121-149. Retrieved 

from https://publicaciones.banrepcultural.org/index.php/bmo/article/view/7042 

Wade,  P.  (1993).  Blackness  and  Race  Mixture.  The  Dynamics  of  Race  Identity  in  Colombia. 

Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press.

Wainwright, J. (2008). Decolonizing Development: Colonial Power and the Maya. Oxford, UK: 

Wiley-Blackwell.

Waldringer, R., Aldrich, H., & Ward, R. (2006). Ethnic Entrepreneurs. Immigrant Business in 

Industrial Societies. London: Sage Publications.

333

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10745-011-9375-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10745-011-9375-1
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1465-7295.2008.00125.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1465-7295.2008.00125.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2019.104837
https://publicaciones.banrepcultural.org/index.php/bmo/article/view/7042


Weber, M. (1947). The Theory of Social and Economic Organization. New York, USA: Oxford 

University Press.

Weick, K., Sutcliffe, K. M., & Obstfeld, D. (2005). Organizing and the process of sensemaking. 

Organization Science, 16(4), 409–421. https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.1050.0133 

Werker, E. (2012). The Political Economy of Bilateral Foreign Aid. Harvard Business School 

Working Paper No. 13-026. Avai lable at ht tps ://www.hbs.edu/faculty/

Publication%20Files/13-026_8eed3dbc-ee5c-4c14-b26e-b6a844a20e44.pdf 

Westley, F. R., Tjornbo, O., Schultz, L., Olsson, P., Folke, C., Crona, B., & Bodin, Ö. (2013). A 

theory of transformative agency in linked social-ecological systems. Ecology and Society, 

18(3), 27. http://dx.doi.org/10.5751/ES-05072-180327 

Whitten, N. (1986). Black Frontiersmen: Afro-Hispanic Culture of Ecuador and Colombia. Prospect 

Heights, IL: Waveland Pr Inc.

Wigglesworth, A. (2013). Community Leadership and Gender Equality: Experiences of 

Representation in Local Governance in Timor-Leste. Asian Politics & Policy, 5(4), 567–584. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/aspp.12067 

Williams, F. (2012). Afro-Colombians and the Cosmopolitan City: New Negotiations of Race 

and Space in Bogotá, Colombia. Latin American Perspectives, 40(2), 105-117. https://doi.org/

10.1177%2F0094582X12468868 

Wooley, C. M. (2009). Meeting the mixed methods challenge of integration in a sociological 

study of structure and agency. Journal of Mixed Methods Research, 3(1), 7–25. https://doi.org/

10.1177%2F1558689808325774 

Young, I. M. (1997). Unruly categories: A critique of Nancy Fraser's dual systems theory. New 

Left Review, 1(222), 147-160.

334

https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.1050.0133
https://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Publication%20Files/13-026_8eed3dbc-ee5c-4c14-b26e-b6a844a20e44.pdf
https://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Publication%20Files/13-026_8eed3dbc-ee5c-4c14-b26e-b6a844a20e44.pdf
https://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Publication%20Files/13-026_8eed3dbc-ee5c-4c14-b26e-b6a844a20e44.pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.5751/ES-05072-180327
https://doi.org/10.1111/aspp.12067
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0094582X12468868
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0094582X12468868
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1558689808325774
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1558689808325774


Yukl, G. (2010). Leadership in organizations (7th ed.). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice-Hall 

Inc.

Zimmerer, K. S. (1991). Wetland production and smallholder persistence: Agricultural 

change in a highland Peruvian region. Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 81(3), 

443-463. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8306.1991.tb01704.x 

Zuleta, H. (2017). Coca, cocaína y narcotráfico. Documento CEDE, 42, 1-44. Bogotá: 

Universidad de los Andes. 

335

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8306.1991.tb01704.x


Appendices

Appendix 1 – Ethnicity in Colombia by municipality (self-reporting) 

Key: ‘Mestizos y blancos’ (Mestizo and White), ‘Afrocolombianos’ (Afro-Colombians), ‘Indígena’ (Indigenous), ‘No 
informa’ (Unreported), ‘Raizal’ (Mixed Afro-Caribbean and British). ‘Baja cobertura censal’ (Low census coverage). 
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Appendix 2 – Interview protocols A (leaders) and B (others)

Protocol A - Leaders

Topic 1 – Context

1. Could you please tell me your full name and the name of the Community 

Council to which you belong?

2. What is your main economic activity?

3. Other than your main economic activity, what other activities do you do?

4. Are you part of the Council’s Board? For how long have you been part of 

the Board?

Topic 2 – Leadership trajectory

1. Could you please describe your current role as a community leader? What 

are your specific functions?

2. What motivated you to become a community leader? What is your history 

of leadership in the community?

Topic 3 – Tasks / Tactics

1. How do you specifically persuade other community members to mobilise 

and engage in collective action?

2. What do you do when there are conflicts in the community? How do you 

as a leader manage those conflicts?

Topic 4 – Goals and performance

1. How are the goals and activities in the Council defined? What role do you 

have in defining those goals?

2. How is your role evaluated?

3. Do your own goals as a leader normally coincide with those of the community? 

When they do not, how are they negotiated?
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4. Which do you perceive to be the characteristics that make people in the 

community trust leaders?

5. What are the most rewarding and challenging things in your role as a leader?

Topic 5 – Economic development

1. Could you describe the economies in the collective territories? What are the main 

economic activities of people in your community?

2. From your experience, what are the main challenges that communities in the 

collective territories face to improve economic development?

3. What actors are key in the promotion of economic development in your 

community?

Topic 6 – Illicit crops (general perception)

1. What do you think explains the influx of illicit crops into the collective territories 

in the region?

2. Why do you think motivates people in the region to grow those crops?

3. Have your Council ever been affected by aerial spraying? If so, how?
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Protocol B - Others

Topic 1 – Context

1. Could you please tell me your full name and the name of your organisation?

2. What is your role in the organisation?

3. Other than your main role in the organisation, what other activities do you 

do?

Topic 2 – Leadership

1. What is your general perception about community leaders in the collective 

territories?

2. How often do you have to interact with leaders and why?

3. Which ones are, in your view, the main challenges that leaders face?

Topic 3 – Economic development

1. What are the main challenges that the municipality of Buenaventura faces in 

terms of economic development?

2. What actors are key in the promotion of economic development in the region

Protocol for interviews (Coca)

4. When and how did coca arrive to this territory?

5. When did coca crops started to increase? (After the answer, show the graph.)

6. What explains the increases in coca crops? (Ask for specific years.)

7. What explains the decreases in coca crops? (Ask for specific years.)

8. If there is mobilisation / resistance against coca crops, could you explain how it works?

9. What role do leaders and / or community members play?

10.What role has the government played in the phenomenon of illicit crops in your 

territory?

339



11.Have substitution programmes arrived in your community? If so, have they worked? 

Why?

12.Are there any productive alternatives to coca?

13. How is the relationship with neighbouring Councils?
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Appendix 3a – Complete list of interviewees

SECTOR FORMAL ROLE GENDER ID CODE

COMMUNITY Former Board Member M COM-M-01

CONSULTING Independent Consultant F CON-F-02

LEADER Legal Representative M LEA-M-03

LEADER Legal Representative M LEA-M-04

LEADER Legal Representative - Entrepreneur M LEA-M-05

LEADER General Coordinator of the Board M LEA-M-06

LEADER Legal Representative M LEA-M-07

LEADER Legal Representative M LEA-M-06

LEADER Legal Representative M LEA-M-09

LEADER Legal Representative F LEA-F-10

LEADER Legal Representative F LEA-F-11

COMMUNITY Community Member – Former Board 
Member F COM-F-12

COMMUNITY Consultant – Member Poder Pacífico 
Network M COM-M-13

LEADER Council’s Ombudswoman F LEA-F-14

LEADER Consultant to the Council’s Board M LEA-M-15

LEADER Council General Coordinator M LEA-M-16

LEADER Ecological Association Secretary F LEA-F-17

LEADER Legal Representative F LEA-F-18

LEADER Legal Representative F LEA-F-19

PRIVATE SECTOR Office Director M PRI-M-20

LEADER President of the Council’s Board M LEA-M-21

LEADER President of the Council’s Board M LEA-M-22

MULTILATERAL Field Consultant F MUL-F-23

LEADER Legal Representative M LEA-M-24

LEADER Community Leader M LEA-M-25

LEADER Community Leader F LEA-F-26

LEADER Legal Representative M LEA-M-27
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LEADER Human Rights Coordinator F LEA-M-28

LEADER Legal Representative M LEA-M-29

GOVERNMENT Director M GOV-M-30

COMMUNITY Community Member F COM-F-31

LEADER Consultant to the Council’s Board M LEA-M-32

ACADEMIA Entomology Professor M ACA-M-33

LEADER Leader Civic Strike M LEA-M-34

LEADER Legal Representative F LEA-F-35

LEADER Legal Representative M LEA-M-36

NGO Executive Director M NGO-M-37

PRIVATE SECTOR
Director Centro de Desarrollo 
Empresarial M PRI-M-38

MULTILATERAL Chief Executive Manager F MUL-F-39

ARMED FORCES Commander Antinarcotics Units M ARM-M-40

NGO Researcher – Anti-discrimination Unit M NGO-M-41

CONSULTING Independent Consultant M CON-M-42

PRESS Editor F PRE-F-43

ACADEMIA Researcher F ACA-F-44

ACADEMIA Researcher M ACA-M-45

LEADER Director F LEA-F-47

LEADER Police Inspector – Community member M LEA-M-48

ENVIRONMENTA
L AUTHORITY Officer M ENV-M-49

ENVIRONMENTA
L AUTHORITY Coordinator M ENV-M-50

ENVIRONMENTA
L AUTHORITY Professor M ENV-N-51

CONSULTING Founding Member F CON-F-52

CIVIL SOCIETY F CIV-F-53

CIVIL SOCIETY Film Director and Producer F CIV-F-54

GOVERNMENT Assistant Prosecutor for Ethnic Affairs M GOV-M-55

LEADER Former Council Coordinator F LEA-F-56

LEADER President of the Board M LEA-M-57
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COMMUNITY Community Health Worker F COM-F-58

LEADER Coordinator for the lower river zone M LEA-M-59

GOVERNMENT Director M GOV-M-60

CONSULTING Independent Consultant M CON-M-61

ACADEMIA Director M ACA-M-62

COMMUNITY Affiliate Researcher M COM-M-63

COMMUNITY Former Board Member M COM-M-64

MULTILATERAL Director F MUL-F-65

ACADEMIA Professor F ACA-F-66

ACADEMIA Professor M ACA-M-67

CONSULTING Consultant F CON-F-68

PRIVATE SECTOR CEO M PRI-M-69

LEADER Coordinator M LEA-M-70

MULTILATERAL
Green Specialist – Natural Wealth 
Project F MUL-F-71

POLITICAL PARTY Director (Former FARC combatant) M POL-M-72

LEGISLATIVE Member of Congress (Former FARC 
commander) M LEG-M-73

LEADER Legal Representative M LEA-M-74

COMMUNITY Coordinator M LEA-M-75

LEADER Legal Representative M LEA-M-76

LEADER Legal Representative M LEA-M-77

LEADER Legal Representative M LEA-M-78

LEADER President of the Council’s Board M LEA-M-79

LEADER Coordinator M LEA-M-80

LEADER Legal Representative M LEA-M-81

LEADER President of the Council’s Board M LEA-M-82

LEADER Legal Representative M LEA-M-83
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Appendix 3b – Participation per sector (as percentage of total)

SECTOR %

LEADER 53

COMMUNITY 8

ACADEMIA 7

CONSULTING 6

MULTILATERAL 5

GOVERNMENT 4

ENVIRONMENTAL AUTHORITY 4

PRIVATE SECTOR 4

CIVIL SOCIETY 2

NGO 2

ARMED FORCES 1

PRESS 1

LEGISLATIVE 1

POLITICAL PARTY 1

TOTAL 100
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Appendix 4 – Structure of survey topics

The survey was divided into four parts, each focused on one of the main topics of interest.

Part one - Economic activities

The purpose of this part was to characterise the economic activity of households in the 

Community Councils of the municipality. Additionally, this part included general questions 

about the perceptions of community members about the phenomenon of illicit crops in the 

collective territories. Specific topics included in the survey were:

• Private land ownership within the Community Council: number and origin of 

those lands, location within the Council, economic vocation and characteristics of 

those lands (size, economic vocation).

• Economic activity: economic activities, main economic activity, income (and 

periodicity) from main economic activity, markets in which products are sold 

(nature, reasons to sell there), access to credit, access to subsidies.

• Perceptions on the phenomenon of illicit crops in the region.

Part two - Associativity and social capital

The purpose of this part was to assess different variables associated with social capital in the 

community. Specific topics included in the survey were:

• Voluntary work for the community (nature and frequency)

• Membership in organisations

• Participation in groups

• Trust in institutions

• Existence of collectively defined rules (land and conservation)

• Enforcement of rules
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Part three - Public services

The purpose of this part was to assess the level of provision of basic public services 

in the Council, including the following:

• Access to running water

• Sewage

• Connection to the national or regional electric grid

• Access to internet

• Access to telephone

• Mobile service

• Community Health Outpost

• School (what levels are covered)

Part four - Demographic and household data

The purpose of this part was to collect a series of demographic data, including the 

following:

• Gender

• Age

• Education level

• Number of children

• Place of residence (and years)

• Number of people at home

• Religion
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Appendix 5 – Example of the reports designed for the communities 
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