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I. INTRODUCTION 

For centuries, the residents of small oasis spots in the Atacama Desert, known as 

Atacameños, have carved out for themselves a tough existence, combining small-scale 

farming and herding, with wage labor in the different mining ventures that have 

shaped the Atacama Desert’s economic, political, and ecological circumstances.  

A little over two centuries ago, the political and economic circumstances affecting 

Atacameños begun to change dramatically. The War of the Pacific against Peru and 

Bolivia (1879) led to a Chilean annexation of the territory that inaugurated a process 

of exploitation of Nitrate by English firms until the early 1900s; and, Copper by 

American firms (Anaconda) from the beginning of the 20th century until 1970 when 

the copper industry was nationalized under the socialist government of Salvador 

Allende (Sanhueza and Gundermann 2007).  

Atacameño men and women have been subject to the impacts of mining throughout 

the course of the 20th century and still are today. This dissertation investigates the 

impacts of the mining economy on the lives of indigenous peoples in the city of 

Calama and in Atacameño villages of Toconce, Turi, and Cupo in the Loa River basin 

in northern Chile. Specifically, it explores how the overlapping ethical systems of 

indigenous communities and mining corporations shape views of fairness and the 

environment. The central inquiry revolves around reaching an understanding of how 

different underlying ethical systems and interconnected ideologies influence political 

decisions regarding which communities will persist, and which will perish. This 

relationship between ideology and ethics will advance knowledge of the status of 
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corporation-community relations and identify the main obstacles to sustainable, 

positive, relations in the future. 

For Atacameños, ideas of citizenship, identity, and forced migrations have been 

shaped by the history of mineral and water extraction in the Atacama Desert. The 

Atacameños’ opposition to mining is mainly focused on a critique of the excessive 

‘greed’ of corporations. Specifically, they oppose voracious consumption of water in 

the region that the Chilean government has promoted with the development of large-

scale resource extraction projects. This emphasis on extraction has displaced the 

interests of minorities, and has ignored the negative impacts on agricultural and 

herding activities that mining has had on Atacameños. As a consequence, the political 

resentment, especially among urban Atacameños, has caused social bitterness.  

My own interest in Atacama has grown out of a combination of childhood 

memories and professional experience as a consultant for the National Copper 

Corporation of Chile (henceforth CODELCO). Having been raised in the mining town 

of El Salvador in Chile’s third region, particular moments and details still stand out 

vividly in my memory: the never-ending extension of a Desert that got lost in the 

horizon in a 360º turn; the rigid class structures reflected in the layout of the town’s 

neighborhoods and the separate social clubs for the workers and the supervisors; and, 

the importance given to the distinction between the so called upper classes and the 

rotos (Chilean word for a person belonging to the lower classes of society). 

When I returned to the Atacama Desert, 10 years had passed. I had recently 

graduated with a bachelor’s degree in anthropology, and was working on an impact 

assessment for CODELCO. I was sitting at home in Santiago one wednesday 

afternoon when my father, a Geologist working for the company, walked into my 
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room and told me: “I spoke with the executive in charge of the corporate division for 

the environment and you have an interview tomorrow”. With no time to prepare I 

showed up the next day to hear an executive tell me that the corporation intended to 

change its paradigm of community affairs from paying little attention to the presence 

of Atacameño indigenous communities in the region to one of awareness of the 

corporation’s mining activities impacts on these communities.  

In the context of the corporation’s self-proclaimed shift of paradigm, I was hired 

to conduct an anthropological interview-based assessment that took place during 

2002-2003. This assessment was my first exposure to the problem that has become 

the research for my dissertation. Sharing this experience forms part of my recognition 

that knowledge must always be knowledge from a certain vantage point or position 

(Berger and Luckmann 1966). Although my position changed over the years, it started 

as a consultant for this mining corporation and the daughter of one of it’s executive 

geologists.  

The assessment’s objective was to document indigenous communities’ perception 

of the impacts of the installation of a radio communication antenna on a mountain 

(Mount Quimal). This was done only after the installation of the antenna was 

completed and when the mining company realized was sacred to the Atacameño 

people.  

In 2003, as I observed a particular set of face-to-face interactions between mining 

officials and community members, my attention was drawn to Goffman’s (1959; 

1971) idea of impression management. This concept imagines the world as a large 

stage with actors anchored by a social frame of reference that shapes their roles and 

impressions that need to be managed. In the process, some information is over 
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communicated while other elements remain under communicated. In the case 

examined here, CODELCO representatives saw the advantage of responding to the 

concerns of the indigenous communities and prioritizing public acceptance of the 

reasonableness of their plans for the region.  

During this consultation a reoccurring theme that emerged was that CODELCO’s 

mistake of not approaching local communities before developing their mining 

projects was not unique to this company. According to the interviewees, this pattern 

seemed to be a constant problem with all the corporations operating in the area. 

Nevertheless, interviewees also mentioned that the company seemed to be trying to 

change their way of relating to communities in their area of mining influence. The 

example they used was that once CODELCO realized their mistake the Gaby mining 

project had taken the time to ask them what Mount Quimal meant to them. For the 

mining corporation, the perception of Mount Quimal had been totally different from 

the one held by the communities: it was simply a spot in the desert where they could 

get good signals for radio-transmissions.  

With the exception of one urbanized community member, the rest of the 

indigenous peoples interviewed did not make any explicit connections between the 

‘antenna problem’ and the manifold material aggressions the company had made into 

their territories and livelihoods, which included contamination and restrictions on 

access to basic natural resources, altered health of humans and animals, and actions 

that limited their ‘freedom’ to choose alternate lifestyles in the desert.  

This lack of ‘awareness’ of the powerful symbol I expected the ‘antenna problem’ 

to become (see also Bonilla 2006), was a relief for corporate officers (personal 

communication). The one community member who did point out the environmental 
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and human damages to which these communities are exposed was highly disappointed 

by the lack of critique from other community members. Furthermore, he claimed that 

the underlying problem that was really being ignored was water and mining conflicts. 

This problem not only is relevant to northern Chile, but also to other regions in the 

Andes like Bolivia and Peru (sees Bebbington at al. 2008). 

The assessment’s impacts on CODELCO’s modus operandi with indigenous 

peoples heavily influenced the contents of the formal policy statement published by 

CODELCO in 2004 on its relations with indigenous communities. The Chief 

executive officers (personal communication) of CODELCO considered the Mount 

Quimal experience as one of their successes. This assessment made it clear that it was 

in the corporation’s best interests, and not just those of the communities to have what 

they referred to as a “win-win relationship” for the sustainable development of this 

mountain region in the future.  

In 2007, I again returned to Chile to explore the nature of these win-win 

relationships the corporation had claimed it would build with indigenous 

communities. Here its worth clarifying what makes CODELCO different from other 

mining corporations operating in Atacama. CODELCO is a state owned mining 

company and other mining companies in the region are private corporations. The 

largest private corporation is the transnational mining giant BHP-BILLITON with 

their Escondida mine near Antofagasta. Although I interviewed people from other 

corporations (BHP-BILLITON, GABY, and EL ABRA), I decided to focus my study 

on CODELCO because, being a state corporation, ethical issues about the distribution 

of the burdens and benefits of mining are contested. Private corporations can justify 

profit oriented goals without much contestation. In contrast, a state corporation has a 
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responsibility to the public that makes the ethical debate I want to unfold in this 

dissertation more problematic. During fieldwork, I was constantly trying to find out 

whether CODELCO’s community policies and practices were in response to 

international environmental standards, or stemmed from a deeper ethical shift in the 

distribution of the burdens and the benefits of mining in this Mountain region. 

Why the shift in paradigm? I returned to Atacama in 2007, for a year long stay, 

with the express purpose of mapping out this shifting sense of what is referred to as 

corporate social responsibility or an explicit sense of moral responsibility towards 

“the community”. 

METHODS 

The majority of my fieldwork was carried out throughout the calendar year 2007. 

During my twelve continuous months in Atacama, I rented a room in a house shared 

with two geologists in the mining City of Calama, population 138,402, located in the 

second region of northern Chile. Calama was ideally situated: it was a 2 to 3 hour 

drive on dirt roads, to various small villages in the Loa River basin where I needed to 

go to conduct interviews with rural indigenous peoples. It was also the perfect place 

to conduct interviews with urban Atacameños. Living there also afforded me access to 

government institutions and mining corporations.  

Calama has earned a reputation of its own kind. It has all the negative stereotypes 

of a typical mining town: alcoholism and drug addiction, domestic violence, marital 

infidelity, prostitution, crime, and consumerism. Walking through the city, I could 

count three bars on every block, some of them being regular bars and others being 

topless-bars. 
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On weekends people would flood the only shopping mall in the city. Like an 

invading army they would walk around displaying their social class by the type of car 

they parked outside the mall and the material objects they used (expensive brand 

shoes, purses, and jewelry, particularly gold).  

The most important distinction by far was whether you were a CODELCO 

employee or not. Any other distinction was derived from the above. Displays of 

“opulence” from the CODELCOs, contrasted with the many shantytowns distributed 

throughout the city. I developed the custom of walking to my interviewee’s homes; 

many of them in shantytowns, where I witnessed the less than decent conditions 

people lived in. On my way to interviews, sometimes I could count up to three crack 

(pasta base) dealers in one block harassing kids coming out of schools with offers of 

free joints to get them hooked and secure future customers.  

During my experience there, Calama felt like a particularly hostile city. Below 

zero temperatures at night, accompanied with an almost nonexistent humidity, came 

along with constant strong winds that continuously got dirt into my eyes as I walked 

through the streets. Within a short time, I understood why Calama had earned its 

famous nickname of “Calamity Town”.  

I completed 14 months of ethnographic and archival data collection in 2007-2008 

in multiple sites (Calama, and the villages of Toconce, Turi and Cupo) and later in the 

capital city of Santiago. I engaged in formal and informal interviews, extensive 

participant observation, archival and media sources collected in English and Spanish. 

The interviews were modeled on autobiographical narratives and labor histories of 

Atacameños across different age and residential groups (urban or rural). Thus, through 

fieldwork, I gained access to communities living both in relatively isolated villages 
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and in the city of Calama, providing a valuable comparative perspective. I gathered 

archival materials from universities and national libraries, private and public 

institutions in Santiago, Calama and San Pedro de Atacama.  

In-depth interviews were obtained from approximately 100 male and female 

Atacameños in the region including, political leaders, corporate executive officers 

(CEOs), youth, migrants, academics and members of several indigenous associations. 

I initially selected households from the urban indigenous community of Likantatay 

that I had had previous contact with them through my master’s thesis work (2005) 

documenting the history of origin of their community. In Likantatay, I had access to 

36 households with indigenous peoples from the different interior villages in the Loa 

River Basin. I conducted extensive interviews with each family with the goal of 

drawing out memories of their way of life in the villages and its contrast to their life 

in the city, self-representations, specific details of day-to-day sustenance and reasons 

for migration. One important topic of conversation was their perception of mining’s 

burdens and benefits and the significance of water in their way of life. As my contacts 

broadened, I was introduced to families in the rural villages and did additional formal 

interviews with people involved in a variety of livelihoods. This included people 

living in rural or urban settings, as well as those who were co-resident in both. My 

questions, therefore, were geared toward the following: 1) reconstructing past and 

present livelihoods and their connection with water and mining ventures in the region; 

and, 2) documenting beliefs, values, and sense of social justice projected by the 

different generational and residential groups. 

In my interviews, I also attempted to uncover the proximate and ultimate causes 

behind the decisions of various individuals to select a particular way of life. Why they 
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chose wage labor in mines or domestic service rather than farming and herding? For 

those engaged in farming and herding, what factors led to their shift to wage labor? 

Did labor markets and environmental changes (like access to water) affect their ability 

to maintain certain livelihoods? Did they feel that their expectations, that the range of 

options they had would broaden with migration to the city, had been met? Did 

particular values determine their decisions? Did they feel that mining brought burdens 

or benefits to their existence? The underlying goal behind these interview topics was 

to determine the impacts of copper mining on the lives of indigenous peoples in 

Atacama. 

My contact with various families went beyond interviews and included extensive 

participant observation. This allowed me to compare what people said to what they 

did. I accompanied them on herding day-trips, harvesting sessions, communal feasts 

and community meetings. I documented the ordinary details of these practices with 

extensive, detailed, daily fieldnotes and with photos when these were non-disruptive. 

During my visits to Toconce, I stayed at the home of Delfina and Juan; in Turi 

with Maria and Felix; and in Cupo with Saturnina and Maximo. These villages 

offered no formal lodging or public transportation, thus the planning and logistics for 

my visits was dependent upon a four wheel drive Suzuki Samurai Jeep that one of my 

geologist roommates who worked in a shift system lent me for 7 days every 9 days 

when he travelled back to Santiago for his break. Thus, given my transportation 

limitations, each stay in these villages lasted up to seven days.  

As part of my participant observation in the villages of the Loa River Basin I 

attended the ceremony of the cleaning of canals, the communal gathering to thank the 

Earthmother for its blessings and pray for water practiced for centuries among 
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Atacameños. Indeed, the ceremony of the cleaning of canals was of special 

importance to my research since this ritual, according to many Atacameños, 

represents the core element of their identity and vision of water. In many interviews, 

the cleaning of canals was almost unanimously invoked when critiquing the mining 

corporations, and their greedy monopoly over water. I directed many of my queries 

towards understanding the structure and organization of this longstanding practice and 

its links to local concepts of community and the environment. 

The intention of my analysis is to craft this study transparently in a way that 

allows anyone to evaluate the claims I make as a researcher (Agar 1996). Thus the 

presentation of my ethnographic data is representative of the full dataset throughout 

the dissertation. My intent is to achieve analytic honesty that involves the presentation 

of both the data that corroborates what I was expecting to see and that which 

contradicts my pre-suppositions. 

THE CONTEXT: A POLITICAL ECOLOGY OF SOCIAL CORPORATE 
RESPONSIBILITY IN ATACAMA 
 

In the early 2000s a new trend in corporate responsibility emerged in countries 

like Chile. According to Karliner (1997), the 1992 International Conference on 

Environment and Development held in Rio de Janeiro, Earth Summit, marked the 

coming of age of corporate environmentalism. It melded ecological and economic 

globalization into a coherent ideology. In the aftermath of Rio, global corporate 

environmentalism has helped institutionalize ecological concerns as agenda items in 

the executive suites and board rooms of some of the world’s largest businesses 

(Karliner 1997:31). 
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Corporations may be given the credit that, under pressure from local communities 

organizing and government regulation (i.e. environmental legislation), they are 

instituting a number of real changes in their technologies and practices that are 

leading to cleaner production and less resource destruction. They have also engaged 

to some degree in more equitable negotiations and consider forms of benefit sharing. 

Corporations have appropriated the language and images of ecology, sustainability 

and social responsibility in an effort to ward off the threat that environmental and 

social movements might convince the world’s governments to force them to make 

much more far reaching changes (Brosius 2008; Tsing 2008). Self-proclaimed 

corporate environmentalists have achieved this by absorbing the question of 

ecological sustainability into their overriding agenda of economic globalization. They 

have made the worldwide expansion of resource extraction, production, marketing, 

and consumption synonymous with sustainable development. Tsing (2008) refers to 

this as ‘green development fantasies’. 

Such masterful co-optation of various strands of the discourse of sustainable 

development have been emulated by corporations such as CODELCO.  

If CODELCO wants to be outstanding in community relations, its benchmark has 

to be the environmental discourse used by the top mining corporations around the 

world (Carrasco 2001). The positioning of a particular strand of the discourse of 

sustainable development, the Brundtland report’s version of the concept, on the 

political agenda made it possible for some environmentally conscious executives to 

convince CODELCO’s management that it was good corporate practice to conduct a 

study to assess the impact on a potential asset that could not be assigned a monetary 

price: a sacred mountain (CODELCO, 2003).  
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CODELCO launched the assessment described earlier in this introduction as a 

means to show their environmental and social engagement, and to initiate their change 

of attitude towards the local indigenous communities. In order to better understand 

how this new form of communication worked and whether this assessment achieved 

its declared aim of improving relationships with Atacameño communities, I explored 

the discursive transactions that took place between the parties in greater detail. For 

this I applied Goffman’s concept of impression management mentioned at the 

begining of this introduction, along with some other scholars’ (Barth 1966; Williams 

1977; Bauman 1987; and Bourdieu 1991) conceptual tools to explore various power-

related aspects in discourse. 

How did the mining company communicate with the Atacameños? People 

throughout the world see their lives increasingly through the prism of possible 

lifestyles offered by mass media (Fox 1991:198). This becomes extremely relevant in 

the interactions between corporations and indigenous communities who have become 

more aware that there are other countries where some corporations are behaving in 

more environmentally sound ways (e.g.: Carruthers and Rodriguez 2009). These 

indigenous communities now demand similar standards. Corporations cannot keep 

playing the role of the powerful versus the unsophisticated community that can easily 

be co-opted. As a result, this dissertation will examine how mining corporations have 

had recourse to the same tools as advertisers, prioritizing corporate image over social 

responsibility. 

In “patterns of social form” Fredrik Barth (1966) argues that it can be assumed 

that patterns of social form are the cumulative result of a number of separate choices 

and decisions people make as they interact. Barth follows Goffman’s (1959) argument 
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that agreement on a definition of any situation must be established and maintained to 

distinguish which of the participants’ many statuses should form the basis of their 

interaction. The process of maintaining this agreement – and re-establishing the 

normalcy as a desired social state evoked by Goffman –is one of skewed 

communication: over-communicating those things which confirm the relevant statuses 

of positions and relationships, and under-communicating those which are discrepant 

(Barth 1981:36). This language game of over and under communicating information 

in a transactional situation translates into the acquisition of an adequate role that will 

contribute to the ‘impression management’ that the context of communication 

requires. This means that each individual will play the role they believe will bring 

more benefits as a result of the transaction.  

In the case of the transactions between the mining company and Atacameño 

communities, the corporation is bound to over-communicate their environmentally 

sound and friendly intentions. This is confirmed by the corporation’s attempts at 

changing the negative reputation historically gained by the corporation. On the other 

hand, the communities could be expected to over-communicate their immemorial 

rights to the shared environment, as this is a means of confirming their position as 

rightful “claimants” to the resources of Atacama.  

Understanding the motivations of each party involved in the “arts of impression 

management” can be useful for the efforts of social scientists and development 

practitioners in their efforts to provide thorough assessments that contribute to 

conflict resolution between corporations and communities. Mining corporations 

worldwide hold an instrumental view of nature. Their purpose is to produce economic 

value-added through use of non-renewable natural resources. This view is closely 
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linked with the status quo concept of “sustainable development” (Hopwood et al. 

2005), which, neoliberals see as an intrinsic part of  legitimating economic solutions 

for dealing with conflicting environmental/development policies. This strategy 

responds to power struggles between dominant and subordinate social forces and 

discourses.  

Neoliberal ventures have increasingly assimilated environmentalism through key 

conscious discursive shifts such as the growing convergence of sustainable 

development with green capitalism, and a vast tide of corporate green-wash. The art 

of “impression management” is just one of such tides. 

Is sustainability an ideology?  

 Mining corporations’ interest in northern Chile’s Atacama Desert show, depending 

on the social position that users of resources occupy in the larger society, the 

emergence of different and simultaneous approaches to nature (Hopwood et al. 2005). 

These different approaches to environmental resource use support the idea that nature 

is socially constructed (Escobar 1996). In this discursive process, the specific and 

historic relationship between nature and capital, which is articulated in terms of 

“sustainable development”, needs to be demystified. According to Escobar, the 

discourse of “sustainable development” appeared globally in 1987 with the United 

Nations’ World Commission on Environment and Development Report. In the report 

(Brundtland 1987), nature is constructed discursively as something that can be 

managed. Assuming that the management of nature involves capitalization, the 

discourse of “sustainable development” renames nature as (human) environment so 

that capital can be sustained. This is to say that a rational exploitation of resources 

assures that capital investments will be persistent through time. Scientists are often 
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the hegemonic representatives of this rationality. Not surprisingly, this vision of 

reason rarely includes other sources of knowledge, such as those of communities 

affected by neoliberal policies. Nature is always viewed as a potential commodity. 

This is what sustainable development became, once it was accepted by economic and 

political actors; this notion of sustainable development was an appropriation of a 

wider concept that was defined in “our common future”. Hopwood et al. (2005) call 

this view, status quo sustainability:  

“Supporters of the status quo recognize the need for change but see neither the 
environment nor society as facing insuperable problems. Adjustments can be 
made without any fundamental changes to society, the means of decision 
making or power relations. This is the dominant view of the supporters of the 
status quo, who are most likely to work within the corridors of power talking 
with decision makers in government and business. Development is identified 
with growth and economic growth is seen as part of the solution (Hopwood et 
al. 2005: 42)”.  
 
In contrast to this instrumental view, on the other extreme are those who adopt a 

transformatory approach to both social and environmental questions. Although they 

cover a range of different viewpoints, they all share the view that the mounting crises 

in environment and society are interconnected, and that the social and environmental 

systems risk breakdown if radical change does not occur. Some, such as grass roots 

environmental justice and indigenous environmental movements, may not use the 

same vocabulary of sustainable development that’s used in official and academic 

circles but they are addressing the issues of how to live within the environment 

without great inequality or poverty (Holbrook et al. 2005: 45-46). Many indigenous 

communities understand nature as far more complex than simply a source of 

resources that are given value in accordance with market price. If not impeded by 

state actions, nature is a place where, they can have a non-alienated way of life 
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involving the practice of a social and geographical identity that connects them to a 

fulfilling culture their communities have developed over generations. This has been 

acknowledged internationally, but corporate practices rarely accept this view. 

Neoliberal ventures have increasingly assimilated environmentalism through key 

discursive shifts, such as the growing convergence of sustainable development with 

green capitalism (McCarthy et al. 2004: 279).  

The aesthetic considerations of affected populations, their objections to violations 

of their ethical values, to violations of their conception of equity, or even of the good 

life, cannot be ruled inadmissible merely because they resist monetary, or quantitative 

representation of any sort, for they may well be the most significant factors for these 

populations, and may inform their responses, attitudes, and social actions (Rappaport 

1992).  

Among the key issues this dissertation addresses are the ways sustainability 

moves from rhetoric to practice. Mining of non-renewable resources is unsustainable 

by definition if what is extracted is not replaced with an alternative resource (i.e. 

education) that will offer future generations a means of sustenance. This dissertation 

will problematize whether sustainability is met by the standards promoted by mining 

corporations in the region.  Discussing the transition of sustainability from discourse 

to practice will help answer the question of whether sustainability is indeed an 

ideology. 

DISSERTATION STRUCTURE  

This dissertation is composed of eight chapters including the introduction and 

conclusion. Following the introduction, I begin with a theory chapter (chapter 2), 

which sets forth the theoretical framework I used to combine anthropology and 
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philosophy for an analysis of contemporary Atacameño communities. The dissertation 

builds on in two main bodies of literature: moral philosophy (Appiah 1994, Bentham 

1789, Kant [1785] 1900, Mill 1863, Rawls, 1971, Sen 1999, Taylor 1994), and 

interdisciplinary work on ideology as a cultural system (Althusser 1970, Bourdieu 

1977, Eagleton 1991, Gramsci 1937, Geertz 1973, Marx and Engels 1962).  

Following the theory chapter are chapters on history (chapter 3) and on the 

political ecology of water in Atacama (chapter 4). The subsequent chapters 5 and 6 

describe local memories of mining on the lives of Atacameños in the rural villages of 

Toconce, Turi, and Cupo as well as among urbanized indigenous peoples in the city 

of Calama, specifically in chapter 6 in the community of Estación San Pedro and in 

Likantatay (chapter 7). In what follows I provide a more detailed outline of the most 

pressing themes covered in each chapter. 

In chapter 2, the theoretical chapter of the dissertation I will discuss how people 

from many cultures share a concern for equity that is reflected both in religious and 

philosophical traditions. Western thinking about social justice was greatly influenced 

by utilitarianism (Bentham 1789) and Rawls' focus on the vulnerable (1971). 

Bentham's idea was that the social goal should be to achieve "the greatest happiness 

for the greatest number". Rawls showed that well-intentioned people could agree to 

prioritize the needs of the most vulnerable. The utilitarian approach has some modest 

equity implications. Scholars, like Sen (1999) or Rawls, have enhanced the analysis of 

justice by assessing not just rights but the real opportunities that a person has, 

especially compared with others, and in so doing have focused attention on 

empowerment of the most vulnerable. The originality of this dissertation will be to 
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scrutinize the fine connections between underlying ethical systems and the truth 

claims made to legitimize ideological positions.  

Studies in ideology combine sociolinguistic and epistemological views to examine 

the social construction of reality (Berger and Luckmann 1966). Ideology has been 

called language which forgets the essentially contingent, accidental relations between 

itself and the world, and comes instead to mistake itself as having some kind of 

organic, inevitable bond with what it represents (Eagleton 1991). I will scrutinize, 

what aspects of the dominant ideologies are counteracted or resisted? What are the 

‘sites of power’ where domination is displayed? And, how are these ideologies of 

everyday life or habitus experienced by Atacameños? Using this approach, I will 

examine the question of which impacts of mining are being obscured, hidden or 

denied and which ethical issues (in discourse and action) are adequately and openly 

addressed and which are not. In other words, using this approach I will try to 

determine the ways in which ethics and value systems, even if taken as givens, are 

tangible in corporation-community relations. It will also be used to establish how 

claims for legitimate use of resources conflict and how the 'true' impacts associated 

with mining can be obscured. 

 In brief, I will use theories of ideology and ethics to analyze the relations between 

underlying ethical systems and how they are shaping perceptions (ideology) of the 

impacts of mining for Atacameños and on their immediate environment. 

In the historical chapter of the dissertation (chapter 3), I use secondary sources to 

provide a broad outline of the principal events and circumstances – local, regional, 

and global – that have shaped not only Atacameño livelihoods, but Chilean society’s 

sustenance over the past one hundred and forty years with an emphasis on mining.  
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The Atacama Desert, because it is one of the world’s driest wastelands, had not 

been a concern for either Chile or Bolivia regarding the exact location of the frontier 

until the discovery of silver, guano, and particularly nitrates made the Atacama 

extremely valuable in the 19th century. Both nations suddenly wanted to control the 

desert. This led to –The War of the Pacific– that gave control over the Bolivian 

littoral and Tarapacá to Chile, and gave it a monopoly on the world production of 

nitrate. A little over two decades after this war, in 1904, the American William 

Braden introduced the flotation process into Chile. This was the technology that had 

enabled the American copper industry to prosper. In 1911 the Guggenheims bought 

Chuquicamata, in the Atacama Desert, which eventually became the world’s largest 

open-cast mine.  

From the beginning, the transformations generated by mining affected the Andean 

communities at the feet of the cordillera that had started a process of migration to the 

mining enclaves in search of wage labor. They established themselves either 

temporarily, or permanently in the mining centers nearby Calama and Chuquicamata. 

These temporary labor migrations mark the beginning of a change in Atacameño’s 

patterns of integration to the regional economy. By the 1940s copper had fully 

replaced nitrates as Chile’s principal source of revenue. Unlike the nitrate oficinas, 

the copper mines themselves did not offer the major new source of employment for an 

expanding population.  

A crucial event occurred in the 1970s with the nationalization of copper. Copper 

was Chile’s most valuable resource, in Allende’s phrase, el sueldo de Chile, “Chile’s 

wages”, and provided more than 70 percent of the country’s foreign exchange. 

Allende’s government ended violently with the infamous military coup of 1973. The 
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new military regime, taking a neoliberal stance, wanted to reverse the entire state-

interventionist trend that had developed in Chile since the 1920s, which in the view of 

Pinochet and his followers; was to blame, for holding back economic growth. This 

could best be secured, they held, by opening up the economy and by fostering the 

country’s “comparative advantage” in export markets. To achieve these aims, market 

relations had to be imposed throughout society; and a new entrepreneurial culture had 

to replace habitual dependence on the state.  

With the return of democracy in 1989, the task of politicians and citizens alike 

(and not only in Chile, for this has now become a contemporary worldwide problem) 

was, and still is to find ways of combining the advantages of the market with greater 

social justice, in addition to pressing the need for the protection of the deteriorating 

environment. Chapter 3 will show how the country’s prosperity has balanced 

precariously on the export of a raw material throughout its history; and, how this has 

not only shaped the lives of Atacameños, but Chileans as a whole. 

Chapter 4 examines how mining corporations’ and the State’s views of water have 

differed from those of Atacameños both from a technical-legal and symbolic 

perspective. The view of water in the rural villages of Toconce, Cupo, and Turi in the 

Loa river basin is symbolically constituted through ritual offerings –the cleaning of 

canals ceremony– that intend to reciprocate with the Earthmother for the extraction of 

‘her’ resources. This worldview implies that the real owners of the resources are not 

men and women, but the gods (Robbins, 2006). In contrast, the Chilean state has 

aligned with corporations promoting development of large-scale resource extraction 

projects that require great quantities of water. This worldview implies that the real 

owners are those who hold legal titles of resource use. In a desert as vast and arid as 
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the Atacama, competing uses of water and different cosmologies of the ‘resource’ 

collide in the context of the relationships between mining and Atacameños. This 

chapter will describe these different cosmologies of water in an effort to understand 

the pressures both on local indigenous populations and on the environment of the Loa 

River basin. I will refer to these cosmologies as the cultural construction of water in 

Atacama and the legal construction of water in Chile. Understanding these different 

cosmologies will help us interpret the human behavioral implications toward nature 

they imply. 

The subsequent chapters (5, 6 and 7) are made up almost entirely of the living 

memories of Atacameños. They provide 5 case studies (Toconce, Turi, Cupo, 

Estación San Pedro and Likantatay) that illustrate the variabilility of political 

consciousness among rural and urban Atacameños. Furthermore, these case studies 

allow me to map the different modalities of political consciousness and ideas of 

justice reflected in the values and behaviors of the Atacameños I met. These chapters 

are thus heavy with both the “voice” of Atacameños and my own ethnographic 

observations of life on the Desert. Broadly speaking, the chapters are divided by 

geographical location (rural or urban).  

Chapter 5 includes testimonials of Atacameños who came of age in the mid 

twentieth century. Generally speaking, these are Atacameños over sixty. I describe 

their lives today, but emphasize their childhood memories, the circumstances in which 

they were raised, and their views on what mining means to them. I include, 

furthermore, the voices of men and women engaged both in rural livelihoods, 

histories of wage labor, and how these have changed with the presence of mining and 

water extractions in the region. The majority of the peoples of the villages of Cupo, 
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Turi, and Toconce speak in overwhelmingly positive terms about mining, especially 

in the times of Chile Exploration Company under the gringos1. Their critiques speak 

through metacommentaries about mining when they talk about the loss of animals and 

pasturing sites. This chapter speaks of these silences and rural Atacameños’ apparent 

taken for granted status in the larger mining system. 

In contrast, urban Atacameños tend to articulate explicit critiques against mining, 

making far more reaching demands such as the return of water sources. Chapter 6 

examines one particular urban indigenous community: Estación San Pedro. It looks at 

their legal claims against CODELCO through a letter written to the vice-president of 

the company at the Santiago headquarters in January of 2007. This chapter speaks of 

the tensions between co-optation and resistance to mining in the city of Calama. 

Many urban indigenous organizations complain, yet no community in northern Chile 

had ever taken steps as aggressive as those of the community of Estación San Pedro; 

and, yet at other times, they seem willing to cooperate with the corporation’s agenda 

of improving its social image. People are upset with CODELCO and this chapter 

illustrates the strategies of negotiation this community is working out to capture the 

attention of the corporation. They don’t want the corporation to leave the region. But, 

they want a fair share of the benefits of mining, particularly jobs. 

Finally, Chapter 7 examines the complex scenario the indigenous community of 

Likantatay confronted when one of CODELCO’s many mining development projects in 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

"!In her work Tracing the Veins, a comparative study of two Anaconda mines (Chuquicamata, Chile 
and Butte, Montana) Janet Finn found similar praising of the times of the gringos. She writes: “When 
workingmen spoke of the days when Anaconda ran the mines in Chile, they spoke well of the 
operations and of the gringos who recognized and rewarded skilled labor. Despite the litany of social 
inequities in the mines and in the community, which these same men often cited, they felt their hard 
work and know-how earned them both respect and compensation (Finn :1998: 119)”. Today, Chileans 
reward education over skills when deciding who will get employed in the company. This change is 
resented by many of the rural Atacameños that lived back in the days of Anaconda. 
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the region purposed a forced resettlement, and what this would imply for the 

community. The discussion provides an analysis of the strategies of indigenous 

resistance used by the members of the community; and, the discourses and ideological 

strategies elaborated by the mining corporation used to advance the interests of capital. 

Both the community and the company strategies are framed in the larger ethical debate 

in the dissertation, that explores selfish and selfless positionings of social justice writ 

large.  

Broadly speaking, this dissertation will explore two interconnected themes: 1) the 

tensions between two ethical systems; and, 2) how negotiation takes place between 

mining corporations and Atacameños. For Atacameños there is the notion that nature is 

living and the gods are the real owners. For them, nature has a very different location 

than that of capital. It is multidimensional in terms of meaning and cannot be reduced to 

money because it is embedded in reciprocity and it exists within the world of social 

exchanges. This was clear in the context of their cleaning of canals ceremony. In 

contrast, for capital, nature is a resource stripped of history and identity and reduced to 

money. This is an instrumental view of nature that is embedded in capital. The measure 

of worth comes in a transaction that mines nature embodied in money. Because these 

two world views and moral stances are so different, negotiations are problematic. How 

can mining corporations and Atacameño communities have a conversation when they 

are coming from such different places? This dissertation will highlight the tension 

between these two ethical stances and how it is that mining corporations and 

Atacameños can even begin to have a conversation. 
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II. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: IDEOLOGY AND ETHICS 

“One can understand well enough how human beings may struggle and murder for good material 
reasons –reasons connected for instance, with their physical survival. It is much harder to grasp how 
they may come to do so in the name of something apparently as abstract as ideas. Yet ideas are what 

men and women live by, and will occasionally die for” (Eagleton 1991: xiii). 
 

WHAT IS IDEOLOGY? 

The word “ideology” involves a variety of different meanings. Eagleton (1991) 

offers a useful list of random definitions of ideology commonly in circulation: (a) the 

process of production of meanings, signs, and values in social life; (b) a body of ideas 

characteristic of a particular social group or class; (c) ideas which help to legitimate a 

dominant political power; (d) false ideas which help to legitimate a dominant political 

power; (e) systematically distorted communication; (f) forms of thought motivated by 

social interests; (g) socially necessary illusion; (h) the conjuncture of discourse and 

power; (i) the medium in which socially conscious actors make sense of their world; 

(j) action-oriented sets of beliefs; and, (k) the process whereby social life is converted 

to a natural reality and so forth. Among these definitions, I will argue that mining 

corporations’ discourse of sustainability is accomplished mainly through a 

combination of definitions c, e, and h.  

Without a preconception of some kind we would not be even able to identify an 

issue or situation, let alone pass judgment upon it. Thus, to this extent all our thinking 

might be said to be ideological. If that were the case we should ask, what would be 

the purpose of analyzing CODELCO’s corporate discourse as ideology? If there is 

nothing which is neither ideological nor which does not involve power, then these 

concepts would drop out of sight. To say this does not commit one to believing that 

there is a kind of discourse that is inherently non-ideological; it just means that in any 
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particular situation we must be able to point out what counts as non-ideological for 

the term to have meaning.  

The definition of ideology offered by John B. Thompson (1984)  gives us a clue 

why  a study of CODELCO’s corporate discourse toward community and the 

environment is relevant. Thompson argues that “to study ideology is to study the 

ways in which meaning (or signification) serves to sustain relations of domination”. A 

dominant power may legitimate itself by promoting beliefs and values congenial to it; 

naturalizing and universalizing such beliefs so as to render them self-evident and 

apparently inevitable; denigrating ideas which might challenge it; excluding rival 

forms of though, perhaps by some unspoken but systematic logic; and obscuring 

reality in ways convenient to itself (Eagleton 1991: 5). These strategies (promoting, 

naturalizing, universalizing, denigrating , excluding and obscuring) combined in 

several ways, mask and suppress social conflicts and here arises the conception of 

ideology as an imaginary resolution of real contradictions. This persuasive definition 

of ideology only applies to beliefs associated with a dominant political-economic 

power. Yet, not all beliefs fall in this realm. Furthermore, by no means all ideologies 

are oppressive and legitimating. Ideology has to do with who is saying what to whom, 

and with what purpose. Thus, ideology is a function of the relation of an utterance to 

its social context. Ideological strategies are thus achieved through, what the 

philosopher J.L. Austin (1962) referred to as ‘performative’ language, which belongs 

to the class of speech acts which get something done (cursing, persuading, 

celebrating, denigrating and so on), rather than to the discourse of description.  

There is a condition that Peter Sloterdijk (1984) called ‘enlightened false 

consciousness’, which means that many times people live by false values but are at 
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the same time aware of doing so. Being aware of living under exploitative social 

relations, does not necessarily mean that people will rebel. One explanation of this 

behavior might be that people under the condition of “enlightened false 

consciousness” have a clear assessment of their place in the system. This became 

clear during fieldwork when I engaged in discussions with Atacameños that criticized 

CODELCO for ignoring the well-being of their communities, yet at the same time 

they considered it a waste of breath to try and challenge the uneven relations in place 

between mining corporations and Atacameños, arguing their inevitability. The 5 case 

studies in this dissertation show the variability of political conciousnes among 

Atacameños. Mapping this consciuosness or lack of it would result in the following: 

The people of Turi, Cupo, and Toconce view mining in positive terms. They are not 

resisting mining, but this does not mean they don’t expect CODELCO to lend them a 

hand. Their expectations have been set up in terms of social memory. Concretely, 

they expect jobs. Histotically, when the gringos owned the mine, they used to give 

jobs to the native populations. Chileans on the other hand, are seen as selfish and 

incosiderate for not offering jobs in the present. The community of Likantatay 

presents a middle ground between silence and resistance. They have a clear awareness 

of their vulnerability given the existence of copper ore beneath them. But, they also 

understand that mineral exploitation is a priority for the country. Understanding this 

makes them want to negotiate with the corporation. The community of Estación San 

Pedro is empowered by voicing delicate demands like water. They seem to be 

resisting mining. Yet, they are having a much harder time resisting the symbolic 

violence of gift giving implemented by CODELCO. One of the purposes of this 

theoretical framework will be to provide a detailed mapping of the variability of 
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political consciousness among Atacameños and how inocent a role is CODELCO 

playing. 

If dominant ideologies very often involve falsity (i.e. workers of the world unite, 

you have nothing to loose but your chains is indeed false because workers who rebel 

have a lot to lose: ranging from their jobs to their lives), it is partly because most 

people are not in fact cynics. Eagleton (1991: 27) invites us to imagine a society in 

which everybody was either a cynic or a masochist, or both. In such a situation, there 

would be no need for ideology, in the sense that a set of discourses concealing or 

legitimating unjustice, because the masochists would not mind their suffering and the 

cynics would feel no unease about inhabiting an exploitative order. Eagleton asserts,  

“In fact, the majority of people have a fairly sharp eye to their own rights and 
interests, and most people feel uncomfortable at the thought of belonging to a 
seriously unjust form of life. Either then, they must believe that these 
unjustices are en route to being amended, or that they are counterbalanced by 
greater benefits, or that they are inevitable, or that they are not unjustices at all. 
It is part of the functioning of a dominant ideology to inculcate those beliefs. It 
can do this either by falsifying social reality, suppressing or excluding certain 
features of it or suggesting that these features cannot be avoided. This last 
strategy is of interest from the point of view of the truth/falsity problem. For it 
may be true of the present system that, say, a degree of unemployment is 
inevitable, but not of some future alternative (1991:27)”. 
 
Ideology, in other words, is not inherently constituted by distortion, specially if we 

take the broader view of the concept as denoting any fairly central conjuncture 

between discourse and power. In an entirely just society there would be no need for 

ideology since there would be nothing to explain away. On the contrary, in a society 

that is unjust, unfortunately this is the case with Chile, there are several ideological 

strategies for legitimation that will emerge. These strategies are what we turn to in the 

next section. 
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Ideological strategies for legitimation 

An ideology may be seen not simply as ‘expressing’ social interests but as 

rationalizing them. Not all ideological discourse need be of this kind, however, either 

because a group may not regard its own motives as particularly shameful, or because 

in fact they are not. Ancient society did not consider slave-owning to be 

reprehensible, and saw no need to rationalize it as we need to now. Exploitative wage-

labor arrangements may be seen as relationships of equal exchange where one party 

agrees to exchange its time and skills for a salary no matter how low. The concept of 

rationalization is closely allied to that of legitimation. Eagleton (1991:54-55) argues 

that: 

“legitimation refers to the process by which a ruling power comes to secure 
from its subjects an at least tacit consent to its authority, and like 
‘rationalization’ it can have some pejorative implications, suggesting the need 
to make respectable otherwise illicit interests. But this need not always be so: 
legitimation can simply mean establishing one’s interests as broadly 
acceptable, rather than lending them a spurious wash of legality. Social 
interests we regard as just and valid may have to fight hard to win credibility 
from society as a whole. To legitimate one’s power is not necessarily to 
‘naturalize’ it, in the sense of making it appear spontaneous and inevitable to 
one’s subordinates: a group or class may well perceive that there could be 
kinds of authority other than that of their masters, but endorse this authority 
even so. A mode of dominion is generally legitimated when those subjected to 
it come to judge their own behavior by the criteria of their rulers”.  
 
An important device or strategy by which an ideology achieves legitimacy is by 

universalizing and ‘eternalizing’ itself. Values and interests which are in fact specific 

to a certain place and time are projected as the values and interests of all humanity 

(for example, the idea of progress or the idea of the necessity of unlimited growth).  
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‘Base’ and ‘superstructure’ 

The Preface to A contribution to the Critique of Political Economy lays out the 

famous Marxist formulation of ‘base’ and ‘superstructure’ and seems to locate 

ideology firmly in the later: 

“In the social production of their life, men enter into definite relations that are 
indispensable and independent of their will, relations of production that 
correspond to a definite stage of development of their material productive 
forces. The sum total of these relations of production constitutes the economic 
structure of society, the real foundation, on which rises a legal and political 
superstructure and to which correspond definite forms of social consciousness. 
The mode of production of material life conditions the social, political and 
intellectual life process in general. It is not the consciousness of men that 
determines their being but, on the contrary, their social being that determines 
their consciousness”(Marx and Engels, Selected Works, vol 1, London 1962, p. 
362)”. 
 
We must raise the question why does human productive activity need a 

superstructure? And one answer would be because in all history to date it has 

involved exploitative social relations, which must then be ratified and regulated in 

legal, political, and ideological terms.  

“In a full communist society the argument goes, there would no longer be any 
need for a political state which is itself over against civil society, or for a 
legitimating ideology, or even for the paraphernalia of an abstract ‘legality’ 
(Eagleton, 1991: 81)”.  
 
‘Superstructure’ is a relational term. It designates the way in which certain social 

institutions act as ‘supports’ of the dominant social relations. Although an institution 

may behave ‘superstructurally’ at one point in time, it might not at another, or in some 

of its activities but not in others. This idea is central to the understanding of the 

behavior of institutions such as  CODELCO. Copper production per se is not a 

superstructural activity, yet making claims of sustainability to legitimate the 

extraction of a non-renewable natural resource while obscuring its impacts on the 
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environment and communities is quite a different story. The same is true for an 

institution like  CONADI , the National Corporation of Indigenous Affairs in Chile. 

This institution’s central mission is to safeguard the legal rights of indigenous 

communities. Yet, it fluctuates from its obligation to protect minorities so that they 

are not forced to abandon traditional ways, to the support of the Chilean state’s 

broader mission of prioritizing activities that will, so the argument goes, benefit the 

majority of Chileans. Thus, institutions may appear ambiguous in their behavior, yet 

this ambiguity is largely part of the fact that no institution only behaves ideologically 

in support of dominant social relations. These ambiguities can also be syntomatic of 

parallel and conflicting underlying values of what models of society we should aim 

for. 

Commodity fetishism: from relations between men to relations between things 

In his chapter on ‘The Fetishism of Commodities in Volume One of Capital 

(1867), Marx argues that in capitalist society the actual social relations between 

human beings are governed by the apparently autonomous interactions of the 

commodities they produce: 

“A commodity, therefore, is a mysterious thing, simply because in it the social 
character of men’s labor appears to them as an objective character stamped 
upon the product of that labor; because the relation of the producers to the sum 
total of their own labor is presented to them as a social relation, existing not 
between themselves, but between the products of their labor (Marx, 1967: 71)”. 
 
By virtue of commodity fetishism, human relations appear as relations between 

things and this has several consequences of an ideological kind: First, the social 

character of labor is veiled behind the circulation of commodities. Second, society is 

fragmented by this commodity logic given the atomizing operations of the commodity 

which replaces the collective activity of social labor into relations between things. 
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Finally, society is no longer perceived as a human construct and therefore humanly 

alterable. Instead, social life is dominated by dead entities which fill the air with a 

sense of naturalness and inevitability, thus rendering the system less vulnerable to 

political critique. 

Elsewhere in Capital, Marx argues that there is a distinction in capitalism between 

how things actually are and how they present themselves. For example, the wage 

relation, is in reality an unequal, exploitative affair, yet it is ‘naturally’ presented as an 

equal reciprocal exchange for which the worker receives a wage. This distinction is 

important in the analysis of the claims of sustainability made by  CODELCO or the 

way these claims are presented in the corporation’s policy of sustainable 

development2: 

“The commitment of CODELCO to sustainable development and social 
responsibility is an integral part of its business project, since it fosters 
increased competitiveness and facilitates achieving the benefits that the 
Corporation seeks in the medium and long-term. This project takes form in a 
management aimed at simultaneously accomplishing an adequate profit on the 
invested capital, the protection of its workers and of the environment, the 
access to markets and the acceptance and respect of the community 
(CODELCO, 2003)”. 

 
The contrast of these ideas with the ways things actually are, or the empirical 

evidence that can be collected to either support or contradict the mining corporation’s 

claims of sustainability is crucial for this dissertation. This verification exercise is one 

of the objectives behind the case studies presented in chapters 5, 6, and 7. 

The difference between ideology and hegemony 

The key category in the writing of Antonio Gramsci (d.1937) is not ideology but 

hegemony; and it is worth pondering the distinction between the two terms. Gramsci 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

2 To access the full version of this policy visit:  
http://www.codelco.com/english/desarrollo/fr_politica.html 
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normally uses the word hegemony to mean the ways in which a governing power 

wins consent to its rule from those it subjugates –though it is true that he occasionally 

uses the term to cover both consent and coercion together. He does not claim the need 

of consent from the totality of subjugates, but there is a need of consent from a 

significant majority to undercut counterhegemony. There is an immediate difference 

from the concept of ideology, since it is clear that ideologies may be forcibly 

imposed. Think, for example, of the workings of neoliberal ideology in Pinochet’s 

Chile or the workings of racist ideology in South Africa under apartheid.  

Hegemony is also a broader category than ideology: it includes ideology and is not 

reducible to it. Hegemony may take political rather than economic forms: the 

parliamentary system in Western democracies is a crucial aspect of that power, since 

it fosters the illusion of self-government on the part of the populace. For this reason 

Perry Anderson (1984) points out that Gramsci is mistaken to locate hegemony in 

civil society alone, rather than in the state, for the political form of the capitalist state 

is itself a vital organ of such power. 

Gramsci associates hegemony with the arena of ‘civil society’, by which he means 

the whole range of institutions intermediate between the state and economy. Privately 

owned television stations, the family, the church, preschools, newspapers and so 

forth. All of these would count as hegemonic apparatuses, which bind individuals to 

the ruling power by concent rather than by coercion. Coercion, by contrast, is usually 

reserved to the state, which has a monopoly on ‘legitimate’ violence.  

The concept of hegemony thus raises the following questions: How are the subjects 

of hegemony to take power in a social formation where the dominant power is subtly 

diffused throughout habitual daily practices, intimately interwoven with culture itself, 



 

 

%%!

inscribed in the very texture of our experience from preschool to our funeral? Or, how 

do we combat a power which has become the ‘common sense’ of a whole social 

order, rather than one which is widely perceived as oppressive? In modern society, 

anthropology could advise, it is not enough to go on strike or confront the state. What 

must also be contested is the whole area of ‘culture’, defined in its broadest most 

everyday sense. ‘Counterhegemony’ must carry its political campaign into this still 

demeaned realm of values and customs, speech habits and ritual practices.  

It is with Gramsci that the concept of ideology transitions from ‘system of ideas’ to 

ideology as lived, habitual, social practice which must presumably encompass the 

unconscious, inarticulate dimensions of social experience as well as the workings of 

formal institutions. Louis Althusser (1970), for whom particular ideologies are largely 

unconscious and always associated with apparatuses (e.g. of the state), will inherit 

both these emphases; and hegemony as a ‘lived’ process of political domination 

comes close in some of its aspects to what Raymond Williams (1977) calls a 

‘structure of feeling’. Williams acknowledges the dynamic character of hegemony, as 

against the potential static connotations of ideology: hegemony is never a once-and-

for-all achievement, but has continually to be renewed, recreated, defended, and 

modified.  

Very roughly, then, we may define hegemony as a whole range of practical 

strategies by which a dominant power elicits consent to its rule from those it 

subjugates. To achieve hegemony, in Gramsci’s view is to establish moral, political, 

and intellectual leadership in social life by diffusing one’s own ‘world view’ 

throughout the fabric of society as a whole. The aim is turning one’s own interests 

into the interests of society at large. In such conditions, the power of the state to 
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discipline and punish- what Gramsci terms ‘domination’- remains firmly in place, and 

indeed in modern societies grows more sophisticated as technologies of oppression 

are perfected.  

The institutions of ‘civil society’ (schools, families, churches, media and the rest) 

now play a more central role in the processes of social control. The bourgeois state 

will resort to direct violence only if it is forced to it; but in doing so it risks suffering a 

drastic loss of ideological credibility. It is preferable on the whole for power to remain 

conveniently invisible, disseminated throughout the texture of social life and thus 

‘naturalized’ as custom, habit, spontaneous practice. Once power overtly reveals its 

hand, it can become an object of political contestation. It is in the interest of any 

hegemonic class, to take account of the goals and values of those over whom it exerts 

power, and to be prepared to compromise in this respect. 

Ideology and the concept of exchange-value 

The heart of Marx’s analysis lies in another category also relevant to ideology, and 

this is the concept of exchange value. In the first volume of Capital, Marx explains 

how two commodities with quite different ‘use-values’ can be equally exchanged, on 

the principle that both contain the same amount of abstract labour. If it takes the same 

amount of labor to produce a pumpkin pie and a toy car, then these products will have 

the same exchange-value, which is to say that the same amount of money can buy 

them both. But the specific differences between these objects are thereby suppressed, 

as their use-value becomes subordinate to their abstract equivalence.  

Eagleton (1991:125) comments on this principle that reigns in the capitalist 

economy, and argues that it can also be observed at work in the higher reaches of 

ideas or superstructure of the system. In the political arena of bourgeois society, all 
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men and women are abstractly equal as voters and citizens; but this theoretical 

equivalence serves to mark their concrete inequalities within ‘civil society’. Landlord 

and tenant, businessman and prostitute may end up in adjacent voting booths. Yet, 

this does not erase the inequalities anchored in what Charles Taylor (1992) in his 

work The Ethics of Authenticity, refers to as ‘horizons of significance’. Society gives 

more significance or worth to being a succesful business man than say a prostitute and 

a prostitute would be unlikely to be seen as a successful business woman. Which 

issues are of significance, we do not determine as indivuduals. We either choose 

between an option of self-creation that is valued by society or for an ‘easier’ way of 

coping and going with the flow. Voting at neighboring booths does not erase the 

horizons of significance we are subject to. 

Ideology and ideological state apparatuses 

In his celebrated essay ‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses,’ Althusser holds 

that all thought is conducted in terms of an unconscious ‘problematic’ which silently 

underpins it. A problematic is a particular organization of categories which at any 

given historical moment constitutes the limits of what we are able to utter and 

conceive. A problematic is not itself ‘ideological’: it includes for example, the 

discourses of true science, which for Althusser is free of all ideological taint. But we 

can speak of a specific ideology or set of ideologies; and to do so is to refer to an 

underlying structure of categories so organized as to exclude the possibility of certain 

conceptions. It is so constructed such that the questions which are posable within it 

already presuppose certain kinds of answers. A scientific problematic, by contrast, is 

characterized by its open-endedness: it can be revolutionized, borrowing Thomas 

Kuhn’s (1962) terminology, as new objects emerge and a new horizon of questions 
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opens up. Science is an authentic exploratory pursuit, whereas ideologies give the 

appereance of moving forward while marching stubbornly on the spot. Ideology is not 

a matter of truth or falsehood, science and ideology are simply different registers of 

being, which are radically incommensurable with one another. One is a matter of 

lived relations, the other a quest for knowledge. A scientific proposition can always 

be falsified. An ideological proposition is of another kind. For example, Roy 

Rappaport makes a profound argument about the nature of ultimate sacred 

propositions (in ideologies). He argues that these propositions have a peculiar quality, 

they are utterances like “god is one”; that the faith accept as unquestionably true, but 

as they have no material terms, can not be proved or disproved (Rappapport 1979, 

1999).  Anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1973) in his work The Interpretation of 

Cultures, refers to science and ideology as ‘cultural systems’. He writes: 

“The differentiae of science and ideology as cultural systems are to be sought 
in the sorts of symbolic strategy for encompassing situations that they 
respectively represent. Science names the structure of situations in such a way 
that the attitude contained toward them is one of disinterestedness. Its style is 
restrained, spare, resolutely analytic: by shunning the semantic devices that 
most effectively formulate moral sentiment, it seeks to maximize intellectual 
clarity. But ideology names the structure of situations in such a way that the 
attitude contained toward them is one of commitment. Its style is ornate, vivid, 
deliberately suggestive: by objectifying moral sentiment through the same 
devices that science shuns, it seeks to motivate action. Both are connected with 
the definition of a problematic situation and are responses to a felt lack of 
needed information. But the information needed is quite different, even in 
cases where the situation is the same. An ideologist is no more a poor social 
scientist than a social scientist is a poor ideologist. The two are––or at least 
they ought to be––in quite different lines of work, lines so different that little is 
gained and much obscured by measuring the activities of one against the aims 
of the other ([1973] 2000: 230-231)”. 
 
Throughout Althusser’s essay, there is a notable tension in his exposition of the 

topic of ideology. On the one hand, he acknowledges that any enquiry into ideology 

must begin from the realities of class struggle. What he calls the ideological state 
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apparatuses (school, family, church, media) are sites of such conflicts and 

confrontation between the social classes. Althusser goes beyond Lenin by arguing that 

the state not only works through repression and coercion, but ideology (Ricoeur, 

2004). State apparatuses also promote purely ideological goals which are more subtle. 

Nevertheless, all these institutions are internally contradictory serving different social 

ends. Not all aspects of such apparatuses are ideological all the time. This is also true 

of institutions like  CODELCO and CONADI in northen Chile. 

Habitus or the ideology of everyday life 

Althusser’s thinking about ideology can be classed at the scale of a grand theory 

attempting to revolve issues about global concepts such as the Subject and ideological 

state apparatuses. In contrast, French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu is more concerned to 

examine the mechanisms by which ideology takes hold of everyday life. To tackle 

this problem, Bourdieu develops in his Outline of a Theory of Practice (1977) the 

concept of ‘habitus’, by which he means the inculcation in men and women of a 

system of dispositions which generates particular practices.  

Individuals in society act in accordance to this system of dispositions, also called 

the ‘cultural unconcious,’ and this is why we can explain how people’s actions can be 

objectively regulated without being in a sense the result of conscious obedience to 

rules. In the very spontaneity of our habitual behavior, we reproduce certain deep 

norms and values. The habitus, like language itself, is an open-ended systems which 

allows individuals to cope with unforeseen, everchanging situations. It is thus a 

strategy generating principle which permits constant innovation rather than a rigid 

blueprint.  
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The term ideology is not particularly central to Bourdieu’s work, but habitus is 

relevant to the concept of ideology because it tends to induce in social agents such 

aspirations and actions as are compatible with the objective requirements of their 

social circumstances. Thus a social order strives to naturalize its own arbitrariness 

through the dialectic of subjective aspirations and objective structures, defined each in 

terms of the other. Thus, “The recognition of legitimacy is the misrecognition of 

arbitrariness”. For Bourdieu (1977), what matters in societies is what goes without 

saying, which is determined by tradition, and tradition is always ‘silent’. Any 

challenge to the arbitrariness of a given order forces it to assert its claims and re-

invent a new order or tradition. The guardians of tradition, of what goes without 

saying, are compelled to speak in their own defense and this implicitly presents 

themselves as simply one possible position among others. With the rise of 

environmentalism, that could be marked with the 1992 world conference Earth 

Summit in Río de Janeiro, corporations around the world had to start speaking in their 

own defense. Their strategies for erasure of the new idea which suggested that they 

(corporations) were providing just one possibility among others, involved businesses 

around the world embracing the concept of sustainable development.  CODELCO has 

been no exception to this trend.  

Social life contains a number of different types of habitus, each system appropriate 

to what Bourdieu terms a ‘field’. A field, he argues in Questions de Sociologie (1980), 

is a competitive system of social relations which functions according to its own 

internal logic, composed of institutions or individuals who are competing for the same 

stake, generally the achievement of maximum dominance within them, a dominance 

that provides legitimacy to those who attain it over other participants. To achieve such 
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dominance involves amassing the maximum amount of ‘symbolic capital’ derived 

from dominance in various fields. A power which is tacitly rather than explicitly 

endorsed is one which has succeeded in legitimating itself.  

Any such social field is necessarily structured by a set of unspoken rules for what 

can be validly uttered or perceived within it; and these rules operate as a mode of 

what Bourdieu calls ‘symbolic violence’. Since symbolic violence is legitimate, it 

generally goes unrecognized as violence. It is, Bourdieu remarks in Outline of a 

Theory of Practice, ‘the gentle, invisible form of violence, which is never recognized 

as such, and is not so much undergone as chosen, the violence of credit, confidence, 

obligation, personal loyalty, hospitality, gifts, gratitude, piety…’ As we will see in the 

ethnographic chapters of this dissertation, gift giving is  CODELCO’s favorite 

invisible form of violence. Of course, it is never recognized as such.  

In the field of domestic economy, for example, symbolic violence operates not so 

much by the fact that each individual has to make an amount of money to make ends 

meet, but by the imposition of the idea that the possession of an ever increasing 

amount of economic capital must be achieved to be of worth as an individual. The 

capitalist economic system contributes to reproducing the dominant social order by 

making subjective aspirations of wealth pass for objective requirements. ‘Symbolic 

violence’ is thus Bourdieu’s way of rethinking the Gramscian concept of hegemony. 

His work as a whole is an original contribution to what might be called the ideology 

of everyday life. 

In the conclusions to his work Ideology, Eagleton writes:  

“As we have seen, the term ideology has a wide range of historical meanings, 
all the way from the unworkably broad sense of the social determination of 
thought to the suspiciously narrow idea of the deployment of false ideas in the 
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direct interests of a ruling class. Very often, it refers to the way in which signs, 
meanings and values help to reproduce a dominant social power, but it can also 
denote any significant conjuncture between discourse and political interests. 
From a radical standpoint, the former meaning is pejorative, while the latter is 
more neutral. My own view is that both these senses of the term have their 
uses, but that a good deal of confusion has arisen from the failure to 
disentangle them (1991: 221)”. 
 
When Atacameño men and women become engaged in modest, local forms of 

political resistance and find themselves brought into direct confrontation with the 

power of the state or mining corporations, it is possible that their political 

conciousness may be definitively, irreversibly altered. If a theory of ideology has 

value at all, it is in helping to illuminate the processes by which such liberation from 

the veils of beliefs such as ‘this is not exploitation, it is just the way things are’ may 

be practically effected. This was the widely spread belief I encountered in the rural 

villages I studied and the main source of frustration throughout my ethnographic 

fieldwork.  

ETHICAL SYSTEMS 

Western thinking about social justice was greatly influenced by utilitarianism 

(Bentham 1789) and Rawls' focus on the vulnerable (1971). Bentham's idea was that 

the social goal should be to achieve "the greatest happiness for the greatest number". 

Rawls showed that well-intentioned people might agree to prioritize the needs of the 

poor and vulnerable. The utilitarian approach does have a few modest equity 

implications. Scholars, like Sen (1999) or Rawls, have enhanced the analysis of 

justice by assessing not just rights but the real opportunities that a person has, 

especially compared with others, and in so doing have focused on empowerment of 

the most vulnerable. This section will scrutinize the following: First, it will review 

utilitarian theories (Bentham, Mills) and compare them with deontological theories 
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(Kantian and contractarian (e.g. Rawls theory of justice) theories. Secondly, it will 

consider whether different ethical systems would favor the rights of minorities in a 

multicultural society, or change majorities so minorities are not obliged to abandon 

traditional ways. Mining and its impacts provides an excellent example for the 

discussion and tensions that arise in a model of society that embraces liberal 

democracy and that pushes for equality, yet at the same time also pushes for the 

respect of particularities or difference in the context of multiculturalism.  

Utilitarian ethics 

In his work Utilitarianism (1863), John Stuart Mill makes the case against what 

he calls the ‘popular use’ of the notion of Utility. This term, he argues, is wrongly 

understood, as though it implied superiority to frivolity and the mere pleasures of the 

moment. Instead, he writes:  

“The creed, which accepts as the foundation of morals, Utility, or the Greatest 
Happiness Principle, holds that actions are right in proportion as they tend to 
promote happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness.  
By happiness is intended pleasure, and the absence of pain, by unhappiness, 
pain, and the privation of pleasure (Mill 1863: 9-10)”.  
 
The utilitarian standard is not about the agent’s own greatest happiness, but the 

greatest amount of happiness altogether. In his work The Principles of Morals and 

Legislation, Jeremy Bentham writes: 

“A man may be said to be a partisan of the principle of utility, when the 
approbation or disapprobation he annexes to any action, or to any measure, is 
determined by and proportioned to the tendency which he conceives it to have 
to augment or to diminish the happiness of the community ([1789] 1948: 3-4)”. 
 
This would turn selfishness or caring only about oneself, into a central cause of an 

unsatisfactory life. The happiness that forms the utilitarian standard of what is right 

conduct, is not the agents’ own happiness, but that of all concerned. Given the above 
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statement, one could recognize ideology when an agent or an institution tries to pass 

off their happiness as if it also implied everyone else’s happiness or the happiness of 

the community. 

A common problem, Mill argues, is the tendency that humans have to choose the 

nearer good, although they might know it is the less valuable. For example, pursuing 

sensual indulgencies in the form of bodily pleasures might injure one’s health and we 

might be perfectly aware that our health is the greater good. Behind pleasure, which 

under the utilitarian standard really means ‘social pleasure’ not individual, there lies a 

question of quantity and quality of pleasure given by different ends. If my end is 

profit this might damage the greater good of say, social justice. In this regard, the 

utilitarian morality does recognize in human beings the power of sacrificing their own 

greatest good for the good of others. It only refuses, Mill clarifies (1863: 24) that the 

sacrifice is itself a good.  

Yet another complication arises in that human beings have diverse capacities of 

enjoyment of life3. The being whose capacities of enjoyment are low, has the greatest 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

$!The difference in the capacity of enjoyment in life between different individuals is of key importance 
in the ponderings of the Greatest Happiness Principle. In the autum of 1826 at the age of 20, John 
Stuart Mill  confronted a transformative life experience that radically shifted his binary conviction of a 
world constituted by pleasure and/or pain. This changed when he got depressed to the point of  
concluding that he had nothing else to live for. He writes: “My course of study had led me to conclude 
that moral feelings and qualities, whether of a good or a bad kind, were the results of association; that 
we love one thing, and hate another, take pleasure in one sort of action or contemplation, and pain in 
another sort. […] This doctrine appeared inexpugnable; but it now seemed to me on retrospect, that my 
teachers seemed to have trusted altogether the familiar instruments, praise and blame, reward and 
punishment (Autobiography of John Stuart Mill 1924: 96). As early as age 3, John Stuart Mill’s father 
started teaching him Greek and Latin. Along with learning the classic languages, his father made him 
study works of high intellectual caliber for a young mind. This intellectual training alienated him from 
the ‘normal’ developmental activities that kids his age were usually involved in. Mill reflects on the 
experience: “I had had some gratification of vanity at too early an age: I had obtained some distinction, 
and felt myself of some importance, before the desire of distinction and of importance had grown into 
passion: and little as it was which I had attained, yet having been attained too early, like all pleasures 
enjoyed too soon, it had made me blasé and indifferent to the pursuit. Thus neither selfish or unselfish 
pleasures were pleasures to me (Mill 1924: 98)”. 
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chance of having them fully satisfied. In contrast, a more demanding being will 

always feel that any happiness that he or she can look for, as the world is constituted, 

is and always will be imperfect. This problematic is relevant to the question of the 

expectations that people have about what a good life ought to provide. Aware of the 

humble expectations of rural Atacameños, through the small effort off gift giving, 

mining corporations provide an enormous amount of happiness to the villages that 

they also impact enormously. 

In a multicultural society we encounter the rise of peculiar circumstances and 

conflicting obligations that require the adoption of some form of moral standards to 

be followed. For example, the moral standard say of sustainable development. The 

presence of any standard raises the following questions: what is its sanction? What are 

the motives to obey it? Or what is the source of its obligation? Moral philosophy 

should answer these questions and these questions arise, in fact, whenever a person or 

an institution is called on to adopt a standard. As individuals, we may say we feel 

obliged not to murder or rob, yet are we obliged to promote the greater good, if our 

own happiness lies in something else? Why not give our happiness the preference? 

Preferring the greater good partly depends on the individual and the feeling of unity 

he or she shares with his fellow human beings. If we shut our selves away from 

others, their interests and their circumstances, we do not know them and we do not 

care about what we do not know. In the end, the ultimate sanction of all morality is a 

subjective feeling in our own minds. We simply feel bad. Thus any sanction will have 

no binding efficacy on those who do not feel an obligation to respect the values to 

which the standard appeals.  
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The International Standardization Organization (ISO)4 has proposed some 

minimum environmental standards corporations must abide by. This is the ISO 

14,000. Corporations that meet with this environmental standard get rewarded a green 

seal. This seal is displayed and associated with their products in the market. It is a 

powerful sign that shows customers that the product was produced under 

environmentally sound conditions. Refusing to buy a product that does not have this 

green seal is a way of punishing corporations around the world. ISO standards have 

binding efficacy not because corporations ‘feel bad’, but because lacking the magic of 

the green seal can hurt businesses and their ability to make a profit.  

In referring to human society, Mill (1863: 46) writes: “Society between human 

beings, except in the relation of master and slave, is manifestly impossible on any 

other footing than that the interests of all are to be consulted. Society between equals 

can only exist on the understanding that the interests of all are to be regarded 

equally”.  

How can we determine what would be considered just or unjust under the 

utilitarian doctrine?  

It is mostly considered unjust to deprive anyone of his personal liberty, his 

property, or any other thing that belongs to him by law. Thus, it would be just to 

respect and unjust to violate, the legal rights of any one. Yet, this judgment does not 

solve the problem of rights that ought not have belonged to certain individuals or 

institutions in the first place. In other words, the law that confers on the individual or 

the institution these rights might be a bad law. A bad law is one that is designed 

without a careful consideration of the interests of all of those concerned and only 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

4 We will refer to this organization in more detail in chapter 7. 
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based on the interests of a few. Broadly speaking, there is a difference between legal 

rights and moral rights. The Chilean water code, to be discussed in detail in chapter 4, 

is a bad law to some extent. It was designed and imposed on Andean communities 

without consideration of their interests. Furthermore, it is a law that jeopardizes the 

sustainability of these communities in the mountain regions of northern Chile.  

Under the utilitarian doctrine, it is confessedly unjust Mill argues, “to break faith 

with anyone” (1863: 66). To violate an agreement, either expressed or implied, or to 

disappoint expectations raised, by our own conduct if we raised those expectations 

consciously and aware of doing so. During fieldwork I was able to observe in several 

occasions how CODELCO made promises in vane to Atacameño indigenous 

communities. So frequently did I see this happen that I can argue that CODELCO has 

made promising in vain an institution in their relationship with local indigenous 

communities. Chapter 7 pays particular attention to the institution of promising 

practiced by CODELCO.  

Under the utilitarian doctrine it is also inconsistent with justice to be partial. To 

show favor or preference to one person over another, in a matter to which favor and 

preference do not properly apply.  CODELCO has mastered the classic capitalist 

strategy of divide and rule.  The corporation frequently shows preference for one 

community over another, and this has generated envy and resentment that contribute 

to internal conflicts among Atacameños. 

Actions that involve injustice should be punished, yet if this conduct is performed 

under the protection of a legal right, there is no reason to think that the tribunals will 

punish such acts.  The way Atacameños may and sometimes take punititive actions 

against mining corporations is by attacking their reputation. One way they may attack 
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what companies refer to as their ‘corporate image’ is to make their disappointment 

public. The way Atacameños judge what deserves punishment, no doubt, lies at the 

heart of their notions of right and wrong. 

John Stuart Mill (1863: 73), explains the relevant distinction between ‘duties of 

perfect obligation’ and ‘duties of imperfect obligation’. The former refer to those 

duties in virtue of which a correlative right resides in some person or persons. The 

latter are those moral obligations, which do not give birth to any right. Broadly 

speaking, in the language of philosophic jurists justice is something very different 

from morality. The two essential ingredients in the sentiment of justice are, the desire 

to punish a person who has done harm, and the knowledge or belief that there is some 

individual or group to whom harm has been done (Mill 1863: 74-75). Urban 

Atacameños may dislike the way corporations behave morally, yet have no choice but 

to acknowledge that mining corporations are not breaking the law.  CODELCO’s self-

proclaimed shift of paradigm implies a promise to abide by different moral standards 

in their relations with local indigenous communities. During my fieldwork in 

Atacama I was able to witness how they broke their promise of ‘friendship’ with 

communities, causing great disappointments of expectations among urban and rural 

Atacameños. In addition, the Chilean state has constructed the legal framework under 

which corporations buy and sell water use rights, which is itself morally questionable 

because it jeopardizes the sustainability of Andean communities that have lived in 

Atacama for centuries. 

Deontological ethics 

Deontological normative ethical theories place the locus of right and wrong in 

autonomous adherence to moral laws or duties. Kant is the primary proponent in 
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history of what is called deontological ethics. On Kant's view, the sole feature that 

gives an action moral worth is not the outcome (consequences) that are achieved by 

the action, but the principle that is behind the action. Most of Kant's work on ethics is 

presented in two books: The Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals (1785) and in 

The Critique of Practical Reason (1787). Kant identifies several dimensions that 

come into play in his theory of ethics: reason, freedom, the duality of the human 

condition, the good will, and duty.  

An action done from duty derives its moral worth, he writes:  

“not from the purpose which is to be attained by it, but from the maxim by 
which it is determined, and therefore does not depend on the realization of the 
object of the action, but merely on the principle of volition by which the action 
has taken place without regard to any object of desire (Kant [1785] 1900: 19)”. 
  
Broadly speaking, this means that individuals should disregard their personal 

pleasure and interest. Instead, a decision to take a certain course of action must be 

derived from a general principle that a moral community has implicitly or explicitly 

agreed to respect: “Duty is the necessity of acting from respect for the law (Kant 

[1785] 1900: 20). He defines a maxim as the subjective principle of volition. The 

objective principle is the law:  

“Against all the commands of duty which reason represents to man as so 
deserving of respect, he feels in himself a powerful counterpoise in his wants 
and inclinations, the entire satisfaction of which he sums up under the name of 
happiness. Now reason issues its commands unyieldingly, without promising 
anything to the inclinations, and, as it were, with disregard and contempt for 
these claims, which are so impetuous, and at the same time so plausible, and 
which will not allow themselves to be suppressed by any command (Kant 
[1785] 1900: 25)”. 
  
Hence there arises a natural dialectic, i.e. a disposition to argue against these strict 

laws of duty and to question their validity, or at least their purity or strictness; and, if 

possible, to make them more accordant with our own wishes and inclinations, that is 
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to say, to corrupt them at their very source, and entirely to destroy their worth. Thus, 

the strict command of duty often if not always, requires self-denial. In this sense, the 

understanding of human morality has need of anthropology. 

In explaining his understanding of what practical reason requires Kant writes:  

“Since the deduction of actions from principles requires reason, the Will is 
nothing but practical reason. Furthermore, the Will is a faculty to choose that 
only which reason independent on inclination recognizes as practically 
necessary, i.e. as good. If the Will does not in itself completely accord with 
reason, which is actually the case with men, then the actions which objectively 
are recognized as necessarily subjectively contingent, and the determination of 
such a will according to objective law is obligation (Kant [1785] 1900: 35)”.  
 
The conception of an objective principle, in so far as it is obligatory for a Will, is 

called a command (of reason), and the formula of a commands is an ‘imperative’. 

Imperatives as defined by Kant, are only formulae to express the relation of objective 

laws of all volition to the subjective imperfection of the Will of this or that rational 

being e.g. the human Will ([1785] 1900: 37). Kant classifies Imperatives in two 

categories: those Imperatives that command hypothetically, and those that do 

categorically. The former represents the practical necessity of a possible action as 

means to something else that is willed. In contrast, the categorical imperative would 

be that which represents an action as necessary of itself without reference to another 

end i.e. as objectively necessary. This imperative, which commands a certain conduct 

immediately without having as its condition any other purpose to be attained by it, is 

thus, categorical. Kant writes:  

“It concerns not the matter of the action, or its intended result, but its form and 
the principle of which it is itself a result; and what is essentially good in it 
consists in the mental disposition, let the consequence be what it may ([1785] 
1900: 39)”. 
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In a broader sense, this imperative may be called that of morality. For Kant 

imperatives involve three types of principles: (a) rules of skill, (b) counsels of 

prudence, and (c) commands (laws) of morality. A law involves the conception of an 

unconditional and objective necessity which is consequently universally valid. 

Commands are laws that must be obeyed, must be followed, even in opposition to 

inclination. Here there is a difference with utilitarianism because that ethical system 

considers the act of self-denial not as a good per se, but something that as a 

consequence produces good.  

Counsels involve necessity, but one that can only hold under a contingent 

subjective condition, depending on whether this or that man thinks this as part of his 

happiness. The categorical imperative, on the contrary, is not limited by any condition 

and may be called a command. There is, therefore but one categorical imperative, 

namely this:  

“Act only on that maxim whereby thou can at the same time will that it should 
become a universal law (Kant 1785 1900: 46)”.  
 
Broadly speaking, act morally. This is Kant’s most widely cited argument: that 

reason dictates a categorical imperative for moral action. Let us consider a 

hypothetical example of relations between mining corporations and communities that 

may help clarify the concept of the categorical imperative. Consider any mining firm 

that needs to obtain an exploration permit from a community, and is considering 

making a false promise of offering future employment to its members in mining in 

exchange for a ‘social license’ to operate. The maxim that could be invoked is, "when 

a mining firm needs a exploration permit on community lands, it gets the permit, by 

promising future employment, even though they do not intend to do so." When we 
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apply the universality test to this maxim it becomes clear that if every mining firm 

were to act in this fashion, the institution of promising itself would be undermined. 

Thus, such an action fails the universality test. When deliberating about dishonesty 

Kant writes:  

“he who is thinking of making a lying promise to others will see at once that he 
would be using another man merely as a means when rational beings ought 
always to be esteemed also as ends ([1785] 1900: 57)”.  
 
Kant’s concept of a kingdom is the closest to what generally speaking is 

understood as a moral community. By a kingdom, Kant understands, the union of 

different rational beings in a system of common laws. He argues that, the Will is 

conceived as a faculty of determining oneself to action in accordance with the 

conception of certain laws. And such a faculty can be found only in rational beings.  

“For all rational beings come under the law that each of them must treat itself 
and all others never merely as means, but in every case at the same time as 
ends in themselves. Hence results a systematic union of rational beings by 
common objective laws, i.e. Kingdom of ends, since what these laws have in 
view is just the relation of these beings to one another as ends and means (Kant 
[1785] 1900: 62)”.  
 
This is certainly only an ideal, given that ‘community’ as in ‘consistent shared 

interests’ is generally an ideal situation. Kant acknowledges that not all members of a 

kingdom are in an equal position. He accepts the presence of hierarchy:  

“A rational being belongs as a member to the kingdom of ends when, although 
giving universal law in it, he is also himself subject to these laws. He belongs 
to it as sovereign when, while giving laws, he is not subject to the will of any 
other (Kant [1785] 1900: 62)”.  

 
In the kingdom of ends everything has either value or dignity:  

“Whatever has a value can be replaced by something else which is equivalent; 
whatever, on the other hand, is above all value, and therefore admits of no 
equivalent, has a dignity (Kant [1785] 1900: 63)”. 
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Autonomy is the basis of the dignity of every human and of every rational being. 

Morality then is the relation of actions to the autonomy of the Will or what Kant also 

refers to as ‘practical reason’, that is, to the potential universal legislation by its 

maxims.  

“Neither fear nor inclination, but simply respect for the law, is the spring that 
can give actions a moral worth (Kant [1785] 1900: 70)”. 
  

The concept of freedom is the key that explains the autonomy of the Will. The 

difference Kant establishes between the concepts of value and dignity is relevant to 

the relationship between mining corporations and indigenous peoples in Atacama. 

Corporations embody a worldview that assumes that everything has value that can be 

replaced with something else. By contrast, Atacameños understand the world around 

them on the grounds of dignity. In their world, things cannot be replaced by 

something else. The impacts of mining on their livelihoods causes a loss of something 

corporations will never be able to compensate them for.  

Rawls theory of justice 

The ethics related to contractarianism refers both to a political theory of the 

legitimacy of political authority and to a moral theory about the origin and/or 

legitimate content of moral norms. The political theory of authority claims that 

legitimate authority of government must derive from the consent of the governed, 

where the form and content of this consent derives from the idea of contract or mutual 

agreement. Social contract theorists from the history of political thought include 

figures like that of Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. The 

most important contemporary political social contract theorist is John Rawls. The 
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most relevant arguments advanced by Rawls regarding his contractarian position are 

his principals of justice as fairness:  

“All social primary goods –liberty and opportunity, income and wealth, and 
the bases of self-respect are to be distributed equally unless an unequal 
distribution of any or all these goods is to the advantage of the least favored 
(Rawls, 1971)”. 

 
 Crucial to all contractarian theories, there is some scarcity or motivation for 

competition in the initial situation, and there is some potential for gains from social 

interaction and cooperation. Rawls does not find the origin of the problem of social 

differentiation in its casual or accidental formations (e.g. the accident of being born in 

a wealthy versus a poor family); but sees the problems arising from differentiation, in 

what humans and their social institutions make out of these inevitable differences:  

“The natural distribution is neither just nor unjust; nor is it unjust that persons 
are born into society at some particular position. These are simply natural 
facts. What is just and unjust is the way that institutions deal with these facts 
(Rawls 1971: 87)”.  

 
For Rawls the function of the principles of social justice is to provide a way of 

assigning rights and duties in the basic institutions of society. These institutions 

should define the appropriate distribution of the benefits and burdens of social 

cooperation. He defines social justice as: 

 “A set of principles required for choosing among the various social 
arrangements which determine the division of advantages and for 
underwriting an agreement on the proper distributive shares (Rawls 1971: 4)”. 
 

 This idea of the necessity of some principles of social justice implies 

acknowledging that there is a conflict of interests in society since persons are not 

indifferent as to how the greater benefits produced by their cooperation are 

distributed. Depending on their ends, each individual might aspire to a greater or 

lesser share of benefits. Broadly speaking, Rawls regards a conception of social 
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justice as something that provides a standard whereby the distributive aspects of a 

society are to be assessed. But, how are these principles of social justice to be 

defined? Rawls conception of justice as fairness imagines an original position of 

equality corresponding to the state of nature in the traditional theory of the social 

contract. It is not viewed as an actual historical moment, but as a purely hypothetical 

situation used to lead to a certain conception of justice. The essential features of the 

hypothetical original position assume that no one knows his place in society, his or 

her class position or social status. Neither does he or she know their wealth, 

capabilities, or intelligence. These features allow that the principles of justice be 

chosen behind a veil of ignorance. Since all are similarly situated, this permits that no 

one is able to design principles favorable to his or her particular situation. 

“The original position is, one might say, the appropriate initial status quo, and 
thus the fundamental agreements reached in it are fair. This explains the 
propriety of the name “justice as fairness”: it conveys the idea that the 
principles of justice are agreed to in an initial situation that is fair. The name 
does not mean that the concepts of justice and fairness are the same (Rawls 
1971: 12-13)”. 

 
On a contract doctrine the moral facts are determined by the principles that would 

be chosen in the original position. Rawls further argues that the persons in the initial 

situation would chose two different principles: (a) one that requires equality in the 

assignment of the basic rights and duties; and the second (b) one that holds that social 

and economic inequalities (e.g. of wealth and authority) are just only if they result in 

compensating benefits for everyone, and in particular for the least advantaged 

members of society. Rawls (1971: 27) disagrees with utilitarian ethics. As we argued, 

this ethics accepts the principle that the worth of an action is evaluated based on how 

much pleasure or pain its consequences may cause. Rawls, claims that this view of 



 

 

'&!

social cooperation is the consequence of extending to society the choice of one man, 

and then, to make this extension work, conflating all persons into one through: “the 

imaginative acts of the impartial sympathetic spectator. Utilitarianism does not take 

seriously the distinction between persons”.  

Utilitarianism is about a sum of total satisfaction with an inadequate concern for 

distribution. Utilitarianism does claim that a rich man has less satisfaction or pleasure 

from his final dollar than a poor man would if he received it instead. This is called 

Bentham’s comparability of utility functions. Nevertheless, Bentham’s position would 

pay little heed to the needy unless they were many. In contrast, justice as fairness 

aims at changing the principles that generate inequality and empower people to 

overcome unjust conditions as long as there are many people that would benefit from 

this distribution. A primary concern with total satisfaction versus distribution suggests 

that implicit in the contrasts between utilitarianism and justice as fairness, there is a 

difference in the underlying conceptions of society: 

“In the one we think of a well-ordered society as a scheme of cooperation for 
reciprocal advantage regulated by principles which persons would chose in an 
initial situation that is fair, in the other as the efficient administration of social 
resources to maximize the satisfaction of the system of desire constructed by 
the impartial spectator from the many individual systems of desire accepted as 
given (Rawls 1971: 33)”. 

 
Multiculturalism and the ethics of authenticity 

The question of  investments in large scale developments such as those of mining 

require a reflection about the rights of minorities in such scenarios. The demand for 

recognition, argues Charles Taylor (1994) comes to the fore in a number of ways in 

today’s politics, on behalf of minority groups in what today is called ‘the politics of 

“multiculturalism”’. A multicultural society involves the co-presence of both 
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individual and collective identities of many kinds. Identity, to Taylor (1994) is a term 

that designates something like a person’s understanding of who they are, of their 

fundamental defining characteristics as a human being. Charles Taylor’s thesis is that 

our identity is dialogical. He writes:  

“identity is partly shaped by recognition or its absence, often by 
misrecognition of others, and so a person or group of people can suffer real 
damage, real distortion, if the people or society around them mirror back to 
them a confining or demanding or contemptible picture of themselves (1994: 
25)”.  

 
 Misrecognition then can truly inflict harm on minorities and it can turn out to be a 

form of oppression. This imposed negative identity imprisons someone in a false and 

distorted image of their being that at minimum causes low self steem.  

Taylor distinguishes between two historical moments of social politics: first, the 

time before the French Revolution (1789) when society was explicitly hierarchical. 

Here the nobleman depended on the deference of the plebeian. It was a society based 

on ‘honor’ and in such a society it is essential that not everyone have honor. The 

second moment of social politics, is democratic society and what is compatible with 

these societies is not honor but dignity, of which, everyone should have a share. 

Dignity involves the possibility of self-fulfilment and self-realization, in other words, 

being true to oneself and original. All this leads to the attainment of the modern ideal 

of authenticity. Taylor writes: 

“This new ideal of authenticity was, like the ideal of dignity, also in part an 
offshoot of the decline of hierarchical society. In those earlier societies, what 
we would now call identity was largely fixed by one’s social position. That is, 
the background that explained what people recognized as important to 
themselves was to a great extent determined by their place in society, and 
whatever roles or activities attached to this position. The birth of a democratic 
society does not do away with this phenomenon, because people can still 
define themselves by their social roles. What does decisively undermine this 
socially derived identification, however, is the ideal of authenticity itself, as 
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this emerges for instance with Herder, it calls on me to discover my original 
way of being. By definition, this way of being cannot be socially derived, but 
must be inwardly generated (1994: 31-32)”. 

 
Identity then operates in two spheres: the private and the public. What is relevant 

for us is a concern with the public sphere and the move from honor to dignity that we 

have been discussing. Dignity involves a politics of universalism that emphasizes the 

equal dignity of all citizens, and the content of this politics has been equalization of 

rights and entitlements with the end of eliminating the existence of “first-class” and 

“second-class citizens” (Taylor 1994: 37). In contrast, in the politics of difference, 

which grew out of the idea of a multicultural society, it is the unique identity of this 

individual or group that is asked to be recognized. Taylor argues that it is this 

distinctness that has been ignored, glossed over, assimilated to a dominant or majority 

identity. And this assimilation is the cardinal sin against the ideal of authenticity. He 

writes: 

“These two modes of politics, then both based on the notion of equal respect, 
come into conflict. For one, the principle of equal respect requires that we 
treat people in a difference-blind fashion. The fundamental intuition that 
humans command with respect focuses on what is the same in all. For the 
other, we have to recognize and even foster particularity. The reproach the 
first makes to the second is just that it violates the principle of 
nondiscrimination. The reproach the second makes to the first is that it negates 
identity by forcing people into a homogenous mold that is untrue to them 
(Taylor 1994: 43)”. 

 
The main source of enlightenment to solve this contradiction is in the world of 

education in a broad sense: 

 “Enlarging and changing the curriculum is therefore essential not so much in 
the name of a broader culture for everyone as in order to give due recognition 
to the hitherto excluded. The background premise is that recognition forges 
identity (Taylor 1994: 65-66)”.  
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Dominant groups tend to strengthen their hegemony by crafting an image of 

inferiority in the subjugated. The struggle for freedom and equality must therefore 

pass through a revision of these images. Multicultural curricula are meant to help in 

this process of revision of the distorted images. These images are particularly fed to 

the young in schools, and - serve the states’ ideological apparatuses. 

On cultural relativism 

Little progress has been made in society  with respect to proper criterion of right 

and wrong. Yet, within the larger context of the historical debate on the foundations 

of moral philosophy, anthropology has made modest contributions through its debate 

over cultural relativism.. Franz Boas, who coined the concept of cultural relativism, is 

considered one of the founding fathers of anthropology.- In his classic work, The 

Mind of Primitive Man. [1911]1938, he was the first to  strongly criticise  the 

evolutionist argument that societies could be ranked as more or less advanced. For 

Boas, societies were the result of their own particular historic circumstances. Cultures 

create themselves and they should be understood within the terms of their own 

context utilizing inductive procedures. For Boas, if anthropologists are to compare 

cultural traits, they should do so by comparing comparable kinds of specific traits.  

Many years later, anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1984) argued that it has been 

anthropological data that has taught us that rushing into judgments is not only a 

mistake, “it is an intellectual crime”. Geertz was concerned with yet a deeper 

consequence of cultural relativism. By making everything significant, it has had the 

paradoxical effect of making it at the same time irrelevant, promoting a fictitious 

atmosphere where anything goes. Cultural relativism has created a fantasy where 

anthropologists have had no views of what is and is not true, good or bad, right or 
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wrong. This lack of commitment, Geertz argues, is unacceptable. Everybody is 

committed to something. We must explicitly acknowledge what we are committed to, 

so that our readers understand why we interpret cultural meanings in the way we do. 

We are situated subjects. This is, with a particular history and social position 

determined by many factors such as gender, class, ethnicity and nationality.  

Clifford Geertz does not support the idea that the mystery that lies behind all things 

can be explained by culture. Explaining some behavior  as cultural is equal to saying 

nothing about it. When we accept without criticism and conform to just about any 

shape that comes along, we enter a ground where the understanding of human 

conduct, especially the uncomfortable parts of it, like rape, homicide, suicide, 

abortion and exploitation to mention just a few, come to rest as do our political 

responsibilities as social scientists. Approaching the concept of cultural relativism 

without a critical perspective is “reducing the Otherness to the Sameness”. In the 

words of Geertz: “If we wanted home truths, we should have stayed at home” (Geertz, 

1984: 276). 

John Cove (1999) introduces a very interesting dimension to the problems raised 

by the concept of cultural relativism. He argues that cultural relativism is no longer a 

purely anthropological concept. It has provided indigenous peoples with a basis for 

political action. Cove highlights cultural relativism as a multidimensional concept as 

it can be seen from diverse points of view: a theory, a method, a basis for moral 

evaluation and a guide for political action. Boas’s notion of cultural relativism can be 

considered as an early concept that fed the later conception of a multicultural society. 

This conception of society laid the basis for indigenous peoples to assert the 

legitimacy of their cultural distinctiveness and to use their culture and later their 
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identity to achieve political ends. This use of the concept has had great impacts on the 

anthropological study of indigenous peoples, but has had an even greater impact in 

their relation with the discipline. To illustrate this impact, Cove talks about the 

Australian and Canadian aboriginal land claims that begun in the 1970s, where 

ethnographers where brought into courts as experts that could scientifically validate 

specific indigenous views that challenged the ethnocentrism of Western legal system. 

Cove quotes an illustrative indigenous statement to point out this shift in the 

relationship: “We’ll hire our own anthropologist and one on whom we can rely to 

prepare a report favorable to ourselves…[W]e’ll tell you [anthropologists] only as 

much as we think might be necessary to support our claims” (English 1975:258). In 

(Cove 1999:113).  

Although Cove knows the term cultural relativism, his argument really is closer to 

the politics of authenticity. Charles Taylor’s (1992) argument goes beyond the 

concept of cultural relativism. It’s not enough to stay at the level of accepting that 

every culture is equally valid. In the politics of authenticity, individuals and groups no 

longer conform to the images that dominant society constructs of them. They have 

their own version of who they are and protect their knowledge. Its not just my culture 

is good and so is yours, people have the right to present their culture the way they 

want. No doubt Taylor (1992) agrees with the principle of not being judgemental 

prematurely. But, he argues that people have to prioritize certain things that are not 

going to be fair to everyone and involve judgement. The survival of cultures can be 

the basis of strong moral claims. Things that have to be done are intense. Anthonny 

Appiah (1994), shares the notion that each culture should craft its own image, yet he 
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expresses disconfort with the limiting scripts cultures offer at the level of the 

individual.  

WHY IDEOLOGY AND ETHICS? 

Ethics requires an awareness of our ability to make a choice. In this sense, it can be 

said that it would require an ability to recognise the ideologies that are being pushed 

on us that restrict not only the quantity of choices available to us, but our choice per 

se. We can say, for example, that the system can leave us little choice but to be 

unethical. This idea is similar to what Philippe Bourgois (1996) puts forward in his 

ethnography In Search for Respect where he debates whether young drug dealers in 

Spanish Harlem, really have an actual alternative of choosing to work in the formal 

economy rather than the underground economy of drug dealing. The first makes them 

legal, yet it exposes them to a double humiliation: that of being treated like human 

scum by their bosses and never being able to accomplish the american dream. The 

second, makes them illegal, yet it provides them with a dignity and gives them access 

to material wealth which is highly prestigious in our society. This comes at the cost of 

high levels of violence and risk to their life on a day to day basis. Anthony Appiah 

argues that we make up ourselves from a tool kit of options made available to us by 

our culture and society. He acknowledges that we do make choices, yet “we do not 

determine the options among which we choose” (1994: 155). For him, collective 

identities provide what he calls ‘scripts’. This is, narratives that people can use in 

shaping their life plans and in telling their stories. Our story then, is partly shaped by, 

the standards available in our culture to a person of our identity (gender, ethnicity, 

nationality just to mention a few; all give shape to the making of our collective 

identity).  
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We live in multicultural societies in which certain individuals have not been 

treated with equal dignity because they are, for example, women, homosexuals, 

blacks, indigenous, or Atacameños for that matter. Because, our identities are 

dialogically shaped, as Taylor (1994) argues, people that abide by the ethics of 

authenticity are generally subject to negative stereotyping for challenging the official 

scripts. Dominant culture continues to provide negative images of people of these 

sorts. Appiah (1994: 161) argues that we need to “do cultural work to resist the 

stereotypes, to challenge the insults, to lift the restrictions”. The life-scripts suggested 

for the bearers of these identities were and are still negative ones. If these sorts of 

people are to have a life with dignity they have to transform these negative life-scripts 

into positive collective identities instead. Anthonny Appiah (1994) is still uneasy 

about any of the scripts and advocates the right to escape them all even if he 

recognizes they can be good for many.  

The chilean state imposes indigenous rural stereotypes that Atacameños should 

have a right to  escape. Although such stereotypes might be beneficial to some 

Atacameños, it is highly confining and constraining for others, especially urban 

Atacameños. These stereotypes generate what elsewhere (Carrasco, 2006) I referred 

to as ‘ethnic anxiety’. This is the effort urban Atacameños have to make to perform an 

identity the state wants to see. Performing this stereotypical identity is necessary if 

urban Atacameños wish to access resources from the state available to indegenous 

peoples.  

Atacameños are still in the mist of this process of re-construction of their many 

scripts. Once they truly eradicate individual and collective low self esteem they may 
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gain the strength needed to confront the world of mining corporations that restrict 

their horizon and cause damage to their lives.  

The purposes of this theoretical framework will be to provide a detailed mapping 

of the variability of political consciousness among Atacameños and the ways in which 

corporations are manipulating their relations with urban and rural communities by 

following different strategies. Theories of ideology and ethics will be used to explore 

the silences or absence of critiques to mining and the co-presence of resistance and 

cooperation with the corporation’s agenda. In sum, the theories presented here will 

serve to analyze the utilitarian ethics being pushed by CODELCO and the ethics of 

dignity being pushed by Atacameños.  
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III. THE SOCIOHITORICAL CONTEXT OF MINING AND INDIGENOUS 
PEOPLES IN ATACAMA 

 
In this chapter I will draw heavily on Sater and Collier’s (1996) history of Chile. 

Revising the works of several local scholars writing about the history of Chile 

(Villalobos 1979, Encina 1984, Frías Valenzuela 1986, Silva 1996) I noticed that, to 

some extent they all embrace the traditional historical narrative of exposing one 

presidential period after another. Two reasons led me to select Sater and Collier 

(1996) as the main source of this chapter: (1) it focuses on mining resources and their 

importance for the forging of the country’s past, present, and future. Of particular 

interest to the purposes of this dissertation is, how the authors follow copper and its 

flows and build a large period of the history of Chile around this single commodity; 

and, (2) Sater and Collier’s history of Chile constitutes the best english source I came 

across, to speak of the importance of mining in Chile without having to rely on local 

sources in spanish. This saved me from the additional burden of translating their 

relevant descriptions into this chapter.  

Choosing Sater and Collier as my main source, does not mean I share all their 

interpretations of the events they describe. I will express my position in all the parts 

of this chapter where their views differ from my own critical perspective. In addition, 

whenever I evaluate that their claims need to be complemented with other sources I 

provide these. 

The importance of this chapter lies in that it will provide the reader with the 

necessary context to understand the relevance that mining has had historically and in 

the present for Chile. Starting with the war of the Pacific, the purpose of this chapter 



 

 

)&!

is to lay the sociohistorical context that will help understand the foundations of the 

relations between mining and indigenous peoples in Atacama in the present. 

THE WAR OF THE PACIFIC (1879-1884)  

From the viewpoint of foreign trade, the goose that laid most of the golden eggs in 

Chile was and still is mining. The economic potential of the mining deposits that are 

located in what today is called the norte grande (big north) is a key factor to 

understand the economic implications of the war of the Pacific (1879-1884) for the 

country. The triumph in this war allowed the Chilean state to incorporate a vast 

territory into its frontiers. This extension included several regions that had coasts, 

deserts and Andean mountains covering an area of approximately 180.000 km! 

(Gundermann and Sanhueza 2008).  The main conflict in this war revolved around 

two issues: (1) the nitrate camps in the intermediate desert region, and (2) the access 

to ports that secured the flows of imports and ship supplies. The annexation of the 

territory included an immense extension of what was called the Antigua Provincia de 

Atacama (Ancient Province of Atacama). Back then, greed was focused in the nitrate 

camps and none of the countries in disputes (Chile, Peru, and Bolivia) were aware of 

the tremendous copper deposits lying deep underground in the, back then, belittled 

province of Atacama. According to Gundermann and Sanhueza (2008) the control 

over the Department of Lamar in Bolivia, included the Puna5 of Atacama in the high 

southeast mountain chains or cordillera. This dominion included the incorporation of 

a Bolivian indigenous population that was characterized by a peculiar socio-cultural 

universe that can still be observed in the interior villages of the desert of Atacama 

today.  
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

5 High Andean plateau. 
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Plagued by increasingly serious economic problems, during President Anibal 

Pinto’s administration (1876-1881) Chile also became embroiled in a series of 

diplomatic confrontations one of which, at least, was to have crucial economic 

repercussions. The international crisis came from the north, from Bolivia. Two main 

issues caused friction here: first, the delineation of the border, and; second, the status 

of those Chileans, mainly miners, who lived on the Bolivian littoral. Since it ran 

through the Atacama Desert, one of the world’s driest wastelands, neither country had 

seemed concerned over the exact location of the frontier. The discovery of silver, 

guano, and finally nitrates suddenly made the Atacama extremely valuable. Both 

nations now began to manoeuvre vigorously to control the desert they had previously 

neglected. In 1874, after a great deal of hostile power struggles that almost 

degenerated into war, the frontier was fixed at 24 ! S. To secure this agreement, Chile 

abandoned its claims to a portion of the Atacama Desert. In return, Bolivia promised 

not to raise the taxes on the Compañía de Salitre y Ferrocarril de Antofagasta, the 

Chilean nitrate company now operating in the Atacama (Sater and Collier 1996:127). 

Pinto’s problems were soon to multiply by a revival of friction with Bolivia. In 

December 1878, the Bolivian dictator Hilarión Daza, a barely literate sergeant who 

had shot his way into the presidency, increased the taxes on the Compañía de Salitre y 

Ferrocarril de Antofagasta. This clearly violated the 1874 agreement, but Daza fully 

expected that Chile would abide by the new tax. Should the Moneda resist; he could 

invoke a secret treaty signed in February 1873, in which Peru had promised to help 

Bolivia in the event of a war with Chile. The Combination of Peru’s not insubstantial 

fleet, in conjunction with the allied armies, Daza concluded, would bring easy victory 

(Sater and Collier 1996:128). 
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Pinto had little room to negotiate. The Compañía de Salitres’s shareholders had 

suborned a number of newspapers that demanded that the government enforce its 

treaty obligations. Opposition politicians, who used the border dispute with Bolivia as 

an issue during the 1879 congressional election campaign, warned Pinto and his 

liberal followers not to surrender to the Bolivian dictator. Both the unscrupulous 

politicians and the xenophobic press organized demonstrations in Santiago and 

Valparaiso to invigorate the national mood. In February 1879, Pinto ordered the Army 

to seize Antofagasta as well as the territory ceded to Bolivia under the 1874 treaty. 

Pinto would have been content to stop at Antofagasta, but he could not. The press and 

the opposition alike demanded that he order the Army north of the old border in order 

to protect Chilean positions. Pinto refused, perhaps believing that Daza would accept 

a return to the previous conditions. But Daza did not: two weeks after the Chilean 

occupation of Antofagasta, Bolivia declared war (Sater and Collier 1996: 129). The 

president tried to avoid a conflict, even offering Peru economic concessions in return 

for neutrality. He was overwhelmed by the strength of public opinion, and finally 

demanded that Peru state openly whether it planned to honor the 1873 treaty. When 

the answer came, in the affirmative, in April 1879, Chile declared war on both Bolivia 

and Peru (Sater and Collier 1996: ibid). Pinto had good reason to hesitate before 

involving Chile in a war with its northern neighbors. Chileans now faced two enemies 

whose combined armed forces outnumbered them two to one. For Chile to triumph, 

control of the sea seemed essential: only this might enable the Army to attack the 

enemy on its home ground. Without it Chile was exposed to invasion, blockade, or 

bombardment. Contrary to all predictions, in the end, Chile won the war.  

 



 

 

)*!

The Chilean state and fiscal policy after the war 

The conquest of the Bolivian littoral and Tarapacá gave Chile a monopoly on the 

world production of nitrate. After occupying Tarapacá one of the first actions of the 

Chilean State was to force the nitrate oficinas to reopen and to produce. Sater and 

Collier report that: 

“By 1883 over 7,000 men were laboring in the salitreras (as compared with 
2,000 in 1880); exports doubled (to 589,000 tons) in the same three years. The 
new export tax imposed in September 1879 (US $ 1.60 per- quintal) seemed 
likely, therefore, to guarantee a bountiful flow of revenue (Sater and Collier 
1996:143)”.  

 
Although the Chilean “Moneda” could tax the salitreras, it did not own them. The 

nitrate enterprises of Tarapacá belonged in theory to the Peruvian government, which 

had nationalized them in 1875. In exchange for the owners’ titles, the Peruvian 

authorities had issued interest-bearing “certificates.” The Chilean government faced 

two alternatives. It could either assume responsibility for the Peruvian nitrate debt, in 

which case the Chilean state would replace Peru as the proprietor of the salitreras. 

Alternatively, it could refuse to liquidate the Peruvian debt, and recognize the holders 

of the certificates as the rightful owners of the enterprises.  

In 1881 congress decided to grant title to anyone who could demonstrate 

ownership of 75 percent of each certificate and it also required a cash deposit. The 

following year, the Government auctioned off salitreras that had not been claimed by 

their new owners. These measures enabled private entrepreneurs to take control of 

what was now to become the principal source revenue for the Chilean state. 

Foreigners, especially the British, as well Chileans enthusiastically seized the 

opportunity, among them John Thomas North, the Yorkshire-born “Nitrate King,” 

whose spectacular personal holdings in Tarapacá were soon to cause concern in Chile 
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(Sater and Collier 1996: 143-144). In 1878, British capital had controlled 13 percent 

of the nitrate industry in Tarapacá; by 1884, the proportion had risen to 34 per cent, 

and by 1890, after a period of feverish activity on the London Stock Exchange, 70 per 

cent of the nitrate industry was in British hands (Blakemore, 1974: 22). 

The return of ownership to private hands relieved the Moneda of an immense fiscal 

and bureaucratic burden, while at the same time the imposition of an export duty on 

nitrate promised a fiscal bonanza. As President Santa Maria (1881-1886), the first 

great beneficiary of new policy was to put it:  

“Let the gringos work the nitrate freely. I shall be waiting for them at the 
door” (Sater and Collier 1996:144)”. 

 
NITRATES AND COPPER IN THE PAMPA (1880-1930).  

During President Jose Manuel Balmaceda’s administration (1886-1891), he sailed 

north on the warship Amazonas, to see the now flourishing nitrate zone for himself. 

Balmaceda, was seriously concerned by the way in which the extensive interests in 

Tarapacá of the English nitrate King, John Thomas North, were coming to constitute 

something approaching a state within a state. The government was seeking a way to 

undermine the transportation monopoly enjoyed in the province by North’s Nitrate 

Railways Company (Sater and Collier 1996:152). 

Besides Nitrates, Chile’s other natural resource; the traditional copper mining 

industry enjoyed distinctly uneven fortunes during the Parliamentary period (1882-

1920). By the mid-1880s most of the copper mines had exhausted their richest 

deposits. To exploit the remaining veins of low-grade ore would have required 

substantial new investment for the sinking of deeper shafts and for up-to-date 

machinery. Chilean capitalists preferred to put their money not in the copper mines 



 

 

*,!

but in the new nitrate industry, where the dividends were higher and the risks lower. 

Sater and Collier write that, 

“Within a decade of the onset of the war of the Pacific, Chilean copper 
production plunged from 46,421,000 kg to 24,931,00 kg and Chile’s share of 
the world market fell from around one-third to less than one-tenth. By 1911 
the share had fallen to less than 4 percent (Sater and Collier 1996:160)”.  

 
The fate of the diminishing copper industry was soon to change. In 1904 the 

American William Braden introduced the flotation process into Chile. This was the 

technology that had enabled the American copper industry to prosper. Purchasing El 

Teniente, an enormous deposit of low-grade copper ore near Rancagua, Braden 

revolutionized Chilean copper mining. Developing El Teniente, however, proved so 

costly that in 1908 Braden sold the mine to the Guggenheim family. Three years later 

the Guggenheims bought Chuquicamata, in the Atacama Desert, which eventually 

became the world’s largest opencast mine. It took five years and US $100 million 

before Chuquicamata began to turn a profit. The Guggenheims subsequently 

transferred El Teniente and Chuquicamata to Kennecott Copper Company. A year 

later, in 1916, another American corporation, Anaconda Copper Company, began to 

develop a third great mine, at Potrerillos, to the northeast of Copiapó. Through 

massive investments in both equipment and infrastructure, these three American-

owned mines, known collectively as the Gran Minería, increased Chilean copper 

production almost 300 percent, and its share of the world market from 4 to 10 percent 

(Sater and Collier 1996:160-161). 

The new copper mines relied less upon labor and more on modern technology. 

Mining camps were isolated enclaves, existing on the periphery of the local economy. 
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Although they paid wages and bought food, the American companies remitted most of 

their earnings abroad, either to pay dividends or to buy new machinery.  

The First World War accelerated the growth of the new copper industry. Between 

1914 and 1918 production almost tripled and exports more than doubled. Wartime 

sales of copper soared to 132 million gold pesos in 1917, an increase of more than 

400 percent over the levels of three years earlier. Clearly this was a reviving copper 

business, and in fact by 1917 it accounted for almost 19 percent of the country’s 

exports (Sater and Collier 1996:161). 

The evident success of the American-owned companies gave rise to mixed 

reactions in Chile. While some denounced American penetration like Ricardo 

Latcham’s book Chuquicamata, estado yanqui (1926)6 which perhaps was a classic 

expression of this view; others dismissed such complaints as “socialism” praising the 

working conditions in the mining camps, the alcohol-free environment, and noting 

that “American genius and capital had created wealth which did not exist before7 

(Sater and Collier 1996: 161).  

Although copper mining revived, with promise for the future, it was the nitrate 

trade above all that was the real motor of the Chilean economy for nearly half a 

century. It has been estimated that by 1924 the salitreras had generated around 6.9 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

6 One reads the lines in Chuquicamata, yanqui state where Latchman (1924) laments: “Cuba, Mexico, 
Haiti, Nicaragua, Santo Domingo, Colombia and the Philippines have all paid tribute to the insatiable 
invader”. This is, the United States represented by the Guggenheim family. 
7 In his work Anaconda, Isaac Marcosson describes very different conditions than the horrors described 
by Latcham. He writes about Chuquicamata with great admiration: “When I first visited Chuquicamata 
in the early years of Anaconda ownership, it was a camp sheltering 15,000 people (Marcosson 1957: 
207)”. He continues: “Every possible facility is afforded the workers. They pay nothing for rent, 
electricity and water, and purchase their food and clothing at three company stores at 1932 prices-a 
miracle of present day living” […] “Medical attention is free. (Marcosson 1957: 208). He goes on for 
one page and a half describing many other benefits of the workers at Chuquicamata. These benefits 
have earned miners the reputation of spoilt workers from the perspective of non-mine workers. A 
common perception is that they do not appreciate all the benefits they have including salaries three 
times higher than other workers. 
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billion gold pesos, and that about one-third of this total found its way to the 

government. Chile can plausibly be described, during the nitrate era, as a kind of 

rentier republic (Sater and Collier 1996:162). 

Working conditions and social inequality in the nitrate pampa. 

Working on the nitrate pampa was both difficult and dangerous. Often carrying 

sacks weighing more than 140 kg. (300 lbs.), miners constantly had to move between 

explosions, and moving carts or railcars. The refineries were equally perilous. 

Laboring in plants filled with steam or dust, workers had to avoid falling into massive 

grinding machines or vats filled with scalding liquids. The accident rate, in a business 

reluctant to introduce safety measures, was high. Given the lack of medical facilities, 

most accidents were either fatal or disabling (Sater and Collier 1996: 163). Despite 

the dangers involved, the prospect of well-paying jobs attracted thousands of men that 

migrated from the Central Valley to the northern salitreras. Between 1875 and 1907 

the population of the Norte Grande grew from 2,000 to 234,000. Iquique, the principal 

nitrate port and commercial center, became Chile’s fourth largest city, Antofagasta 

the seventh largest. A whole new society sprang up on the pampa and in the growing 

ports. This was a society with deep class divisions. Iquique’s commercial elites 

(including a large foreign element) built themselves large homes and had a frenetic 

social life. The men who dug the caliche lived in mining camps out on the arid 

pampa. Their shanties, often constructed of stone or dirt and roofed in zinc, afforded 

little protection against the extremes of temperature for which the Desert in northern 

Chile is famed. Without running water or even sewers, the miners and their families 

often succumbed to ever-present epidemic diseases or tuberculosis (Sater and Collier 

1996: 164). 
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While the managers of the salitreras enjoyed access to imported delicacies, the 

great mass of the nitrate miners had to satisfy their appetites at the pulperías, 

company owned stores that often sold cheap goods at inflated prices. Since many 

workers received their pay in fichas, tokens, they were obliged either to patronize the 

company store or to sell their tokens, at a heavy discount, to local merchants. Despite 

the dangerous work and wretched living conditions, people (sometimes with their 

families) flocked to the north. Despite the poor conditions in the nitrate pampa both 

urban and rural workers elsewhere, received less than the nitrate miner. A government 

report of 1913 noted that the average nitrate miner commanded higher wages than any 

other type of Chilean worker, including those in metallurgical plants or on the state 

railroads that were considered the elites of the nascent industrial workforce. They 

received free housing and paid substantially less for food than the urban worker. Thus 

bachelors (and sometimes family men) could save enough money to purchase plots of 

land or small businesses when they returned to the Central Valley (Sater and Collier 

1996:165).  

Labor movements and social unrest  

During the administrations of President German Riesco (1901-1906) and Pedro 

Montt (1906-1910), the new working class began to organize.  Among artisans, 

mutualist associations had expanded continuously since 1860s. By 1910 there were 

more than 400. After the turn of the century, however, more modern-looking labor 

unions (“resistance societies”) began to appear; metalworkers, railway men, and 

printers formed the first of such unions. They emerged in various cities, starting in 

Iquique in 1900, unions and mutualist societies combined into mancomunales (“labor 



 

 

*%!

brotherhoods”). Many of these early unionists were influenced by anarchist ideas. 

Spanish translations of anarchist writings were easily available and in cheap editions.  

Between 1902 and 1908, a period of strong union growth, there were around 200 

strikes, and the unions concerned won about half. However, the challenge they 

mounted in the general strike of May-June 1907 in Santiago and Valparaiso was, on 

balance, a failure, and the labor movement then went briefly into decline (Sater and 

Collier 1996:195-196). 

Parliamentary governments tried on the whole to remain distant from these 

struggles between workers and employers. But they tended to view large-scale 

movements (especially if these were accompanied by mass demonstrations) as 

incipient rebellions, and at times reacted with overt violence. The most horrifying of 

such episodes took place at Iquique in December 1907, when thousands of striking 

nitrate workers and their families) converged on the port in great order and dignity to 

seek redress of grievances. Sater and collier report:  

“The city was paralyzed. Two cruisers were dispatched to the north, and the 
local military commander, General Roberto Silva Renard, ordered an attack 
with machine guns on the Santa Maria school, where the strikers were 
concentrated. The number of deaths will never be known for sure, but it ran 
well into hundreds (Sater and Collier 1996:196)”.  

 
Many Chilean writers who appeared in the early twentieth century like Baldomero 

Lillo or Joaquín Edwards Bello perceived an atmosphere of national decline and drew 

attention to the miserable social conditions faced by the miner and the urban worker 

in their writings. By far the most radical work of this kind, a book under the 

pseudonym of Dr. Julio Valdéz Cange, was Sinceridad. Chile íntimo en 1910, by a 

provincial Schoolteacher, Alejandro Venegas, then, 39. He had traveled the length 
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andbreadth of Chile, collecting impressions, becoming increasingly angry at the state 

of social inequality in his homeland: 

“We have armies, warships, fortresses, cities and ports, cheaters and 
racetracks, clubs, hotels, public promenades, monuments, and . . . opulent 
magnates, lords of true dominions, who live in splendid palaces . . . ; but at no 
great distance from the theaters, gardens and lordly residences, there lives the 
people, that is to say nine tenths of the population of Chile, plunged in the 
most fearful economic, physical and moral poverty, and degenerating rapidly 
through overwork, poor diet, lack of hygiene, extreme ignorance, and the 
grossest vices (Valdéz 1910: 250)”. 

 
This general atmosphere of national decline was accompanied by the first signs of 

crisis in the nitrate industry. By 1914, the nitrate industry was less secure than before. 

After years of paying artificially high prices, European consumers began to turn to 

alternative fertilizers such as British sulfate of ammonium. An even more ominous 

threat appeared in 1913 the Haber-Bosch processing plant at Oppau (Ludwigshafen) 

Germany went into production, pouring out tons of synthetic nitrates. The outbreak of 

the First World War prevented the spread of this process and so temporarily saved the 

Chilean nitrate monopoly from collapse (Sater and Collier 1996:165-166). 

The state and American capitals: the foundations of large-scale mining  

The end of the First World War (1914-1918) came in a period of economic and 

social disturbance in many parts of the world. Chile was no exception. The corning of 

peace in Europe dislocated the Chilean economy and its political system. Postwar 

difficulties brought into sharp relief some of the underlying constraints on the 

economy: overdependence on raw material production, inadequate fiscal and 

monetary policy, and inertia in agriculture. In the end, a combination of economic 

necessity and political upheaval pushed both the Chilean state and the economy in 

new directions.  



 

 

*'!

The first and most dramatic effect of the Armistice was to paralyze the salitreras. 

The Allies’ Nitrate of Soda Executive abruptly dumped its once valuable stocks on 

the open market, driving prices down. In 1919, exports fell by 66 percent. Although 

recovering dramatically in 1920, production and exports fell again the following year, 

this time by half. Over 10,000 laid off miners and members of their families fled to 

Santiago, infecting the city with despair and smallpox. The government responded as 

it had in the past, offering subsidies and buying up the surplus nitrate, while the 

private producers created the Asociacion de Productores de Salitre de Chile which, 

used quotas to stabilize prices. Once the surpluses had disappeared, nitrate prices and 

therefore employment did rise for a while.  

Copper production, which had increased between 1914 and 1918, fell in the early 

postwar years. However, the underlying trend was upward. By the end of the 1920s, 

the Gran Mineria’s output (accounting for 90 percent of all copper produced) reached 

317,000 tons, approximately 16 percent of the world market (Sater and Collier 1996: 

202). 

The copper mines, increasingly began to contribute more to the Chilean economy. 

In 1925 the government imposed a 6 percent tax on the companies. This tax in 

conjunction with another levy raised the tax rate on copper mining to 12 percent. 

Moreover, the implementation of new social welfare laws increased the American 

companies’ effective contributions to the central government. Only then did copper 

begin to replace nitrates as the Moneda’s favorite source of revenue. More of the 

Gran Mineria’s profits also remained in Chile than had earlier been the case (Sater 

and Collier 1996: 203). 
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During President Alessandri’s administration (1920-1925), opportunities for the 

urban working class worsened because of the serious downturn in the nitrate industry. 

Between December 1920 and December 1921 monthly production fell from 222,315 

to 75,443 metric tons; exports fell by half. By 1922 seventy oficinas had closed down, 

and at least 20,000 unemployed workers had moved south, where they urged 

Congress to approve public works projects.  

On the nitrate pampa itself, at the San Gregorio oficina, a battle between troops 

and strikers in February 1921 left more than forty dead including the English 

manager. This event merely served to deepen working-class estrangement during the 

Alessandri presidency (Sater and Collier 1996: 208). 

NATURAL RESOURCES AND THE REQUIREMENTS OF INCREASING 
INDUSTRIAL AND URBAN GROWTH  
 

Back in northern Chile, the industrial and urban development increased the 

demand for specific natural resources, both for productive activities and for the 

consumption of the population. Among these natural resources there was water and a 

peculiar native species of vegetable used as wood-fuel called yareta or Azorella 

Compacta. The State regulated the consumption of these resources through 

concessions and use rights for which it received taxes and patents. In the beginning of 

the twentieth century water concessions, especially from the Loa River, were given to 

small and medium mining entrepreneurs. As the mining operations grew, the volumes 

and sources of extraction of water shifted towards rivers difficult to access. For 

example, the Chile Exploration Company acquired, in 1914, water rights from the 

Toconce River, from where it supplied the mine and the town of Chuquicamata. 

According to Gundermann and Sanhueza (2008). The company also acquired water 
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rights from the Loa, Grande, Putana, Salado, and Hojalar Rivers. These water rights 

benefited a small and median industry that was able to blossom thanks to the 

conditions generated by capital investments in basic infrastructure. On the contrary, 

several indigenous communities in the high altitudes were dispossessed of resources 

vital to their reproduction (Gundermann and Sanhueza 2008: 16). Altitude grass and 

vital natural resources like water and yareta became state property and thus were 

given in concessions to private investors that requested them for business. Just to 

mention one emblematic case, the community of Toconce lost its best quality waters 

to the hands of Chuquicamata and later to supply the water needs of the increasing 

population of the cities of Antofagasta and Calama (Aldunate, 1985: 137). 

The expansion of mining and its impacts on agriculture: social change in the interior 
regions of Antofagasta 
 

The process of mining expansion experienced in the Loa River transformed this 

area into an important regional-economic space. The city of Calama went through a 

rapid economic and demographic expansion. In 1895 it hosted 900 residents and by 

the year 1907 it had reached approximately 2,800 people. Initially, this population 

was constantly fluctuating depending on the cycles of the mining market, labor offers 

and demand of products and services (Muñoz 1894). Still by 1903 the social 

constitution of the population in Calama was mainly composed of indigenous people.  

The swamps and marshlands in the outskirts of Calama were considered property of 

the state. They had poor quality water and pastures. Nevertheless, these marshlands 

constituted a space where the indigenous population would feed a small number of 

animals while at the same time they would provide cheap labor to the mining sector 

(Boman [1903] 1992). The next urban increment due to industrial growth stimulated 
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the increase of agricultural production to feed the growing population. Thus the 

extension of private lands grew. Alfalfa production reached 800 hectares by 1914. 

The so called fincas, almost exclusively dedicated to the production of pasto (grass), 

concentrated in the hands of big owners, some of them corresponding to wealthier 

Bolivian families that remained in the region after the war of the Pacific. There were 

also Yugoslav immigrants. Based on a list provided by one of their key informants 

from the village of Socaire, Gundermann and Sanhueza, list several names of families 

that made profits from their fincas: Nuñez, Ceruti, Abaroa, Hrepic, Tomicic and 

Yutronic (Gundermann and Sanhueza 2008: 21).   

In 1928 the animal imports in Calama were conducted by entrepreneurs of local 

origin, like Abaroa and Ceruti, in addition to firms that also provided meat to the 

nitrate camps. Agricultural proprietors and local market stores absorbed temporary 

workers that came from the less wealthy sectors of the local population, in addition to 

the cheaper labor provided by indigenous peoples from the rural interior villages 

(Sanhueza y Gundermann 2008: 22).  

Atacameño population and the changes in their patterns of integration to the regional 
economy 
 

From the beginnings of the transformations generated by mining in the region, the 

Andean communities at the feet of the cordillera had started a process of migration 

and wage labor in mining, establishing themselves either temporarily, or permanently 

in the mining centers nearby Calama. The process of integration of Atacameño labor 

force into a capitalist economy and in particular to the labor system that operated in 

the Gran Minería of the region was inequitable. In the late nineteenth century and 

onwards, indigenous participation in mining tended to be in the lowest paying least 
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qualified jobs. By 1925, Latchman (1926) reports that, a significant part of the 

population was composed of so called  “Bolivian indians” that were established in 

Chuquicamata. They represented a significantly cheaper alternative to the hiring of 

Chilean miners and workers: 

“En el mineral había una fuerte población de indios bolivianos, terribles 
competidores de los chilenos en sus trabajos de extracción, pues se contentan 
con poco salario y no demuestran grandes exigencias materiales, por lo que, a 
veces, son preferidos por los capitalistas norteamericanos (Latcham, 1926: 
116)”. [In the mineral sector there was a large population of bolivian indians, 
terrible competitors of the chileans in the extraction labors, because they were 
happy with lower salaries and did not expect high material demands, for this 
reason, sometimes, they are preferred by northamerican capitalists (free 
traslation)]. 

 
It is important to clarify that the category of “Bolivian Indian” was not only used 

to name the population that came from Bolivia, but also to refer to the indigenous 

populations of the province of Atacama (Gunderman and Sanhueza 2008).  

This period is the marker of the beginning of significant changes in future Atacameño 

history. These temporary labor migrations are the markers of the beginning of a 

change in Atacameño patterns of integration to the regional economy. According to 

Gundermann and Sanhueza (2008: 23) patterns of economic integration refer to the 

complex whole of external economic relationships, and its impacts on internal 

economic relationships, through which Atacameño population connects with the 

region. During the Bolivian period, this pattern of articulation with the region was 

characterized by an agrarian base and dependency within the colonial context. Cattle 

herding (arrieraje) constituted the main contribution of indigenous peoples in the 

regional economy. Some wealthier producers hired peasants for the transportation of 

animal herds (cows) from Argentina and the distribution of meat to Chile.  
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Another alternative was independent work. Only the privileged that owned cattle 

and donkeys themselves, could offer to transport some goods and fuel-wood to 

mining centers like Caracoles or other enclaves in the Loa. In agricultural production, 

the demand for alfalfa or other foods generated a market for the local indigenous 

production of vegetables and fruits that nevertheless faced harsh competition from 

large scale production of farmers well connected with markets in nearby cities. 

Another important source of income for Atacameños was the temporary labor 

associated with the agricultural work required by bigger owners of fincas during the 

times of the alfalfa harvest. In the ethnographic chapters (especially chapter 6) we 

will see how work in the fincas helped the poorest Atacameños find an alternative 

source of income. Over all, rural population from the interior villages followed a 

pattern of economic integration with the region based on market relations (wage labor 

and selling agricultural products at a small-scale).  

In addition, there remained a type of non-market relationship among themselves 

through family bonds and generalized reciprocity. These patterns of integration into 

the regional economy were made possible by the presence of an Andean agricultural 

system base. As time progressed, agricultural systems progressively deteriorated and 

led to deeper changes in the economic integration of the indigenous rural population 

of the region. Mainly, they went through a process of increased proletarianization.  

The creation of a railway and the telegraph practically liquidated all competitiveness 

that indigenous rural populations once had in this barren region. The magnitude and 

variety of the needs of large-scale mining make any small-scale peasant production 

uncompetitive and insufficient. On the other hand, that same mining needed labor for 

hard tasks that required resistance and adaptation to high altitudes and a harsh desert 
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environment. Although Atacameños did not have expertise in mining, they did meet 

the toughness required for the job. Thus, the loss of the agricultural systems of the 

regional economy at the local level, was replaced by, an increasing dependency of 

indigenous populations on the market of mining wage-labor. The Oases in the interior 

regions ended up providing less animal loading and transportation activities and 

agricultural production and increasingly provided labor for the regional mining 

economy, especially copper mining in Chuquicamata. 

Much of the Ibañez regime (1927-1931), was blessed with prosperity. Economic 

conditions had so improved by the mid-1920s that more than forty nitrate oficinas 

reopened and employment on the pampa reached its all-time high (60,000). This 

prosperity proved ephemeral. There was no way of returning to the good old days, 

because foreign competitors, especially Germany, began using the Haber-Bosch 

process to produce synthetic ammonia. This nitrate-substitute quickly glutted the 

market, depressing prices and slashing the nitrate producers’ profits (Sater and Collier 

1996: 217-218).  

The U.S. stock market crash (1929) progressively eroded Chile’s economic 

prosperity. As the international economy slumped, the price of copper and nitrate 

went into something like free-fall. Between 1929 and 1933 copper output plummeted 

from 317,000 to 163,000 tons. This abrupt decline was compounded by a drop in the 

price from 17.47 to 7.03 cents per pound: the value of the country’s most lucrative 

export fell from US$ 111 million to $33 million. Faced with a glutted market and 

decreasing demand, copper miners in 1932 had to accept that the United States 

imposed a 4-cent-per-pound import tax. As a result, between 1931 and 1933 exports 

of Chilean copper to the United States fell from 7,000 to 5,000 pounds. The copper 
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price itself fell to 5.6 cents per pound in 1932, before slowly rebounding. 

Employment levels followed the same downward spiral. The Depression finished off 

the already weakened salitreras. In 1930-31, nitrate production roughly halved. 

Unemployment, already much lower because of the Guggenheims’ new technology8, 

became even worse. Starting in late 1930, around 29,000 people fled from the north. 

By 1932 the output of the remaining eleven salitreras (now employing no more than 

8,000 workers, there had been almost 60,000 only three years earlier) had declined to 

in one-fifth of its 1929 level. In the same period, foreign sales dropped by more than 

90 percent. By 1932-33, not only had the total volume of Chile’s exports fallen by 64 

percent from the levels of 1928-29; their purchasing power had declined by a 

staggering 84 percent (Sater and Collier 1996: 221).  

The death of the golden age of the nitrate industry was accompanied by a complex 

change in the culture of peoples, not only in Chile, but around the world. The Chilean 

population was growing and Chileans, including Atacameños, were no longer willing 

to accept the limited horizons of their parents and grandparents. They were as affected 

as anyone else by the twentieth-century revolution of rising expectations and the only 

place to turn and try and meet these expectations was in the blossoming copper 

mining industry. 

Before President Salvador Allende (1970-1973) called copper “Chile’s life-blood’ 

the earlier Presidents had discovered the economic virtues of the copper. Taxes on the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

8 The Guggenheims’ engineer Cappelen-Smith devoted his attention to designing a new nitrate 
production system. By 1923 he settled on a refining process that used refrigeration, thus permitted to 
treat the material in large lots. This refining method, when linked with mass extraction techniques 
outperformed by far the old Shanks system. The new system could treat ore with an assay of 8 percent, 
compared to 15 with the old system. This method also reduced production costs by up to 25 percent 
(For further elaboration see Thomas O’Brien ““Rich beyond the Dreams of Avarice”: The 
Guggenheims in Chile”. The Business History Review, Vol. 63, No. 1, 1989: 122-159. 
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American-owned copper Companies were first imposed by Arturo Alessandri: by 

1939 they stood at 33 Percent. The copper companies became favorites of the tax 

collector: the fact that they were foreign-owned meant they could be taxed without 

antagonizing local economic groups (Sater and Collier 1996: 268). This led the 

government to adopt more decidedly nationalistic attitude in the area of economics. 

This nationalism eventually led to hostility toward American control of the mining 

industry that was to grow with the years. 

When the outbreak of World War II reduced the sale of copper to Europe, 

President Pedro Aguirre Cerda (1938-1941) insisted that the United States increase its 

purchases of Chilean copper and nitrates. Initial American reluctance was dispelled 

by Pearl Harbor. Under a new agreement the United States agreed to purchase 

Chilean copper at a fixed price of 12 cents per pound, and to abrogate its import levy 

of 1932. Chile, moreover, was to keep 65 percent of the profits. Since the Moneda 

still required the copper companies to buy their dollars at an artificially high rate, its 

income increased dramatically. Nationalists were subsequently to complain that the 

12-cent purchase price was too low and that the United States owed Chile 

approximately US$500 million (Sater and Collier 1996:268). 

Although production dropped off after 1945, the Korean War (1950-1953) ended 

the postwar slump. In June 1950 Washington and the copper companies set the price 

of copper at 24.5 cents per pound. The government, furious it had not been consulted, 

demanded that the United States negotiate a new contract. The Washington Treaty of 

1951 raised the price of copper to 27.5 cents per pound. The Chilean government also 

obtained the right to market 20 percent of all copper mined in Chile at the prevailing 

world price (then at around 54.5 cents). The following year, the government decided 
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unilaterally to purchase the entire output of the copper mines at the price fixed by the 

New York market (then quite low) then sell copper directly to buyers. Under this 

arrangement Chile could reap any windfall profits generated by the war (Sater and 

Collier 1996: 269). 

By the 1940s copper had fully replaced nitrates as Chile’s principal revenue-

earner. Once again the country’s prosperity balanced precariously on the export of a 

raw material. Unlike the nitrate oficinas, the copper mines themselves did not offer 

the major new source of employment needed by the expanding population. So where 

were the new jobs to come from? The countryside no solution. In the past, the 

salitreras had provided an outlet for at least some of the rural poor. Any expectation 

that the copper mines might do the same was soon dispelled. Modern technology 

increased production but at the cost of reducing the labor force. Thanks to 

mechanization, employment in the Gran Minería sector fell from 18,390 in 1940 to 

12,548 in 1960 (Sater and Collier 2004: 269). 

DEMOCRACY AND DICTATORSHIP, 1960s-1990s 

Between 1964 and 1973 two reforming governments, adopting different forms of 

revolutionary rhetoric, attempted deep structural reforms in an effort to cure Chile’s 

outstanding economic problems and slow economic growth. Whatever their 

immediate successes, neither the Christian Democrat “resolution in liberty” nor 

Marxist parties’ transition to Socialism succeeded in their aims. Politics on all sides 

became highly charged ideologically, with an acute polarization of opinion setting in 

during Salvador Allende’s presidency. The crisis led to the breakdown of the political 

system in September 1973, and the seizure of power by the armed forces. Under the 

leadership of General Pinochet (1973-1989), a neo-liberal economic scheme was 
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imposed on Chile, and drastic national changes took place (Sater and Collier 2004: 

303). 

In March 1966, when troops killed seven workers during a strike at the El Salvador 

copper mine, the diatribes of the Left gained credibility, even within the PDC. The 

party’s second national conference (August 1966) revealed a three-way division: the 

oficialistas, whose loyalty to Frei was unconditional, the rebeldes (The rebels), who 

wanted more radical policies and greater party control over government, and the so-

called terceristas (thirdists), whose criticisms of the government were more 

restrained, and who sought compromise within the party. For a while the oficialistas 

had no difficulty in maintaining control (Sater and Collier 2004: 310-311). 

Social reforms and economic frustrations   

Four particular areas of reform had high priority for the PDC government: popular 

promotion; education and welfare; the countryside; and, copper. In looking around for 

additional revenue it was natural for President Eduardo Frei (1964-1970) to see what 

could be extracted from the cooper industry. His goal was to secure greater control 

over the American companies and to stimulate large increases in production, which in 

turn would enhance revenues. Rather than outright nationalization (as long advocated 

by the Left), Frei favored the more cautious policy of “Chileanization,” as it was 

termed: The acquisition of a 51 percent holding in the mining companies. In return for 

tax concessions, this would increase both investment and production. Frei called this 

scheme the viga maestra (master plank) of his platform. Kennecott (whose subsidiary, 

Braden, ran El Teniente) agreed to Chileanization immediately (December 1964).  

Anaconda (owners of Chuquicamata and El Salvador) showed much greater 

reluctance. Only in 1969, after strong demands for nationalization from the Left (and 
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part of the PDC), did Frei renew his approach to Anaconda, which then asked to be 

nationalized with due compensation. The eventual deal, announced with much failure 

in June 1969, provided for immediate Chileanization, followed by a final Chilean 

take-over later on what Frei called a nacionalizacion pactada or “agreed 

nationalization” (Sater and Collier 2004: 315). 

Chileanization failed to convince Frei’s left-wing critics, although production 

increased and both Kennecott and Anaconda developed plans for further expansion. 

The government itself made several intelligent new moves. The old “Copper 

Department” was upgraded as CODELCO (Corporacion del Cobre, Copper 

Corporation) and given both new tasks and expert staff. Chileans became much more 

prominent at the managerial level in the mines. Chile was now also taking more of a 

hand in refining, with the building (under Alessandri) of a new plant at Las Ventanas, 

north of Valparaiso, to supplement the older works at Paipote, near Copiapó. Most 

important of all, the government intervened in pricing policy: from 1966, in a decisive 

shift, Chilean copper was sold at prices quoted on the London Metal Exchange. At 

that point double the prices being accepted by the American companies. Since copper 

prices were now soaring, thanks in part to the rapidly escalating war in Vietnam 

(1959-1975) this meant a large increase in tax revenue: between 1966 and 1970, it ran 

at twice the level of the Alessandri years. The PDC government was lucky (Sater and 

Collier 200: 315-317). 

Radicalization, polarization, mobilization  

In August of 1965 a new Movement of the Revolutionary Left (MIR) had been 

founded in the University of Concepcion. Its small, active, and mostly university-

educated membership adopted Guevarist views on the need for “armed struggle” to 
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overthrow capitalism and to install a Cuban-style revolutionary system in Chile. A 

similarly approach also found favor in sections of the Socialist party. At its 

conference at Chillan in November 1967, the party redefined itself as Marxist-

Leninist and declared its aim to be the creation of a “revolutionary state.” Many 

Socialists, however, including Salvador Allende, continued to adhere to an electoral 

strategy, rather than resort to weapons. These debates on the Left often assumed a 

harsh form. The MIR-leaning magazine Punto Final was regularly beating against 

Communist “reformism.” The Communists responded by denouncing the MIR and 

similar revolutionary factions as grupusculos burgueses (Bourgeois grouplets) (Sater 

and Collier 2004: 321-322). 

There were plenty of local grievances on which student militancy could feed. And 

Latin American influences (themselves significant in shaping ideological profile of 

the so-called New Left in Europe and the United States) also played their part in 

inducing a new mood of radicalism. General de Gaulle may have dismissed the 

Bolivian guerrilla episode of 1967 (“the future of the world will not be played out in 

Bolivia”), but there is no denying its impact in Chile. President Frei, it is said, was 

much affected by the press photographs of Che Guevara’s corpse (Sater and Collier 

2004: 323). There were signs (from March 1968 onward) of a minor campaign of 

urban terrorism. Bomb attacks on the American consulate, supermarkets, the house of 

the popular National party senator Francisco Bulnes, and even (August 1969) the 

tomb of Arturo Alessandri. In 1969-70 the MIR staged a series of bank robberies or 

“expropriations” in mirista terminology and several aircrew hijackings were 

attempted (one successfully). Carabineros (police) discovered so-called guerrilla 
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schools in the Maipo Valley (June 1969) and near Valdivia (May 1970). All such 

news stories confirmed the Right in its refrain that the country was falling apart.  

The congressional elections of March 1969 brought further setbacks for the PDC. 

It lost twenty-seven seats in the Chamber, though it raised its senatorial delegation to 

twenty. The Left, as compared with 1967, remained steady, but the Right now made 

up some of the ground it had lost so spectacularly in 1965. Before anyone had time to 

reflect on these results, politicians were distracted by a tragic incident: Carabineros, 

trying to evict some squatters from a plot of land at Pampa Irigoin, just outside Puerto 

Montt, killed eight people and wounded fifty more. The event occasioned one of 

Victor Jara’s most moving protest songs, in which an accusing finger was pointed at 

Frei’s tough-minded Interior minister Edmundo Perez Zujovic. The Left and the 

youth movement of the PDC rained fierce attacks on Perez Zujovic. Puerto Montt was 

the last straw for the PDC dissidents. Within a few weeks they decided to create their 

own party and associate them with the Left. MAPU Movimiento de Accion Popular 

Unitaria (Unitary People’s Action Movement) was thus created. The acronym was 

the Mapuche word for “earth”(Sater and Collier 2004:325). 

The “tacnazo” and the triumph of Allende  

The last thing anybody in Chile expected in 1969 was a military coup. All the 

country’s neighbors were currently under military regimes, but Chileans felt 

themselves to be immune. In the later 1960s, however, the military itself began to feel 

aggrieved. Military spending had fallen sharply since the 1950s. Frei, like Alessandri 

before him, paid little attention to the men in uniform. In April 1968 some eighty staff 

officers presented their resignations, ostensibly on grounds of hardship.  
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Sensing trouble, Frei appointed a retired general, Tulio Marambio, as minister of 

Defense. But the younger officers in particular continued to be upset. During the 

dieciocho of 1969 (Independence Day is celebrated on 18 of September), a battalion 

of the Yungay Regiment deliberately turned up late for the ceremonies in order to 

embarrass the president (Sater and Collier 2004: 326). One month later the 

government prematurely retired the commander of the First Army Division 

(Antofagasta), General Roberto Viaux, who was believed to be plotting. He was. On 

October 20-21, Viaux took a LADECO flight to Santiago, usurped command at the 

Tacna Regiment, and defied the government. “Nobody will move me from here!” 

declared President Frei from the Moneda. All political parties (with the exception of 

the Socialists) rallied immediately to the president. The CUT (United Central of 

Laborers) called for a general strike.  

Municipal garbage trucks were lined up outside the palace to obstruct the 

inevitable attack. It never came. Units from the Maipo, Yungay, Guardia Vieja, 

Colchagua, and Buin regiments took up positions near the red-brick Tacna barracks. 

General Viaux, insisted that his “movement” was no more than a way of publicizing 

the plight of the Army. It was the military equivalent of a strike or a toma. Early next 

day Viaux was persuaded to surrender. In the aftermath of the Tacnazo (as the episode 

was rapidly named by the press) most of Viaux’s union-style demands were met. 

General Marambio and the Army commander-in-chief soon resigned. Congress, with 

a never before seen speed voted a substantial pay increase for the armed forces (Sater 

and Collier, 2004: 326). The immediate political effect of the Tacnazo was to force 

ex-right-wing President Alessandri into the open. Aware that Viaux was being looked 

over in right-wing circles as a possible man of destiny (an illusion the self-publicizing 
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Viaux did nothing to correct), the ex-president, now 73, quickly announced his 

“independent” candidacy. With the PDC and the Right in the field, all that remained 

for the Left was to unite around a common candidate. In October 1969 a left-wing 

alliance was formed, adopting the name Unidad Popular (UP-Popular Unity). It 

consisted of Socialists, Communists, and Radicals, together with three smaller parties: 

MAPU, a new Social Democrat party (PSD), and Accion Popular Independiente 

(API-Popular Independent Action). By mid-December the UP parties had agreed upon 

a common program, more comprehensively socialist and probably most radical 

platform ever presented to the Chilean electorate. Choosing a candidate, however, 

proved unexpectedly tortuous.  

Salvador Allende was the obvious choice, but he had lost three times already and 

had always done badly with female voters. Perhaps because of his reputation as a 

ladies’ man. His political skills, however, were universally agreed to be in a class of 

their own, and in January 1970 he was finally proclaimed the UP’s presidential 

candidate (Sater and Collier 2004: 327). When the election result was announced, in 

the early hours of September 5, it was clear that he had barely managed to defeat the 

challenge from Alessandri. The margin was only 40,000 votes. Congress was required 

to confirm Allende’s election, and so it did. This democratic election of a declared 

Marxist created uncertainty despite his impeccable Parliamentary record. Some clear 

signs of uncertainty were that shares fell dramatically on the Santiago stock exchange; 

there was an unprecedented run on the banks; those who could not afford to buy gold 

laid in stocks of consumer goods; the ticket counters at Pudahuel airport saw 

unusually fast business for a week or two (Sater and Collier, 2004: 328). 
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The Right, was seriously disappointed by the PDC’s failure to oppose the Marxists. 

A hastily organized Patria y Libertad (Homeland and Liberty) movement, headed by 

the implacably reactionary lawyer Pablo Rodriguez, staged rallies and once or twice 

rained leaflets on Santiago from light airplanes. Impetuous rightists set off a few 

bombs, but were soon caught by the police. For his part the would-be of destiny, 

General Viaux, was now plotting to foment a coup to prevent Allende from assuming 

office. Other generals, were also conspiring, encouraged and even supplied with arms 

by the American CIA. In his work The Pinochet File, Peter Kornbluh (2003) reports 

that the CIA undertook a secret inquiry into the potential for a military coup for the 

White House and concluded that: 

“1. The U.S. has no vital interests within Chile. There would, however, be 
tangible economic losses. 
2. The world military balance of power would not be significantly altered by 
an Allende government. 
3. An Allende victory would, however, create considerable political and 
psychological costs […] An allende victory would represent a definite 
psychological setback to the U.S. and a definite psychological advance for the 
Marxist idea (Kornbluh 2003: 8)”. 

 
This type of investigation can be considered an indication of the treatment 

Allende could expect from the Nixon administration, already nervously contemplating 

a “second Cuba.” The tactic of the plotters was to kidnap the despised 

constitutionalist, General Schneider, and thus to provoke the Army into action. 

Viaux’s group moved first (the other dropped out), and bungled the plan. Schneider 

resisted the kidnap attempt but was mortally wounded (October 22). He died three 

days later. His successor as commander-in-chief, General Prats, described him as a 

“hero of peace and a martyr of democracy”. 
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General Prats spoke for everyone. The assassination shocked the entire nation. 

Nothing quite comparable had occurred since the murder of President Portales in 

1837. Public opinion rallied firmly behind Allende and the democraric tradition. Even 

as Schneider died in the Military Hospital, Allende’s election was confirmed in 

Congress by 153 votes to 35, the National party maintaining its opposition to the last. 

Despite the hostilities from the political Right, the government forged ahead with 

its announced programs (accelerated Agrarian reform, large-scale nationalization, the 

confiscation of property, and so on) that eventually alienated the PDC. When it 

became clear Allende needed to modify these policies in order to survive politically, 

he was unable to do so. Within the coalition, the Communists and Radicals were 

generally a force for moderation, and supportive of the President’s general approach. 

By contrast, Allende’s owns socialists (under sway of their firebrand secretary-

general Carlos Altamirano), MAPU, (outside the coalition), and the MIR pressed 

ahead with their own agenda, in so doing allowed him far too little space to maneuver, 

obliging the president, sometimes against his instinctive political wisdom9, to adhere 

to policies that led, ultimately to disaster (Sater and Collier 2004: 332). 

The Chilean road to socialism    

Nacionalizando el cobre dejaremos de ser pobres: By nationalizing copper, we 

shall cease to be poor, so ran a Communist party slogan of the 1969-70 period. In 

December Allende introduced a constitutional amendment to nationalize the Gran 

Mineria, and in July 1971 Congress unanimously approved the proposal. The PDC no 

longer had any objection. The Right, too, supported the measure partly because to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

+!Hugo Cancino and Patricio Silva, Chile. La problematica del poder popular en el proceso de la via 
chilena al socialismo. 1989.  
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reject nationalization would discredit it in the eyes of the nation and partly because it 

still resented the American advocacy of agrarian reform in the 1960s (which affected 

right-wing landowner elites that suffered expropriations). The UP rationale was 

simple: foreign Ownership of the Gran Mineria was “the basic cause of our 

underdevelopment . . . of our meager industrial growth, of our primitive agriculture, 

unemployment, low wages, our very low standard of life, the high rate of infant 

mortality, and . . . our poverty and backwardness.” (New York Times, January 25, 

1971, quoted in Eric Baklanoff, The Expropriation of U.S. Investments in Cuba, 

Mexico and Chile (New York, 1975:96). Copper was Chile’s most valuable resource, 

in Allende’s phrase, el sueldo de Chile, “Chile’s wages” and provided more than 70 

percent of the country’s foreign exchange. The enormous copper profits, estimated at 

well over US$120 million annually, could now be used to benefit the nation. Along 

with its high symbolic importance, nationalization would have an inevitably tonic 

effect on the economy. “With this decree” Affirmed Luis Figueroa, head of the CUT, 

“president Allende has rendered justice to Chile and its history.” Allende announced 

that the holdings of Kennecott and Anaconda were to be purchased with 30-year 

bonds (yielding no less than 3 percent interest) in payment. This compensation was to 

be based on the book value of the companies’ financial investments, minus deductions 

for amortization and depreciation, as well as “excess profits.” The last provision gave 

Allende a powerful weapon. He alone was empowered to calculate the level of the 

“excess profits,” and in September 1971 he defined as excessive any profit of more 

than 12 percent earned after 1955. Using this standard he calculated that instead of 

being entitled to compensation, Anaconda and Kennecott owed money to the Chilean 

state and should pay the amount of US $ 78 million and US$310 million respectively. 
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The companies objected, arguing that their profits had not been as generous as 

Allende had estimated. Just as predictably the president and the UP rejected the 

corporations’ claims. The copper companies had no real legal remedy in Chile against 

the retroactive decree and, took the matter to foreign courts (Sater and Collier 2004: 

334-335). 

During the days of American ownership, the Left had consistently supported the 

miners’ demands for higher wages. After nationalization, the government expected 

them to moderate or perhaps drop such demands. The workers refused, and the 

Christian Democrats, who now dominated the mining unions, encouraged their 

discontent in order to embarrass the government. The miners struck eighty-five times 

in 1971-1972. Twice they quit the mines altogether. The most costly wage dispute 

lasted from April to July 1973, and occurred at El Teniente, briefly spreading to 

Chuquicamata. President Allende’s sermons to the miners were futile. When the El 

Teniente strike broke out, he ordered the jailing of the union’s leaders. Carabineros 

fought with strike miners in Rancagua and in vain tried to stop them from marching to 

the capital. Allende even congratulated those of his supporters who fired on the 

strikers when they demonstrated in Santiago June 1973. 

Recalcitrant miners were not the government’s only problems. Kennecott sued the 

government in France, Germany, Sweden, and Italy. Both Kennecott and Anaconda 

also initiated legal proceedings in New York. These suits discouraged purchases of 

Chilean copper. Since the U.S. Government had guaranteed part of Kennecott’s loans, 

it had an initial (as well as an obvious ideological) interest in pressuring Chile on the 

issue, and it did so by means of a credit squeeze. Washington opposed Chilean loan 

applications to the Inter-American Development Bank and the International Bank for 
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Reconstruction and Development. It also discouraged private American banks from 

lending Funds to Chile, though in many cases official discouragement was hardly 

necessary (Sater and Collier 2004: 336). Yet even had there been a compromise, or 

had there not been retaliation from the United States, it is doubtful whether the 

nationalization of the Gran Mineria would have yielded the expected immediate 

fruits, because between 1970 and 1973 the world copper price fell by 35 cents per 

pound. Allende, unlike his predecessor, was the victim of bad luck (Sater and Collier 

2004: 337).   

UP aimed to nationalize, if not, the country’s entire industrial base, then at least its 

most significant parts. Through the Corporacion de Fomento (CORFO-Corporation 

for Development) the state also participated in the ownership of several large 

manufacturing companies, controlling by 1970 something like 40 percent of national 

production. The UP administration mantained its intent of eradicating all large private 

corporations, what it characterized as “the monopolies.” Because this hit at long-term 

vested interests, not least those of the country’s most powerful financial 

conglomerates, this was the most strongly resisted aspect of the UP’s economic 

program (Sater and Collier 2004: 341). How did Allende manage to forge ahead with 

expropriations? During the Socialist Republic of 1932, Marmaduke Grove had issued 

a decree (DFL 520) enabling the government to seize any industrial concern deemed 

“essential” to the economy, should it infringe the law. Any minor infraction could 

easily be interpreted in this light. Never repealed, DFL 520 had languished in the law 

books until a UP lawyer came across it. Grove’s forgotten edict now became one of 

the Moneda’s most powerful instruments, the chief of the so-called resquicios legales 

(“legal chinks”) that aroused the opposition (Sater and Collier 2004: 342). By 1973, 
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through a combination of requisitions, seizures, and purchases of stocks, the state 

controlled 80 percent of the country’s industrial output, upward of 400 enterprises, 

and around 60 percent of GNP. 

Interventores were assigned to take-over the newly state-owned enterprises.  

Beyond the availability of ‘legal chinks’ like the DFL 520, Sater and Collier fail to 

mention the presence of state-elite coalitions that are possible in all governments. 

Both right wing and left wing governments can develop opportunistic state-elite 

coalitions. A Chilean example of these kinds of coalitions, were the ‘interventores’ 

that took over the newly state-owned companies. They were often selected less for 

their technical qualifications than for their parties’ influence in the coalition, the 

Socialists and Communists receiving the biggest shares of such posts. In addition, the 

government’s employment policy often inflated factory payrolls, the newly hired 

workers sometimes refusing to obey their managers, on ostensibly political grounds. 

As discipline relaxed, difficulties multiplied: “corruption; stealing; absenteeism; 

costly carelessness in the use of machinery, including neglect of maintenance; simply 

not working; or carrying on vendettas”10 Strikes increased, sometimes encouraged by 

the opposition. Between 1970 and 1972 work stoppages almost doubled, costing the 

country 162 million man-days (Sater and Collier 2004: 343). 

Breakdown and tragedy was bound to occur. Historian Brian Loveman (2001) 

argues that the central cause of the fall of Allende had little to do with intervention by 

the United States. Instead he states that: 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

10 For further details see: Henry Landsberger et al. “Hypermobilization in Chile, 1970-1973” In World 
Politics 28:4 (1976:529). 
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“Whatever the full extent of United States complicity in the tragedy of 
September 1973, and whatever the impact of international economics, the 
most critical factor of all in the failure of the Allende administration, was bad 
politics and unrealistic economic policies” (Loveman 2001: 259).  

 
Indeed, Allende underestimated the impacts of his concerns over the distribution 

of society’s wealth among its poorest members. What Loveman fails to assert is that 

‘bad’ politics and ‘unrealistic’ economic policies are often synonymous with the 

policies and politics that threaten the interests of the United States.  

In the same lines of inquiry, Sater and Collier claim that, a frequently asked 

question later on was whether the military coup of 1973 was either caused or 

exacerbated by external interfering, specifically by the United States. Neither 

President Richard Nixon nor his foreign policy adviser (and soon to be Secretary of 

State) Henry Kissinger made much of a secret of their loathing of the UP government. 

They were certainly the chief authors of the credit squeeze against Chile orchestrated 

by Washington, and the various forms of “covert action” used by the CIA in Chile in 

its efforts at political “destabilization.” Nixon’s intentions were crystal clear, he 

allocated US$8 million allocated to the CIA for its operations against Allende.  

The Chilean road to capitalism 

September 11, 1973 represented the worst political breakdown in the history of the 

Republic. Ruthless repression characterized it from the first moments of the new 

regime established with the military coup of 1973. Congress was closed; the UP 

parties were banned, all parties were banned by 1977. A strict night-time curfew was 

imposed and not lifted for several years.11 Left-wing newspapers and magazines 

vanished. Public administration was extensively purged and important national 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

11 I recall living at El Salvador mining camp in the early eighties as a child, and not being able to go 
and play after sunset due to this restriction. 
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institutions were assigned to generals and admirals, colonels and captains. In the 

Universities uniformed delegate-Rectors took over and many Left-wing professors 

were sent to exile. The atmosphere of Chile was haunted by fear overnight. The first 

phase of the Pinochet regime was mainly devoted to the installation of repression and 

fear. By the fourth year the Pinochet regime was well into its second phase of political 

and economic reform. In July 1977, Pinochet himself announced that his intention 

was to move Chile toward a new “protected” democracy. A small group of 

conservative jurists was already working on a constitution. The completed draft was 

submitted to the new and largely Honorific Council of State set up in 1976. The tenor 

of the final version was markedly authoritarian. Among other things it provided for an 

extremely strong eight-year presidency, Pinochet wanted sixteen-year terms, but was 

dissuaded. In addition it included a Congress with more limited powers than before 

with one-third of the Senate nominated, not elected, and various institutional 

mechanisms to entrench military influence over future governments. Moreover, the 

“transitory dispositions” (very numerous) were to remain in effect for nearly a decade. 

Pinochet took the first eight-year term, at the end of which a plebiscite was held to 

endorse (or reject) the military’s candidate (Pinochet) for the second term (1989-97). 

Only then could congressional elections be called, along with presidential elections in 

the event of a “no” vote in the plebiscite (Sater and Collier 2004: 364). 

Economic revolution 

When they seized power, the generals knew little about economics. They had to 

stabilize and reactivate the economy, and desperately needed advice. There were 

economists eager to give it. They were products of the Catholic University and some 

of them, anyway (under a Point IV exchange agreement), of the economics 
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department of the University of Chicago that was the chief home of a burgeoning new 

orthodoxy of “monetarism” and unrestrained laissez-faire. The key Figure of the 

group was Sergio de Castro, a rugby-playing dean of social sciences at the Catholic 

University in Santiago. When they became prominent, as they soon did, these 

“neoliberal” Chilean economists were nicknamed “los Chicago Boys.” Many of them 

were given official posts by the new regime, an important nucleus moving into 

ODEPLAN, the state planning office. Copper was a strategic resource for the 

Pinochet administration. By a new law, 10 percent of the export returns of 

CODELCO were to be transferred to the armed forces with the money being equally 

divided among all the military branches (Alexander 2009). This law is still in force.  

The effect of the advice of the ‘Chicago Boys’ on economic policy was immediate: 

in October 1973, nearly all price controls were abolished, and the escudo was 

devalued eight-fold (from 50 to 250 to the dollar) at a single, unified exchange rate 

(Sater and Collier 2004: 365). The Chicago Boys took the lead with energy and 

dogmatism but they were far from universally popular. They took full advantage of 

their alliance with Pinochet, masterminding the most drastic economic reconstruction 

seen in twentieth-century Chile. Their aims were utopian and wide-ranging. They 

wanted to reverse the entire state-interventionist trend that had developed in Chile 

since the 1920s, which in their view, was to blame, for holding back economic 

growth. This could best be secured, they held, by opening up the economy and by 

fostering the country’s “comparative advantage” in export markets. To achieve these 

aims, market relations had to be imposed throughout society; a new Entrepreneurial 

culture had to replace habitual dependence on the state; the state itself should 
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henceforth be confined to its classical role as night-watchman (Sater and Collier 

2004: 365-366).  

They applied “shock treatment” immediately. Public spending was reduced by 

more than a quarter, the money supply was tightly reined in, and interest rates 

increased. The predictable result was a deep recession, with unemployment rising to 

nearly 20 percent and real wages plummeting down to three-fifths of their 1970 level. 

By the end of 1975, GDP was down by one-seventh, industrial production by a 

quarter. Inevitable hardship prompted the regime to institute a low-wage minimum 

employment program (PEM, Programa de Empleo Minimo), in which, by 1976, 

200,000 men were working on road paving and similar tasks (Sater and Collier 2004: 

366). 

Notwithstanding the recession, the neoliberal program was promoted with great 

thoroughness over the next seven years. Privatization of the more than 400 state-

owned, state-controlled, or “intervened” companies (started in 1974) was accelerated, 

though a hard core of large “strategic” enterprises remained in the public sector. 

Meanwhile import tariffs were brought down from an average of 70 percent in 1974 

to an almost standard 10 percent (one of the lowest in the world) by the end of the 

decade, with easily predictable consequences for Chilean manufacturing, whose share 

of GDP fell by one-fifth between 1975 and 1982. Very liberal foreign investment 

laws were decreed (1974, 1977). The taxation system was revamped, with (among 

other things) the introduction of a European-style value-added tax (IVA).  

The currency was reformed (1975): 1,000 escudos became one peso (equal to1 

million of the pesos abolished in 1960). In June 1979, partly to neutralize “imported” 



 

 

""#!

inaction, de Castro instituted a fixed exchange rate of 39 pesos to the dollar (Sater and 

Collier 2004: 366). 

This neoliberal economic “restructuring” or structural adjustment policy was 

aimed at bringing results. Inflation fell from triple digits to double digits and finally to 

single digits (9.5 percent in 1981). The economy began to rebound from the 1975-76 

recession, GDP rising by an average percent per year between 1976 and 1981. Helped 

by a new export promotion office (pro-Chile, 1974) the growth of “non-traditional” 

exports (those of the farms forests) was impressive. Chilean apples appeared in 

British supermarkets, good-quality Chilean wines in American liquor stores. By the 

mid-1990s the shares of one of the classic traditional vineyards, Concha y Toro, were 

being quoted on the New York Stock Exchange. Whereas copper had accounted for 

nearly nine-tenths of all exports (taking yearly averages) in the 1960s, it accounted for 

under half in the 1980s. This was tauted as an obvious success story, at least from a 

macroeconomic perspective (Sater and Collier 2004: 369). 

The privatizations of the 1970s, in town and countryside alike, gave excellent 

opportunities to financial conglomerates both old and (especially) new to build up 

large business empires on highly favorable terms (amounting in effect to a state 

subsidy). By the end of the decade, a handfull of such conglomerates (grupos 

economicos) controlled much of the banking system, the new and unregulated finance 

houses known as financieras and, through their numerous affiliated companies, a 

growing share of the manufacturing and agro-exporting sectors. With European and 

American banks flooded with “petrodollars” after the First Oil Shock, the 

conglomerates borrowed abroad on a large scale, using the money both to buy up 

companies and to make loans (very often to their own affiliates) at the much higher 
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local interest rates. Construction boomed, so did the import business, fueled by easy 

consumer credit: in 1979 Chile’s first credit card (“Diners Club de Chile”) appeared 

on the scene. The country was soon awash in foreign goods: Japanese TVs and radios, 

Korean automobiles (the number of cars in Chile tripled between 1975 and 1982), 

French perfumes, Scotch whisky (now costing only slightly more than Chilean-made 

Pisco, the “clear brandy” from the Norte Chico that so often captivates the foreign 

visitor. All of this created a powerful illusion of new prosperity. Notwithstanding the 

colossal (mostly private) foreign debt now building up to (US$17 billion by 1982), 

there was much optimism in the air. Chile, we were told, was to become the next 

Taiwan of South Korea or El Tigre de Sur America (The Tiger of South America). In 

August 1980 Labor minister Jose Piñera declared: “Chile in 1990 will be a developed 

country” (Sater and Collier 2004: 370). 

Two years later, the Chilean economy simply imploded, in a recession worse than 

that of 1975-76. First came another steep rise in the price of oil (the ‘Second Oil 

Shock” of 1979). Once again the world economy slumped, which meant slackening 

demand for Chilean exports. International interest rates soared as both the United 

States (under president Ronald Reagan) and Great Britain (under Prime Minister 

Margaret Thatcher) adopted harsh neoliberal strategies of their own. In this new 

downturn, the two Leading new conglomerates, Vial (BHC) and Cruzat-Larrain, their 

international credit evaporating, were buried for good under a mountain of bad debt 

from their often hastily acquired affiliates. Bankruptcies rose to more than 800 in 

1982 (having run at around one- third that figure between 1977 and 1981). GDP fell 

by one-seventh; the industrial workforce shrank by one-fifth; and unemployment rose 

even higher than in 1975-76. By early 1983 more than half a million men were 
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employed in PEM and a second emergency scheme was created, POJH (Programa 

Ocupacional para el Jefe del Hogar) Work Program for Heads of Households (Sater 

and Collier 2004: 370). 

Early In 1983, with the banking system near collapse, the regime took direct 

control of ten banks and financieras, liquidating three altogether, Central Bank 

assuming their debts. It took two years and four Finance minister for a new economic 

policy fully to take shape. Then (in February 1985) Pinochet gave the job to the 36-

Year-old Hernan Buchi. It did not pass unnoticed that his postgraduate work had been 

done at Columbia, not Chicago, and in business, not economics (Sater and Collier 

2004: 371).  

The new pragmatism that replaced the old neoliberal dogmatism, was grounded in 

a careful adjustment of the exchange rate and money supply, and it (partly to hold 

down imports) allowed selective measures to benefit domestic-oriented agriculture 

and industry as well as the already much-favored exporters. Import tariffs (after a 

brief surge in the early 1980s) were set at slightly higher levels than in 1980, and 

surcharges on specific items were reintroduced, while Chilean-made components for 

exported manufactures were exempted from IVA. Spurred by a mix of limited 

“import substitution” and export promotion, Chile’s factories and workshops (as well 

as the spreading Central Valley fruit farms and southern pine forests) helped to propel 

the country into a new phase of solid growth in GDP from the mid-1980s onward, 

with positive effects on employment and wages. Yet the general neoliberal framework 

was maintained and strengthened.  

During the 1980s, most national pension schemes were transferred to private 

companies, known as AFPs or Administradoras de Fondos de Pension (Pension Fund 
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Administrations). By the early 1990s the new private pension funds were worth 

around US$ 15 billion. After 1985, in addition, a number of the “strategic” state 

enterprises, including CAP (steel) and SOQUIMICH (nitrates and chemicals), were 

sold off in a new round of privatizations, the workers in some of these companies 

acquiring around one-third of the equity. A particularly scandalous privatization was a 

transaction where Pinochet sold SOQUIMICH to his son in law Ponce Lerou for the 

derisory sum of 18 million pesos (US 36,000) (Mockenbërg 2001). 

Even after this, the public sector retained a cluster of large corporations, including 

ENAP (petroleum) and the mammoth copper corporation, CODELCO (Sater and 

Collier 2004: 372). 

Direct foreign investment, of which there had been relatively little until now, also 

increased by leaps and bounds after 1985, about two-fifths of it coming from the 

United States, and much of it applied to productive purposes. A large new copper 

mine, La Escondida, owned by U.S., European, and Japanese multinationals, began 

production in 1990, with plans to enlarge to the size of El Teniente. Developments 

such as these gave Chile a highly positive profile in the international business press. 

For other Latin American countries, stuck in a decade-long recession, the “Chilean 

model” had obvious attractions by the early 1990s (Sater and Collier 2004: 372). 

The effects of the neoliberal economic revolution on Chilean society have been 

much debated. As we have seen, economic growth after the mid-1980s was achieved 

at the cost of two deep recessions and levels of unemployment that remained high 

until the end of the period. Urban and rural poverty undoubtedly intensified during 

these years. For those in regular employment, real wages in 1990 were probably little 

better than they had been twenty years earlier, though they were once again 
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improving steadily with the renewal of economic growth. Income distribution became 

badly skewed, with many of the benefits of growth accruing to the better-off, while 

the poorest two-fifths of the population, and sections of middle class (dismissed 

bureaucrats and schoolteachers, or those caught by increasing debt, had to cope with 

static or declining living standards (Sater and Collier 2004: 372-373).  

It is not that the military regime forgot the poor (though some of its supporters 

did). The poorest poor (those in “extreme poverty”) were a particular concern of its 

planning team at ODEPLAN. By the late 1980s the regime could point with pride to 

significant improvements in low-cost housing, sewerage, street-paving, domestic 

water supply, life-expectancy (65 in 1973, 72 in 1990), child nutrition, and infant 

mortality (in 1970 Chile had one of Latin America’s highest rates; by 1990 it had the 

lowest). Yet in other ways the regime’s economic project was socially detrimental. 

The creation (1981 onward) of numerous private health care schemes, ISAPREs 

(Institutos de Salud Previsional, “Welfare Health Institutes”), tended to benefit a 

minority, albeit an expanding one: membership was around 1.5 million in 1989, and 

growing (to cover about one-quarter of the population by 1994). Other Chileans 

(notably the out-of-work, the sick, the elderly) were much less fortunate. Spending on 

the state health services (regionalized in the 1980s) declined, as did standards of 

medical attention and hospital care. The decentralization of social services (and state 

education) to the municipalities (undertaken after 1981) had the Advantage of cutting 

out bureaucracy, but poorer municipalities were not well placed to shoulder this 

burden (Sater and Collier 2004:373-374).  

Moreover, neoliberal structural adjustments greatly disrupted traditional patterns of 

employment. High unemployment itself had obvious effects on family life and family 
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incomes. By the late 1980s, between one-third to two-fifths of the working population 

was engaged in “informal” occupations, including street-vending and domestic 

service. With the widespread use of subcontracting (by factories, farms, and the state 

itself), employment often became short-term or seasonal. The classic case was fruit 

picking and packing, which in the 1980s drew in thousands of men and women from 

the cities as well as the countryside. In the countryside, temporary workers 

outnumbered those in stable jobs by about six to one. Mining also heavily relied on 

subcontracting. 

The neoliberal technocrats probably did not engineer a deep shift in traditional 

culture. Certain public attitudes were nonetheless shifting. The opinion survey 

conducted by Carlos Huneeus in 1986 shows that while the banks and conglomerates 

were disliked by those interviewed, small and middle-sized businesses were very well 

regarded indeed, though a majority wanted the economy to be mixed rather than 

completely privatized. The conservative authors Joaquin Lavin and Luis Larrain 

claimed in 1989 (Lavín and Larraín, 1989: 17) that Chile had become “a more 

efficient society, more humane, better informed, more cultured (meaning civilized).”  

They pointed to the modern business executives, the shopping malls of eastern 

Santiago, supermarkets and street paving in the poblaciones, the computer courses, 

the renewed diversity of cultural expression, the enormous variety of consumer goods 

in the shops, growth of industrial exports such, they claimed, were the indisputable 

signs of an emerging new society, a modern society. The material marks of 

modernization were clear in the Chile of 1989. At the same time there was an obvious 

persistence of poverty, and a certain social atomization, that went with the American-

style trivialization of the mass media and a tendency to rather mindless consumerism. 
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Obvious aswell One in 1989 was the Santiago smog which was becoming one of the 

most noxious in the western hemisphere, caused partly by the sheer rise in the number 

of automobiles (approaching 1.5 million in Chile by the mid-1990s) and partly by an 

uncontrolled increase in bus traffic in a city now reaching 4 million (Sater and Collier 

2004: 375). In short, while the Pinochet regime had laid solid neoliberal foundations it 

had focused only minimally on inequality. 

The return of democracy? 

In February-March 1987 new electoral registers were opened, and non-Marxist 

political parties were permitted to re-form, on condition that they collect (at the 

national level) 33,500 signatures from registered voters. This was the moment of truth 

for the opposition. The new and youthful Humanist party (a local version of the Green 

parties doing so well at that time in Western Europe) was the first to start a deliberate 

registration drive. The PDC and other parties soon followed. (By August 1988 more 

than nine out of ten qualified voters were registered (Sater and Collier 2004: 378). 

The Right, finally re-entering the political arena in a state of some confusion, 

eventually divided its forces between two main parties: the traditional-conservative 

Renovación Nacional (RN, National Renewal), descending from the old National 

party, and the technocratic, neoliberal Union Democrata Independiente (UDI, 

Independent Democrat Union), led by Jaime Guzman, the brain behind the 1980 

constitution and one of Pinochet’s closest advisers over the years. “The 

“Concertacion” of Parties for No” formed in February 1988 and it linked more than 

fifteen parties and movements (not including the Communists) in a common effort to 

win a “no” vote in the impending plebiscite (Sater and Collier 2004: 378-379).  
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Moreover there were both Christian Democrats and Socialists who already saw the 

Concertación as a long-term governing coalition to guide the country into a new 

phase, a phase of re-democratization, combining broad acceptance of the market 

economy with a renewed emphasis on social justice. The vote was taken October 5, 

1988. “No” won 54 percent, “yes,” 43 percent. Electioneering apart, the Concertación 

also used the year between plebiscite and election to secure a number of amendments 

to the 1980 Constitution (Sater and Collier 2004: 380-381). In this battle to make 

changes to the Constitution, the Concertación did not get everything it wanted, but a 

package was eventually agreed to, and this was approved (by 86 percent of the 7 

million voters) in a plebiscite held at the end of July 1989. The package included an 

end to the prohibition (Article 8) on parties who were “against the family or in favor 

of class struggle,” an enlargement of the elected element in the Senate, an easing of 

procedures for constitutional amendment, and changes in the composition of the new 

(and, in design, military-dominated) National Security Council. It also as a temporary 

measure, limited the next presidential term to four years. The Concertación could not, 

however, secure changes in the new “binomial” election system (this weighted the 

system toward the Right by favoring rural areas and also by the rule that in two-seat 

districts, the winning party could take both seats only if it had twice the votes of the 

losing party). Also, the Concertación did not succeed in avoiding the so-called leyes 

de amarre (“tie-up laws”) by which Pinochet sought to tie the hands of future 

governments: these included, permanencies of tenure for civil servants, the 

irremovability of the commanders- in-chief, and a few more last-minute 

privatizations. On one further point, too, the general Pinochet was immoveable: 



 

 

"#,!

Whatever the outcome of the elections he was to remain as commander-in-chief of the 

Army until 1998 (Sater and Collier 2004: 381)  

All this hardly seemed to matter. For the first time in nearly two decades, Chileans 

were enjoying the recovered (and for the younger generation, wholly unfamiliar) 

delights of a presidential election collecting 43 percent. The outcome reflected, almost 

exactly, the vote in the plebiscite, Aylwin winning 55 percent of the vote. In the 

congressional elections, the Concertación won 72 of the 120 seats in the Chamber, 

and 22 of the 38 elected Senate places. The new government’s task was threefold: it 

had to reinforce the democratic consensus and in particular to ensure smooth civil-

military relations; it had to handle the delicate questions arising from the human rights 

abuses of the years after 1973; and it had to maintain economic growth while 

attending to the social inequities left by the outgoing regime. The Concertación knew 

that certain debts to recent Chilean history had to be paid without undue delay. In 

September 1990, Salvador Allende was given a state Funeral in Santiago, thousands 

of people saluted the coffin as it traveled along the road from Vina del Mar (where the 

president’s remains had been unceremoniously buried the day after the coup). Five 

months earlier, Aylwin had set up a Commission on Truth and Reconciliation 

(Comision de la Verdad y de la Reconciliacion) to make an accounting of human 

rights violations during the Pinochet years. This commission was chaired by, an 

elderly Radical ex-senator, Raul Rettig (Sater and Collier 2004: 382-383).  

The Rettig Report12, submitted in March 1991, laid bare the record of repression, 

documenting more than 2,000 deaths, and strongly criticizing the judiciary for its 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

12 Available in English as Report of the Chilean National Commission on Truth and Reconciliation, 
trans. Phillip E. Berryman, 2 vols. (Notre Dame, Ind., 1993). 



 

 

"#"!

acquiescence during the Pinochet regime. Aylwin introduced a compensation scheme 

for victims of repression, but left the question of specific prosecutions to the courts. A 

very few cases were actually taken up by the courts over the next two years, to the 

dismay of human rights groups and the families that had suffered (Sater and Collier 

2004: 383). 

The Concertación’s economic aims were summarized in the phrase “growth with 

equity”: its program accepted the market economy as a reality (though with farther 

privatizations suspended) and stressed both the containment of inflation and the 

continued promotion of exports, but it also emphasized what it termed the deuda 

social, the “social debt” inherited from the Pinochet regime. The Aylwin government 

did not regard economic growth as an end in itself. It began to tackle the social debt 

by continuing some of’ the outgoing Regime’s Program and also adding its own. A 

new “Solidarity and Social Investment Fund” (FOSIS: Fondo de Solidaridad e 

inversión social) was created. It brought aid toward poorer communities, with 

sensitivity and skill. Social spending (on health and education in particular) rose by 

around one-third between 1989 and 1993 by which point, according to a United 

Nations report, the numbers of Chileans definable as poor had fallen from two-fifths 

to one-third of the population. The definition of poverty, constantly changes but it can 

reasonably be claimed that in the 1990s more Chileans were better fed, better housed, 

and better educated than at any time in history (Sater and Collier 2004 384-386). 

In the area of labor, the Concertación enacted a new law (1990) to expand trade 

union rights and collective bargaining. The labor movement, now united in a new 

national confederation (Central Unitaria de Trabajadores, 1988), still had much 
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ground to make up and was still far weaker than in the 1960s. There were modestly 

successful strikes at El Teniente and Chuquicamata in July and August 1991. 

Constitutional reform was unavoidably a political issue in the Aylwin years. On 

this score, however, the Right (with the help of the “nominated senators”) was able to 

block Aylwin’s most serious proposals (1992-93), which included the restoration of 

the president’s right to dismiss the commanders-in-chief’ and the abolition of the 

nominated Senate seats; Aylwin also could not secure changes in the “binomial” 

electoral system. Government and opposition did agree, nevertheless, to return the 

country’s more than 300 municipalities (still run by Pinochet-appointed alcaldes) to 

democratic control. Municipal elections were accordingly held in June 1992, and 

produced results in line with the plebiscite and the 1989 election, with the 

Concertación winning more than 52 percent (Sater and Collier 2004: 387). Much to 

the disappointment of the Right, the Concertación remained both disciplined and 

united over the years. Some of its leading figures talked of maintaining the alliance 

for a decade or two and so they did until March 2010 when the opposition right-wing 

President Piñera assumed power.  

The task of politicians and citizens alike, this has now become a contemporary 

worldwide problem, is to find ways of combining the advantages of the market with 

greater social justice, in addition to a pressing need for the protection of the 

deteriorating environment. 

In sum, the overall purpose of this chapter has been to provide the reader with a 

historical perspective of the importance of mineral resources in the shaping of Chile’s 

history. This sociohistorical context will also help understand the nature of the 

relationships between mining and Atacameños and the pro-mining attitude of the 
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Chilean state. In a country where the benefits of the development of mineral resources 

are of such economic importance, it becomes hard for marginalized populations like 

Atacameños to resist the burdens of mining development in their territories. 

The chapter also illustrates the roles of various institutions (Althusserian 

apparatuses) in promoting simplistic ideological possitions in Chilean history. 
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IV. THE POLITICAL ECOLOGY OF WATER IN ATACAMA, CHILE 

 
As stated in the introduction, the purpose of this chapter is to examine how mining 

corporations’ and the State’s views of water have differed from those of Atacameños 

both from a technical-legal and symbolic perspective. The view of water in the rural 

villages of Toconce, Cupo, and Turi in the Loa river basin is symbolically constituted 

through ritual offerings –the cleaning of canals ceremony– that intend to reciprocate 

with the Earthmother for the extraction of ‘her’ resources. This worldview implies 

that the real owners of the resources are not men and women, but the gods (Robbins, 

2006).  

In contrast, the Chilean state has aligned with corporations promoting 

development of large-scale resource extraction projects that require great quantities of 

water. This worldview implies that the real owners are those who hold legal titles of 

resource use. In a desert as large and arid as the Atacama, competing uses of water 

and different cosmologies of the ‘resource’ collide in the context of the relationships 

between mining and Atacameños. This chapter will describe these different 

cosmologies of water in an effort to understand both the pressures on local indigenous 

populations and on the environment of the Loa River basin. I will refer to these 

cosmologies as the cultural construction of water in Atacama and the legal 

construction of water in Chile.  

Understanding these different cosmologies will help us interpret the human 

behavioral implications toward nature that can be drawn from these cosmologies. 

The symbolic logic of culture is not just a commentary on productive relationships,  

symbolic meanings behind ritual offerings that Atacameños perform are commonly 
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regarded as less relevant than the meanings assigned to water by the State and mining 

corporations. Those differing views of water have a significant impact on the relations 

between mining corporations and communities in Atacama region.  

Drawing inspiration from anthropologist Marshall Sahlins’ (1976) work Culture 

and Practical Reason, I will compare a form of practical reason about water that the 

Chilean state and corporations share with a reason of another kind, that of the 

Atacameños.  

I will also analyze a particular mining corporation’s official definition of 

sustainability CODELCO, Copper Corporation of Chile. I will compare CODELCO’s 

principles of sustainability with specific attitudes toward water held by the 

corporation in the Loa river basin. I will offer a few recommendations the corporation 

could follow if it wishes to do justice to its principles of sustainability. Finally, I will 

provide some concluding remarks about the impacts of the Water Code on Chile’s 

indigenous peoples in the Atacama Desert. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       llustration 1: area of study map. 
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THE CULTURAL CONSTRUCTION OF WATER IN ATACAMA 

The “Cleaning of Canals” or Limpia de Canales ceremony illustrates what water 

means to Atacameños. My first approach to this ceremony was through the 

examination of ethnographic descriptions written in the 1950s, 1980s, and 1990s 

(Castro et al. 1994, Hidalgo 1992, Matus 1994, Motsny 1954, Barthel 1986). The 

work put into the cleaning of the canals is related to the idea that “you have to deserve 

water; you have to ask for it and thank the sacred mountains and the Earthmother for 

giving water” (Castro et al. 1994: 40). Atacameños do not take water for granted. The 

ceremony of the cleaning of the canals takes place right before the sowing season of 

their agricultural cycle. During this time period, communities work cleaning their 

irrigation canals. The economic wellbeing of the village depends on the proper 

functioning of the canals. Selected community members of each sex are assigned to 

lead the work, and thus, during the ceremony enjoy the highest authority. These 

temporary chiefs are called Purikamani. Matus (1994:82) claims: “The term 

Purikamani is composed of two words: puri means water in Cunza, and Kamani, 

possessor in Aymara. Culturally speaking the term has a symbolic meaning; the 

person who is Purikamani is not the real possessor of water. They just represent 

spirits, who are the real possessors of water”. The cleaning of canals ceremony takes 

place over the course of three days. The Purikamani closes the gate where the canal 

begins which drains of all its water, thus allowing cleaning to start. On the third day, 

after cleaning is complete, farmers perform special ritual offerings to the mountains 

which they view both as sources of water and the protectoring ancestors. The worship 

of  mountains is not an invention of Atacameños. Gabriel Martínez’s (1982) work Los 

Dioses de los Cerros en los Andes constitutes one of the best studies of the Andean 
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cosmology of mountains. In his vast ethnographic experience he identified three 

characteristics commonly atributed to mountains reported to him by different Andean 

communities: 

“a) Mountains are a deity that provides livestock, also money, many times 
linked to the mineral resources in the vowels of the mountain, associated to 
lakes and water springs. Mineral resources would come along with strong evil 
implications; b) Another characteristic of mountains is their association with 
an agricultural divinity, related to atmospheric phenomena, rains and frosts, 
abundant and limited giving good harvests. Mountains would be atmospheric 
indicators that allow farmers to predict climatic conditions to inform their 
decisions; and c) a third common meaning associated with mountains in the 
Andes is that the god of the mountain is a protector of life, health and 
wellbeing of the people, securing prosperity and good luck (Martínez, G 1982: 
3-4. Free translation)”. 

 
The offerings at the cleaning of canals are given to the Purikamanis. The core of 

the ritual involves only the Purikamanis in a private offering who at some distance 

from the village select a special rock to symbolize the mountain linked with the 

particular canal in question. Offerings are burned, at the same time they recite the 

names of the natural spirits (associated with various mountains) for whom the 

offerings are being made. The Purikamanis are in charge of re-opening the gates of 

the canal. This symbolizes fertility as clean water flows downstream from the 

mountain and re-fills the canal.  

I began doing fieldwork in northern Chile several years before I decided to write a 

dissertation about mining and indigenous peoples in Atacama. In 2002, I had the 

opportunity of interviewing an Atacameño, whom I will call Pablo, about his 

particular view of the cleaning of canal ritual. I met Pablo for the first time in a hotel 

conference room in the city of Calama. I had been hired by the Copper Corporation of 

Chile (CODELCO) to conduct an impact study of the negative effects caused by the 
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installation of a radio antenna on mount Quimal, sacred to Atacameños.13 I clearly 

remember Pablo walking into the conference room looking very upset. I can even say 

he was angry. Curiously though, once he took a closer look at me his expression was 

that of a confused or puzzled man. Later on, he confessed that the last thing he 

expected was to meet someone who looked more like a high school student working 

for CODELCO and added:  

“That hotel across the road was owned by a friend of mine. He passed away a 
few years ago, but when building the hotel he mentally debated how was he to 
name it and came up with ‘Olympus’. I asked him why he gave it that name 
and answered: well, when I built the hotel I was thinking that people from 
CODELCO would come here and hold conferences and meetings, and since 
they think they are like gods and gods live in the Olympus (Interview, Calama 
2003)”.  

 
After that introductory anecdote, I knew that interviewing this man was not going 

to be easy. But what played in my favor were not my interviewing skills, but rather 

the image I projected. I did not represent the arrogance of CODELCO that Pablo 

referred to in his anecdote. After this introduction, we dove right into the subject that 

had brought us together in the first place: sacred mountains and their relation to water. 

Pablo was very well spoken, charismatic, and dramatic. He said:   

“Mountains are alive. They are like people. Mountains are life. You can have 
a conversation with a mountain. Mount Quimal is a tutelary mountain. I will 
tell you a story so you can understand what I mean. One of the most beautiful 
fiestas we have is the cleaning of canals. If you attend to this ceremony, you 
will only see a group of people dancing, getting drunk, and having fun. That is 
what common people see. These people cannot see the depth of the ceremony, 
its soul. I can explain it to you. The cleaning of canals for us is a pact we 
made with the Earth Mother when, eight thousand years ago, we became 
sedentary peoples, and settled in this desert. Then we made a pact with the 
Earth Mother to bring the mountains and have mountains provide water for 
the people. We considered those mountains as tutelary or in other words we 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

13 For a detailed analysis of this impact assessment see the article by: Carrasco, Anita. “A Sacred 
Mountain and the Art of “Impression Management” In Mountain Research and Development, 
30(4):391-397. 2010. 
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came close to them to benefit from their shade. Back then it was not just shade 
we needed, mountains gave us life, water. We see canals as equivalent to 
human veins. If we do not take care of our diet, we get ill with high 
cholesterol, our veins will get clogged. There will come the time when clean 
blood will not be able to flow through our veins and we will suffer an 
imbalance in our body. The same occurs in the cleaning of canals. What we 
are doing is complying a millenary pact of cleaning our veins so our culture 
continues to reproduce and so the blood can flow through the veins. That is 
the magic-religious meaning of the cleaning of canals. With time it has been 
acquiring other meanings, but the primary conception is the idea of cleaning 
our veins so they do not get clogged and so we can water the roots of our 
plants, but also our roots as humans (Interview, Calama 2003)”. 

 
Roy Rappaport (1999) provides an interesting analytical framework to understand 

the connections between religion and ecology with his definiton of the ‘cognized 

model’: the model of the environment conceived by the people who act in it. The first 

level or order of understandings in this model is what Rappaport called “ultimate 

sacred propositions”. In the Atacameño case, conceptual understandings concerning 

ancestral spirits. These understandings are conveyed in metaphors of the utmost 

generality that are at the same time low in specific and instrumental information about 

the world. In our example, “mountains are alive”. These propositions suggest 

meaning; yet these meanings are not referential but ultimately signify only themselves 

(Rappaport 1979). Because they are nonreferential they are ambiguous or even 

“without sense” (Wolf 1999). Yet, Rappaport argues that the very qualities of ultimate 

sacred propositions that lead positivists (e.g: mining corporations) to take them to be 

without sense, are those that make them adaptively valid. Since they are full of 

meaning but “without sense”, they can “sanctify, which is to say certify, the entire 

system of understandings in accordance with which people conduct their lives 

(Rappaport 1979: 119)”. This is to say that to understand the way Atacameños 

conduct themselves toward nature we must frame their behavior in the context of the 
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cognized model. Unfortunately, mining corporations and chilean society at large stay 

at the level of viewing ultimate sacred propositions  like “mountains are alive” as 

nonsensical. 

THE LEGAL CONSTRUCTION OF WATER IN CHILE 

The legal construction of water in Chile calls for the examination of the 

institutional and distributional character of natural resource economics and how it 

should address three fundamental economic questions concerning the use of natural 

resources: Who makes the rules? Who receives the benefits? Who pays the costs? 

(Bromley 1982) In answering these questions, we will move from an understanding of 

the “law in the books” towards what should be a concern for most anthropologists: the 

law in its social context.  

The coup of 1973 inaugurated 16 years of military rule (1973-1989) that radically 

changed the political, economic, and social systems of the country. To foster the 

Chilean road to neoliberal capitalism, a new constitution, which is still in force, was 

approved in 1980. This constitution had profound economic implications, especially 

in defining private property rights and promoting a free-market economy. It increased 

private interests’ economic rights, and reduced the state’s regulatory authority. 

Crucial resources, like water, merited specific legal regulations. So just one year later, 

in 1981, the regime passed a water code. This code essentially reinforced private 

property rights, by giving increased autonomy to private parties over the use of water 

and, favoring free-market transactions of water use rights. This code created several 

market mechanisms that encouraged the conception of water as an economic good. 

The water code followed the same neoliberal ideology embodied in the 1980 

constitution.  
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The 1981 water code had two main objectives: (a) to legally secure private 

property rights; and, (b) to increase the efficiency and productivity of the uses of 

water by letting the “market” take its course. The water code declared that 

hydrological resources are public property, and that the state can assign private use 

rights. These rights are secured through several mechanisms. For the first time water 

was separated completely from land. Water use rights could be freely bought, sold, 

transferred, or mortgaged just like real estate. The state agency with jurisdiction over 

water has no legal authority to deny a request. In case of competing requests, there are 

no legal preferences established in favor of particular uses (i.e. industrial versus 

agricultural uses). In such a scenario, the state agency must call a public auction, and 

sell the rights to the highest bidder. Obviously, mining corporations have the highest 

bidding power in northern Chile. The Chilean Commission of Copper (COCHILCO) 

reported as of 2008 that the cost of one liter per second (l/s) of water in northern Chile 

is worth roughly US $ 40,000 but some have paid up to US $ 200,000. The 1981 

water code dictates that the state will convey water use titles to anyone who requests 

them, at no charge.  However, since 2000, due to an environmental legal disposition 

to protect the river’s minimum ecological flow, water use titles in the Loa River are 

no longer available. Thus, the only way to increase ownership of water is buying titles 

from other users. Cosgrove and Rijsberman (2000) argue that, “Communities contain 

competing interest groups—individuals and groups who command different levels of 

power, wealth, influence, and ability to express their needs, concerns, and rights. 

Where water is scarce and vulnerable, those at the lower end of the power spectrum 

will lose out”. In theory, indigenous communities can nominally compete ‘freely’ 

with mining giants; yet, in practice the outcome is preordained.   
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In his book Siren Song, Carl Bauer highlights the lack of research on the impacts 

that Chilean water markets have on social equity. Even through Atacameño farmer’s 

water problems predate the current water code, this code seems to have deepened 

their social and economic problems in several ways. First, the military government 

did not provide the public with information, advice, or help in adjusting to the new 

law (Bauer, 2004: 94). Peasants and small farmers, like Atacameños in rural villages, 

learned about these rules for claiming their water rights too late to take advantage of 

them or to protect themselves from mining companies. Even those who knew what 

was required to claim their rights, found it expensive to travel to the city, and even 

harder to make it through the bureaucratic processes required, as these demand levels 

of literacy that these farmers often lack. Second, poor farmers, like the Atacameños, 

are generally unable to participate in water markets except as sellers even if they are 

fortunate enough to have legal title to water rights, which is uncommon. Those 

indigenous farmers who do hold titles face the additional social pressures including 

being labeled as sellouts and traitors to the community, if they are perceived to be 

pursuing personal rather than collective interests. Third, these farmers also lack both 

economic resources and the bargaining power needed to engage in conflicts over 

water use or water rights. This lack of power is clearly reflected in the huge 

proportion of water rights that mining corporations and private investment groups in 

the Province of Loa hold as compared to those that Atacameño communities control. 

In the next section, we will examine this power differential to look at distributional 

issues of the Chilean water model. 
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POWER OVER WATER: CODELCO’S MONOPOLY OVER WATER IN THE 
PROVINCE OF LOA  
 
 On December 24th of 2002, the Chilean government approved the Supreme Decree 

1.220, which established the creation of a public registry of authorized water 

extractions in the country. Six years later, on December 30th of 2008, through 

resolution Nº 1600 that modified the 1981 water code, the government also made the 

public registry of water use rights subject to payment of a fee or patent for non-use. A 

major critique of the 1981 water code was its deficient protection of water as a public 

good. Thus, if owners of water use rights were holding on to them for future use, Law 

Nº 20.017 of 2005 obliged them to pay a patent for non-use, which discouraged 

speculation.  

This said, let us examine the two registries available on the Chilean General 

Directory of Water-DGA´s webpage www.dga.cl. We shall pay particular attention 

was paid to water use rights owned by CODELCO, and, so we offer a summary of (a) 

their authorized water extractions, and (b) their water rights subject to payment of a 

patent for non-use: 
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Table 1: Public registry of authorized ground and superficial water extractions 
in the Province of Loa 
 

Title Holder 
!

Dwell Liters/Second Date of Resolution Comuna 

CODELCO-Norte 
!

B1 60 30-DEC-1992 Calama 

CODELCO-Norte 
!

B2 135 30-DEC-1992 Calama 

CODELCO-Norte 
!

B-2 (N) 200 12-JAN-1990 Calama 

CODELCO-Norte 
!

B3 100 30-DEC-1992 Calama 

CODELCO-Norte 
!

B4 40 15-FEB-1993 Calama 

CODELCO-Norte 
!

CHU 25-B 150 13-JAN-1994 Calama 

CODELCO-Norte CHU-10 B (N) 200 12-JAN-1990 Calama 

CODELCO-Norte 
!

CHU-10B 90 12-JAN-1990 Calama 

CODELCO-Norte 
!

CHU-17B 220 12-JAN-1990 Calama 

CODELCO-Norte 
!

CHU-18B 220 12-JAN-1990 Calama 

CODELCO-Norte 
!

CHU-1B 233 12-JAN-1990 Calama 

CODELCO-Norte 
!

CHU-2B 58 12-JAN-1990 Calama 

CODELCO-Norte 
!

CHU-5B 7 12-JAN-1990 Calama 

CODELCO-Norte 
!

CHU-6B 30 12-JAN-1990 Calama 

CODELCO-Norte Drainage 
Tunnel 

20 24-JUN-1975 Calama 

 
TOTAL 

!  
1763 
!

! !

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

"$&!

Table 2: Public Registry of water rights subject to payment of patent in the 
Province of Loa. Ground waters 
 
Title Holder Date of Resolution Liters per Second Cost of Patent 

(UTM) 
Amount paid in US 
dollars  

 
CODELCO 
!

 
12-JAN-1990 

 
787 

 
1.259,20 

!

CODELCO 
!

19-JUN-2003 30 48,00 !

CODELCO 
!

07-APR-2004 150 240,00 !

CODELCO 
!

03-MAR-2003 400 640,00 !

CODELCO 
!

15-FEB-1993 40 64,00 !

CODELCO 
!

03-OCT-2002 300 480,00 !

CODELCO 
!

06-APR-2004 400 640,00 !

 
TOTAL 
!

!  
2107 

 
3.371,20 

 
266.309,00 

 
5 OTHER 
MINING  
COMPANIES  
!

!  
617 
 
!

! !

 
Exploraciones, 
Inversiones, y 
Asesorías Mundo 
S.A. 
!

!  
1022 

! !

 
Aguas de la Sierra 
!

!  
319 

! !

 
Inversiones 
Arlequin 
!

!  
30 
!

! !

 



 

 

"$'!

By looking at both registries (extractions and patents) one can notice that 

CODELCO holds legal titles for a total of 3870 liters per second in the Province of 

Loa alone. This does not include water titles owned in the Province of Antofagasta, in 

the Region of Atacama, or in other regions of Chile further South. CODELCO has 

monopoly over water in the Atacama Desert. Of these, a total of 2107 liters are 

subject to payment of a yearly patent for non-use. The 2009 titles had to abide by the 

Monthly Tributary Unit (UTM) of January, that was $ 37,614 Chilean pesos or 

roughly US$ 78,000 dollars.  Therefore, if we multiply 37.614 x 2107 liters we find 

that CODELCO had to pay approximately US$ 266,309 to keep hold of their water 

right titles not in use. 

Another big water owner in the Province of Loa is the private anonymous 

investment group called Inversiones, Exploraciones, y Asesorías Mundo S.A. They 

own a total of 1022 liters per second. During fieldwork in 2007, I heard several 

interviewees referring to investors in the area as palo blanco (white stick) for mining 

companies. By this they meant that in order to be freed from the social critique 

targeted at mining companies that pursue buying water from other owners (specially 

indigenous owners), they shield themselves with investment groups that operate under 

a different name. It is believed that these investors are really represent the mining 

company’s interests under disguise. Whether this is true or false, I was not able to 

confirm. Nevertheless, perception of the way things are many times acts with the 

same force or more than the way things really are. It would not be surprising to 

discover that mining companies are engaging in practices aimed at protecting their 

social image. As one executive put it: “We buy a social license to operate” (Interview, 

Calama 2007). 
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 There is another record of water ownership in the Loa river Basin from a study 

conducted by the Frei Foundation under a contract for CODELCO. This record 

includes water rights held by Atacameño communities in the Province of Loa. 

According to this study, the communities that we referred to in the introduction of this 

paper (Toconce, Caspana, Ayquina, Turi and Cupo) together hold a total of 296.6 

liters per second of water. These communities are said to have suffered the biggest 

losses in agriculture and herding activities in the Loa River Basin.  
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Table 3: Total water extraction in the Loa river basin and its tributaries for 
different uses 
 
  TYPE OF USE     EXTRACTED BY  Lt/ Seg. % 

participatio
n  

in use 
!

% of all the 
river basin 

RIVERS 

 
AGRICULTURE 

Atacameño Communities: 
Lasana, Chiu Chiu, 
Calama y Quillagua. 
!

 
1,330 

 
81.7% 

 
!

LOA 

! Atacameño Communities; 
Toconce, Caspana, 
Ayquina, Turi y Cupo 
!

296.6  
18.3% 

! Toconce, Caspana 
and other sources 

! Total 
!

1,626.6 100% 34.3 !

 
POTABLE 
WATER 

Sendos/Antofagasta 
Water Company 

1,330  
77.3% 

 
!

-Loa in Lequena 
and Quinchamale. 
(850 l/seg) 
-Toconce  
(480 l/seg) 
!

! CODELCO 
Chuquicamata Division 
!

240 14% ! - Siloli, Colana and 
Linzor 

! Antofagasta Bolivia 
Railway Company 
!

150 8.7% ! - Loa 
- Siloli 

! Total 
!

1720 100 % 36.2 !

MINING  
AND 
INDUSTRY 

SOQUIMICH  
(156,5 l/seg) 
Company of Sud 
Explosives (6 l/seg) 
!

162.5  
11.6 

! Loa  in its middle 
and lower sectors 

! CODELCO (505 l/seg) 
Cabana Sulfur Company 
(10 l/seg) 
!

 
515 

 
36.9 

!  
San Pedro 

! CODELCO 590 42.2 ! Salado and its 
tributaries 

! SOQUIMICH (80 l/seg) 
Quetena Mining Soc.  
(50 l/seg) 
!

 
130 

 
9.3 

!  
San Salvador 

! Total 1,397.5 100% 29.5 !
TOTAL  ! 4,744.1 ! 100 % !
Source: Figure elaborated by Raúl Molina with information from the CODELCO Chuquicamata 
division study titled: “Diagnostico del Uso y Evaluación de los Recursos Suelo, Clima y Agua en 
Comunidades Étnicas de la Provincia de El Loa. Final Report. Fundación Chile. Depto. Agroindustrial. 
Santiago, April of 1993. 
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Illustration 2: abandoned  cultivation terraces in Toconce 

The image above shows abandoned cultivation terraces in the village of Toconce. 

In 2007, several interviewees from this village claimed that they no longer could 

irrigate all the areas they could before the 1950s when CODELCO (then the North 

American ANACONDA mining company) installed pipes to transport water to the 

Chuquicamata mining camp.  

CODELCO has positioned itself in discourse as a socially responsible corporation 

and it has thus published formal policy statements on the environment and 

communities (2001 and 2004 respectively). The company’s definition of 

sustainability is on the lines of the one famously expressed in the 1987 Brundtland 

report Our Common Future: “To meet the needs of the present without compromising 

the ability of future generations to meet their needs” (WCDE 1987, p. 43).    

The basic problem with this definition is in its vagueness. This raises several 

questions like, how do you operationalize it? what does it mean in practice? Mining 
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companies take advantage of this ambiguity, and make sustainability mean whatever 

they need it to mean. Hopwood et al (2005: 40) argue that,  

“Brundtland’s ambiguity allows business and governments to be in favor of 
sustainability without any fundamental challenge to their present course, using 
Brundtland’s support for rapid growth to justify the phrase 'sustainable 
growth'. Rees (1998) points out that this allows capitalism to continue to put 
forward economic growth as its ‘morally bankrupt solution’ to poverty. If the 
economy grows, eventually all will benefit (Dollar and Kraay, 2000): in 
modern parlance the trickle-down theory”.  

 
An example of sustainability without fundamental challenges is offered when, 

CODELCO donates used computers to rural schools, practicing recycling, the icon of 

sustainability. This is not a bad thing, per se, yet it is problematic when a corporation 

that exploits non-renewable resources claims sustainability by reference to a practice 

that is at a scale that is incompensurate with the company’s real environmental and 

social impacts.  

MINING NON-RENEWABLE RESOURCES AND THE PRACTICAL 
PROBLEMS OF SUSTAINABILITY  
 

Sustainable development, although a widely used phrase and idea, has many 

different meanings, and so provokes many different responses. In broad terms, the 

concept of sustainable development is an attempt to combine growing concerns about 

a range of environmental issues with socio-economic issues. To aid understanding of 

these different policies, Hopwood et al. (2005) presents a classification and mapping 

of different trends of thought on sustainable development, their political and policy 

frameworks, and their attitudes towards change and means of change:  
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Illustration 3: Sustainable development: mapping different approaches 
 

Source: Bill Hopwood, Mary Mellor and Geoff O’Brien 
“Sustainable Development: Mapping Different Approaches” in Sust. Dev. 13, 38–52 (2005). 

 
 

To provide a generalized view of the trends within the sustainable development  

debate, the mapping Hopwood et al. (2005: 41) offer can be particularly useful. This 

mapping considers environmental and socio-economic views on two separate axes 

(see figure above). The socio-economic axis covers the level of importance given to 

human wellbeing and equality, while the environment axis covers the priority of the 

environment from low environmental concern through techno-centered to eco-

centered. The central shaded area of the map indicates the range of views within the 

sustainable development debate that combine socio-economic and environmental 

issues. There are views outside this area, concerned with either environmental or 

socio-economic issues, while ignoring the other. Overlaid on this map are three broad 

views of the nature of the changes necessary in society’s political and economic 

structures and human–environment relationships to achieve sustainable development. 

First, sustainable development can be achieved within the present structures – status 
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quo. Second, that fundamental reform is necessary but without a full rupture with the 

existing arrangements – reform. Third, sustainable development is impossible without 

radical transformation because the roots of the problems are the very economic and 

power structures of society. 

Hopwood et al. (2005: 42) acknowledge that they offer a broad conceptual 

framework rather than a precise mapping and exact positions are open to challenge. 

All classifications are simplifications so there can be debate about where the 

boundaries and how sharp or blurred they are. Individuals and groups change their 

views over time so there can be major debates within all these outlooks.  

If we were to situate CODELCO’s position in the mapping of sustainability, we 

can easily place it within the status quo. No fundamental changes are required to 

achieve sustainability according to their perspective. But, are there environmental 

limits to economic growth? If our answer were yes, then holding a status quo 

conception of sustainability would be problematic. CODELCO extracts copper, a 

non-renewable resource that requires significant amounts of water in the industrial 

process. CODELCO holds a vision of sustainability that explicitly mentions the 

wellbeing of future generations. Considering Chuquicamata has been operating for 

almost a century, then those 'future' generations have been here for quite a while now. 

Atacameño farmers form part of those generations, and CODELCO should make sure 

that their needs are not compromised if they wish to be consistent with their own 

definition of sustainability.  

CODELCO has 2107 liters per second in a non-use status. Atacameño farmers in 

the villages of the Loa River Basin are part of the 1 billion people in the World that 
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do not have access to an adequate supply of freshwater (WWF Living Planet Report, 

2010: 6).  

If CODELCO wishes to practice its principles of sustainability with the 

communities under its influence, they should at minimum supply drinking water for 

these communities, which have been historically affected by their mining. A more far-

reaching change would be to share some of the water CODELCO is not using for the 

communities to be able to practice subsistence agriculture in the way they did in the 

past. If this corporation were to follow these two recommendations in their relations 

with Atacameño farmers, they would be guaranteed a positive reputation, one never 

before obtained by any mining corporation in the region. Sustainability is merely an 

ideology when it is used as a justificatory discourse and implies no far-reaching 

changes to the status quo. We may ask if as citizens of the World we have a moral 

obligation to behave in a sustainable way. I think so, but do we all have the SAME 

moral obligation to behave in a sustainable way? I think not. A mining corporation 

cannot claim sustainability with acts on a scale of individual responsibilities like 

recycling computers or planting trees.  Corporations need to employ measures of 

sustainability at a scale that is commensurate with the environmental and social 

impacts their business generates.  

We may ask, is sustainability as understood by CODELCO just an ideology? If 

sustainability is defined as: “everybody should be sustainable,” then it is an ideology. 

However, if we recognize that different actors have different responsibilities, then it is 

a much more defendable position. 
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FRAMING WATER ISSUES IN THE BROADER CONTEXT OF NEOLIBERAL 
IDEOLOGY  
 

In this chapter we have discussed water right use from a Chilean legal perspective 

and compared it to the Atacameños’ conception of water as expressed in the ceremony 

of the cleaning of canals. We have also described the competing uses of water 

(agricultural and industrial-mining uses) in the Loa River Basin, and, have provided 

some legal ownership data in several tables. In the next chapter, we will ground the 

accumulated knowledge about water in Atacama, by presenting three case studies that 

exemplify among other impacts, some of the effects of the legal conception of water 

in Atacama. The case studies will be of the villages of Turi, Cupo, and Toconce. In 

the remainder of this chapter I will frame these impacts within the larger context of 

Neoliberal ideology, with special emphasis on its idea that free-markets will solve all 

problems (i.e. distributional rights, environmental pollution, etc).  

The recent financial crash, whose consequences the United States and its citizens 

(not to mention other parts of the world) are still experiencing is just one among 

several examples, that free-markets are not a panacea. Thus, in this section we will 

discuss what have been some of the impacts of Neo-liberalism broadly speaking. 

Focusing on issues of inequality of markets, per se, we will argue that these neo-

liberal policies do not solve them but, on the contrary, promote inequalities. 

Neo-liberalism denotes a group of neoclassical-influenced economic theories, and 

right-wing libertarian political philosophies, that hold that government control over 

the economy is inefficient. Its policy implications entail transferring control of the 

economy from the public to the private sector. John Williamson’s “Washington 

Consensus” is the official statement of the policies Neo-liberalism advocates. A list of 
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ten policy proposals gained consensus approval among Washington-based 

international economic organizations like the World Bank and the International 

Monetary Fund (hereafter IMF). Some of the policies include: Fiscal policy 

discipline, trade liberalization, privatization of state owned enterprises, deregulation 

or abolition of regulations that impede market entry or restrict competition, and legal 

security of property rights among others. These and other policies that would be 

enacted by those like Pinochet, Thatcher, and Reagan rest, in part, on the intellectual 

success of Chicago School economists under the leadership of Milton Friedman. 

Pinochet’s Chile is of particular interest because it represents a real-world laboratory, 

in which early implementations of neoliberal policies were violently put forward 

following Pinochet’s coup d’état in 1973.  

It is widely known, that Pinochet’s coup took place in the context of an economic 

crisis engineered by the U.S. to undermine the government of democratically elected 

president Salvador Allende (For a detailed documentation of US intervention in the 

Chilean military coup see The Pinochet Files). President Allende’s democratic 

election caused huge impacts in the Nixon White House as it was the first time in 

history that a so-called ‘communist’ regime was democratically elected. The 

association between socialism and democracy was viewed as a serious ideological 

threat from the perspective of conservatives such as Henry Kissinger. Chronic 

economic crisis throughout the 1980s, and the collapse of the communist block at the 

end of the 1980’s, helped foster political opposition to state interventionism, and 

support for free market reform policies. The reach and effects and global spread of the 

neoliberal movement changed the world economy. According to economist Robert 

Pollin (2003): 
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“The standard neoliberal policy package includes cutting back on taxes and 
government social spending; eliminating tariffs and other barriers to free 
trade; reducing regulations of labor markets, financial markets, and the 
environment; and focusing macroeconomic policies on controlling inflation 
rather than stimulating growth of jobs”.  

 
Markets are viewed as efficient (at least theoretically), this does not mean that 

they are naturally considered fair even by economists. Opponents critique Neo-

liberalism’s effects on wages, working class institutions, inequality, social mobility, 

and working class well being, health care, education, the environment, and 

democracy. Critiques of Neo-liberalism and its inequality-enhancing policies 

conclude that Neo-liberalism cannot deliver its promise of liberty which is supposed 

to be one of its strong points. For example, David Harvey (2005) synthesizes Neo-

liberalism as a global capitalist class project of power restoration. Neo-liberalism, he 

explains, is a theory of political-economic practices that encourages the states to 

support private property rights, free markets, and free trade, while deregulating 

business and privatizing collective assets (i.e. water). Neo-liberalism has had the 

support of organizations such as the IMF and the World Bank, which were persuaded 

to promote Neo-liberalism in order to revitalize capital accumulation.  

According to Kwane Jomo and Ben Fine (2006) IMF and World Bank policy 

makers often justify short-term pain their reforms impose in terms of the long-term 

gains, even if these fail to materialize. According to William Easterly, during times of 

economic growth, the poor did not gain as much in countries in which the IMF lent 

money as they did in places with no programs, although they were not hurt as badly in 

recessions.  

Meanwhile, China, India and other countries in East Asia that have not followed 

the IMF economic programs and prescriptions have seen more of their people lifted 
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out of poverty in times of economic growth than have nations that take the advice of 

the Washington-based lenders. Consequently, the Washington Consensus cannot 

point to any region in the world as having succeeded by adopting the policies that 

they promote or require in borrowing countries (Jomo K. S. Et al. 2006). For example 

the 2010 national government survey to measure economic development in Chile 

(CASEN) revealed that more than 2,5 millions of Chileans (Total Chilean Population 

as of February of 2010 reached 17,031,873) live in conditions of poverty, representing 

an increase in 1,4% over 2006. This number does not include the extreme poor or 

indigents, which would add 65,000 to this number.  

Poverty is measured in terms of the local purchasing power of a person’s monthly 

income. In 2006, for example, a person in Chile was considered indigent if they lived 

on US $ 44 dollars a month. A person was considered poor, if they lived on US $ 88 

dollars a month. Needless to say, income alone is not an adequate measure of poverty.  

These kinds of surveys are at the least very misleading, because anybody earning 

above US $ 88 dollars per month does not fall under the poverty line. Given the range 

of needs due to differences in health and age, the situation is much worse than the 

survey indicates. I mention these recent results not with the intent to blame the IMF 

for poverty increases in Chile, and in other countries that follow their advice, but to 

make the point that it would be interesting if lending institutions like the World Bank 

and the IMF provided transparent reports of the impacts of their policies on poverty.  

In an interview with Joseph Stiglitz, who was Senior VicePresident chief 

economist of the World Bank, Lindsey Schoenfelder (2002) asked Stiglitz the 

following question:  
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“One of your principle critiques of the IMF has been its lack of transparency 
and accountability. What role does democratic participation play in the 
formation of appropriate economic policy, and how might the IMF incorporate 
such participation?” 

  
Stiglitz replied: 

“More than the voices of finance ministers, central bank governors, and those 
who reflect the viewpoint of the financial community ought to be heard during 
the formation of economic policy. Such perspectives have overrun the IMF, 
endorsing a viewpoint of market fundamentalism—the idea that the markets 
by themselves always work well—suggesting a minimal list role for 
government. Creditor countries, specifically the G7, dominate the IMF. They 
control voting power and they overwhelm the decision-making. The challenge 
then is to incorporate a broader range of the views of the developing countries 
and the borrower countries. It would be best if this were done at the 
institutional level itself, but it’s equally important that interests outside of the 
financial community are heard.  
The decisions made by the institution have such an impact on those outside of 
the institution. If they decide to pursue policies that lead to higher 
unemployment, the workers are going to be very badly affected, and if they 
decide to pursue policies that are going to lead to higher interest rates or 
tighter credit, then small businesses are going to be very affected. These other 
interests—which are very different from the interests of the financial 
community—must be heard. That’s why I’ve argued so much for 
transparency, so that others may see what is going on and if they disagree, 
they can at least explain why they feel what is going on is not reflective of the 
broader concerns of society. Finally, I think that there needs to be more 
accountability. In the past, when the IMF developed a program, it didn’t have 
to reveal its model, and it didn’t have to reveal what its program was going to 
do to the unemployment rate or any other aspect of society. It should be made 
to provide an assessment of those impacts, and then if those impacts are 
different from what it anticipated, it should be held accountable 
(Schoenfelder’s interview with Stiglitz 2003)”. 

  
Stiglitz’ view does not differ from that of opponents of Neo-liberalism who argue 

that Neo-liberalism is the implementation of global capitalism through government 

and military (if necessary, for example Pinochet’s Chile) interventionism to protect 

the interests of multinational corporations.  We could argue that Neo-liberalism is 

essentially very undemocratic, given the way decision-making is conducted from the 



 

 

"%+!

top-down. Furthermore, Neo-liberalism is not just economics: it is a social and moral 

philosophy that becomes embedded in habitus (Bourdieu 1977).  

Several arguments are used in favor of Neo-liberalism. For example, it is argued 

that a government alone is incapable of managing a social system as huge as a 

national economy; that market liberalization is supposed to stimulate investment, 

technology transfer, innovation and responsiveness to consumer demand; that 

government owned enterprises and public entitlements are inefficiently run, thus lose 

money and facilitate government bankruptcy. Right wing politicians claim that the 

Copper Corporation of Chile (CODELCO) should be privatized in order to be run 

efficiently and have put the this argument forward on repeated occasions.  

Foucault’s critical reading of Neo-liberalism set forth in The Birth of Biopolitic, 

distinguishes three approaches to its critique: is an economic one that it is ‘no more 

than the reactivation of old, secondhand economic theories’; (2) a sociological view, 

that ‘it is just a way of establishing strictly market relations in society’; and, (3) the 

‘political approach which claims Neo-liberalism to be ‘no more than a cover for a 

generalized administrative intervention by the state’ (Foucault 2008:131). Thus, 

Foucault offers a departure from conventional left analyses opening up a position that 

shifts the gaze to genealogy. For him, 

“the problem of neo-liberalism is rather how the overall exercise of political 
power can be modeled on the principles of market economy […] to discover 
how far and to what extent the formal principles of market economy can index 
a general art of government (Foucault 2008:131)”. 

 
Carl Bauer’s analysis of water markets in Chile shows, among other things, that 

the market is not solving social justice issues. Because the market is an idea for which 

neoliberal’s strive, it leads directly to the value judgment that wherever competitive 
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markets do not exist, they should be developed. The latter value is a clear example of 

Charles Wilber’s argument: economists (who claim value-neutrality), whether they 

like it or not, construct theory upon a particular world-view (Wilber, 2003).  

In his article ‘Confessions of a Recovering Economist’, Jim Stanford proposes a 12 

step program to recover from economist’s addiction to their ‘arrogant prescriptions’ 

intended to save the world economy. In step 2, he invites his colleagues to accept that 

all their efforts to explain the world have failed. He argues that the ‘market’ is the 

holiest symbol in all of economics. It is magically automatic and efficient. He 

continues ‘and supply always equals demand.’ The whole profession of mainstream, 

‘neoclassical’ economics is dedicated to the study of markets and how they can be 

perfected. The problem, however, is that in real life these idealized ‘markets’ do not 

explain much at all’ (Stanford, 2003).  Many anthropologists would agree with 

Stanford in that powerful non-market forces determine a fair amount of what happens 

in the economy. Things like tradition, religion, demographics, class, gender and race, 

geography and institutions.  

The market itself is a complex socially and historically constructed institution, 

which reflects a worldview and not value-free scientific economic results. Thus, 

power and position should be at least as important to economics as supply and 

demand.  

Foucault makes another interesting point in his explanation of his metaphor of 

‘enterprise society’. In such a society, social goods necessarily are reduced to the 

calculable, in other words they are turned into commodities whose value is 

circumscribed within accounting practices developed to suit business rationality and 
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calculation. This amounts to the elimination of an autonomous public sphere, as well 

as, the constitution of civil society as part of the market (Lazaratto 2009; Venn 2009).  

Anthropologists are aware that the world is filled with incalculable values like 

generosity, friendship, dignity of life, or anything that makes life worth living for a 

person. Yet, these values simply have no place within the neoliberal system. Needless 

is to say that the value of water expressed in Atacameños’ ceremony of the cleaning 

of canals is viewed as irrelevant nonsense. 

Economics must be considered a set of regulated activities and the apparatus for 

this regulation is what Foucault (2008:163) calls an ‘economic-juridical ensemble’. 

Thus, law occupies a new place within the rationality of government, mainly 

establishing the ‘rules of the game’. In the current state of affairs, the world economy 

is a wasteful economy, blindly reaching growth levels that are already unsustainable. 

Many argue that at these rhythms of growth we can only reach catastrophe (i.e. 

Dennis Meadows’s (1972) The Limits to Growth argument)). However, one should 

think that alternative models of prosperity do exist. For example, the idea of 

capabilities in the work of Amartya Sen, which prioritizes other, values vital for 

human well-being. When we say other values we mean things like physical and 

mental health, educational and democratic entitlements, trust, security, a sense of 

community, and an ability to participate in the life of society (Jackson 2009; Venn 

2009).  

Amartya Sen makes an interesting case that helps explain what markets cannot 

solve, and the reasons for its failure. He carefully deconstructs the assumption of 

rational behavior taken to mean maximization of self-interest. His first questioning of 

this assumption is ‘why should it be uniquely rational to pursue one’s own interest to 
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the exclusion of everything else? (Sen 1987:15). It seems extraordinary to argue that 

anything other than maximizing self-interest must be irrational, but one of neoliberal 

ideology’s central assumptions argues exactly this. Sen (1987) argues that, to see any 

departure from self-interest maximization, as evidence of irrationality must imply a 

rejection of the role of ethics in actual decision taking. ‘Indeed, it may not be quite as 

absurd to argue that people always actually do maximize their self-interest, as it is to 

argue that rationality must invariably demand maximization of self-interest. Universal 

selfishness as actuality may well be false, but universal selfishness as a requirement 

of rationality is patently absurd’ (Sen 1987:16).  

For Amartya Sen, the issues should not revolve around the idea of a human being 

in a vacuum only thinking of his/her self-interests as if living in the world alone and 

not having to respond to any social relations. ‘The real issue is whether there is a 

plurality of motivations, or whether self-interest alone drives human beings (Sen 

1987:19).  The contrast is not necessarily between self-interest, on the one hand, and 

some kind of general concern for all, on the other. The traditional dichotomy between 

‘egoism’ and ‘utilitarianism’ is misleading in several respects, including the fact that 

groups intermediate between the individual and the class, community, or occupation 

group provide the focus of many actions involving committed behavior. The members 

of each group may have partly congruent and partly conflicting interests. Actions 

based on group loyalty may involve, in some respects, a sacrifice of purely personal 

interests, just as they can also facilitate, in other respects, a greater fulfillment of 

personal interests (Sen 1987:19-20). The mixture of selfish and selfless behavior is 

one of the important characteristics of group loyalty, and this mixture can be seen in a 
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wide variety of group associations varying from kinship relations and communities to 

trade unions and economic pressure groups or mining corporations.  

For example, among rural Atacameños irrigation shifts between each household, 

assuring that every farmer will have their share of the little water available to water 

their crops and their llamas, sheep and goats. Those who violate the rules of sharing 

are punished. Gossip and ostracism are the two extreme mechanisms to secure 

generosity at the level of the rural village. 

How should one solve the problems of inequality that Neoliberal legislation such 

as the Water Code create? Economic interest groups have enough power to block any 

policies aimed at solving inequalities by arguing that they necessarily involve setting 

limits to growth.  

 What has the Chilean government done to solve inequalities? Very little. In the 

case of water, the hegemonic belief that both mining corporations and the state share 

is that market mechanisms will solve all issues. In an interview with an agronomist 

from INDAP (Institute of Agricultural Development), the State organism in charge of 

applying national agricultural policies, he held a view that is often expressed by other 

government officials and economic interest groups in northern Chile share:  

“One liter per second of water used in agriculture is a waste of money, 
because one liter per second of water invested in mining generates much more 
income. I tell this to the farmers who happen to have water right titles and 
encourage them to sell them if they can (my fieldnotes in Calama 2007)”.  

 
 This bottom-line profit based view is widely shared and this partly explains why 

the Chilean state has not taken any actions to address the unequal results for 

Atacameños that water markets in northern Chile generate. 
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One can conclude that, the most important lesson of the Chilean experience 

regarding its model of water management is that its results have been uneven and 

negative for peasants in general and indigenous peoples in particular. The politics of 

water in Atacama has had three main impacts on indigenous peoples: (a) The loss of 

agriculture as a source of income and identity; (b) forced migrations to the city in 

search for alternative sources of income; and, (c) the gradual loss of a sense of 

community. The limitations of market mechanisms become more obvious when 

confronted with complex problems like multiple uses of waters, multiple meanings of 

water, environmental protection, and conflicts resolution issues.  

When private negotiations fail, the resulting conflicts require the intervention of 

legal and political institutions that exist beyond the market (Bauer 2002: 116).  

“Because the Chilean approach to managing water as an economic good puts 
all the emphasis on water as a private good and tradable commodity, it is very 
difficult to recognize or enforce its other aspects as a public good (Bauer 
2004:133)”.  

 
The view of water revealed by the cleaning of canals ceremony is quite different 

from the legal-technical view held by mining corporations where resources are 

viewed in terms of the use rights of those who hold legal titles and have the 

technology to exercise them. One could say that for mining corporations the logic of 

the sacred is not an attribute of water, but of private property rights. Thus, private 

property is sacred (Macpherson, 1978). Modern private property, which is my right to 

exclude you from something, overrules any form of common property, which is the 

right of each individual not to be excluded from something. In this sense, property is a 

political relation between persons. In Atacama this relation is between mining 

corporations and Atacameños. The former have benefited from the ideology of the 
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institution of private property, which has historically dismissed the sacredness of 

water among the peoples of Atacama.  

In closing, this chapter has tried to discuss one of the emerging issues in Chilean 

water policy: The relationship between water rights and the needs of Chile’s 

indigenous communities, particularly those in the northern desert and mountain areas. 

In the words of Bauer:  

“These communities’ dependence on crops and livestock has been threatened 
by competing demands for water from mining projects and the growing cities 
on the northern coast. These conflicts have been further complicated by 
indigenous peoples distinct cultural views of the importance of water, which 
are often incompatible with the commodity logic of the current Water Code 
(Bauer 2004: 116)”. 
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V. THE SOCIAL HISTORY OF WATER AND LABOR IN THE UPPER LOA 
RIVER BASIN: THE RURAL VILLAGES OF TOCONCE, TURI, AND CUPO  

 
“My grandparents were firm believers in the powers of the Pachamama and the cleaning of canals was 

the most important thing of all. My grandfather would tell me, you have to respect the Earth Mother 
because we live of her and this celebration is to honor her. The Earth Mother supports us and will 

receive us when we die. This is why we pray that we always have water and our children must follow 
this custom because the Earth Mother supports us and she will take us in when we die. And the Earth 
Mother protects us. Where we plant and where we collect pasture for our animals, there we must be 
vigilant to serve the Earth Mother with some wine and coca leafs. That is what we live off, we do not 

have schooling, and we do not know how to live off something else. I was raised on the dirt bare 
footed. Today children are educated. But, stilfl without the Earth Mother we are nothing. One has to be 

very respectful with Pachamama (Norma Yufla, Turi 2007)”. 
 

Water extraction in the Upper Loa river basin for industrial purposes began in the 

early twentieth century. Extraction was implemented at the points of origin of the 

water sources so they significantly diminished the agricultural and herding 

sustainability of the region. This forced many families living there to abandon their 

ancestral lands. The combination of water extractions with droughts, subsequently led 

to migrations that begun to depopulate the area in the 1960s. Some families went to 

live in San Pedro Estación14, initially, but latter it was abandoned completely for 

similar reasons, initiating a new cycle of migration to the city of Calama.  

This chapter discusses how the social history of water, labor, and the consequent 

migrations, are linked to mineral extraction in the region; I present three case studies 

that portray the rural villages of Toconce, Turi, and Cupo and their particular relations 

with the non-indigenous world of mining corporations. Although every village in the 

Loa River Basin faced a more or less similar situation given the presence of mining, 

each one provides a unique example of different relations with mining and the effects 

this industry had on them. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

14!We will cover the story of the peoples of Estación San Pedro in the next chapter where we discuss 
issues of co-optation and resistance to mining.  
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During fieldwork I was determined to look at the effects of copper mining on the 

life of the three selected rural villages and its people. I understood that direct 

questions like, “do you think mining has benefited or harmed Atacameños” would not 

be effective. The strategy I utilized instead was to focus the conversations on people’s 

life histories and work experiences. This is how I learned that there were five 

interconnected natural resources turned into commodities that changed the lives of 

Atacameños throughout the 20th century: yareta scientifically known as azorella 

compacta, sulfur, nitrate, copper, and water. 

TOCONCE 

Background  

Toconce is located 86 kilometers east from Calama at an altitude of 3,350 meters 

above sea level. Most of the population is composed of small-scale farmers that 

utilize cultivation terraces of pre-columbian origin. Despite the impacts of water 

extraction for the mining industry, these farmers still cultivate some corn, potatoes, 

broad beans, and legumes and have home vegetable gardens. Some of them are also 

herders and have small chicken and rabbit farms. Currently, Toconce has a population 

of 60 people who retain cultural and linguistic influences from their Quechua origin. 

Talking with a woman from Toconce in 2007, she explained:  

“We are Quechua, not Atacameños, that of Atacameños was an invention of 
CONADI. My husband and I do not speak Quechua anymore, but we 
understand it when we hear it” (Dolores Toconce 2007). 

 
Community rituals like the Cleaning of Canals (in October of every year), 

Flowering of Animal Herds, and Carnival in February are still practiced with vivid 

enthusiasm. This is a good point to make some clarifications about the contested 

category of ‘Atacameño’. Among the local scholars that have studied the ethnohistory 
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of Atacama, the work of Jose Luis Martínez is extraordinary. In his book Pueblos del 

Chañar y el Algarrobo (1998) he studied the indigenous populations that lived 

between the XVI and XVII centuries in the territory that in colonial times was 

nominated as ‘Corregimiento de Atacama’. This territory extended from the Desert 

coast of the Pacific to the high Andean plateau in Atacama. Today, that space is 

divided between the II Region of Chile, the southern part of the Department of Potosí 

in Bolivia, and the Province of Tucumán in Argentina. Martínez begins of his study 

with a great example: 

“Calixto Llampa, an elderly herdsman of the Argentinian high Andean 
plateau, lives in Abra Pampa, small locality in Jujuy (Argentina). His family 
history (Cipotelli 1984) is very similar to the history of many herders that 
currently live in the high Andean plateau of Jujuy or neighboring sectors. His 
grandfather raises mules and donkeys in Belén (Catamarca, Argentina) and in 
Quetena (Southern Lípez, Bolivia). There he met his wife- whom has 
originally from San Pedro de Atacama (II Region, Antofagasta, Chile) whose 
family were llama owners. Llampa’s father, resident of Lagunillas married a 
woman that lived in San Antonio de Esmoraca, in the border between South-
Lípez and South-Chichas. Since he was a boy, Don Calixto accompanied his 
father as a herdsman, in trips all the way to the Tarija valley (Southern 
Bolivia), San Pedro de Atacama (northern Chile) and the Humahuaca stream 
(Northeastern Argentina) (Martínez J.L. 1998: 16)” (Free translation). 

 
This short family history took place between the XIX and XXth centuries and it 

connects the peoples from an extense territory: South Lípez and South Chichas in 

Bolivia; Tucumán in northern Argentina; and, Atacama in Chile. Given this, the 

question Martínez asks is ethnically speaking or to what locality can we adscribe 

Don Calixto? In Calixto’s story we find several localities that are ecologically 

different and that have been assigned to different “ethnic groups” by 

anthropologists and ethnohistorians and have been studied as discrete units ignoring 

their connections. For example between: the Atacameños, the Lipes, the Chichas 

and the peoples of the high Andean plateau of Jujuy. The question raised by 
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Martínez (1998) is still applicable to the Atacameños I met during fieldwork in 

2007.  

The conceptual models that have been used to study these populations have 

generally been, an extrapolation of the descriptive and analytical categories 

formulated by the vast literature concerned with ‘Andean societies’, especially for 

Aymaras and Quechuas (Albó 1985, Earls 1978, Isbell 1978, Murra 1980, Pease 

1981, Platt 1982, Salomon 1973, Silverblatt 1978, Zuidema 1964). One of these 

categories is the importance of the concept of the Pachamama or Earthmother 

among so called Andean societies. Although I acknowledge that ‘Pachamama’ is 

not an invention of Atacameños, I feel the literature devoted to ‘Andean societies’ 

established broad generalizations applicable to very different ethnic groups that 

happen to fall under the rubric of ‘Andean’. As we saw in the water chapter, in the 

case of Atacameños’ Cleaning of Canals ceremony, the notion of Pachamama came 

up with strength. But, Atacameños themselves reported this ceremony to be the 

‘last’ vestige of their ‘traditional’ ways.  

In addition, from the 1990s to the present they have been subject to a strong 

process of revival and re-invention of tradition that the younger generations of 

Atacameños have undertaken as a political weapon to make their claims to the 

State.  

The above reasons led me to conclude that the vast literature devoted to the 

study of ‘Andean societies’ had a romanticized version of ‘tradition’ if applied to 

the Atacameños I met. Although fascinating as a literature, it did not contribute to 

the research objectives traced by my study of the relationships between present day 

Atacameños and mining corporations in northern Chile. 
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Martínez (1998: 20) argues that the anthropological studies of these populations 

have tended to establish a homology between the name of a territory; the name of 

the group that lived there; and, the assumption of the existence of a single 

sociopolitical unit. The Chilean state also operates under this assumption. For 

example, in the Atacameño village of Chiuchiu in the Loa River basin, roughly half 

of the population is Aymara. Many people told me during fieldwork that CONADI 

had repeatedly encouraged the Aymaras of Chiuchiu to change their ethnicity to 

Atacameño so they could be given priority to access state programs for indigenous 

peoples in the region. 

In sum, the overall underlying assumption in the studies of ‘andean societies’ has 

been that: a name = a province or a territory = a single ethnic group or habitants = a 

single ethnic identity and = a single sociopolitical unit. Yet, in his study, Martínez 

(1998) was able to identify several multiethnic presences in Atacama in the XVII 

century. In Calama the groups present were Atacamas, Lipes, Picas, Guatacondos, 

and Camanchacas. In Turi, Toconce, and Inacaliri he was able to document the 

presence of Atacamas and Lipes. Today, the Chilean state assigns this region to the 

single unit of Atacameños. In addition to the evidence collected by Martínez, as we 

saw in the history chapter, Chile annexed a vast territory after its triumph in the war 

of the Pacific (1879). What today is Chile’s Loa River basin was Bolivian territory. 

But, this territory was not empty it came with its peoples. Given the above context 

we can understand why some of the Atacameños I met in the field told me that 

‘Atacameños’ was an invention of the state. Concretely speaking, for the rural 

villagers I met, the most important category for them was that of the village they 

came from. Thus, if they were born in Toconce, they felt Toconceños above 
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anything else. Atacameño is the political-administrative category they must use in 

their relationships with the Chilean state. Now that thse important clarifications 

have been made, we can return to Toconce. 

At the time of fieldwork, the population of Toconce (approximately 60 people) was 

distributed among 22 households. In the past, agricultural and herding activities were 

much more intensive than what can be observed these days. Toconceños counted on 

high quality water sources and extensive pasturelands, the most famous being 

Inacaliri. Elena Mendoza, a Toconceña born in 1938 recalls: 

“When I was a little girl, maybe 6 years old, I was already pasturing my 
parent’s animals. Back then there was plenty of water flowing through the 
canal. Any farmer could water their crops without problems because there 
was water to spare. There was no need to have an irrigation shift system 
because the water flowing through the river was all for Toconce until ESSAN 
came and took it from us. From Monday to Thursday farmers from the lower 
sector irrigate their crops. From Friday to Sunday it’s the turn of those 
farmers who live in the upper sector of Toconce like me (Elena Mendoza, 
Toconce 2007)”. 

  
Irrigation is done through a water uptake valve connected to the matrix pipe 

belonging to Aguas Antofagasta Company (formerly Essan). This uptake produces a 

flow of 25 lt/sec. In 2003 Toconce was able to recover 100 liters per second of water 

rights that were in the hands of the Potable Water Sanitary Company of Antofagasta 

(ESSAN).  The community had lost their water to the hands of this company back in 

1967 and the consequences for agriculture were evident. Irrigation of the terraces was 

notoriously reduced and the sustainability of their agriculture collapsed. In the 1990s, 

as part of the Chilean state Plan of Regularization of Indigenous Water Titles, led by 

the National Corporation of Indigenous Affairs (CONADI), under article 3 of the 

indigenous Law 19.253 of 1993, the state gave title to a total of 100 liters per second 

of surface water to the village of Toconce. After an arduous legal battle between 
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Toconce and ESSAN S. A. On the 6th of January of 2003 the Appelate Court of 

Antofagasta ruled in favor of the community.  

 The Chilean legal system, acknowledged ancestral property rights held by the 

indigenous community of Toconce, set a precedent that ancestral property over water, 

derived from customary law, constituted legitimate ownership (Yañez, 2005). This 

legal battle gave the peoples of the Loa hope and provided a reference case for the 

water right demands of other indigenous communities.  

Labor Histories of the Peoples of Toconce 

Toconce is an example illustrating Eric Wolf’s (1982) argument about the peoples 

without history. What at first sight may look even today like a classic “isolated” 

village has never been isolated, and will never be isolated. The labor histories of the 

peoples of Toconce, provide examples of the many connections the village had with 

the outside world: 

Manuel Berna 

  He was born in 1932 in the fields near his parent’s ranch where his mother was 

pasturing her animals. His mother’s pasture was in a sector called Potreros about 8 

kilometers away from Toconce. Manuel’s first job was as a herder for his mother. He 

did this from ages 8 to 14. Then, he decided to try his luck collecting yareta, a type of 

fuel-wood sold mainly to Chuquicamata mining camp for the smelter.  

At the time, there was no gas, so yareta constituted the fuel used both for cooking 

and heating houses as well as by the copper smelter. He started as an assistant 

collector, working for his grandparents. They would collect yareta at the foot of 

Mount Echao, locally called Cerro Echao. He had lived all his life in Toconce so 

during the week he stayed there and on weekends worked collecting yareta. He did 
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not like this job very much, and quit at the age of 18. He then went to work for a 

sulfur mine located at Mount Santa Rosa in Ollagüe, a Quechua village near the 

Bolivian border, during those twenty years working there he would come and go from 

Toconce to Ollagüe until the year 1970.  

SENDO was the name of the water company that later changed its name to  

ESSAN and then to its present name, Aguas Antofagasta S.A. SENDO installed water 

pipes in Toconce in the early 1950s. Manuel, like many other Atacameños of his time, 

worked building the roads the company needed to install the pipes. He did this work 

while working as a sulfur miner between 1962 and 1970. Manuel recalls: 

“Water extractions executed by SENDOS really hurt Toconce’s agriculture 
because the company was contaminating the waters with lime, chlorine, 
aluminum sulfate, and other chemicals I do not recall. Before SENDOS, when 
I was approximately 10 years old in the early 1940s another water pipe had 
been installed by CODELCO in the pasture sector called Línzor, which is 
where you can find the water spring that fed Toconce. Even before I was born, 
CODELCO had installed a previous pipe at Línzor. So, the mine came first, 
and later the water company extracted the remaining water. That is when 
Toconce really got hurt (Manuel, Toconce 2007)”.  

 
At the time of my fieldwork Manuel was 75 years old. He had worked for wages 

in four different jobs during his life: collecting yareta in the Loa River Basin, as a 

sulfur miner in Ollagüe, building water pipes for SENDOS, and in house construction 

in Calama. Today he is a subsistence farmer, who also works as a craftsman building 

cactus lamps and mud pitchers. He still works in construction sporadically when an 

opportunity to earn a wage comes along. 

Samuel Ayavire  

Toconce is a village, where many of its people worked for CODELCO at some 

point in their lives. In 2007, I was told that roughly seven of 22 households contained 

a Toconceño that had recently returned to Toconce after retiring from CODELCO.  



 

 

"'%!

Samuel Ayavire is one of the villagers that returned in 2002 after he retired from 

CODELCO.  Samuel is 69 years old and makes his living from agriculture, and his 

retirement pension. He explained that, his agricultural production is not enough to 

market; it only helps meet the needs of the family. 

His father and mother were from Toconce and used to pasture their animals in the 

sectors called Potreros, Peñas Blancas and Inacaliri. His biological father, worked 

for the now defunct Chile Exploration Company as a railway maintenance man. How 

did you spend your childhood? I asked naively, thinking of my own memories of 

playing incessantly. Samuel, like many Atacameños have, spent his childhood 

working. 

“I started working when I was 9, taking care of some animals at a ranch in 
Calama, that belonged to the Yutronich family. That ranch was located in 
what now is called Villa Caspana, where you find the shantytown of 
Población Nueva Alemana. Back then it was all pasturelands. I remember I 
earned 30 pesos per week plus food. I slept at the house of an aunt I had in 
Calama. At eleven, I went to work at the yareteras in San Pedro de Atacama 
for a year. Then I returned to Calama and worked at another ranch, the ranch 
of Basilio Costoplo who had a dairy. I took care of his cows until I was 14 
(Samuel, Toconce 2007)”. 

  
This was the starting point of Samuel’s labor history. Soon after he left for San 

Pedro Estación as a “load boy” for yareta and sulfur. He then came back to Toconce 

for 4 months soon after his 15th birthday, and then headed out to Ollagüe with Roberto 

Berna to work at the Santa Rosa sulfur mine. Across from Ollagüe there was another 

sulfur mine called Aucanquincha where he also worked as a miner. These jobs were 

not devoid of risk. One of Samuel’s toes was injured and he travelled all the way to 

Antofagasta to get medical attention. He was 16 when this accident forced him to 

return to Toconce where he remained unemployed until he was 19. Then he went to 

Calama to do the military service required of all young men in Chile after they turn 
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18. After his military service, he stayed in Calama working for mining subcontractors. 

He also worked building houses. There was lots of work in Calama building houses. 

The city was expanding rapidly due to the growth of the mining economy in the 

region. People flocked to Calama from all over Chile drawn by the opportunities in 

the mines. Toconceños were no exception.  

Samuel also worked during 4 years in the Nitrate Camp Pedro de Valdivia (60 km 

east of Tocopilla). He was in charge of ore sampling. Ironically, he also worked for 

ESSAN. This is the same company many Toconceños blame for the loss of 

agriculture and sustainable livelihoods in Toconce at least from the perspective of 

those who wanted to remain there.  

In 1973, at age 33 Samuel finally got a steady job in CODELCO. This happened 

right before the military coup and he worked there for the next 22 years of his life. He 

started in a low-skilled position and worked his way up to operate heavy equipment 

making triple the salary he could earn working for subcontractors, who had employed 

him. He says there were some risks to the job, especially mutilations. Luckily he 

never had an accident, but did witness many men loose fingers and hands.  

Working directly for CODELCO gave Samuel and his family several benefits. He 

received free health insurance, school bonuses for each dependent, a monthly cash 

bonus given directly to the worker’s wife, and other miscellaneous bonuses. Samuel 

admits he earned a monthly salary of $ 600 US but clarifies that this was just his base 

salary. He could triple this amount by adding all his work benefits. This gives us a 

more accurate idea of what he earned. Working for CODELCO then, is a privilege 

that many dream off and even envy others that are CODELCO workers. CODELCO 
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workers themselves are very loyal to the company and protect their privilege position 

by speaking in good terms about CODELCO.  

CODELCO is felt like a symbolic father figure in the region. The relationship 

between the workers and the company is lived in many ways like a father-son bond. 

Partly, this explains why in many cases it is hard to find overt critiques against the 

company in rural villages. Almost every Atacameño I interviewed had a family 

member that was working or had worked for the company. As Bertrand Russel (1986: 

19) puts it: Individuals may be influenced by direct physical power, but also by 

rewards and giving or withholding employment.  

Resistance or its absence is relevant to the extent that, if it is actualized, it provides 

the test by which one can measure relative power, where parties conflict over an issue 

(Lukes, 1986: 2). The general absence of resistance to mining observed among rural 

Atacameños is an indication that CODELCO’s strategies of gift giving and rewards 

allow for the real impacts of mining to be obscured. 

When Samuel started working for CODELCO, the word ‘environment’ was 

unheard of. He only came to hear it in the early 90s close to his retirement in 1994. 

He thinks that CODELCO started to worry about the environment because they 

received a threat of a lawsuit by the government of Brazil and other neighboring 

nations in 1996. Led by Brazil, those nations claimed that the fumes from 

Chuquicamata smelter were being swept by the winds all the way to southern Brazil, 

and were damaging their agricultural production and affecting their livestock’s health. 

Talking to a geologist in Calama, I heard a similar story. He mentioned that 

CODELCO had started paying these nations some money “under the table” to drop 

these environmental charges (Interview, Calama 2007).  
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The last herder of Inacaliri 

 Señora Juanita 

 Born in 1940 in San Juan, Bolivia, she is said to be the last Toconceña herding at 

Inacaliri. Her father, Manuel Cruz, considered himself Bolivian and Chilean15. He 

raised her in Ollagüe where he worked as a sulfur miner. She stayed with him until 

she was 14, when she decided to go on her own to Inacaliri. She owned no animals 

when she arrived, so she herded other people’s animals to make a living. When she 

was 17 she met her partner, Cecilio Berna, and begun to herd her in-laws animals. She 

remembers that Inacaliri was a huge vega (extensive pasturelands) where you could 

find llamas, goats, sheep, and even cows, but she came after the times of the cows. 

Several families were herding their animals at this vega besides her father-in-law, like 

Gavino Ayavire and Encarnación Yufla, among others.  

 When she arrived at Inacaliri in 1954, she recalls there were two pipes that 

captured water from Siloli River near the border with Bolivia. These pipes carried it to 

the city of Antofagasta. The pipe for water to Chuquicamata was built two years later. 

Juanita thinks this might have affected the people who herded in that vega pastures 

because it dried shortly after, in about six months. Before the pipe, there ware plenty 

of fauna:  ducks, parinas, and vicuñas, and after this pipes were installed they all 

started dying. Some animals fled, but most died. Her father in-law was left with a 

tenth of the animals he had before the pipe (he had hadclose to a thousand).   

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

15!Before the war of the Pacific in 1879, Ollagüe was located in Bolivian territory. After the war it was 
in Chile. Thus, many people considered themselves both Bolivian and Chilean depending on socio-
political circumstances alien to their life. 
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 In 1956, she remembers that yet another pipe was built to take water from Siloli 

to Chuquicamata; this was the last one she recalls.  She says there was still some 

water left in the sector called Cavana. Unfortunately, during construction work the 

company spilled sulfuric acid in the waters of Cavana. Animals were poisoned, and 

that was definitively the fault of the mine, says Juanita. Her husband complained 

directly to mining personnel from Chuquicamata, and even took bottled water 

samples requesting analysis. He argued that it was not by chance that the animals 

were dying so suddenly. Nothing was done. Mines hurt the peoples of Toconce and 

never acknowledged the damage they caused.   

 Juanita is a shy woman; yet, at the same time, very sharp and insightful. She 

notes that mining affected people, but not everyone in the same way. She thinks it 

mainly damaged the herders at Inacaliri. She does not understand why there are 

people in Toconce who say mining did not hurt them. 

 Juanita raises a key issue in the relationship between mining and Atacameños: 

Silence. The absence of strong critiques of the impacts of mining resonates with 

Bourdieu’s (1977) argument that, what matters in societies is what goes without 

saying.  

 He claims these silences are determined by tradition, and tradition is always 

‘silent’. This argument forms part of the repertoire of explanations of why rural 

Atacameños do not critique CODELCO. This corporation and its ‘ancestor’ 

ANACONDA existed long before all the Atacameños I interviewed were born. When 

they reached adulthood and became aware of the world around them, CODELCO was 

already there. So, in a sense CODELCO is tradition and it always has been. How can 

Atacameños combat a power that has always been part of the ‘common sense’ of a 
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social order, rather than one, which is widely perceived as oppressive? A precondition 

for rebellion is a perception that one is being abused. This is clearly not the 

widespread perception in rural Atacama. 

A story of modern slavery  

José Mendoza 

At the age of five, José started herding goats at Patillón, a pasturing site close to 

Inacaliri. He was one of 12 siblings. They all worked as herders and farmers for their 

father, Nicolás Mendoza, nicknamed el lobo (the wolf). They also herded for other 

families in exchange for a meal. When he was seven, his father took him to the 

Salado River to care for 300 sheep. José’s father used to beat him a lot. One time 

when he was seven, El Lobo beat him so hard he left him unconscious. José thinks his 

father was jealous because his mother was particularly fond of him. After working at 

Salado River, at age 9 Juan was taken to work collecting yareta for the middleman, 

Jaime Undangarin, who sold it to Chuquicamata, because in those days the smelter 

ran on yareta. José also worked as a sulfur miner at El Tatio. Soon after, el lobo took 

José to Calama and gave him away to a man named Pablo López. This man like his 

father abused him. Mr. López owned a ranch that produced milk and meat, which he 

sold to the wealthy Abaroa family, who sold meat and milk in their stores in Calama.  

“That man made me work night and day. You know what my bed was? You 
see my dog here; even he has a better bed than I had. They made me sleep on 
piece of flat wood, and my cover was a wheat bag cloth (saco gangocho). I 
slept worse than a dog (José Mendoza, Toconce 2007)”.  

 
José worked for Pablo López from age 9 to 18. He did not pay him any money, he 

just got food and shelter. 

“When I turned 18, something happened to me. I looked up and I asked 
myself what am I doing here, being bossed around? That night I did not sleep 
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thinking about my freedom and I got up at day break, took care of my daily 
chores, and then knocked on Mr. Pablo’s door, and told him that I would work 
until the end of the day. The man was enraged. El Viejo Pablo told me I could 
not leave that day, that who told me that I could do that. I had to give him 6 
days notice. So I told him, I would only work those 6 days and then I would 
leave. Don Pablo threatened me and said I would regret it, that many workers 
left, and then came begging him to take them back (José Mendoza, Toconce 
2007)”.  

 
 The next six were the longest of his life. Pablo always made a weekly trip to the 

village of Caspana to buy fruits and vegetables. Caspana is on the way to Toconce so 

José jumped in the car with Pablo López and went back to his village.  All he had was 

a big sack of clothes and another sack of food. He knew some people in Caspana, and 

left his clothes with them. José says he never saw his things again. He continued his 

journey to Toconce from Caspana on foot carrying the sack of food on his back. He 

started walking at noon, and reached his destination at 1 in the morning. His mother 

was called Valeria Yufla. He had not seen her in nine years. He knocked on the door 

of his old home and heard a female voice asking: “who is it?” He replied “it’s me 

mama”. His mother told José she thought he was dead. She assumed this because she 

never heard from him nor received any news since his father took him. José realized 

that all those times that he sent gifts for his mother they never reached her. She 

immediately started cooking some sopaipillas and told José he could stay with her. 

José spent the rest of his life in Toconce. He only travels sporadically when informal 

job opportunities arised.  

 José’s father always treated him as if he was a dog. José was a slave for nine years 

because of his father. But, when el lobo died, José himself sold his pickup truck to 

buy his old man a coffin. Later in his life José had a vision of his father in a dream. 
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They were at a pasturing sector near Hojalar River and his father walked up to him 

and apologized. José says he forgave him. 

 José worked building a tunnel from the Hojalar River to the Salado River. 

Ironically, this job was part of the mining company’s plans so they could pipe water 

to Chuquicamata. He also worked a couple of years for the Antofagasta's water 

company in Toconce. Later, José worked as a cook at the Chilex Club in 

Chuquicamata. This was the club where the upper management of the company spent 

time, had dinner parties and all. José tells a peculiar story that explains why he quit 

that job suddenly: 

“I had a colleague, a woman that used to work in the kitchen with me. Her 
shift was over so she went and took a shower and got her things ready to 
leave. In those days one would stand in the street and hitch hike from 
Chuquicamata to Calama in any of the cars of the “Misters” heading down 
there. That is what we used to call the gringos, “misters”. It was a 40 minute 
drive. My colleague was standing there and suddenly a beautiful brand new 
red car (1955) pulled up next to her. Inside the car she saw a very decent man 
with a beautifully cut beard, and a spectacular blue suit, a very goodlooking 
man (un jutre de muy buena pinta). She hopped in the car and everything 
seemed fine, until this woman decided to take a look at the man’s feet. She 
realized he had the feet of a condor and the gentleman’s face had turned into a 
skull. It was the devil himself (José Mendoza, Toconce 2007)”. 
!

 José remembers that this woman came back the next day telling this story, and he 

got so scared that he quit the job right that minute. It is said that you recognize the 

devil because he has three toes like a giant rooster. The devil is a very decent man, but 

his feet give him away. This short tale cannot but remind us of Michael Taussig’s 

(1980) work The Devil and Commodity Fetishism in South America. Taussig argues 

that the devil is a stunningly apt symbol, the fetishization of evil, which mediates the 

conflict between pre-capitalist and capitalist modes of objectifying the human 

condition.  
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 Atacameños are among the many South American cultures that conceive the 

existence of a man who sets himself apart from the community to sell his soul to the 

devil for wealth. For José the incarnation of the devil is the gringo, (blond, blue eyed 

beautiful man). For rural Atacameños setting your self aside from the community or 

leaving the village and exchanging it for a job in the mines involves many dangers. 

One such danger is that you might encounter the devil himself. José redeemed himself 

by deciding to return to Toconce. There he worked for the water company as a 

blacksmith assistant and then as a watchman in charge of guarding the paddling pool 

where water was stored. 

 José thinks CODELCO never helped Toconce. What this company did was take 

the water from Línzor. That is why, José believes, the vegas shrank and turned into 

stone. José tells the story of his son Jorge to illustrate how CODELCO contributed to 

the out migration of the majority of the young population in the village. His son is an 

exception to this rule: 

“My son Jorge is 30 years old. It is a miracle that he is still living in Toconce 
because the norm is for young people leave. In part this is because CODELCO 
left no opportunities in the village for agriculture (José Mendoza, Toconce 
2007)”. 
 

 Jorge is a smart kid. He took the PAA; the Chilean admission test to college and 

got accepted in the Department of Agronomy at the Universidad de Antofagasta, but 

did not go because his parents couldn’t afford his college tuition and living expenses.  

 Jorge, himself, sees his parents; and, thinks they are old and need his help doing 

agricultural tasks. The difference between Jorge and other young Atacameños is that 

he is an only son. This gives him the advantage of not having to compete with siblings 

for scarce lands. This makes it easier for him to stay in the village. Jorge reflects: 
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“I am a relic. Most young people my age do not want to continue doing 
agriculture, young people in general are very ambitious, and want a better life. 
I just don’t understand, because many times they end up working in Calama, 
spending all their salary on alcohol, so in the end, they work to pay their vices. 
I don’t see the meaningfulness behind leading such a life, but I guess it is just 
ambition. This ambition makes them look down on the life in the village, plus 
they want things like brand sneakers. So, they leave the village. They abandon 
their parents. They forget them. They never visit (Jorge Mendoza, Toconce 
2007)”.  
!

The failed promise of modernity 

Sara Anza 

 Thirty years old and still unmarried, she is the youngest of four siblings. Sara 

lived in Toconce until she was 6, then went to Calama to attend school from first 

grade all the way through high-school education. Unlike Jorge, she did have the 

opportunity to pursue higher education. She studied for two year a technical career in 

tourism at INACAP, a well-known nation-wide educational institution in Calama. She 

returned to Toconce at age 20 with high expectations; she wanted to apply the concept 

of rural tourism she had learned in school. She formed a society with eight other 

young people from the village and gave it a shot from 1997 until 2003. They failed for 

several reasons. Most of the group of eight left Toconce to get a job and form a family 

in Calama. In fact, only Sara and Macarena are left from that group. Sara attributes 

their failure to lack of resources and infrastructure. She says tourists come looking for 

full service: lodging, food, tours, and transportation. Sara and her group could really 

only offer their knowledge of the landscape, not the rest. The village lacks the type of 

accommodations and services most tourists usually expect. They could not compete 

with San Pedro de Atacama's hotels and resorts. Currently, Sara offers spontaneous 

tours to the random tourists that occasionally happen to stop in Toconce out of mere 

curiosity.  Sara knows all the vegas and bofedales pasturing sectors like the palm of 
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her hand. She offers tours to the tourists that stop by on a four-wheel drive vehicle. 

They usually pay her between 10 and 20 US dollars for this service. It all depends on 

their generosity. She usually takes them to Línzor so she can take a look at her 

mother’s animals there. Sara seems trapped between her desire to forge ahead by 

accessing modernity and the duty to help her mother in agriculture and herding: 

“My mother is 67 years old. I am the only one out of my siblings that wants to 
work in agriculture. In general, young people are not interested in agriculture 
because it is not profitable. In addition, you have to break your back working 
in agriculture and risk that you might loose a whole harvest because of 
weather conditions.  In Toconce, agriculture is particularly tough because it is 
done a slope, on terraces. It is hard to get machinery up there, so we have to 
do everything with our bear hands. On one hand, I can’t leave my 67-year-old 
mother alone to do this. My father died, so she has nobody. On the other hand, 
I feel my life is passing by me, and I do not make a penny doing this (Sara, 
Toconce 2007)”. 

!
Sara was raised at the vega of Inacaliri until she got sent to school in Calama. She 

claims to remember that vega before “they dried it”. Her mother told her that it was a 

vega at least three times bigger than the vega of Turi today, that is approximately 

1100 hectares. 

“My mother used to pasture her animals in several sectors. During the 
summer she would spend time at Inacaliri. During the winters she would 
move between Linzor, Potreros and Toconce. That was her circuit. The 
relationship between mining and Inacaliri is very simple. When they killed 
the vega, the animals had nothing to eat, so all the people that had ranches 
there had to move. Some went to Toconce, and many fled to Calama (Sara, 
Toconce 2007)”. 
!

Sara learned this story when she was a grown woman, and told me with tears in 

her eyes,  

“my mother saw her animals die and when she goes to Inacaliri, it’s like 
seeing her life turned into sand (Sara, Toconce 2007)”. 

 
Sara has asked the village elders many times why they had allowed the mines and 

the water company take their water. Their answer is that they could not do much. 
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Some people came, and they said the water belonged to the state. Back then people 

had no legal titles. The elders from Toconce never worried about legal issues. In 

contrast, in the community of Turi, there was a record of an early inscription of water 

rights and this allowed them to win a legal battle against CODELCO in the 80s. 

“I think it was about power, and that has to do with education. For me this is 
an important issue. Today, the community agreed to lease rights for the 
exploration of ground water to a company that came. Of course, this company 
is serving as a disguiser (white stick) for a mining company. There was a 
meeting; and, you are going to ask me if someone in the village opposed it? 
Nobody did. I was the only one who raised my hand against leasing water. 
What frustrates me the most is that we had had a conversation with a group of 
villagers before the meeting and many of us had agreed to oppose it, but in the 
meeting, these villagers did not have the guts to raise their hands (Sara, 
Toconce 2007)”. 
!
Sara continues in frustration: 

“The arguments the leadership made to accept to lease water rights were: 'look 
CODELCO has not given us a penny, let’s take advantage of this opportunity 
to get something'. Thas something is 14 million pesos (US $ 28,000.00) but 
it’s the community’s will that counts. So a geologist comes and tells us that 
ground water extractions are not going to affect superficial water, not Linzor, 
etcetera. But, how do we argue with a geologist? With that money the 
community bought an electric generator and the community agreed to this, I 
think, there is no mining company that has ever supported us, and they ruined 
the life of Toconce (Sara, Toconce 2007)”. 
!

 Sara seemed very frustrated throughout the interview. She manifested rage when 

she heard the news on the radio about Mapuches in southern Chile fighting for their 

rights. In contrast, Atacameños sit and do nothing, she said. The only exception she 

notes is the community of Chiu Chiu in the lower Loa River Basin: “they throw 

money at Chiu Chiu, because they make noise”. 

 The groundwater exploration concession discussed in the community meeting 

Sara referred to in her testimony was approved in 2006. A company named ENELDO 

bought these rights. The community leader was emphatic that it is NOT a mining 

company, but rather a ground water exploration company. ENELDO offered Toconce 
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US $ 28,000.00 per year for five years while they drill in a sector called Pampa 

Peineta searching for ground water. The view of the community leader is the 

following: 

“Each community deals with these issues in the way that is most convenient 
way to them. Toconce negotiated with this company because they already had 
an authorization from the state, so they were going to explore whether the 
community liked it or not (Pablo Yufla, Toconce 2007)”. 
 
Cris Ballard (1997: 48) argues for the case of Papua New Guinea that 

landownership confers voice to native populations. Property confers them the 

right to speak and the ability to influence the flow of benefits from the land and 

its resources. In a similar fashion one can argue that having property rights over 

water to give, the Atacameños could garner the recognition that would make them 

subjects in the world the Chileans have created. But, water warrants recognition 

or confers voice only when one is prepared to give it away by selling it or through 

a lease arrangement like the kind the community of Toconce engaged in causing 

Jacqueline so much frustration.  

Joel Robbins (2006: 187) reports that the Urapmin of Papua New Guinea 

have come to the point where they quite chillingly tell mineral prospectors they 

want to give their land to a mining company so that the company can destroy it 

and move them to a specially built town somewhere else. Inspired by Taylor’s 

work The Politics of Recognition (1994), Robbins understands politics as a matter 

of struggles for recognition carried through the mediation of the exchange of 

material things. In his framework, the primary roads to political failure are those 

one takes by not giving or, even worse, by having nothing to give (Robbins 2006: 

186). 
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In the past, Atacameños had nothing of worth in the eyes of corporations. 

Today they become subjects partly because they have two things mining 

corporations want: water and their moral approval of mining operations in the 

region. Robbins (2006) advocates for a focus on property to be able to combine 

symbolic and political approaches to the study on how the environment and 

development figure in the construction of political relations within and between 

cultures (Ferguson, 1990). It’s a property of nature to be socialized (Hanna et al 

1996), so many aspects of nature enter social process only through the grid of a 

system of property rights. For Robbins (2006) the study of the notions of property 

that mediate between nature and culture are key to understand the political 

negotiations that surround the relationship between them. Property, bearing as it 

does on questions of distribution that imply power relations, is always at once 

symbolic and political (Carney, 1996).  

The question that emerges from the reflections over struggles for recognition 

in Atacama is, who are the real owners of nature’s ‘resources’? For most rural 

Atacameños the real owners are the gods (Pachamama and Tata-abuelos). But, in 

the context of the political negotiations they establish with the world of mining, 

the mines do not validate their notions of property. Instead, what gets imposed is 

the notion of property under the Chilean legal system. 

The impacts of copper mining on the peoples of Toconce 

When people talk about the impacts of copper mining in Toconce this means 

CODELCO. The first thing they note is the list of pipes that got installed through the 

years to extract the village’s water. In 1925, CODELCO captured the waters from 

Línzor. In 1940, they started extracting waters from the Siloli and Inacaliri Rivers. In 
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1955, they built another pipe to take water from Estación San Pedro. In 1957-60 

CODELCO captured another 600 liters per second from the Salado River. That pipe 

went through Ayquina all the way to the Salado River, a tributary of Loa River.  

CODELCO’s thirst for water extractions heavily affected Toconce. As one 

Toconceño puts it: 

“So you get an idea of how everything changed and people fled Toconce 
because of the impacts of water extractions I will give you some numbers: In 
1960 there were two schoolteachers, Domingo Goméz and his wife. He is 
famous because he collected many traditional tales and short stories from 
Atacameños, especially in Toconce. You can find them all compiled at the 
Museo Chileno de Arte Precolombino in Santiago. Anyway, in the times of 
Professor Goméz, there were approximately 60 to 80 kids in school. This year 
(2007) the school was shut down in April because it only had 3 students. The 
parents had no choice but to take them to Calama (José Mendoza, Toconce 
2007)”. 

 
 The mining company, locals claim, irreparably damaged their most important 

pasture sector, Inacaliri. In Toconce, there were five families with livestock at 

Inacaliri. Víctor Berna was the richest pastor and had over 1200 llamas. Gregoria 

Berna had over 500 animals; Encarnación Yufla, Gavino Ayavire, and Ana Ayavire 

were the heads of the other three families that owned over 300 hundred animals. The 

flocks and herds of animals had goats, sheep, cows and llamas.  

All these people have died. Today only one woman from Toconce is there 

pasturing with 100-120 animals, her name is Juanita Cruz who is said to be ‘the last 

herder at Inacaliri’.  

Toconceños believe that all the pipes installed in combination with severe droughts 

over the years caused the death of many of their animals. They seem very distressed 

about this loss. As I learned in the course of fieldwork, rural Atacameños are very 

fond of their animals. In one occasion, my friend Lila told me a story about a phone 
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conversation she held with her mother one time her mother travelled to Bolivia. Lila 

recalled what she thought when she hanged-up the phone:  

“It’s amazing how all my mother could ask me about was how were her 
animals doing. We talked for over half an hour and not once did she ask me 
how either my brother, sisters or I was doing (Lila, Calama 2006)”. 

 
I asked Lila if that attitude toward animals was common among Atacameños. In 

her experience, she had heard many friends joking because their parents seemed to 

care more for their goats that for their children. 

An impact of mining very few people talk about is contamination. The fumes from 

Chuquicamata, the locals say, are dragged by the winds and they get deposited in the 

land and damage agriculture. Beyond saying this people seem to be more interested in 

talking about the times when Americans were the owners of the mining company. 

Atacameños remember these times with nostalgia and glorify the past. This 

glorification of the past can be explained because there was a time when roughly 46 

Toconceños worked in CODELCO, when the gringos, or Americans owned it. The 

company was called Chile Exploration Company and was locally referred to as 

Chilex. It is said that 300 people lived in Toconce in its heydays. The relationship 

with indigenous peoples was very different when Americans owned Chuquicamata 

mine. Gringos preferred hiring peoples from the rural villages. Today the company is 

in the hands of Chileans. They do not hire locals claiming that these lack the technical 

and educational skills required for the jobs.   

Toconceños criticize CODELCO. The critique is not targeted toward pollution or 

water extractions. It is mainly a critique for not offering jobs to the young or anyone 

for that matter. More than an environmental critique, Toconceños’ complaints offer 
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largely a moral critique, one based on the idea that the rich for being so rich should 

share a piece of the pie with the poor. As Samuel put it:  

“I have five sons, none of them work in agriculture because it does not pay. 
It’s just for the subsistence of the family. The company does not hire them 
either. It is not like in the good old days when the company at least gave jobs 
to the locals (Samuel, Toconce 2007)”.  

 
An even more puzzling position towards CODELCO, one that many female 

herders in Toconce share is the commonly held view: “I don’t know if CODELCO 

has benefited or harmed Toconce. I have not studied those matters”. Others, state in 

surprising positive terms about the company that:  

“CODELCO has always helped, when the village has requested support. They 
give, not too much, but they always give something: a little money, calamine 
for roofing, or wooden sticks they will not use. They always give something 
(Elena Mendoza, Toconce 2007)”.  

 
“CODELCO gave help, they gave us 400 used pipes so we could use them to 
bring water to our crops from the canal. I also remember that CODELCO gave 
us the construction materials for the first clinic Toconce had. I also remember 
that in the times of the gringos, they gave us money to build the village 
school16 (Felipe Lobera, Toconce 2007)”. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

16 Doing fieldwork for my dissertation in Atacama, I heard stories from several elder villagers about an 
American engineer from Anaconda. They spoke of a very kind “gringo”, who every once in a while 
stopped by to say hello, and shared groceries and goods with them during the weekends. They 
emphasized that, unlike other white people, he remembered their names, asked them about their lives, 
and loved to take pictures. I became extremely curious and wanted to find out who this peculiar 
character was. After an intensive search, I found out that one of the company’s chief engineers, 
William Rudolph, extensively photographed the neighboring indigenous peoples’ environment and 
villages and had written several papers for the Geographical Review (Rudolph 1927, 1951, 1952, 
1955). To my good fortune, I found that 83 of the pictures he shot in Chile remained in a special 
collection archive at the American Geographical Society’s Library at Milwaukee, WI. Thus, I wrote a 
research proposal titled “Exploring an Explorer: William Rudolph’s Photograph’s of Indigenous 
Peoples in Atacama (1940-50s)” for which I received the Comins fund in the amount of $ 600 to 
purchase Jpeg files of Rudolph’s 83 pictures. After purchasing these pictures with the help of Ms. 
Susan Peschel, Senior Academic Librarian at the American Geographical Society’s Library, she 
mentioned that William Rudolph's daughter contacted her shortly after I had. Rudolph’s daughter was 
requesting help to identify people in a picture with her father at an American Geographical Society 
dinner in the 1960s where he had received an award. Ms. Peschel, was able to provide me with a name 
and address of William Rudolph’s daughter. Her name is Jeannie Pechin and she lives in Hana, Maui. I 
wrote a letter to Ms. Pechin, explaining the nature of my project and after two weeks, she called me 
and agreed to collaborate to the extent of her possibilities. Being able to interview her, I would have a 
better understanding of the importance of her father in Atacama. In our conversation, she mentioned 
she had lived in Potosi, Bolivia and Chuquicamata, Chile. Her father would take her on his trips to the 
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There seems to be some regularity of views among the people of Toconce about 

mining, specifically of CODELCO. One group comprised of those that had formal 

employment in the company, and who are now retired make explicit connections 

between mining and the loss of water, herding, agriculture, and migrations from the 

village. This group represents a minority. Curiously, they are those who are most 

heavily critical of the company. There are also those women and men who have lived 

their lives working as farmers or who only left Toconce for short-term employment. 

They speak of loss of water, desiccation of pasturelands, like Inacaliri, and 

consequent massive die off of animals and loss of complete herds. Despite this talk of 

loss, they establish no connections between what has happened to Toconce and the 

presence of mineral extraction in the region and focus more on how CODELCO has 

helped Toconce by gift giving here and there. This group forms the majority of the 

people in the village. Overall, they have a positive view of the company.  

In his theory of ‘social fields’, Pierre Bourdieu (1980) argues that a field is 

necessarily structured by a set of unspoken rules for what can be validly uttered or 

perceived within it and this rules operate as a mode of symbolic violence, which is 

legitimate and generally goes unrecognized as violence. I rural Atacama, CODELCO 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

rural villages in the desert of Atacama. She has vivid memories of the times when Anaconda mining 
company ruled the copper industry in northern Chile. With the support of the Riecker Grant in 2010, I 
was able to travel to Hana and conduct extensive interviews with Jeannie, who became a dear friend to 
me. She also shared invaluable documents her father had left her, including company reports 
identifying water sources and how to extract them in Atacama. In conversations with Jeannie, I learned 
that Mr. Rudolph was a member of the Rotary Club of Calama and had actively worked to raise the 
funds to construct the schools that stand in the village of Toconce, Ayquina, and Cupo. He is also 
responsible for encouraging the openning of roads to the villages of the Loa River Basin. He was 
awarded a medal of honor by the government of Chile given to foreigners that make extraordinary 
contributions to the country. With the thousand pages collected in documents Jeannie shared with me, I 
inted to write several post-dissertation articles about William Rudolph and his influence in Atacama. 
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draws on several forms of symbolic violence. For example, gifts and consequent 

obligations; and, personal loyalty derived from employment in the company. 

Symbolic violence is Bourdieu’s way of rethinking the Gramscian concept of 

hegemony. Bourdieu offers a framework to understand how the ideology of everyday 

life unfolds in rural Atacama. In this ideology, you do not bite the hand that feeds 

you.  

TURI 

Background 

Turi is located approximately 80 kilometers east of Calama at an altitude of 2980 

meters above sea level. Turi rests over an aquifer that feeds the extensive sandy plains 

that surround the village. It is comprised of several ranches that belong to people, 

many of whom spend part of the year in the villages of Ayquina or Toconce where 

they also plant and/or keep animals and have homes. The village of Turi is famously 

known in the region for a hot water spring referred to locally as Baños de Turi. It is 

also renowned for an Inca-like pre-Columbian fort called Pukará de Turi.  

What makes Turi a particularly attractive place to live, especially if you are a 

herder, are its extensive pasturelands, the “Vegas de Turi”. In its vega, the locals and 

members of neighboring communities pasture their animals. There are no visible land 

demarcations, but each and every herder knows what sectors of the vega, he or most 

commonly she, is entitled to use. The vegas de Turi constitutes the biggest reserve of 

natural pasture in the Region (1100 hectares). Its size allows for the existence of a 

variety of local animal species such as guallatas, suris, parinas, and royal duck (Geró 

2007: 11). The main activity at these vegas is herding, although it too has been 

negatively impacted by the desiccation of the vegas. Here locals pasture llamas, 
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sheep, and goats on a daily basis. As of 2007, Turi was the village with the largest 

stocks of animals by far in the Loa: 1141 sheep, 521 goats, 250 llamas, and 103 

rabbits. These animals were owned among 17 people (Geró 2007: 12). At the time of 

fieldwork (2007) I recorded 14 households in Turi; in some of them the husband and 

wife had separate ownership of animals. 

The people of Turi have seven hectares of land, five of which are cultivated. 

Currently, corn production is their most important economic activity followed by 

alfalfa, carrots, and beans. At a smaller scale, they also plant, garlic, onions, and 

lettuces. Agriculture only serves domestic needs. For irrigation the people of Turi 

have access to an estimated 82 lt/sec. of water with a pH of 6.5 (Geró 2007). 

The fight for water in the history of Turi 

On December 3rd of 1907, 35 members of Turi-Ayquina headed by Sacramento 

Panire; and, represented by a lawyer, registered title the vegas de Turi in the Real 

State Office of Antofagasta. It is unknown what motivated this community to register 

their property rights at such an early date, but as we will see, this event changed their 

future relation with mining companies. 

Towards the end of the 19th century, the exploitation of water sources located at 

high altitudes had already started to be extracted in order to maintain the 

infrastructure for the Antofagasta-La Paz train’s service. This contributed to the 

desiccation of the Vega Ojos de San Pedro, and other sectors where herders from 

Toconce and Turi-Ayquina had their animals and ranches. During this period the 

neighboring mountains had marks from being crisscrossed by the construction of dirt 

roads headed to reach the precious yareta (Azorella compacta) that fed the industrial 

process of copper production. In addition, Chuquicamata mine was prospecting the 
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Siloli, Toconce, and Linzor Rivers in search of more abundant sources of water to 

support their extractive industry and the population brought to the mine.  

As was already discussed, the company eventually did build several pipes to 

extract water, and, as we saw, this changed the destinies of the peoples of Toconce. 

This may be sufficient reason to explain why Sacramento Panire, Turi’s community 

leader, decided to register the vegas de Turi as their property as early as 1907. 

In 1980s, CODELCO and the Servicio de Obras Sanitarias (Service of Sanitary 

Works) of the Region of Antofagasta began requesting State permits to prospect for 

additional water in the vegas de Turi. This was due to the increasing water demand 

for mining and by the growing urban population related to it. They wanted to search 

for and to appropriate surface and groundwaters. Anthropologist Carlos Aldunate 

reported: “The Dirección Regional de Riego17 has given CODELCO-Chile legal 

authorization to extract the waters that irrigate Turi (Aldunate, 1985:135)”.  

In a 1985 article that appeared in El Mercurio, the leading newspaper in the 

country it was reported that: 

“Ground Waters will Favor Copper Production. CHUQUICAMATA (Eduardo 
Alegría). –The existence of ground waters in the sector known as East Turi 
and North Turi, localized in the Salado River Basin, affluent of the Loa River, 
will allow CODELCO’S Chuquicamata Division to increase its mineral 
processing capacity and provide for the future exploitation of El Abra and 
Chuqui Norte deposits, great copper reserves existing in the Province of Loa. 
A couple of months ago, the Regional Direction of Water gave CODELCO 
legal authorization to explore the place. Since they have conducted 
hydrographic, meteorological, and evaporation studies and have drilled wells; 
CODELCO has reached the conclusion that abundant water resources exist 
there.  To continue with research, they will invest 200 thousand dollars to dig 
two additional 300 meters wells in East Turi. North Turi, will require an 
additional 150 thousand dollars (News article published in El Mercurio, 
Santiago on the 30th of March of 1985)”. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

17 Regional State Irrigation Directory in charge of assigning water extraction permits at the time. 
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Both CODELCO and the water company did not expect to find out that the 

community of Turi had legal title to their vegas. Thus, a legal battle began. The Water 

Company wanted to prove that the population they encountered in the 80s and those 

who had inscribed the vegas a century ago were not related, that there was no kin-

based connection between them, and won the battle.  

Financed by the Catholic Church via the Prelatura de Calama, the community was 

able to fight back with the help of a professional lawyer. On the 19th of May of 1987 a 

judge in Calama overruled the water company´s request. The 1907 title executed by 

the community of Turi gave this particular group of Atacameños a huge advantage in 

terms of their relationship with mining companies. They were able to fight back, with 

something sacred for the non-indigenous world: private property rights. 

Labor histories of the peoples of Turi 

Gumercinda Ayavire  

Was born in Turi in 1950. Her father was called Osvaldo Ayavire and her mother 

Eva Anza. Both of them worked in agriculture and herding. They had six children, 

four girls and two boys. Gumercinda and one of her sisters live in Turi, and the 

remaining two sisters live in San Pedro de Atacama and Caspana, respectively. Her 

two brothers live in Ayquina. Like most of the members of Gumercinda’s generation, 

she did not have access to formal education. Instead she started working for her 

parents at an early age, helping them in agriculture and herding. It is the only kind of 

work she has ever done.  
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Other villagers in Turi state that in the old days it was very common for their 

parents to take advantage of their own children, and put children as young as five 

years old to work. Felipe tells about his wife Marcelina:  

“Her father used to work in Chuquicamata, he had an excellent job at the 
mine. He could have easily sent Marcelina to school, but he did not. Instead he 
sent her back to Turi so she could take care of her grandmother who was sick 
and herd their animals. He lacked vision, he prevented Marcelina from having 
a better future (Felipe, Turi 2007)”. 

 
Currently, Gumercinda plants beans, potatoes, and alfalfa for selfconsumption. 

She owns 25 sheep, 3 llamas, and 20 rabbits. She sells a few animals occassionaly so 

she can get some cash income, from selling rabbits and can earn up to US $ 90.00 a 

month. Unlike other villagers, Gumercinda is not old enough to receive a pension 

from the state.  

Gumercinda thinks agriculture has changed over time. In the past, people planted 

more and this was evidenced because more people lived in Turi. Gumercinda reckons 

there is less water now available in the present and this led many to abandon 

agriculture. Why do you think there is less water, I ask? “When I go to the water 

spring at the Baños de Turi sector I see less water coming out, but I do not know why 

that is (Gumercinda Ayavire, Turi 2007)”. 

Gumercinda, like many others, have children that at present do not practice 

agriculture. Gumercinda never married, but has three boys and one girl. All her 

children migrated to Calama because of the lack of employment opportunities in Turi.  

“My children wanted the comforts of life in the city, like a refrigerator, hot 
water for bathing, and those things that here in Turi you don’t find here in 
Turi. Yet, they are never completely gone because they still have their little 
houses in the village and send my grandchildren to spend the summer here 
(Gumercinda Ayavire, Turi 2007)”. 
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Florencia Panire  

Was born in Ayquina 72 years ago. Both her parents died when she was very 

young. She was raised by her grandparents Federico Panire and María Saire. They 

cultivated crops at the sector called Panire near Turi. There they planted wheat, beans, 

barley and potatoes. Florencia’s grandfather also worked collecting yareta from the 

mountains. He travelled to Calama to sell it, and, with the money he obtained he 

would buy products such as sugar and tea, things they could not get at the village. 

Florencia never attended school. After her grandparents passed, she was sent to live 

with an aunt that did not send her to the school at Ayquina. Instead, Florencia had to 

take the animals to pasture.  

Florencia recalls that her grandfather had started teaching her the alphabet. 

Unfortunately, he died and soon after she forgot the little she had managed to learn. In 

consequence, agriculture and herding is the only thing she has done in her whole life. 

She speaks of herding: 

“In the past there were more animals, every family owned at least 50 animals, 
but the average was 200. However, because it stopped raining, the herds 
started shrinking through the years. Today, the animals are dying because 
there is not enough pasture for them. Before, I used to look at the horizon; and 
would see the Vegas de Turi green all around me. Today, it is dry, its dirt is 
salty and it’s getting saltier because the rains don’t wash it anymore (Florencia 
Panire, Turi 2007)”.  

 
Florencia is one of the few villagers I encountered that has a conscious vision of 

how mining has affected Turi. Florencia argues that the problem has always been 

about water. 

“For me, the mining companies have harmed us, they do not offer any help, at 
least personally, I have never received help from a mining company. The way 
they have harmed us is over water issues. Mining companies are always 
showing up, like Escondida (BHP-Billiton), and others that want water. The 
different mining companies, ride around in pick-ups searching for water, they 
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camp out in the mountains, and they do exams on water. We see their lights in 
the desert, we have to tell the community and the leaders to look into the 
matter (Florencia, Turi 2007)”. 

 
Florencia, Gumercinda and other rural Atacameños have deep faith in the powers 

of the protector spirits (Tata-abuelos) of Turi and the Earthmother (Pachamama). In 

their view, they are the real owners of nature: 

“Mining companies have offered us a lot of money. A company named 
NAZCA offered us one million per villager (US $ 2000.00). NAZCA wanted 
our water. But we realized that this was something that would last for a 
moment, so when we thought about the future, we said no. We did not let 
them stay. People from these companies make a lot of promises, but then they 
forget. I always beg the Pachamama and the Tata-abuelos, God and the 
Virgin Mary to protect our water. And, I will continue praying as long as I am 
alive (Florencia, Turi 2007)”. 
 

The impacts of copper mining on the peoples of Turi 

The people of Turi have lived their lives hearing rumors that the mines want to 

take their waters. They have heard of countless prospecting missions these companies 

want to undertake in the region. While herding their animals, they see pick-up trucks 

come and go constantly to then get lost on the horizon.  

Marcelina Berna  

Is deeply devoted to the Pachamama and the Tata-abuelos. She believes in their 

protecting powers with her eyes shut: 

 “My mother used to talk for hours with me as we walked through the vegas, 
herding our animals. One day, we saw our neighbor, Luis Saire, collecting 
wood. We spotted him at a distance collecting big pieces of wood. Later that 
day as we walked by the pile of wood we asked ourselves out loud, what is the 
purpose of so much wood? Will something happen in Ayquina? What do you 
think, mama? I asked. She responded, maybe it’s for a barbecue because some 
men came and said that they wanted the water from Turi, and that they will 
offer a barbecue. I think that is why Luis was collecting the wood, but they did 
not tell anyone. My mother continued: I know that the Tata-abuelos, protector 
spirits of Turi are not going to want this. They will not let these men take our 
water because our Tata-abuelos are fierce (Marcelina, Turi 2007)”. 
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Marcelina, continued her story: 

“The next day, when the barbecue was scheduled, a strong wind started to 
blow. It got so strong that I could not even walk, and I swallowed a lot of dirt. 
It was pointless to go out and herd the animals that day. Because of the strong 
winds, the men organizing the barbecue could not light the fire. They were no 
able to hold the meeting. No barbecue and no meeting to talk about the water 
of Turi with the people (Marcelina, Turi 2007)”. 

 
When Marcelina and her mother walked by the evidence of half burned pieces of 

wood, Marcelina’s mother was very happy: “I knew the Tata-abuelos from Turi 

would not allow these men to take our water”. When they went back home, the first 

thing Marcelina’s mother did was to offer the Earthmother some wine and coca leafs 

as ritual payment thanking her for expulsing the strangers from Turi.  

This short story is a good illustration of James Scott’s (1985, 1990) inspiring 

typology of the dialectics of domination and resistance: 

 
! Material Domination Status Domination Ideological 

Domination 
Practices of  
Domination 

Appropriation of 
Grains, taxes, labor, 
Etc. 

Humiliation, 
Disprivilege, insults, 
Assaults on dignity 

Justification by ruling 
Groups for subjugation 

Forms of 
Public  
Declared  
Resistance 

Petitions, demonstrations, 
Boycotts, strikes, land  
Invasions, and open 
Revolts. 

Public assertion of 
Worth by gesture, 
Dress, speech, and/or 
Open desecration of 
Status symbols of the 
Dominant. 

Public counter- 
Ideologies propagating 
Equality, revolution, or  
Negating the ruling  
Ideology. 
!

Forms of 
Disguised, 
Low-profile,  
Undisclosed 
Resistance, 
infrapolitics 
!

Everyday form of  
Resistance – e.g., 
Poaching, squatting, 
Desertion, evasion, 
Foot-dragging. 

Hidden transcripts of  
Anger, aggression and 
Disguised discourses of 
Dignity – e.g. rituals 
Of aggression, tales of 
Revenge, use of carnival 
Symbolism, gossip, 
Rumor, creation of  
Autonomous social space for 
Assertion of dignity 

Development of 
Dissident sub-cultures - 
e.g. prevalence of 
millennial 
Religions. 

 
 

Table 4: James Scott’s typology of domination and resistance 
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Marcelina’s tale of strong winds blowing resonates with what James Scotts refers 

to as forms of disguised, low profile, undisclosed resistance or infrapolitics. 

Marcelina, along with many rural Atacameños I met, engaged in disguised discourses 

of dignity. The Tata-abuelos of Turi used the powers of nature (strong winds 

blowing) as a form of ritual aggression against the outsiders attempting to disposses 

them. 

Other than the many attempts outsiders have made to extract water from Turi, the 

villagers of Turi do not perceive other impacts of mining in the region. Yet, when you 

ask them about irrigation schedules, a different story unfolds. In the past, villagers 

would spontaneously irrigate their crops, and there were no quarrels with the 

neighbors over water. The paramedic in the nearby village of Ayquina, who is also 

available to assist the peoples of Turi when they face health problems, said: 

“In Turi they had to take the extreme measure of putting locks and chains on 
certain sections of the canal to avoid one neighbor from stealing water from 
another during his irrigation shift. They even have a person in charge of 
watching that this is respected, a water judge who the community pays a 
salary for this task. Before there was plenty of water, so people did not fight 
over it and its use was regulated through oral arrangements, one’s word was 
respected (Ramiro, Ayquina 2007)”.  

 
Ramiro thinks that the only reason why the case of Turi is not as dramatic as 

others in the Loa River Basin is that they won the famous legal battle in the 1980s. 

This allowed Turi to protect their water rights where many communities could not. 

This reflection is applicable to villages upstream such as Toconce. Even though Turi 

were able to protect their vega, the desiccation of the Loa river basin, nevertheless has 

diminished its size as well as the availability of water for all the villages along its 

course.  
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Turi has no electricity or drinking water. Its people know that there is a 

CODELCO water pipe crosses the vegas of Turi that carries potable water for human 

consumption to the Chuquicamata mining camp. In 2007, the last groups of families 

living in “Chuqui” were re-settled to Calama due to the closure of the camp. That 

water is still running through that pipe, and several villagers from Turi suggested that 

the least CODELCO could do for Turi is spare some drinking water. After all Turi has 

no drinking water. In the words of a local, 

“The fumes from Chuquicamata are carried by the wind all the way to Turi. 
They make the mouth itch, and it gets into the stomach. CODELCO pollutes 
us, so the least they could do is compensate us with drinking water (Interview, 
Turi 2007)”. 

 
Tobarías Salvatierra  

Tobarías was a herder in Toconce, but the lack of water had direct impacts on the 

availability of pastures for his animals. This is why, he and his wife Norma decided to 

migrate to Turi in 1953. In Turi, they say, it is easier to feed animals because of the 

large vegas. 

Tobarías says that in the past mining companies came and dug holes in search for 

water:  

“The pipe that took water from Linzor to Chuquicamata was built in 1901. 
This was done without informing the people of Toconce. Those who now go 
by the name CODELCO did that. Back then it was the Chilean Exploration 
Company. From Tatio, CODELCO also extracts water, so little water 
available is left in Toconce (Tobarías, Turi 2007)”.  

 
Despite the above testimony and that Tobarías has lived in Turi since 1953, he 

claims ignorance with regards to the impacts of mining on the peoples of Turi. What 

he expresses with certainty is the damage that mining caused to the village of 

Toconce. His grandfather, Simón Berna, used to own approximately 1000 llamas that 
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pastured in the grazing lands of Tatio, Copacoyo, Crucero, Linzor, Chiquero and 

Aguas Calientes. Tobarías was one among four siblings so he inherited 250 of those 

llamas. His llamas slowly died off and today he claims to only own 40 sheep.  

Tobarías worked 29 years at the copper smelter in Chuquicamata for the same 

company that “destroyed” many of the pasturelands that the peoples of Toconce used. 

He worked at the copper smelter until he retired in 1973 for health reasons:  

“The ovens, the fire, and high temperatures I was exposed to damaged my 
eyes for life. Today I cannot walk around without wearing my sunglasses all 
the time. In fact, I retired early because I was going blind. The doctors from 
the company claimed I was healthy, but I felt my eyesight deteriorating, so I 
retired (Tobarías, Turi 2007)”. 

 
Tobarías and his wife Norma had seven children all of whom were born in 

Chuquicamata’s hospital. The family lived in Chuqui while he worked for the 

company. This allowed them to send all their children to school. They all finished 

high school. Six of Tobarías’s sons and daughters live in Calama. Their youngest son 

is the only one that developed an interest in agriculture and lives with them in Turi. 

His name is Ramón. He is 32 years old, and according to Tobarías and Norma, he 

thinks life in the countryside is peaceful and happier than in Calama. 

This couple also thinks of CODELCO in positive terms. In the times when 

CODELCO was owned by the Chile Exploration Company they helped build the 

school at Toconce. This happened in 1950. They remember a couple of gringos 

named Rodolfo Michels and Bill Rudolph. They helped the village very much. In 

those years Toconce’s community leader was Luis Berna. This was a man of vision, 

ahead of his time. He argued that their children were going to benefit with a school. 

This couple seemed very greatful to the gringos: 
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 “Mr. Rudolph and Mr. Rodolfo Michels18 helped build a road to Toconce. 
They also would constantly deliver groceries to the people from our village. 
They were very generous (Tobarías and Norma, Turi 2007)”. 

 
Cecilia Yufla  

Like many of her female neighbors in Turi, Cecilia worked as a small-scale 

farmer and herder all her life. Like most of them she too has had no formal education. 

She vaguely remembers that someone long ago wanted to take Turi’s water, but a 

lawyer from Santiago came and defended them. She does not know who wanted to 

take their water or the name of the lawyer that represented Turi:  

“We went to Santiago to get help from a lawyer, we won the water. That was 
a long time ago, so long ago that I cannot remember how long ago (Cecilia, 
Turi 2007)”.  

  
Cecilia mentions villages asides from Cupo were hurt by mining:  

“At Ojo de San Pedro they excavated some water springs with a backhoe and 
while digging they completely destroyed the church and damaged several 
houses (Cecilia, Turi 2007)”.  

 
I asked Cecilia who had caused these damages? She responded unsure of herself: 

“I think it was Chuqui”. Cecilia also mentions that mining caused harm to the people 

that used to pasture at Inacaliri and Cavana. Three pipes were built there, she recalls:  

“People from Cupo migrated to Chiu Chiu because they could not plant 
anymore. People from Toconce migrated to Turi. Many more migrated to 
Calama. It did not rain anymore either so it was hard to keep animals, planting 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

"*!In his work Anaconda, Isaac Marcosson, provides a description of the same Rodolfo Michels the 
Salvatierra marriage are refering to in their testimony: “As vice president and Resident Director of 
Chile Exploration and Andes Copper, Don Rodolfo Michels has an important role in Anaconda 
operations in Chile. Born in Santiago, he first studied at the School of Mines in his native city. He 
obtained his degree as Mining Engineer at the Institute of Engineering and Science in Chicago, later 
receiving an Honorary LL.D. from Lehigh University and a Doctorate in Foreign Service from the 
University of Southern California. While engaged in private mining and business interests he 
performed a notable public service for his country, serving as a member of the Chamber of Deputies 
and the Senate, and later as Chilean Ambassador to the United States. In 1944 he became associated 
with Anaconda. As Vice President and resident director of Chilean operations he has been active in the 
new developments in the republic. With his agreeable personality, his mature wisdom, good judgement 
and his wide and influential acquaintance in Chile, Don Rodolfo is an invaluable exevutive (Marcosson 
1957: 210)”. 
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diminished too, so many people migrated directly to Calama (Cecilia, Turi 
2007)”. 

 
Doris Saire, 

Doris shares some thoughts about migrations. According to her calculations, 

complete families fled from Turi as a consequence of inexistent employment 

opportunities there. In the past, the mines provided jobs in the construction of water 

pipes across the desert. Those times are long gone. The majority of the families living 

in Turi today are retired. They do some agriculture to supplement their pension from 

the state.  

Doris has a clear perspective of how life has changed for the peoples of Turi. She 

does not attribute these changes to mining. When directly confronted with the 

question ‘has mining changed the life of the peoples of Turi?’ she responds:  

“I do not know if mining has benefited or damaged Turi. All I know is that 
people have always said that the mining companies want to take our water. 
But, I do not attend community meetings so I do not have the details. I just 
hear that they want to take Turi’s water, but they have not taken it, so I do not 
know anything (Doris, Turi 2007)”. 
 

CUPO 

Background 

Cupo is located 101 kilometers from the city of Calama and 18 kilometers north of 

Turi. It lies at about 3,600 meters above sea level at the foot of Paniri volcano. 

Surrounding Cupo is an extensive fertile plain called Paniri. The beauty of the village 

is enhanced by the presence of many cactus of considerable hight. The landscape is 

filled with these cactuses that can reach a high of uo to five meters.  

Cupo is the home of 15 permanent residents distributed among seven households. 

This includes the primary schoolteacher; his wife and two children. Women compose 
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the majority of its population. The men are Manuel Copa Máximo who lives part of 

the year at Ojos de San Pedro, the school teacher Rodrigo Andrade, and the 

community leader known as Don Cristian. With the exception of the schoolteacher, 

most of the population is of advanced age, and some of them speak Quechua. They 

use Quechua in private because, many told me, they feel ashamed to speak publicly.  

Cupeños build their homes using resources in their immediate environment. They 

use rocks and mud for the walls and wild straw for the roofing. The wood from 

cactuses is their signature style for doors and window frames.  

In the past, Cupo was utilized as a pasturing ranch, and for the cultivation of 

Quinoa. Currently, its main economic activity is herding: and less so subsistence 

agriculture (Geró 2007: 6). The village has 11 hectares that are suitable for 

cultivation, but they cultivate no more than five. In the past, they produced corn, 

quinoa, and alfalfa for domestic consumption. Currently, they produce alfalfa, beans, 

and corn. In fewer quantities they also produce garlic, potatoes, carrots, and wheat. It 

is said that Cupo has a water flow of 23 lt/seg. Several springs are the sources of 

Cupo’s water. It’s of poor quality and has a pH of 7.5 that is considered high. This 

restricts the variety and types of vegetables that can be grown there.  

The people of Cupo have 107 sheep, 49 goats, 239 llamas and 19 rabbits. These are 

distributed among 8 owners (Geró 2007: Ibid). Herders engage in pasturing circuits 

essentially following the presence of grass in different pasturelands throughout the 

year.  
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Cupo, an out-of-the world village of Atacama19 

Outsiders, rarely visit Cupo. This makes its people particularly shy, and hard to 

speak with. It takes them a while to get used to a foreign presence in the village. 

Through my networks from the community of Likantatay in Calama, I was 

recommended to Dominga Cruz. She opened the doors of her home and I stayed with 

her during fieldwork in Cupo. Dominga is a sweet and joyful person very content with 

her life. She is a mainly a herder and has been all her life. This implies that her 

patterns of residence are highly mobile like that of most herders in the Loa River 

Basin. She moves between several pasturing sectors through the year. She spends six 

months in the summer at Ojos de San Pedro; she passes through a pastureland called 

“El 20”; and, spends the winter months at El Medano. Agua Blanca and Cupo are the 

other places she uses with her animals. In each of these sectors she has a small ranch. 

This includes a house with a kitchen and corrals for the animals. She and her husband, 

Manuel Copa, are identified as the last herders of Ojo de San Pedro where they spend 

most of the year pasturing their animals. They consider their best home is located at 

Ojo de San Pedro.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

19 This title was borrowed from a 1926 article written by Earl Hanson. In ‘Out-of-the-World Villages 
of Atacama’, Hanson provides a pioneering description of three rural villages: Toconce, Turi, and 
Caspana. He writes: “The three villages lie tucked away in their respective canyons as peaceful and as 
undisturbed as they must have lain for centuries and they are likely to remain for centuries to come”. 
Unfortunately, Hanson’s romantic perspective blinded him from the fact that mineral extractions in the 
region were undoubtedly going to disturb these so called out-of-the-world villages. Hanson himself 
reports that, in 1916, Chile Exploration Company had built the truck road Punta Blanca when the 
pipeline was laid from the source of the Toconce River to Chuquicamata. But, Hanson fails to make the 
connection between the intervention of mining in the ecology and landscape of rural Atacameños and 
how this intervention could in turn disturb the villages he idillically portraided. 
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Dominga explains that she is ignorant how mining companies have benefited or 

harmed Cupo. But, she does not think they have harmed it, why would they? She asks 

herself. Maybe they have done something good: 

 “I am not sure, but I think they gave us some lumber for our houses 
(Dominga, Cupo 2007)”.  
 
This was one of my first conversations with Dominga about mining. It became 

clear to me that she had not given much thought to these issues. Right after this 

conversation, I headed out to the public restrooms. On my way, I passed a building 

under construction and a woman was standing outside. Her name was Venancia; and, 

she was accompanying her husband who is Cupeño. He migrated to Calama and only 

temporarily came back to do construction work on of the new clinic.  

Venancia is originally from Toconce, but like her husband she migrated to Calama 

very young to attend school.  

Next to the front entrance of the clinic I observed a copper plaque that read:  

“This building was financed by CODELCO-Norte within the framework of 
the Programa Orígenes, a government program designed to support the 
concept of “development with identity” for indigenous peoples of all the 
national territory” (Clinic Plaque, Cupo 2007)”.  

 
CODELCO donated US $ 20,000.00 for this building. The work started three 

month ago, Venancia tells me: 

“In three days, the authorities from CODELCO and Programa Orígenes will 
come to the inauguration of the clinic (Venancia, Cupo 2007)”. 

  
Ten minutes earlier I had asked Dominga if she knew of any harm or benefits from 

mining companies and evidently she did not associate the clinic’s construction with 

money donated by CODELCO as a benefit. In contrast, in our conversation Venancia 
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argued that investments like the clinic were good. But, they did not solve the real 

problem behind the presence of mining: water.  

“The problem with the people in Cupo is that they live disconnected from the 
world. For example, Ms. Amelia has travelled to Calama maybe two times in 
her life, so you could say that they live life as if the outside world did not 
exist. It is as if what happens in the outside world does not exist. For example, 
in Toconce, my village, people migrated back and forth much more often so 
that contact with the outside world makes them more open than the people 
from Cupo, they are more connected with what is happening in the world, than 
the people from Cupo (Venancia Cupo 2007)”.  

 
In my conversation with Venancia I noticed her shock at the poverty she saw in 

Cupo. This village would lack electricity entirely if it weren’t for two hours every 

night when Don Cristian runs his gasoline generator. There is no access to potable 

water, nor bathrooms in the houses. Aside from the public restrooms, which are 

simply holes dug in the ground with a toilet set on top, there are only the fields to take 

cae of human necessities. These public restrooms were really built for government 

authorities and other visitors that would feel uncomfortable going to the bathroom in 

the open like the locals have to do. Due to the lack of adequate drinking water, a 

municipality truck from Calama comes to Cupo once a month to distribute potable 

water. The villagers have to make it last thirty days until the next truck comes. “These 

people are super isolated, this is why these grandmas and grandpas do not know that 

the mining companies are responsible for taking the water (Venancia, Cupo 2007)”. 

The school teacher 

The figure of the schoolteacher in the villages is of extreme importance. In Cupo, 

Rodrigo Andrade has this role. He had served as the teacher in Toconce for four 

months before the government closed down the school in April 2006 because lack of 

children. Rodrigo was then transferred to Cupo. The school here has four students of 
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which two are his. Rodrigo spends weekdays in, then Friday afternoons he drives 

back to Calama with his family to spend their weekends there. He argues Toconce’s 

situation is not dramatic because they own their water. In contrast, Cupo does not. In 

addition, Toconce has many people who were employed by CODELCO and now that 

they are retired are coming back to the village.  

“They are more like city people; because they obtained the ultimate benefit: 
employment. In contrast, other villages and pasturing sectors such as Cupo, 
Kilómetro 20, and Ojos de San Pedro are all places where CODELCO extracts 
water. Cupo´s water comes from those sectors, so it is being impacted even if 
the water pumps are not exactly installed in Cupo; people say that the 
aquifiers of those sectors are connected (Rodrigo, Cupo 2007)”.  

 
Rodrigo acknowledges that CODELCO has provided some benefits to the village 

health center. Yet, he compares and contrasts this, with “the water they have stolen 

from the people and the consequences of that theft (Rodrigo, Cupo 2007)”. Among 

the consequences he sees are the absence of children in the villages. They have to 

migrate so the villages are left with an aging population that is not being renewed, and 

in Rodrigo’s view “this is something that happens to all the rural villages in the 

interior, and is the fault of CODELCO as well as all the mining companies (Rodrigo, 

Cupo 2007)”. 

Rodrigo expresses deep appreciation for the rural villages, and in frustration 

declares:  

“Injustice makes me angry, mining companies take advantage of these 
people’s idiosyncrasy; they are good people, but they trust too much and are 
too patient. The State´s Indigenous Law favors them, yet the companies take 
away from elsewhere. I have nothing against the government of the 
Concertación20, but the pie is very unevenly cut (Rodrigo, Cupo 2007)”.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

#,!The Concert of Parties for Democracy, more often known as the Concertación, is a coalitions of 
center-left political parties in Chile founded in 1988. Starting with Patricio Aylwin, presidential 
candidates under its banner won every election from when military rule ended in 1990 until the 
conservative candidate Sebastián Piñera won the Chilean presidential election in 2010.  
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Rodrigo likes to give advise to the people of Cupo and encourages them to defend 

their waters and stand up for their village, but they do nothing. He does mention 

though, that the villagers want to be compensated for the water CODELCO takes and 

filed a lawsuit against the company, yet it has been frozen by the legal system since 

1996. 

“The people from Cupo blame the lack of water on the lack of rains, but forget 
that mining companies are also responsible. It is the theft of water by the 
mines that is responsible as well. The villagers do not connect the bad things 
that have happened to Cupo with the extraction of water done by the mining 
companies. For example, 25 years sgo the school in Cupo had 30 students; 
today it has 4 (Rodrigo, Cupo 2007)”.  

 
 Ms. Amelia Cruz illustrates the disconnect Rodrigo refers to. She responded when 

I asked about water issues,  

“We irrigate through a shift system. We have never had any problems with 
mining companies that wanted to take our water. They have not given 
anything to Cupo so they have not benefited us nor harmed us. Personally I do 
not have water problems, I irrigate calmly with no worries (Amelia, Cupo 
2007)”. 

 
According to Amelia, in Cupo people just go on with their lives. “Sometimes when 

I am pasturing my animals, I see a stranger’s pick-up truck and I wonder who it might 

be, but I continue with my life and continue with my animals (Amelia, Cupo 2007)”. 

The visit from CODELCO to Cupo 

The day of the clinic’s inauguration had arrived. Dominga was super excited. She 

repeatedly told me that she was going to bathe and find some nice clothes to wear for 

this special occasion. She showed me a bright colored skirt and blouse, and said 

proudly: “Esta es mi moda campesina” (this is my peasant fashion).  

I stood outside Dominga’s house waiting for the authorities and entourage to 

arrive. The people from CODELCO were the main ‘authorities’. Four men 
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representing the Corporation came: the general manager and Alejandro Pizarro from 

the corporation’s community relations division. Additionally, two other men whose 

position in the company remained unknown also arrived. Justo Zuleta, director of 

Programa Orígenes (a state program financed with a loan from BID to promote 

ethno-development) came with a journalist and a social worker. The crews of two 

local television channels were unloading their camaras and equiptment when a bus 

full of indigenous peoples arrived from Calama. These were urban Atacameños 

originally from Cupo. The paramedic from Ayquina, Ramiro Ayavire, was also 

invited. During his monthly visit to Cupo he will benefit directly from this building.  

I observed from afar how Dominga fluttered about like a butterfly talking with 

different people as everything was being set up for the ceremony. Suddenly, Dominga 

rushed toward the house very excited and told me: “The people from the television 

interviewed me and I told them I was a craftswoman. I asked them if it was better if I 

went and put on her typical clothes and they said it was much better (Dominga, Cupo 

2007)”. Dominga took out a bright orange skirt and a bright purple blouse. As she 

showed them to me, she told me that in the old days all the women in the villages 

wore dress like that. They never used pants like they do today. She quickly changed 

into her “peasant fashion” outfit and ran back outside to where the ceremony would 

take place. Next, everyone started to take their seats because the ceremony was about 

to begin. When I sat down I realized that the people from CODELCO had installed 

three flags, a yellow, a red, and a green with the logo ‘CODELCO’ flapping in the 

wind. A representative from CODELCO began the ceremony:  

“What unites us today is the inauguration of the multi-use hall which has been 
possible to finance thanks to the CODELCO-Orígenes partnership agreement 
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that involves investments in five rural villages: Cupo, Toconce, Chiu-Chiu, 
Lasana and Ollagüe (CODELCO representative, Cupo 2007)”.  

 
After this brief introduction, the representative invited schoolteacher Rodrigo 

Andrade to take the stand. Mr. Andrade welcomed the audience and invited everyone 

to stand up and sing the Chilean national anthem. After this, the teacher read a story 

about the origin of the name Cupo that was interpreted in a short play by the school 

children. Next, Don Cristian Copa, ritual expert and community leader, proceeded 

with a ceremony called waki or payment to the Earthmother that Atacameños perform 

to show gratitude on every special occasion. Ms. Adelina Berna distributed coca leafs 

to everyone in the crowd so they could approach the ritual table and make a payment. 

Dominga was sitting next to me and she instructed me: “Pay with faith, without faith 

one has nothing”. The waki lasted about half an hour during which people 

individually approached the ritual table and put some coca leafs in the left pitcher 

destined for the souls of the dead and in the right pitcher destined for Pachamama. 

When the waki was over, they served the remaining wine to the crowd, giving special 

service and attention to the general manager of CODELCO Norte, and to Alejandro 

Pizarro, the representative of community relations of the company, their guests of 

honor.  

After the waki, the school children presented local dances in which they invited 

Alejandro Pizarro and Justo Zuleta, director of Programa Orígenes, to join in. When 

the dancing ended, they proceeded to cut the bow in front of the clinic as a symbol of 

the opening ceremony. They also removed the cloth covering the copper plaque that 

read that the building had been financed by CODELCO. The general manager of 

CODELCO, and the urban community leader of Cupo, Ms. Sandra Berna, performed 
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the bow cutting. In his acknowledgements speech, Mr. Pizarro referred to Ms. Berna 

warmly to as “Sandrita” revealing the intimacy that CODELCO is interested in 

displaying in public events involving indigenous peoples. Sandra Berna also gave a 

speech in which she acknowledged both CODELCO and Programa Orígenes for their 

generosity toward a village like Cupo with so many needs.  

After these closing speeches, everyone was invited inside the clinic to enjoy 

plentiful cocktails. There were two long tables set parallel to each other over which 

one could access soft drinks, cheese and meat empanadas. Outside there was a 

barbecue offering grilled chicken and grilled meat. During the cocktails, Don Cristian 

brought out his harp and started playing some music. It was a beautiful wooden harp 

painted in sky blue. He played some melodies for those who wanted to dance the 

“ventana”, a dance in which there is a big round of people that dance in one direction 

until there is an arc through which everyone goes through; and they change directions 

doing this over and over again. The beauty of the dance is that it provides a sense of 

belonging and community symbolically expressed by a closed circle of people 

holding hands. Not just any union, but a union marked by the joy and energy required 

by this dance. 

The first people to take off were the representatives from CODELCO, followed by 

the people from Programa Orígenes. The rest of the crowd took the remainder of the 

afternoon to slowly leave. Overall, the opening ceremony had started at 12:30 p.m. 

and lasted three hours during which the people from CODELCO and Programa 

Orígenes made sure to film and photograph the event in addition to interviewing some 

locals.  
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CODELCO’s visit to Cupo forms part of the same agenda that, as we will see in 

the next chapter, led them to attend the Fiesta of San Antonio of Padua of the peoples 

of Estación San Pedro. CODELCO’s utilitarian perspective pays inadequate attention 

to issues of distribution. It imagines that there is no need to empower people because 

it assumes that by dropping food into people’s mouth they will get more happiness 

from it. Obtaining people’s happiness would be a means to the end of getting their 

approval of the corporations’ plans for the region. CODELCO’s version of 

utilitarianism focuses on consumption. This involves just a distribution of 

consumption goods. The paradox is that this might indeed give people short-term 

happiness. But, just because it makes people momentarily happy it does not mean we 

have to accept CODELCO’s expenditures as adequate rewards for the sacrifices that 

indigenous peoples have had to make in Atacama. Reciprocity is an exchange with 

honor; charity is not. 

The impact of copper mining on the village of Cupo 

Cristian Copa is the prominent male figure in the village. He is the community 

leader, and he was born and raised in Cupo. He is a small-scale farmer and plants 

wheat, alfalfa, garlic, potatoes, quinoa, onions and carrots simply for family 

consumption. Like all his neighbors he is also a herder and owns donkeys, llamas, 

sheep and goats. In addition he now has a cash income of US $ 250.00 for taking care 

of the electricity generator and turning it on and off for two hours each night. 

Don Cristian has a clear vision of what mining means to Cupo. He starts telling me 

that back in 1995 they sued CODELCO and SOQUIMICH with the help of lawyers 

from CONADI because both companies wanted to take water at the pasture land 
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called Carcanal which Cupo claimed rights over. This issue is still pending and has 

been on hold for over a decade, yet Cristian does not seem concerned about it at all.  

Although more than a dozen mining companies operate in the region including 

SOQUIMICH, when I ask him about the presence of mining in the area, Cristian 

identifies only two: CODELCO and El Abra.  With the exception of the trial with 

CODELCO, he says there really is no relationship with mining companies. Cristian 

does acknowledge some benefits that Cupo has enjoyed like (a) the clinic, (b) 

improvement of cultivation terraces, and (c) rubber covers for irrigation canals. The 

first, he attributes to the Programa Orígenes. CODELCO recently hired Alejandro 

Pizarro, who served as the regional minister of agriculture for the region of 

Antofagasta for over eleven years. During his time in office he travelled throughout 

the region and the peoples of the rural villages know him very well. He earned their 

trust, which was now being used as an entry for CODELCO in his new position. He 

contacted Cristian to arrange for the clinic to be constructed in Cupo.  

Improvement of cultivation terraces was a project financed with the help of the 

Council of Atacameño Peoples (Consejo de Pueblo Atacameño), the overarching 

organization that ‘represents’ the interests of Atacameño Peoples to government 

authorities. Cristian does not recall who financed the rubber covers for the irrigation 

canals. Thus, out of the three benefits Cristian lists for Cupo, he can only attribute one 

(the clinic) to a mining company. Cristian is really thinking of Alejandro Pizarro, a 

human face behind this benefit, not a mining company. 

The impacts of mining according to Cristian revolve around water:  

“Water started to diminish when they drilled the sector called Apacheta. There 
were 25 liters per second in 1950, now the flow is only 12. CODELCO drilled 
those wells and took the water from Ojo de San Pedro and that water is 
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connected with the water aquifier that feds Cupo so it affected us. It damaged 
agriculture, so people had to migrate and the cultivation terraces were 
abandoned. The water available now is insufficient for all the people that used 
to live in Cupo. In 1940-45, there were 90 people living in Cupo, today we are 
12 (Cristian, Cupo 2007)”. 

 
Cristian acknowledges that people migrated for a combination of reasons, 

including: diminishing water availability, and lack of employment opportunities near 

the villages. As we saw in the labor histories of peoples from Toconce, throughout the 

first 60 years of the 20th century, village’s men had jobs collecting yareta and mining 

sulfur. These jobs allowed them to come and go from the village frequently. 

“I worked collecting yareta for a little over ten years. We would collect it 
from Paniri, and Mount Echao near Toconce. We would collect two tons per 
day, and usually worked thirty days in a row without rest. This job was 
available all year long; the boss was a man by the name Undangarín. He paid 
us 15 pesos per ton. We would fill around ten trucks with yareta. Each truck 
could support 4 tonnes. So we got 60 pesos per truck. With 60 pesos in those 
years you could buy 50 kilos of wheat that was 40 pesos and still have money 
left over. Today a kilo of wheat is 500 pesos. You could buy the food for the 
month for the whole family (Cristian, Cupo 2007)”. 

 
One of the problems that Cupo and Toconce, and other villages like them face is 

the lack of pasture for their animals. Pastures are insufficient, except in Turi. So, 

people in Cupo need to buy an extra ten bundles of alfalfa from fincas in Calama or 

from farmers like those at Likantatay that have more alfalfa than they need. In the 

past each family could own 200 llamas and 200 sheep, but today this is impossible 

because available pastureland is too small to support large herds of animals. 

“Mining companies extractions of water hurt all the rural villages. In Paniri 
water diminished, and many abandoned their cultivation terraces due to lack 
of water. CODELCO is pumping water from Ojos de San Pedro. In the past, 
that was a beautiful Vega, practically a large lake, where you could find 
ducks, parinas, and everything. The aquafier Ojos de San Pedro is connected 
to Cupo and Paniri. So, the fact that they pump water from the Ojos affects 
Cupo too. Mining companies should help because they are the ones who took 
all the water. The least they could do is give as some subsidy for the village, 
groceries, anything, but something (Cristian, Cupo 2007)”.  
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In closing, as was promised in the introduction, this chapter has explored two 

interconnected themes: 1) the tensions between two ethical systems; and, 2) how 

interactions and negotiations are taking place between mining corporations and 

Atacameños.  

For Atacameños, nature has a very different location than that of capital. It is 

multidimensional in terms of meaning and is embedded in reciprocity because it exists 

within their world of social exchanges. In contrast, for corporations, nature is a resource 

stripped of history and identity and reduced to money. This is an instrumental view of 

nature that is embedded in capital. The measure of worth comes in a transaction that 

mines nature and is embodied as money. Corporations everything has value, even 

dignity. They seem to believe that they can replace a dignified life with comsumption 

goods.  

Because these two world views and moral stances are so different, negotiations are 

problematic. Given these differences, maybe corporations and communities cannot 

have a philosophical conversation because corporations dismiss Atacameño’s view of 

nature. This view of nature is not universal, but dignity is. Humiliating is bad 

everywhere you go. So, corporations could easily understand issues of human dignity, 

no doubt about it. But, they would have to step outside the utilitarian perspective to do 

so. 
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VI. ESTACIÓN SAN PEDRO:CO-OPTATION, RESISTANCE, AND THE 
AMBIGUITIES OF MINING  

 
Señora Maria is very sweet; she is an Atacacameña from the rural village of Cupo. For years she has 

lived in Calama. “In my village we used to take care of our animals and work on subsistence 
agriculture. When the mining company took the water from the village our animals started to die and 

we could not continue to water our crops.”                                                                                                                  
Señora Maria is 82 years old. She thinks that she was 30 years old when the mining company started 

exploring for water and took it towards the end of the 1950s.                                                                     
“This is what pushed me to migrate to Calama, they took our water and that ruined our agriculture and 

our herds of animals quickly diminished.”                                                                                               
Anita: What do you think of the mining company?                                                                                

Maria: “Well, I think that the rich are always less ethical than the poor; that is clear to me. No doubts 
about it, there are rich people that have more money, but they always want more: that is CODELCO”. 

(Fieldnotes, Calama 2007).  
 

Mining-Community relations in Atacama are not homogenous. Several 

comparisons  can be made that reveal the range of the relations that mining establish 

with indigenous peoples in rural and urban places. On one extreme we find 

communities that have received tangible benefits from their relations with mining 

companies, and thus, whether wittingly or not, we have become their strategic 

partners. Often these benefits block them from recognizing any harm caused by 

mining operations. This is commonly true among rural communities.  In contrast, we 

find that the communities making claims are usually those that have not received 

tangible benefits from mining corporations. The latter is true of many urban 

indigenous in the city of Calama. Consequently they are less willing to negotiate with 

mining corporations, and at least in their discourse more committed to a state of 

rebellion. It is common, however, for opposition to lessen once mining companies 

react and offer some form of material contribution toward the goals of a particular 

community. Such gestures help repair community relations and renew the company’s 

social license to operate.  

The range of benefits that are commonly awarded to communities include: 

construction of infraestructure like community meeting halls or churches; donations 
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of used construction materials; access to apply to indigenous scholarships to attend 

college; donations in support of religious fiestas and so forth. Rural Atacameños seem 

to be content with the above mentioned kinds of benefits. In contrast, many urbanized 

Atacameños think them to be “bread crumbs”. Serious and pressing issues like water 

rights and pollution are not included in the benefit packets offered by mining 

corporations. The majority of Atacameños I interviewed do not imagine it to be 

realistic to expect or aim for more than the maximum hitherto achieved.  

Calama has some 38 legally incorporated indigenous communities, that are 

referred to as urban indigenous associations under the Indigenous Law 19,253 of 

1993. They are the one’s interested in getting involved in citizen participation 

meetings to discuss or oppose development projects; and, are generally more educated 

in regards to the state-of-the-art about indigenous rights debates at the national and 

even international level.  

These urban indigenous groups are aware that the so-called ‘good neighbor’ 

policies corporations execute are not random, but have been forced on them by 

international environmental regulations and standards. By contrast, rural indigenous 

communities appear to ignore these issues completely. And, even though the damage 

mining causes is often evident (i.e. there is no need to be a scientist to see the fumes 

spread by the wind from the chimneys at Chuquicamata), individual communities are 

unable to articulate a discourse that the entire Atacameño community shares. Instead 

we see a pattern in which isolated indigenous leaders may make claims and complain, 

but the indigenous people in the rural villages they claim to represent do not always 

back them up. This situation is evidently beneficial for mining corporations, since 

claims, which do not prove to be unanimous, loose legitimacy almost immediately.  
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Communities with little to no barganing power are easily co-opted by corporations. 

Communities that make claims that touch upon issues that corporations prefer to 

silence can expand their bargaining power. Unfortunately, in these cases corporations 

may also expand the benefits and attentions given to conflictive communities and 

expect to co-opt them with little effort. Corporations like CODELCO may be viewed 

as ‘operating units’ to use Richard Adams’ term. He thought to define power as the 

control that one actor or ‘operating unit’ exercises over energy flows that constitute 

part of the environment of an other actor (Adams 1966, 1975 cited in Wolf 1989). 

CODELCO has tactical power over water in Atacama. Water is the central element of 

Atacameño environment that has determined the nature of the relationship between 

CODELCO and Atacameños.  

According to a CONADI worker the problem of the vulnerability of communities 

to powerful ‘operating units’ and co-optation lies in “the lack of environmental 

education, community leaders are simply satisfied by the bread crumbs thrown at 

them by the mining corporations, for example, fixing a local church, or receiving 

funds for a religious festivity or things like that (Wilfredo, Interview Calama 2007)”. 

Yet, not all communities are so easily co-opted. This is what several government 

employees said concerning the case of the conflictive community of Estación San 

Pedro. “They do not want bread crumbs, they want their water back and they will not 

sell out like other communities have (Interview, Calama 2007)”. 

In this chapter we will focus our attention on the community of Estación San 

Pedro, and their legal claims against CODELCO made in a letter sent to the vice-

president of the company in the Santiago headquarters in January of 2007. To support 

their claims, this community has also authored several community reports with the 
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objective of rescuing oral history. We will analyze these reports to understand the 

case they are trying to make. This particular case study illustrates extreme 

discontentment with the mining found in the city of Calama. Even though many urban 

indigenous organizations complain, no community in northern Chile has ever taken 

steps as aggressive as those taken by Estacion San Pedro.  

ESTACIÓN SAN PEDRO: WHO ARE THEY? 

This community is comprised of about 70 families that used to live at the village 

with the same name before resettling in Calama. The old village’s ruins are located at 

about one hour drive from the city, following the same road that leads to the village of 

Ollagüe. In 2007 the last member living in the old village passed away. In 2000 they 

organized themselves and were able to conform an urban indigenous association. 

The first time I heard of the Quechua community of Estación San Pedro was in a 

conversation with an employee from CONADI. A member of an indignous 

community, he got a degree in one of the social sciences. He had a particular interest 

in what he called “the indigenous cause”, and told me that the oldest members of the 

community of Estación San Pedro used to work collecting yareta, the fuel-wood used 

in the days before gas. This shrub was found on the mountains and was collected 

manually by the indigenous population in the area. It was sold to mining companies 

like Collahuasi and Chilean Exploration Company (ANACONDA). Any surplus of 

yareta was then sold to bakeries in Calama. In the 1940s, North Americans imported 

the first set of Ford trucks used to carry yareta  to the different mining camps in the 

area. When the commercialization in yareta declined in the 1960s, the local 

indigenous population began buying those used trucks and use them to transport 

firewood and agricultural products. In the 1960s, these peoples were forced to move 
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from the Ojo de San Pedro sector to Estación San Pedro, where a small village had 

been built due to the presence of a Chile-Bolivia railway station.  

Wilfredo speaks of three community sectors with mining presence in the area: 

Colana, Cavana, and Agua Larga.  

“In Colana they extracted water, in Cavana they mined Sulfur, and in Agua 
Larga they had built the mining camp. At the Ojo de San Pedro, Chile 
Exploration Company had their administrative center, a church, they held 
religious festivities, carnivals, masses, a whole social life. Now, when the 
mine dried up the river and poisoned the waters with its sulfur residues, they 
relocated the native herders to Estación San Pedro, cheating them with the 
false promise of providing them with basic services like running water and 
electricity, etc (Wilfredo, Calama 2007)”. 

 
At Ojo de San Pedro the herders could earn some cash gathering yareta and 

working in the sulfur mines. When they relocated to Estación San Pedro, their cash 

income continued in part to come from yareta collection, but working for the railway 

company became the main source. Twenty years later in the1980s, natives were 

forced to move once more, this time to the city of Calama. CODELCO ( formerly 

ANACONDA) piped off the last sources of water, and the village, they say, saw how 

their animals started dying off and felt forced to sell what they could and go to 

Calama. 

In 2000, under the indigenous Law 19.253, urban indigenous peoples who had 

either lived at Ojo de San Pedro or Estacion San Pedro and/or had relatives (parents 

or grandparents) who had lived in these places came together and formed the urban 

indigenous association of Estación San Pedro. Headed by young radical indigenous 

leaders, they started legal processes to reclame their water. At the time of fieldwork, 

the association had approximately seventy registered members. 

“Today the animals in this sector have to drink water directly from a faucet fed 
by a pipe owned by CODELCO. Water sources are fenced, the people from 
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CODELCO hunt Vicuñas, we know this because one finds rotting animal 
remains  in field trips. Barbwire protect the water sources, and animals get hurt 
attempting to cross the fence to quench their thirst. The church at Ojo de San 
Pedro was completely destroyed because the mining company used it as a 
storage facility. This year the community sent a letter to the vice-president of 
CODELCO, Sergio Jarpa, in which they assert their water claims and ask to get 
their waters back supporting their demands not just with national legislation, but 
specifically with international legislation like the 169 Convention of ILO, and 
the Declaration of Indigenous Human Rights of the UN (Wilfredo, Calama 
2007)”. 
 
Community members, Wilfredo claims, have even threatened the mining company. 

If the corporation does not respond to the claims in their letter, they will organize a 

public photographic exposition in Calama’s shopping mall illustrating the damage 

that the company has done to the community. The company held a “mesa de diálogo” 

(dialogue roundtable) in which they established commitments and made lots of 

promises they never carried through. In the next section, we will reproduce the 

contents of the letter Wilson mentioned. 

THE LETTER TO CODELCO 

In the theoretical framework, we discussed how to study ideology is to study the 

ways in which meaning serves to sustain relations of domination. Historically, in 

Atacama, corporations like CODELCO have been able to sustain their hegemony 

in the region. Among the several strategies CODELCO has used to legitimate its 

power, has been systematically obscuring reality in ways congenial to the 

corporation. To maintain hegemony, dominant powers must engage in a whole 

range of practical strategies to elicit consent to its rule from those it subjugates. To 

achieve hegemony is to establish one’s own world-view in society as a whole. The 

minute this world-view and its legitimacy is recognized as arbitrary it can be 

challenged. The following letter written by the community to CODELCO 
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headquarters represents a challenge to the silencing of the dispossession that the 

peoples of Estación San Pedro have suffered: 

“MR. 
SERGIO JARPA G. 
VICEPRESIDENT CODELCO NORTE 
PRESENT 
In Quechua Lands on the 26 of the month of January of 2007. 

 
Along with saluting you we would like to raise the following issues. 
 
The Quechua community of San Pedro Estacion as part of the process of 

reclaimimg its patrimonial rights has started several projects with the objective 
of rescuing both our material and immaterial patrimony, all this withinin the 
framework of national and international legislation on the treatment of 
indigenous and tribal peoples of the world. 

In relation to the above in our work we have a very difficult issue that we 
have protested, for years within the appropriate channels, and have informed 
those concerned of our worries about over our village demise that mining 
compnies in the area have caused and of which the mining company that you 
head is part. 

The village Ojo de San Pedro that ancestrally was located in the Ojo de San 
Pedro, and as you have knowledge, was brutally dispossessed of its habitat, and 
forced to migrate first to the Railway Station, and then to Calama. Its people 
have gone through many penuries because its waters which is a vital element, 
have been taken from them. This process was full of abuses. Our village 
animals were killed because of the pollution of the waters of the San Pedro 
River, the lagoon dried up and destroyed the village as well, installed machinery 
in the area. The company’s water pipes have left a desolate landscape, and 
turned it in to what we find today, a fragmented landscape. 

Our policy of reclamation rests on what the President of Chile, Ms. Michelle 
Bachelet, has proposed for the native peoples of Chile by ratification of the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples before the UN, and the efforts undertaken on 
behalf of the Senate of our Republic, and in ratifying the 169 Convention of the 
ILO, whose spirit outlines new dealings with indigenous populations and the 
institutions that surround them. In this context the articles that refer to 
indigenous lands and territory are very clear: 
Part II. Lands 

Article 13  
1. When applying the dispositions of this part of the Convention, 

governments must respect the special cultural and spiritual importance of the 
values that interested peoples place on their relationship with lands or 
territories, or both, depending on the case that affects how they occupy or utilize 
these in one or another manner, and in particular with respect to the collective 
aspects of that relationship. 
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2. The utilization of the term [ lands ] in the articles 15 and 16 must include 
the concept of territories, which covers the totality of the habitat of the regions 
that the interested peoples in one way or another occupy or utilize. 

Article 14  
1. Recognition of rights and possession of lands must be acknowledged and 

given to the interested peoples over the lands that they traditionally occupy. 
Moreover, in the appropriate cases, measures must be taken to safeguard the 
rights of the interested peoples to utilize lands that are not exclusively occupied 
by them, but to which they have had traditional access for their traditional and 
subsistence activities. In this respect, particular attention must be given to the 
situation of nomad peoples and itinerant farmers. 

2. Governments must take the necessary measures to determine if the lands 
are  traditionally occupied by the interested peoples, and effectively protect their 
property rights and possession. 

3. There must be institutionalized procedures adequate to the national legal 
system to solve land claims raised by the interested peoples. 

Article 15  
1. The rights of the interested peoples to the natural resources existing on 

their lands must be especially protected. These rights include the right of those 
peoples to participate in the utilization, administration and conservation of the 
resources. 

2. In the case that State holds property rights over the minerals or 
underground resources, or hold rights over other resources existing on the lands, 
said governments must establish or maintain procedures for consulting which 
involve consulting the interested peoples, with the goal of determining if the 
interests of those peoples may be harmed, and to what extent, before 
undertaking or authorizing any prospecting or exploitation of the existing 
resources on their lands. The interested peoples must participate to the extent 
possible, and receive an equitable compensation for any damage that they may 
suffer as a result of such activities. 

Article 16  
1. The interested peoples shall not be relocated from the lands they occupy. 
2. When there is an exception, and the relocation and resettlement of those 

peoples is considered necessary, this shall only be done with their given freely 
consent, and with full knowledge of the cause. When consent is not obtained, 
resettlement and relocation may only take place in accordance with adequate 
procedures established by national legislation, including public surveys, when 
appropriate, in which the interested peoples have the opportunity to be 
effectively represented. 

3. As frequently as possible, these peoples must have the right to return to 
their traditional lands if the causes that motivated their resettlement and 
relocation cease to exist. 

4. When return is not possible, in the way determined by agreement, or in 
absence of such agreements, through adequate procedures, these peoples must 
receive, whereever possible, lands of the quality and legal status at least 
equivalent to the lands occupied previously, so as to allow them to provide for 
their needs and guarantee their future development. If the interested peoples 
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prefer to receive an indemnification in money this may be effected provided the 
appropriate guarantees. 

5. The government must compensate in full the persons resettled and 
relocated for any given damage or harm that they suffer as a consequence of 
their displacement. 

Article 17  
1. The forms of land transmission among the members of the interested 

peoples must be respected. 
2. The interested peoples must be consulted whenever there is consideration 

of alienating them from their lands or transfering their rights over these lands in 
a different form to parties outside their community.  

3. Strangers to these peoples must be prevented from taking advantage of 
their customs, of their ignorance of the laws to claim property, the possession, 
or the use of the lands belonging to these peoples for themselves. 

Article 18. The law must provide appropriate sanctions against all un-
authorized intrusion to the lands of the interested peoples or all un-authorized 
use by persons foreign to them, and the governments must take measures to 
prevent such infractions (Convention Nº 169 ILO)”. 
Following the main idea of this legal instrument is that we request audience 
with you to cover the following issues that affect us: 

1) Causes of the migration from the Ojos de San Pedro 
2) Water extraction at Colana 
3) Drinking water for animals in the area 
4) The slaughtering of animals in Colana (source of water fenced by 

CODELCO) 
5) Destruction of the church at the village of Ojos de San Pedro 
6) Commitments reached with CODELCO personnel 
7) Application of the 169 Convention and, 
8) Application of the Recognition by the UN of Indigenous Rights. 
In pointing out all these issues, we wish to treat them all in accordance with 

the new policies of the Chilean state, that they are in conformity with the 
working tools for the meeting which will be on the Recognition of Indigenous 
Rights by UN, the Convention 169 by ILO, the Law 19.253 about the protection 
of indigenous populations of Chile and our own traditional ways of solving 
complex situations of the Quechua Peoples of San Pedro. 

It is our duty to point out that this meeting must be held with you, because 
these same issues have been raised to the Direction of Communication of 
CODELCO, and we have not obtained an answer. In addition, we have raised 
these issues in the areas of Indigenous Development and as a result all the 
government heads of offices, the Governor, and the Provincial Mayor of the 
Second Region are aware of the subject. 

The present accelerated development of society and especially of regional 
economic policies more than ever force subjects that have been obscured, and 
that cause damage to the indigenous population to be unvailed. We firmly 
believe that  all must be involved in the building of the regional society, and in 
such a process native peoples have much to contribute, above all acknowledging 
the fact that as indigenous peoples we have occupied this territory ancestrally 
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without causing damage to it. We have contributed much to social peace, to 
social and ecological harmony, and we have considered our land as sacred, 
looking to a future of our generations to come. Yet, with the current uses of the 
territory in the face of the advance of mining in the region these principles are 
broken down. 

Annexed is part of the study that we are soon to publish, in which we have 
the GPS coordinates of all the sites where damage is being caused, and those 
which are necessary to revise. 
Awaiting your prompt and positive reception to our concerns 
 
SARA RAMOS MENDOZA 
PRESIDENT OF THE COMMUNITY OF  SAN PEDRO ESTACION”  

(translated from spanish by the author). 
 
The claims made in this letter can be summarized and include the following: 1) 

dispossession of land and water; 2) forced ressettlements; 3) dispossesion of a form of 

livelihood; 4) desintegration of the ‘traditional’ community; and, 5) dismissal of the 

knowledge they can contribute in their self-proclaimed position of ‘ecologically noble 

savages’. The issues of this letter include all the impacts of mining that are being 

silenced or more precisely ommited by corporations and the state in the region.  

Although many of the claims contained in the letter are legitimate, at the same time 

they constitute ‘partial truths’. The strategy utilized by this community is ‘over-

communication’ of their distinct ethical views of nature and the alienation from a way 

of life that made that ethics possible. This letter has served its purpose for the 

community. By sending it to the corporation’s headquarters in Santiago, the 

community increased their bargaining power and captured the attention of the 

corporation. Only after this letter was sent did, the corporation start to hold meetings 

with the community. 

On the 12th of July of 2007 I met with Mr. Alfredo Cruz to talk about one of the 

meetings they had held with CODELCO the day before. Both parties, the company 

and the community called for the meeting. I asked about the topics covered at the 
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meeting with the above letter in mind, yet to my surprise Alfredo gave me a list of 

requests made to the company that seemed far from political if compared with those it 

contained: first, the fabriquero or person in charge of taking care of the church 

building at Estación San Pedro, asked for a personal water title to recover some 

agricultural sectors back at the village. Second, they requested a faucet be installed on 

one of CODELCO’s pipes to access water and be able to adorn the cemetery with a 

garden. Alfredo said that he personally asked CODELCO’s representative if the 

company had a “closing plan” for what would happen when the minerals were 

exhausted. “What’s going to happen when you leave?” was his question. Yet, the 

most relevant topic from his perspective, the claims spelled out in the letter were not 

mentioned at this meeting. Mr. Alejandro Pizarro (the only CODELCO representative 

at the meeting) informed the community that they were awaiting a response from the 

Regional Environmental Board of directors (COREMA) because the company wanted 

to finance a biodiversity rescue plan involving the Inacaliri and San Pedro Rivers. 

That plan, Alfredo was told, would not involve restoring agriculture and herding 

activities. “What the company means when they say ‘biodiversity’ is the vegetation 

that grows along river banks (Alfredo, Calama 2007)”. 

Thirdly, they inquired if it was possible to obtain finacial support to repair the 

‘large church’, like they had the ‘small church’ still standing at Estación San Pedro. 

The company responded that they would need to ask an architect about this, and in 

addition would need to find for funds and analyze this possibility. 

Mr. Pizarro from CODELCO said he wanted to cover the content of the letter in 

the meeting. Alfredo stopped him arguing that the demands made in the letter 
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required a separate meeting at which Mr. Jarpa and Mr. Riedemann needed to be 

present.  

“Mr. Pizarro is aware of the topics we cover in the letter, I know he 
understands because he served as the regional minister of agriculture for 11 
years and he has participated in many such meetings over the years. He is 
familiar with the issues mentioned in the letter; for example the causes of 
migration from the Ojo de San Pedro. The problem is that there is a particular 
issue that makes them very uncomfortable: the request that the principles of 
the Convention 169 of the ILO be applied, and we know this has to be 
discussed at much a higher levels (Alfredo, Calama 2007)”.  

 
In the meeting Mr. Pizarro said that the company had consulted with CONADI 

and that the corporation of indigenous affairs had informed them that the government 

of Chile had not ratified Convention 169.  

“We are perfectly aware that there are countries like Chile that have not 
ratified  Convention 169 because it implies environmental restrictions and 
retroactive responsibilities toward indigenous peoples. If we do not reach an 
agreement with the mining company, our next step is to search for a court at 
the international level to which we can appeal. All this ‘CODELCO Good 
Neighbor’ propaganda are strategies used to keep people quiet, ignoring in 
this way more relevant issues like  Convention 169 that acknowledges 
indigenous peoples rights to water (Alfredo, Calama 2007)”. 

 
The above is what Alfredo told me, it is not an argument articulated during the 

meeting with CODELCO. The meeting is over, and for the time being another 

meeting has not yet been scheduled. 

Alfredo had just completed his first twenty-day shift working as a truck driver for a 

subcontractor of GABY mining company after a bitter period of six months of 

unemployment. Gaby mine is 51% owned by Japanese capital and in 49% by 

CODELCO, yet legally speaking it is treated as a completely foreign company. His 

shift system is 20 days working and 10 days rest, with a work day starting at 7:30 a.m. 

and ending at 5:20 p.m. Although the mining camp is located only one hour and a half 

drive away from Calama, the workers are forced by contract to sleep at the camp 
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instead of commuting back to the city. The rooms where Alfredo sleeps are made 

from shipping containers, and each worker shares a room with three other workers.  

“We have hot water for showering, but it is like being in jail, there is no where 
to go after work. We are trapped there. There are prohibitions, and I think they 
are logical, like no smoking, no drinking alcohol, no fist fighting, but what 
really bothers me is the overcrowding in the containers (Alfredo, Calama 
2007)”. 

 
Alfredo has a base salary of US $ 500.00 but it triples with extra bonuses and 

rewards it triples making it US $ 1,500.00. This is a privileged salary compared to the 

national minimum income by which law as of 2007 in Chile: Ch$ 135,000-144,00021 

(Approximately US$ 250-270). In addition to the salary, the company pays for health 

care and social security. Alfredo thinks the security norms are extremely exaggerated 

and human relations are difficult because subcontractors do not treat people decently. 

“They lay people off, with extreme abuse of power, always leaving a sense of 
insecurity in the workplace, that it is not a stable job, and they make sure we 
feel it. If one does anything out of the norm, for example, the smallest 
infraction, they lay you off (Alfredo, Calama 2007)”. 

  
Through Alfredo I learned that subcontractor companies for decades now have 

provided roughly 80% of the workers to the mining corporations. The problem with 

this hiring system is that the mining companies do not require that their 

subcontractors abide by their policies (sustainability, community relations, etc). For 

example, they do not have formal policy relations with indigenous populations. 

“GABY had promised to hire certain percentage of local indigenous 
population and I do not believe it is true. The other day I read in the paper that 
65 thousand people applied for jobs in GABY and only 400 were accepted. It 
is a mistake to think that they will hire indigenous population, it is more likely 
that they just generated false expectations, pure company propaganda 
(Alfredo, Calama 2007)”. 

 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

#"!Source: Library of Congress database. 
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Until October of last year Alfredo served as president of his community. He 

explains that the main reason he resigned from his position was because of the 

conflicts of interest it generated with his family. To be president is a full time job, but 

one with no salary or compensation. Alfredo was not able to provide his family 

income during his presidency and this caused bitter problems. 

“This is something that happens not only to me, it is pitiful to see indigenous 
leaders show up at meetings with torn shoes and discolored clothes. The 
government does not help indigenous leaders to reclaim their rights and 
culture, there are no resources for the leaders to be able to commit to their 
cause without setting their families aside (Alfredo, Calama 2007)”. 

 
Although I was not able to confirm a connection between Alfredo’s recent 

political agenda and his sudden job in mining (he told me he heard the job 

announcement via a local radio advertisement), many times during fieldwork people 

expressed the following perception of the way relationships between mining and 

communities work: 

“Anytime an indigenous leader starts making aggressive claims against the 
mining companies, somehow they end up getting a job in one of the mines, 
and that is the end of their political life (Alfredo, Calama 2007)”. 

 
In the meantime, Alfredo’s strategy, he argues, is to support the current community 

leader, Ms. Sara Ramos, in his free time. In addition, he receives external advice from 

an indigenous sociologist working for the government, and also from other 

indigenous leaders who have more experience.   

This tension between assuming a leadership position and the family resonates with 

June Nash’s argument in her now classic ethnography of Bolivian tin miners, We Eat 

the Mines and the Mines Eat Us. Vulnerability to co-optation by corporations can be 

partly explained by the sense of dependence that workers and their family members 
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have with the mines. Mining companies are aware of this source of power and they 

play on the worker’s fears (Nash 1993).  

The anxiety and fear experienced by Atacameños working for the mines extends to 

their family members. This anxiety is a huge source of repression of any drive that 

might lead them to resist and criticize corporations’ unethical behavior toward 

indigenous peoples in the region. It is commonly observed that when indigenous 

leaders challenge mining corporation’s impacts in Atacama, the corporations will 

attempt to establish a set of patron-client face to face interactions. The patron-client 

bonds will be established until the corporations manage to silence the critiques they 

are being subject to. 

Before ending the conversation, Alfredo goes back to the times when CODELCO 

was owned by American capital: 

“My grandfather used to tell me about a gringo who always took pictures in 
the pueblos and surroundings. His name was Rudolph. They called him Mr. 
Rudolph and he was an engineer for ANACONDA, that if I am not mistaken it 
then was passed to the hands of Chilean Exploration Company. This man has 
some pictures of Estacion San Pedro. He was a pioneer photographer of 
southern Bolivia which today is Chile. He has a book “Vanished Trails of 
Atacama”. Do you think you could help me find these pictures? Have you 
heard of him? (Alfredo, Calama 2007)”22. 
 

COMMUNITY REPORTS 
 

As part of their process of community reclamation, the people from the board of 

directors of Estación San Pedro have established that an important task is the rescue 

of oral testimonies from the older generations. In an effort to recover their history, an 

indigenous sociologist, Wilfredo Saire, has supported this community by authoring 

three reports that combine some denunciations of the mining company in addition to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

22 To learn about William E. Rudolph refer to the footnote number 16 in chapter 5 of the dissertation. 
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descriptions of how the way of life used to be in the community. In a report titled: 1º 

Informe Levantamiento de Informacion Pueblo de San Pedro Estacion” (1st Report of 

Collection of Information of the Village of San Pedro Estacion) under a sub heading 

“Current Establishment of the Community of San Pedro” as of 2005, we learn that: 

“Estación San Pedro, has during its existence added several groups from the 
native population in the area, who worked for the railway company, in mining, 
and at a smaller scale in agricultural and herding activities. The family names 
Carranza, Iriarte, Carrales, Lipez, and Bautista over the course of five 
generations came to be common names in Estación San Pedro. At first 
Estación attracted inhabitants from the stock ranch of Conchi Viejo 
denominated Estaque Negro or Estanque Quemado and some families herders 
from the Loa River. Due to the environmental impact suffered in 1956 that 
resulted in the gradual poisoning of waters the people from Ojo de San Pedro 
were forced to move to Estacion San Pedro, where the railway company had a 
station. The last influx of population came in 1985, and was due to the drying 
up of the San Pedro River caused by an aqueduct CODELCO constructed that 
put an end to the access of surface water from the San Pedro River that 
supported the existence of llamas in the sector. 
Expecting better living conditions than in the villages of San Pedro and of 
Conchi Viejo they gradually decide to come down to Calama, but these better 
conditions never arrived. Currently, three families live in Estación San Pedro 
and utilize three of its houses of and dedicate themselves to agriculture and 
raising small animals. 
During the celebration of their patron Saint, San Antonio, San Juan, and 
Virgen del Carmen, the village again fills when it is visited by the remaining 
community members that live in the city of Calama for the celebration of their 
patron Saint, San Antonio, San Juan, and the Virgen of Carmen. The existence 
of one church and one chapel is not of minor note as on the 13th  of june of 
each year during the celebration of the patron Saint San Antonio of Padua the 
village recovers life and its traditions are renewed (Community Report, 
2005a)”. 

 
In a different report under the title of “Historia Oral Comunidad San Pedro” (Oral 

History of the Community of San Pedro) we learn some more reasons from the 

perspective of the community leadership for the causes of the migration: 

“The families that decided to migrate from the Ojo took two courses, some 
migrated directly to Calama, and the rest stayed at the Railway Station, 
because back in those days, the Station was in charge of providing natural 
resources to mining operations in Chuquicamata. From the time that the 
yareta and sulfur activities started decaying, we were forced to decide how 
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can we leave this space that for years allowed us to live together as a segment 
of Andean society. 
“Specifically, from the 60s onward the families that migrated to the Station 
and stayed there started to give meaning to that space and in consequence to 
occupy it and in the meantime the bonds with the old village of Ojo de San 
Pedro were never lost. 
The proof that the sector was active is that a police station functioned there 
(1942/43), and there even was a room at the Station that was used as a 
classroom (school). There were permanent policemen; they conducted the 
lectures. Today, we can still find its ruins. 
“In the Station, families worked for the Railway Company FF.CC (1962-83), 
the first families worked there. Today there is only one descendent working 
for this company. 
The first families (Cruz Vilca and Salvatierra) moved from the Ojo to the 
Estacion in 1966. In the camp lived personnel from the Railway Company, 
Undagarín (the yareta middleman) and people from the rural villages of the 
Loa River basin. 
The extraction of yareta was done manually at the beginning and it was 
carried on donkey and llama’s back. These animals could be loaded with 50 
kilos approximately. From Paniri and from El Abra Chico animals carried the 
Loads to the Estacion. The material then was transported mostly by truck from 
Estacion to Chuquicamata. 
A key piece of data that the people give us is the fact that there were two 
groups in the community; a group that belongs to the Small Chapel (1960), 
which are slaves of the Virgen and the rest who have San Antonio as their 
Patron Saint in the church (Community Report, 2006)”. 

 
In a third and last community report shared with me by Alfredo with the young 

sociologist’s consent, we find yet other interesting information highlighted by the 

board of directors to support their case against CODELCO. Along with the 

provocative title, “Informe Preliminar sobre Sitios Dañados por la Presencia Minera 

en el Pueblo de San Pedro” (Preliminary Report about Damaged Sites from the 

Presence of Mining in the Village of San Pedro), I found a brief historical account 

which explains the causes of migration from the point of view of the writer, and 

presumably, from the ‘community’: 

“The first half of the XXth century was witness of the virtual disappearance of 
yareta (Azorella Compacta), an important component of the ecosystems of the 
Salado-Loa area, its caloric and medicinal properties are amazing. Its massive 
use, along with the woods of nearby native forests in the area of Calama, to 
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feed the ovens of the copper smelter of Chile Exploration Company in 
Chuquicamata, caused that virtual disappearance of extensive areas in which 
they were present. The presence of zigzaging roads in over the mountains, 
marked the future of the area. The emergence of new transportation is another 
characteristic of the landscape, great trucks like those of FORD 48 and 
CHEVROLET 51  were observed at Ollague extracting yareta, which was 
deposited in Ujina in order to be transported to Chuquicamata.  The activity in 
Toconce, Caspana and Rio Grande was also intense. It is the people from 
these sector worked transporting the yareta to Calama to sell to the bakeries. 
Entrepreneurs Ignacio and Miguel Undangarín purchased the chassis of the 
trucks in the city of Antofagasta and built them with beds appropriate for the 
area. These trucks could carry loads up to 5 tons that were transported to 
Estacion San Pedro where they were loaded on the train to take to 
Chuquicamata. When the yareta industry declined the natives started to buy 
these trucks to use for agriculture, transport of animals and aridos (?) 
(Community Report, 2005b)”. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 4: Ford 48 truck 

In the picture, the report provides an image of one of these trucks. This particular 

vehicle is from the year 1948, is owned by Mr. Manuel Copa, the last resident of Ojo 

de San Pedro. 

The report continues: 

“In 1955, a group of bulldozers belonging to Chile Exploration Company, 
destroyed the church of the village in search for the “underground aquafier”. 
In that period the Lagoon San Pedro dried up,, on which the whole ecosystem 
was dependent, and its destruction made impossible for some costumes like 
hunting and gathering with ritual purposes or therapeutic use of some birds, 
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eggs, and feathers, from this ecosystem to continue (Community Report, 
2005b)”. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 5: San Pedro Estacion’s destroyed church  

Following the dramatic description of the destruction of the village of San Pedro 

Estacion church, the report offers an image showing the ruins of that church, which 

we reproduced above. 

“Water was chanelled through canals to the accumulation tanks below in the 
Quebrada of San Pedro. These canals could reach up to 8 meters deep. Llamas 
and goats, pressured by thirst, would fall into these ditches, where they were 
killed by contusions or asphyxiation as they were carried by the force of the 
water current of the canals built for due to mining extraction, that had 
exhausted other sources of surface water in the area (Community report, 
2005b)”. 

  
Again the report offers some images of the story being told: 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 6. Channeled water 
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Illustrations  7: A dam 

In its peak of drama, the report concludes: 

“Before 1960 people abandoned the village, due to the pressure exercised by 
Chuquicamata mine over water resource in the sector by, to resettle in the 
sector Estacion San Pedro, but in 1985-86 CODELCO, inheritor of the 
depredation of this indigenous area resources required to make copper 
production possible, piped the last remainders of surface water, driven by the 
voracity of the goals of copper production that increase year by year. 
This situation, in addition to the fact that currently mining companies limit the 
access of animals to the San Pedro Dam, has generated tremendous damage to 
the traditional transhuman herding practiced in the area. This is the main 
justification for the urgency given to these request for regularizing the 
patrimony in favor of both communities (Community Report, 2005b)”. 

 
An evocative image of coercion is displayed at the end of this report. A picture of a 

barbed wire with a desert/deserted background. The title of the picture: “The limits 

imposed by the mining companies”. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 8: Barbed wire 



 

 

##*!

Under the utilitarian doctrine it is considered unjust to deprive anyone of his 

property, or anything that belongs to him by Law. Community members of Estación 

San Pedro are aware that their claims to justice must be made within a legal 

framework that exists beyond Chile. They consider that the Law that confered 

CODELCO the rights to extract waters and the consequent displacement of 

populations is a bad Law.  

We saw that a bad Law is one designed without careful consideration of the 

interests of all of those concerned and only based in the interests of a few. To be 

considered in a Law, first you have to be recognized as a subject. Indigenous peoples 

in Chile only began to be acknowledged as subjects in the mid 1990s short after the 

publication of the countrie’s indigenous Law.  

Furthermore, there is a difference between legal rights and moral rights (justice 

versus morality). CODELCO might have behaved immorally toward the peoples of 

San Pedro Estación, but whether we like it or not, the corporation did not do anything 

illegal when they piped the waters and affected this community’s sustainability in the 

region. It is extremely difficult to reconcile the view that CODELCO commited theft 

with the view that all their actions were legal. CODELCO may be judged morally, yet 

not legally and this plays in its favor. This is why the community of Estación San 

Pedro is eager to get the company to discuss the claims that are being made in a 

international legal framework that acknowleges indigenous peoples as subjects. 

HISTORIES OF MIGRATION 

During fieldwork in Atacama, I documented some of the labor histories of the 

peoples of Estación San Pedro in part to establish whether the claims made by San 

Pedrinos where ‘consistent shared interests’. According to Kant, a community is only 



 

 

##+!

an ideal. He understands community as a group of rational beings having consistent 

shared interests and calls this a ‘kingdom of ends’. In the kingdom of ends, everything 

has either value or dignity. Whatever has value can be replaced by something else 

which is equivalent. Whatever admits no equivalent, has a dignity. The histories of 

migration collected for this dissertation illustrate the tension between value and 

dignity.  

Autonomy is the basis of the dignity of every rational being. Autonomy of the Will 

or ‘practical reason’ is what gives our actions moral worth: to follow a principle not 

out of fear, nor inclination, but for respect of the principle. Some San Pedrinos’ labor 

histories reveal a questioning of the moral worth of the claims made by the 

community’s board of directors. They feel that the motives behind those claims are 

the self-interests and inclinations of younger members of the community and not part 

of ‘consistent shared interests’. 

Bernardita Huaca  

Never got a chance to learn to read and write. She thinks she is about 70 years old. 

Her father, Marcelo Huaca, migrated to Chile as a bachelor in search of employment 

in the sulfur mines and yareta collection. He worked at the yareteras from a young 

age, and then found employment repairing roads. In Chile he met Victoria’s mother, 

Ilda Yañez. Her parents met at Estacion San Pedro, where her mother’s family owned 

animals, sheep, goats, llamas. Bernardita inherited 40 sheep, 30 llamas and 20 goats. 

She was one among five siblings, José, Carlos and the twins Bernardo and Sofía. 

As a small child, Bernanrdita lived at the vega de Inacaliri. She recalls it was full 

of ranches belonging to the people of Toconce who had cows, donkeys, llamas, “those 

people had a lot of animal herds”. She says she never went to school because there 
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was no school at the vega de Inacaliri. So instead of learning to read, children had to 

learn to work instead. A typical day for Bernardita would start early in the morning, 

after having breakfast, she would take the animals to pasture. While the animals ate, 

Bernardita weaved and knitted. Her parents moved through three pasturing sectors: 

Inacaliri, Kilometro 31 and Ojo de San Pedro. When her parents went down to the 

Ojo de San Pedro to settle, she was 12 years old, and so she decided to migrate to 

Calama. In Calama, she found a job washing clothes for the hotels. She rented a room 

with a lady called Hilaria to whom she was not related. She worked washing clothes 

until she was 18, and then started working as a maid in the houses of rich people from 

Chuquicamata. 

At 20 she married Fernando Luizaga, whom she met at the dance hall where she 

went out dancing with Ms. Hilaria. Her husband, native of San Pedro the Atacama,  

has been a truck driver since age 12. In his own words: 

“The life that I have had has always been one of poverty and work. I worked 
in the mountains collecting yareta and as a sulfur miner from age 12. Before 
that I was under my parents custody taking care of their animals. Back then I 
lived near Ollague, in Amincha, always moving around. My new life brought 
more employment. I worked in Quilcha, Estacion San Pedro, mining sulfur, 
gathering yareta for Miguel Undangarín and after that became a truck driver. I 
came to Calama in 1957 to work with Alberto Terrazas in transport. I also 
worked in the construction of the airport, both doing construction and as a 
driver. In 1958, I was called up to do the mandatory military service but I was 
exempted. After that, I worked with the subcontractor Jorge Rasmilic, then 
with Carlos Diaz Ossa subcontractor for construction, always as a driver. 
During all that time, I was always traveling back to visit my parents-in-law 
back at Ojo, Bernardita’s parents. I retired in the year 2003, and I always 
worked as a driver in Calama (Fernando, Calama 2007)”. 

 
When Bernardita married Fernando, she was freed from having to work, with the 

exception for a period of time when her husband took a lover back when she was 40 

years old. Then she went back to washing clothes. Her husbands’ adventure lasted 
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until one day he was robbed while on his way to Argentina in his truck. Then he 

decided to return home after three years of absence. Bernardita and Fernando had 8 

children. In chronological order they are: Inés, José, Sacarías, Valeria, Anita, 

Josefina, Clemencia, and Pedro. All are married and have very different jobs. Inés 

works washing rock samples at Chuquicamata. José works for a subcontractor for one 

of the mines in the Salar of Atacama. Sacarías works in construction for 

subcontractors. Pedro is a truck driver for bakeries and distributes bread at different 

stores in Calama. 

Bernardita’s father was in charge of taking care of the village Saint, San Antonio 

of Padua, and their family inherited that tradition. Today, Bernardita only travels to 

the village of Estacion San Pedro for the religious festival of their patron saint. Her 

daughter served, as alférez23, in this year’s fiesta. 

Victoria migrated from her village because the jobs in the yareteras and sulfur 

mines at El Ojo were over. In addition, all her children had married, and thus she had 

nobody to help her take care of her animals at Estacion. She left El Ojo when she was 

12, only returning to her father’s funeral when she was 40. In the course of those 28 

years, everything had dried up. Some families took their animal herds to Chiu Chiu, 

others paid people from rural villages to take care of their animals. Other families sold 

all their animals and headed for Calama. This happened, she argues, because 

CODELCO built a pipe: 

 “Now we complain, but back then we said nothing, because we were not 
accustomed to talking with outsiders. Now we are complaining so that 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

23 In the context of religious festivities in Atacama, the alféres is the person in charge of taking care of 
the financial costs of a religious festivity. This person may use private funds in addition to his or her 
networks in the community to raise the necessary funds. The alféres’s duties are not exclusively 
economic. They need to make sure that the logistics of the festivity is impecable. 
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CODELCO will maintain water at Estacion San Pedro because when they shut 
down the railway company permanently, the Estacion will be left with no 
water (Bernardita, Calama 2007)”.  

 
The above testimony provides a particular argument that forms part of the 

repertoire of explanations for the absence of active critiques to mining in the region 

among rural indigenous peoples. As part of their unspoken rules it is rare for them to 

engage in conversations with strangers. They may think something, yet they will be 

unlikely to voice their opinions. 

Are there conflicts within the community I inquired, to which Bernardita replied: 

“Since the time when we used to live at Ojo de San Pedro, I recall rivalries 
between two big families, the Huaca Family to which I belong and the Ramos 
family who are board of directors members today. Even today I wonder why 
this conflict exists. This is the reason why there are two alférez for the Patron 
Saint festival, two of everything, the ones from above and the ones from 
below. I belong to the chapel from below that is over 50 years old and is older 
than the one from above. Since the Ramos family is on the board of directors, 
everything they accomplish will be to their benefit, even in our fiesta people 
from that family have insulted my daughters out of the blue saying harsh 
words to them telling them big words when they are drunk. In the past, when 
they were the only ones offering lunch at the fiesta, they would not invite us to 
the table to eat. We used to offer the boda or lunch back at the Ojo de San 
Pedro. When we moved to Estacion that is when we started having two bodas. 
The Ramos family were always better off economically, they even owned 
trucks, and they look down on people of humbler origins (Bernardita, Calama 
2007)”24. 

 
The Vilca Sisters   

Catalina and Fernandaa are sisters, and Catalina has a daughter named Silvana. 

Catalina was born and raised in Colana where she lived until she was 22 years old, 

around the times when the rumors that CODELCO was going to take the water started 

begun to circulate. Her family decided to move to a higher sector called Cavana to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

24 The norms of hospitality among indigenous peoples in Atacama involve the offering of foods to 
guests in both special and informal occassions. Offering food is a token of friendship. Not doing so 
constitutes an outright declaration of symbolic war. Simply put, failing to offer food can be considered 
as a form of hostility. 
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pasture their animals. Two years after coming to Cavana, her daughter Silvana was 

born, and they moved to a sector called Kilometro 20. Soon after, Catalina decided to 

move to Estacion San Pedro when she was 27 years old and Silvana was five. She 

stayed there until 1997, when she was 51 years old and then moved to Calama. Today 

she is 61 years old. Catalina told me that in 1997, CODELCO piped all the remaining 

water from the San Pedro River, leaving the community without access to water.  

Two years earlier, the railway station, with its headquarters at Estacion San Pedro, 

had decided to cut its drinking water supply, making CODELCO’s maneuver 

extremely drastic from the point of view of the community. In 1997, after three 

months without fresh water, Catalina decided to travel to Calama to speak with 

municipal authorities and representatives, and succeeded in getting the government to 

install a single faucet to supply fresh water to the 5 remaining inhabitants at Estacion 

San Pedro including herself, Catalina, her father Hernán, her daughter Silvana and 

Valentina. Valentina was the last person to live at Estación San Pedro. She passed 

away in May of 2007.  

 Before 1997, Catalina still owned 40 goats, 80 llamas, and 3 donkeys, but when 

CODELCO piped off all the remaining surface waters that had supported their 

animals, to use in their mining process things got complicated. Catalina recalls that 

water problems really started to become visible for the community in 1987. Before 

that, Catalina remembers there even being trout and ducks in the river. CODELCO 

piped half the water flow in 87 and the remaining half was taken in 1997. In the 

course of those ten years the size of animal herds diminished because people were 

forced to get rid of their animals either by family consumption or by selling them in 

the market.  
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“Of the 80 llamas I had in 1987, only were 20 left in 1997, and that year we 
were left with no water, so I had to liquidate all of my animals in the course of 
a couple of months. I remember that the last day we spent in Estacion, we 
slaughtered our last three llamas. I had 30 goats that I brought to Calama with 
me, and left them at my sister’s ranch at Cerro Negro sector (Catalina, Calama 
2007)”. 

 
Her sister adds:  

“The problem with having animals in the city is that it is too expensive, 
unlike in the rural villages where there is pasture, in the city you have to buy 
the grass, and buying grass is expensive (Fernanda, Calama 2007)”.  

 
The Vilca sisters mention that there is an existing claim made against CODELCO 

by the community. They refer to this claim as something alien to them, saying:  

“the people behind it are asking for too much, the Ramos family which heads 
the community board of directors thinks of themselves as being more 
“OjoSanPedrina” than we are, even though we were among the last families to 
leave (Fernanda, Calama 2007)”. 
 
According to the Vilca sisters the families in charge are requesting things like 

electricity and parks for the kids. The right thing to do, in their view, is that if 

someone really loves their village they should be willing to move there with or 

without electricity. They believe that the Ramos family does not know what they are 

saying:  

“they don’t know what it’s like to live in the sector, go through a winter in the 
conditions that our grandparents lived, without a faucet in the house, with only 
candles for lighting (Fernanda and Catalina, Calama 2007)”. 

 
The Vilca sister’s argue that there is no need to request so many things from 

CODELCO. They think that as long as CODELCO returns their waters so the animals 

have a place to drink, and they support a school in the village, with those two 

guarantees they could return. 

“We don’t care if there is no electricity or a faucet in the house, we were 
raised without having that kind of life so we are used to going to fetch water 
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in buckets and using candles for lighting. This would even free us from having 
to pay bills as we do in the city (Fernanda and Catalina, Calama 2007)”. 

 
The Vilca sisters think that CODELCO does not want anything to do with them. 

They recall having attended a meeting with the company in 2005 because CODELCO 

needed their consent for a pipe in Pampa Puno that would pass two meters away from 

community boundaries. In that meeting, members of the community took the 

opportunity to point out all the damage that CODELCO had done to the community 

through its water extraction. Sr. Fernando Luizaga requested some construction 

materials from the Company, and an electric generator to be able to light the village 

during the patron saint fiesta. CODELCO’s answer was no. They recall that Sr. 

Patricio Riedemann was present at the meeting, and he was emphatic in arguing that 

they had called a meeting to talk about the pipe at Pampa Puno near the village, and 

not about other issues, or to be bombarded with requests and petitions of all kinds. 

“Many people from the community think that CODELCO should pay them 
money. We think that the people who most suffered were those that owned 
animals, and that was not everyone. To be able to have the numbers of 
animals people used to have would take us at least 20 years, because their 
reproductive cycle is slow. Llamas give birth once a year, and there are not 
enough pasture and water and animals tend to skip reproductive cycles under 
these conditions. So, if CODELCO has to pay money it should be to those that 
had animals and had to sacrifice them due to piping off the community waters. 
Today a llama costs around US$200 (Catalina and Fernanda, Calama 2007)”. 

 
The Vilca sisters are aware that returning to live to the village would not be a 

viable option for everyone. They think of all the children that were born and raised in 

the city of Calama, who are used to its lifestyle. Taking them back to the village 

would be like un-rooting them. 

“If we were to return to the village as a community everyone is going to want 
animals, but there is not enough for everyone. Even so, many in the 
community say they want to return, but we think that they don’t know what 
they are saying, herding involves many sacrifices. Many say “we are going to 
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San Pedro,” simply because they don’t know how hard it is to raise animals. 
During community meetings to avoid conflict we never say these things 
(Catalina and Fernanda, Calama 2007)”.  

 
According to the Vilca sisters the community is composed of roughly 70 members 

of whom 20 at most assist meetings regularly. Unfortunately, they say,  

“initially many people inscribed themselves for purely personal interests such 
as to be able to receive help from the government for being indigenous. For 
example, when their children apply for the indigenous scholarships for 
education. Since they did not receive any tangible help, many people have 
already cancelled their membership. We just wonder why these people are 
complaining to CODELCO so much and they did not do so in the past. For 
example, in 1997 when CODELCO ended up taking all the water, when they 
still had animals and could have complained about something they didn’t 
(Vilca Sisters, Calama 2007)”. 

 
Some of the concerns manifested in these testimonies reveal a Rawlsian 

conception of social justice. Community members acknowlege a conflict of interest in 

society and are not indifferent as to how the greater benefits produced by their 

cooperation with the community will be distributed. In the Vilca sister’s testimony, 

for example, we see how they aspire to lesser benefits that those the community board 

of directors aspire to. The claims made by this community seem to be lacking a 

consistent standard by which the distributive aspects of society they demand are to be 

assessed. This ‘inconsistency’ is beneficial to CODELCO. The corporation can 

strategically focus on the more humble community aspirations. Therefore, they can 

stay away from far more pressing issues made explicit in the letter to CODELCO, like 

the aspiration to recover the community’s rights to water.  

THE FIESTA OF SAN ANTONIO 

Urban indigenous populations cyclically renew their ties with their villages of 

origin  by annually attending the central religious festivals of the pueblo. On the 13th 

of June of each year, the entire San Pedrino community reunites in their village to 
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celebrate the day of their patron saint, San Antonio of Padua. During fieldwork in 

2007 I participated in this festival and the following is a description of it.  

Estacion san Pedro is located 80 kilometers from the city of Calama taking the 

road to Ollagüe. I attended the fiesta with my best friend Lila Colamar. When we 

arrived, there were hardly any people in sight but we approached a couple of houses 

where people were sitting outside. We were looking for the community, leader 

Alfredo Cruz, who had invited us to attend the fiesta. Instead they led us to Sra. Sara 

Ramos, the official president of the community and the woman who signed the letter 

sent to CODELCO.  

We scheduled an interview, and she proceeded to explain the sequence of events 

involved in their fiesta.  

“First there is a mass, then there is the procession, then the alférez in charge of 
the fiesta offers lunch to everybody present (Sara, Estacion San Pedro 2007)”. 

 
After our short conversation, since mass was about to begin we went off to the 

church. On our way we ran into father Pedro, the priest in charge of conducting 

masses in the rural villages of the Loa River basin. He was going to lead the mass in 

the fiesta. I had interviewed father Pedro in Calama not long ago, so he was aware of 

the purposes of my study, so he asked “How’s your research going?” to which I 

replied “there is so much money involved in mining, that I am starting to perceive 

hints of corruption and things that are painful”. Father Pedro responded: 

“Well yes, your study is going to be highly criticized by many people because 
it will talk about certain truths, without disguise, and for not doing the typical 
study that says “oh look how great our communities are and how beautiful are 
their fiestas”. I mean, how can I be proud that people come back once a year 
to their community, these villages are abandoned, and they are this way for a 
reason, and someone has to denounce this, and you know how people who tell 
things the way really are, get criticized in this country (Father Pedro, Estacion 
San Pedro 2007)”.  
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The priest rushed off to perform his duties, and as he was leaving, to my surprise, I 

noticed the presence of personnel from CODELCO. The sociologist, Patricio 

Riedemann, head of CODELCO-Norte’s division of community relations and his 

assistant, the geographer and ex-regional minister of agriculture Alejandro Pizarro 

were there. I had already interviewed both men, so Sr. Riedemann greeted me kindly. 

In contrast, Sr. Pizarro barely said hello and approached my friend Lila from 

Likantatay effusively and gave her a bear hug followed by some question: “How did 

the tour of the people of Likantatay to Chuquicamata mine work?” And then, “How 

many people went, did the people like the tour?” As a parenthesis, CODELCO’s 

business agenda is considering the potential re-location of the community of 

Likantatay. There are copper deposits beneath community lands and CODELCO is 

contemplating possibly relocating its population. Thus, they have started to approach 

the community, offering tours of the mine, meetings, and so forth. This case study 

will be covered in depth in chapter 7, but this parenthesis was necessary to 

contextualize Sr. Pizarro’s effusive attitude toward Lila.  

In the fiesta there was yet another character. A photographer, named Claudio 

Pérez, for whom Sr. Riedemann had given me a brief profile, “Claudio is a man of 

fieldwork, I know him since the days of the protests against the military regime, and 

there he was always taking pictures”. Claudio Pérez was hired to take the photograph 

that would accompany the “Cunza Dictionary” financed by CODELCO as part of 

their “we are your friend” agenda. “Did I give you a copy? No. Then come and pick 

one up from my office tomorrow”. The conversation with Sr. Riedemann continued, 

as he said: “There is a colleague of yours in the region who might be able to help you 
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with your study. I can introduce you to him, his name is Felipe Domb”. “I know him”, 

I replied, and he seemed surprised. He then mentioned that Milka Castro was also 

coming to Calama to do a study. I also said that I knew her, she was the wife of one of 

my undergraduate advisors, professor Miguel Bahamondes. Sr. Riedemann told me 

that he began his career working with Miguel at GIA (Grupo de Investigaciones 

Agrarias), an NGO of Leninist orientation financed by German capital during the 

military dictatorship. He added, “GIA was one of the few places during the 

dictatorship, where one could develop critical thinking”. This mini-profile proved to 

be extremely interesting to me since a man who had started his career as a Leninist 

member of the vanguard was about to end it as a representative of a mining 

corporation criticized for its exploitation of indigenous peoples.  

Father Pedro begun the mass, and as I listened, I noticed the presence of people 

from the community relations department of the mining corporation El ABRA. Edwin 

Hidalgo and his personal assistant seemed less than happy when they noticed the 

presence of people from CODELCO. As soon as the mass was over, they quickly left 

the village without mingling with anybody in the community. 

The mass also offered some interesting surprises. Toward the end of the service, 

Father Pedro announced that the “brothers” from CODELCO had a message to 

deliver. Then Sr. Pizarro stepped forward and said he was representing CODELCO, 

that with him came also Sr. Patricio Riedemann and Sr. Alejandro Leaño, and that 

they were deeply moved to be present in the fiesta of the Saint, and that they wanted 

to hand over a gift to the community. He then handed a box to Father Pedro, and 

between the two of them, opened the wrap and exposed its content: a beautiful copper 

plate and two beautiful copper candleholders. They raised these gifts in the air to 
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show to the public, some people were taking pictures and everyone started 

applauding. After this instance of applause, Father Pedro said some words:  

“I thank the brothers from CODELCO and want to highlight the beauty of this 
symbol that they give to us, something that was extracted from the bowels of 
the earth, like copper, is now in the form of a present, but processed and 
elaborated as a gift”.  

 
I had interviewed Father Pedro many times and could sense a subtle tone of irony 

in his short speech. Following mass, he invited everyone to join the procession.  

About mid course of the procession I bumped into Sr. Riedemann once more, and 

he took up our conversation again by saying: “Did you notice that the people from El 

ABRA were here earlier? To which I said yes, and asked him if he thought they had 

left because the CODELCO people were present, so he continued “I think so, I think 

they felt bad because they came without an invitation, in contrast we got officially 

invited”. I pursued this revelation by asking him who had invited them and for what 

reason.  

“The community leader Sara Ramos invited us because the community is 
quite happy about the repairs CODELCO financed to one of the village 
chapels, and they are very grateful and that is why they invited us 
(Riedemann, Estacion San Pedro 2007)”. 

 
We walked all around the village following the procession. When it was over and 

people dispersed, Father Pedro approached me and asked: “Did you talk with the 

great ones?” To which I replied in the affirmative and made a joke about how they 

competed with each other (CODELCO and EL ABRA) to establish who was the 

kindest. He laughed and said: “Did you see what CODELCO did, giving those things, 

that is pure conscience washing for them, there you have the little show they set up so 

you start realizing these things for your research”. After these words, he sent us of to 
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have lunch at the table of one of the families of the village, the family with which he 

was having lunch, the Vilca family.  

Louis Althusser argues that any discussion of ideology must also deal with the 

problem of class struggle. Ideological state apparatuses are sites where the tensions 

between the classes unfold. In the Fiesta of San Antonio we were able to observe a 

combination of apparatuses involved: families, the church, and the media. Of 

particular interest in the scene of the fiesta, were the contradictions displayed by the 

Catholic Church. This institution serves different social ends, one of them being to 

offer protection to the poor. Here the Church lent itself to support CODELCO’s 

agenda. At the time of fieldwork, I was very puzzled by what I saw as the Church 

being CODELCO’s accomplice. But, later on I learned there is a condition that Peter 

Sloterdijk (1984) called ‘enlightened false conciousness’. This means that many times 

people live by false values but are at the same time aware of doing do. Being aware of 

living under exploitative social relations, does not necessarily mean that people will 

rebel. I had interviewed the local priest many times and was certain of his awareness 

of the exploitative social relations indigenous peoples were subject to in the region. 

Knowing this, I could only conclude that the reason behind the ‘support’ the Church 

gave to CODELCO had to do with this notion of an ‘enlightened false conciousness’. 

INTERNAL DIVISIONS 

By now, we have noticed that there is a serious internal division in the community 

of Estación San Pedro. This division not only involves class discrimination, but 

different views of the relationship with CODELCO and what the community is 

entitled to request. As we saw in the Vilca sister’s testimony, they think many 
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community members have unrealistic expectations of what they can claim and get 

from CODELCO.   

A particularly illustrative piece of testimony is offered next, that reveals the 

existence of this fracture:  

Valeria Cruz 

Valeria is one of the warmest and kindest persons I have ever met. She lives in 

Calama, but tells me about the times when she used to live in Ojo de San Pedro.  

“I was born in Ojo de San Pedro 70 years ago. I did not know my mother. She 
died during labor. My grandparents raised me. My brothers are really my 
uncles. Grandpa’s name was Tomás. He immigrated from Quetena in Bolivia 
to Ojo de San Pedro in Chile to work in the sulfur mines and yareta (fuel 
wood) collection. He met my grandma here and they married. Grandpa Tomás 
was very strict. He did not allow lazy kids in his household (Valeria, Calama 
2007)”. 

  
Since age six, Valeria had to wake up at five in the morning, go and fetch water 

and firewood and cook her grandpa his morning meal. After breakfast came cleaning 

the house and preparing lunch. Other chores involved hand washing clothes, weaving 

and knitting socks, hats, gloves and ropes to sell to the trucks that passed in the 

nearby road with loads of yareta. She was also in charge of taking care of their herd 

of animals. That was a full-time job. She had to gather the animals (30 heads) close to 

sunset and walk them back home. If she lost an animal, she would be whipped. 

“Grandpa Tomás did not give me a break. He would force me to weave until 
one in the morning, and would clap his hands really loud if he saw my head 
hanging low, and suspected I was falling asleep. Wake up! He would shout, 
and I had to continue no matter how tired I was. He would knock on my door 
at five in the morning and the work cycle would start again: Fetch water and 
firewood and cook… and so on” 

 
Anita: Did you ever play?  

Valeria: Only a little when the animals were grazing.  
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Anita: With all that work, were you able to go to school? 

“There was no school at Ojo de San Pedro. I never learned how to read and 
write. There was a white woman that was married with a gringo. They were the 
administrators of the company store at the nearby village of Estación San 
Pedro. This couple would frequently visit my grandparents and ask them: “how 
can you possibly keep such a pretty little girl without schooling. She is going to 
grow up, she is beautiful and has white skin. A Bolivian man will come and 
fool her, and will make her a baby. Why don’t you let her come with us, we will 
take her to Santiago (capital city), and enroll her in a nice school, she will grow 
up to be a different person. After repeatedly insisting on this every time my 
grandpa saw their vehicle approaching his house, he would lock me up in a 
cellar to hide me from this couple. I could hear them talking about me. The 
couple insisted that they would take me to a better place, promising that they 
would bring me back to visit. I would have liked to go with them. I wanted to 
go to school and learn. I told my grandparents to let me go with them, yet, they 
never agreed to release me.” 
“At age 18, I married a man who will remain un-named. We migrated to 
Calama in search for opportunities to forge ahead. During our 22 years of 
marriage, he was mean to me. He beat me many times, and in the end left me 
for another woman. Back then it hurt. But, now that I think of it, he did me a 
big favor, and I thank God for it. My husband leaving me gave me the 
opportunity to experience the freedom of searching for a way of earning a 
living. I know how to make bread and sopaipillas (a type of tortilla made of 
flour and squash). I traveled to many places selling my products. I went to 
Bolivia, to Arica in northern Chile, and most important, on my journey I met 
many women that were itinerant vendors like me. I was always very quiet 
around them, I sat and listened to these women’s conversations. I did not even 
know how to speak. Many words, I said in the wrong way; farda instead of 
falda (skirt). So, I paid attention to the way these women spoke and I learned 
lots on these trips. Up to the present I wake up early in the morning, bake 
bread and sopaipillas and go to sell them in the street. Despite my age, and 
that I am tired, I summon up the courage to continue working. I cannot afford 
to live only on my miserable state pension of $48 thousand pesos 
(approximately US $93.00 dollars) each month.” 

 
Anita: How were the relationships between your community in Ojo de San Pedro 

and the mining company?  

Valeria: No relationship!  

“Now, here in Calama there is an urban indigenous association composed of 
migrants, and mostly descendants of migrants from my community. They 
decided to make an organized claim against the mining company in which 
they say that back in the days when we inhabited the Ojo they had many 
animals. They are increasing the numbers and exaggerating. They did have 
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animals, but not as many as they claim. They want to use this argument to get 
water rights from the mining company. They also want the company to build a 
church back at Ojo de San Pedro. Back, as far as I can remember, water 
supplies ran dry AFTER the families migrated to Calama, not before. They 
left because there were no more jobs in the sulfur mines and collection of 
yareta. I like the truth and honestly, I think, those families are lying. If the 
young people in this indigenous association manage to get something from the 
mining company, they are not giving anything to the old.”  

 
In closing, this chapter has shown the existing cultivation of patron-client 

relations between CODELCO and indigenous peoples in Atacama. Sociologist Max 

Weber (1978) variously defined power as the probability that an actor in a social 

relationship will be in a position to carry out his own will despite resistance, 

regardless of the basis on which this probability rests. CODELCO’s own will is easily 

carried through because of the vulnerability and livelihood insecurity Atacameños  

and other indigenous populations confront in their daily lives. This makes cooptation 

and resistance just one more component of what it means to be human in the 

Atacama. For corporations it is easy to adopt the ideological strategy of gift giving 

since modernization is viewed crudely as electricity, movies, clean drinking water 

from a tap,  and so forth. Whether we like it or not, this view of modernization has its 

appeal and cannot be dismissed as easily in practice as it can in post-modern theory. 

June Nash (1993: 333) recapitulates Marx’s arguments regarding the sources of 

alienation in capitalist society:  

“(1) separation of the producer from the product, or the alienation of surplus 
value; (2) separation of the producers from the means of production, which 
forces them to become dependent on the owners of capital in order to make a 
living; and (3) separation of the producers from the sense of meaningful self-
involvement in the work process”.  

 
The final source of alienation is the separation of the worker from the sense of 

identity with a community. Conciousness of dependency, stems from alienation from 
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the social relations of production. Conciousness of dependency leads to a search for 

security and the cultivation of patron-client relations. The purpose of this chapter was 

to illustrate the kinds of relationships of dependency cultivated between CODELCO 

and indigenous peoples in Atacama. 
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VII. STRATEGIES OF INDIGENOUS RESISTANCE TO MINING: 
DEVELOPMENT INDUCED DISPLACEMENTS  

 
Promoters, analysts, and even critics of the neoliberal25 project seem to share the 

underlying assumption that there is no viable alternative to the politics of development. 

It is not the overall project that is being put in question, but merely how to make it more 

sustainable and fair. This chapter discusses the complex scenario confronted by the 

indigenous community of Likantatay in the face of the consequences of a mining 

development project and the potential forced resettlement that this would imply for the 

community. The discussion examines the strategies of indigenous resistance that are 

present or potentially present in the community and the discourses and ideological 

strategies the mining corporation elaborates to advance the interests of capital. Framing 

this analysis in a theoretical discussion that identifies two underlying ethical systems 

that confront each other: corporate (utilitarian) ethics versus the community 

(deontological) ethics.  

Likantatay is located on the west side of Calama city in northern Chile where, 

fortunately for some and unfortunately for others, it lies on top of a copper deposit 

belonging to the state owned mining company CODELCO or Copper Corporation of 

Chile. 

We will look at CODELCO’s underlying discourse that is characterized by a 

utilitarian ethical approach that defines certain action as morally acceptable when the 

greater ‘good’ is larger if compared to the total ‘bad’ that the same action would 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

25 Neoliberalism can be simply defined as a political philosophy or a world vision of free market 
and less State intervention. The main argument expressed by its follower’s advances that the market is 
more efficient if compared to inefficiencies and high costs of state interventions (Livermann et al. 
2006:3). As it will be shown, deciding which life forms will be guarded and which will be sacrificed in 
the terms given by the values unfolded by the neoliberal philosophy can be complex.  
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cause. From CODELCO’s point of view, the morally acceptable act is that copper 

should be exploited. The argument to support the claim that this act generates a 

greater good is sustained by monetary and population criteria. This leads to the 

conclusion that the income from mining minerals benefits the entire country as 

against the well being of 36 indigenous households. Particularly in this case, the 

“bad” the exploitation of copper generates would be the disappearance of Likantatay 

and the end of such communities. 

The ideological justifications based on utilitarian ethics, generally have the effect 

of placing communities such as Likantatay at a disadvantage when confronted by 

development projects in their region, given they are a small interest group. It is well 

known that modern states’ governments often make decisions that favor corporation’s 

and their investments in projects that necessarily imply damage to certain groups of 

people. In the majority of cases, these people are sacrified for something that the state 

argues will benefit the entire country in the longer run. Examples in Chile are 

abundant, especially in the energy and mining sectors where hydroelectric dams have 

been built and where copper and other mineral deposits have been exploited. A recent 

emblematic case of this is a project carried out by the Canadian company Barrick 

Gold in the Huasco Valley. This project generated major conflicts and social and 

environmental movements have emerged among the different actors and interest 

groups that are involved (rural employees, agro-industrial employers, the greater 

community and others). The authors of Pascualama: identities and conflicts in the 

Huascoaltina Mountains state that:  

“For many, this mining project represents the only possible economical 
development for Alto del Carmen and even for the region; but for others it 
represents a threat to their very existence, both symbolic and material. The 
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latter is based on the fact that the possibility of water pollution or “the death of 
the valley” due to a scarce water supply and the arrival of outsiders, Huasco 
Valley would inevitably modify the cultural practices of their inhabitants 
(Bourguignat and Ramírez, 2006: 98).” 

 
 As the Pascualama and Likantatay cases illustrate, projects that focus on the country’s 

development offer complex scenarios because they divide communities into groups 

that are against or in favor of these projects. In spite of the disadvantage minority 

groups have, we do not intend to place the community of Likantatay in the traditional 

place of “victims”, as anthropological and social sciences often portray ethnic 

minorities. On the contrary, just as mining generates an endless impact on them, they 

too have impacts on mining projects. In the case of Pascualama the main opposition to 

the project came from a “Committee for the defense of the Valley”. They were able to 

generate great obstacles to the transnational corporation Barrick Gold. This was 

possible thanks to their alliance with the Catholic Church and environmental activists 

of international renown such as Green Peace. 

 With this in mind, this chapter will identify the main discourse the indigenous 

community elaborates in defense of their interests and contrast this to the discourse 

the corporation uses in order to “buy a social license”. We will search for answers of 

the following questions: what are the ‘weapons’ the indigenous community uses to 

defend their interests? 26 And, what ‘weapons’ do mining companies employ in order 

to legitimize their goals? In the identification of both mining company and indigenous 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

26 When using the word ‘weapons’ it is making reference to the theoretical discussion elaborated by 
James Scott in his 1990 title: Domination and the Arts of Resistance. His argument rests upon the 
assumption that the ‘poor’ sing one song in the presence of the ‘rich’ and another song among 
themselves. The ‘rich’ also have a discourse in front of the ‘poor’ and a different one among 
themselves. This assumption led Scott to elaborate his concept of the existence of ‘hidden transcripts’. 
He defined them mainly as weapons of the weak among which he lists disguise strategies such as 
anonymity, gossip against the powerful, and the use of euphemisms. Among the more elaborate forms 
of disguise and critiques to power he mentions oral culture, folklore, and inversion rituals such as 
carnival and fiestas. 
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community discourse it will be shown how both sides make enormous efforts to stand 

up for their ideological version of the “truth” when it comes to defending their 

particular world views. 

OVERVIEW OF THE HISTORY OF MIGRATION, MINING, AND INDIGENOUS 
PEOPLES  
 

To talk about Likantatay it is necessary to briefly review the causes that led a 

great number of indigenous populations such as the Atacameños -who came from the 

Loa River basin located in the interior of northern Chile-, to migrate to urban centers 

like Calama and Chuquicamata. As Gundermann and Sanhueza (2007) argue, mining 

and industrial facilities in Loa absorbed a large amount of the indigenous work force. 

In the last decade of the 19th century, Calama City was beginning a rapid economic 

and demographic growth. Specifically, the population of the Andian Mountain 

communities:  

“had started a migratory process and a visible wage-labor lifestyle based on 
mining, establishing themselves temporarily, stationary or definitively in 
mining centers or in areas located near Calama (Muñoz 1894: 75. Cited in 
Gundermann and Sanhueza 2007:132)”.  
 
As the 20th century advanced, the expansion of mining with its technological, 

infrastructure and communication requirements became increasingly demanding. The 

expanding needs of the mining industry soon exceeded the agricultural capacity of the 

agrarian lifestyle which had sustained the Atacameño rural economy. In due course, 

the political ecology of the landscape was modified. The demand for work in the 

mining industry created a new reality, one that is still present: indigenous integration 

and dependency on work in the mining industry, or in urban employment in places 

such as Chuquicamata and Calama. (Sanhueza and Gundermann 2007). 
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According to the indigenous people of Likantatay’s testimonies, the causes of 

their migration were diverse. They emphasized the lack of work opportunities and an 

inability to provide education for their children in their home villages. Nevertheless, 

the main reason they cite for migration was the diminishing supplies of water 

available for their crops and animals which ultimately reached a point of being 

insufficient to sustain agricultural practices of the families living in each village. For 

example, the village of Cupo, that once had enough water to meet the needs of 60 

families, today barely can sustain the needs of 6 families; consequently, 90 percent of 

its population has left. Some villagers argue that the decline in hydraulic resources is 

due to the mining companies voracious water requirements to produce copper. Others 

villagers say that it is due to the lack of rain. The great majority of villagers think it is 

due to a combination of both27.  Therefore, people began to abandon their home 

villages in search for new opportunities. This led to a great decline in the productivity 

of the agrarian fields in their home villages.  

According to Núñez (1991:259), Atacameños were confronted by the following 

unavoidable choice: to stay in their villages and struggle to work agrarian fields with 

scarce water supplies and a dwindling working force; or, to migrate to the city and 

become wage-laborers working wherever they found an opportunity. The great 

majority opted for the second alternative and people migrated massively towards 

urban centers of the region, mainly to Calama City. The direct consequence for the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

27 The satellite images of the Region of Antofagasta clearly show how the desert carries the scars left 
by the multiple pipes that cross it. They are irrefutable testimony of the huge amounts of water 
extracted to provide for the mining business and company towns associated with this extractive 
industry. A study of the causes of rural-urban migration in the region carried out by Jürgen Bähr in the 
1980s, already suggested that, “Water consumption is likely to increase owing to population growth 
and plans for further industrialization and the lack of water in the oases will become more severe in the 
future. In all oases numerous terraces which now lie uncultivated indicate that formerly more land was 
tilled than at present ” (Bähr, J. 1985:8).  
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people arriving in urban centers was the loss of the community-based lifestyle to 

which they were accustomed. In the cities, Atacameño immigrants were forced to 

search for different alternatives in order to adapt to this new space. Some were lucky 

and found a job that enabled them to live in their own homes or to pay rent. Others 

less fortunate, worked at unstable jobs, and had little recourse but to live with 

relatives or friends. Yet another group of migrants, went to work on some of the farms 

left in Calama, exchanging their agricultural knowledge for food and a place to spend 

the night.  

It is important to stress that not every immigrant has had the same experience as 

they entered into new spaces and economic arrangements. Imilán (2007) describes the 

case of Socaire, specifically that of those Socaireños that were able to have a stable 

residency in Calama City.28 These are people that have been able to connect 

themselves permanently to a mining company, especially to CODELCO, which has 

“allowed them to access a complete network of social and financial services. 

Obtaining a permanent contract with the state copper company is considered the best 

way to secure up-ward mobility in Calama” (Imilán 2007:115). It also partly describes 

the Socaireño group that has not been able to incorporate themselves into CODELCO 

and has had to look for less profitable and less stable alternatives such as seasonal 

employment with any of the hundreds of subcontractors that work for the big mining 

corporations. Other alternatives include working independently as taxi drivers, small 

grocery shops, mechanical workshops, maids, or other similar opportunities.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

28 Walter Imilan’s study (2007) is very useful in spite the fact that its unit of analysis is the community 
of Socaire in the Salar de Atacama. Nevertheless, we believe that many of the mobility processes 
described specifically for Socaire can be applied for the rest of the Atacameño communities in the San 
Pedro and Loa River basins.   
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In a recent comparative study of the migration process in some Aymara, 

Atacameño, and Mapuche communities, González and Gundermann (2008) identify 

common trends in the indigenous migration process nationwide and across different 

ethnic groups in Chile. They argue the following:  

“The current indigenous portrait has a less intense anchoring in rural lifestyle 
and working conditions, it also presents a correlative decrease of its 
dependency on agrarian resources; the unfolding of its country-like profile of 
the indigenous economy advances and the spatial redistribution of their 
contingencies is massive (González y Gundermann 2008:107).”   

 
They call this phenomenon poscomunalidad (postcommunity) and add that: 

“as the generalization of this process advances, the spatial and residential 
mobility, its multi occupation and multi income, the instability and lack of 
jobs, as well as the redefinition of its rural aspect and its significance are key 
aspects of its characterization” (González y Gundermann 2008:107).  

 
In the case of Likantatay, the regional integration process is one that Imilán 

(2007) describes as typical of those immigrants that have had to accept precarious 

jobs and pursue multi-income strategies29 in which they combine agrarian, wage-

labor, independent work, and state pensions as the main sources of income and 

resources.30 

It is very important to stress that many inhabitants from the interior parts of 

northern Chile felt ashamed about their indigenous origins. This was due to the fact 

that anyone who would demonstrate their real origins, or even looked indigenous even 

if they did not identify themselves as such, faced strong racial and cultural forms of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

29 There is only one member from Likantatay that has a contract with CODELCO. 
30 Gundermann and Gonzalez (1995) have made an excellent balance of the Atacameño economies. 
They thoroughly describe, without any exception, that Atacameño families have three, four or even 
more sources of income: «In these families there always is a self production for self consumption 
component, a sort of final insurance source which can be used when the instable resources coming 
from the market and the state aren’t available » (Gundermann and Gonzalez 1995:102). This diagnosis 
of the Atacameño household economies perfectly matches to the situation that the families from 
Likantatay are confronted to in the present.  
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discrimination. It was not until the mid-nineties that this phenomenon began to 

change. The impetus for the change was the passage of a new law in 1993, the 

indigenous Law 19.253, which stimulated a political platform and debate that pushed 

for the acknowledment of the existence of indigenous people in Chile and respect for 

cultural diversity. This led to a radical change in the conception of indigeneity to one 

of being a source of pride. As Gundermann, Foerster, and Vergara (2006) point out, 

the basis of the current indigenous Chilean politics was the establishment of an 

alliance of support between the Democratic Parties and the representatives of the 

indigenous world. The objective was to politically overrule the military government 

of Augusto Pinochet (1973-1989) and mount a process of transition to democracy in 

Chile. The alliance between the indigenous world and the democratic parties was 

made concrete in the Nueva Imperial Agreement of 1989. This agreement included 

the promises of the expansion of indigenous law associated with the creation of an 

institution specifically committed to its application and to other indigenous affairs 

(CEPI, and then CONADI), including the approval of the 169 Treaty of the 

International Labor Organization (ILO), and the constitutional recognition of 

indigenous peoples. These three commitments would laid the ground for a new 

relationship between the Chilean state and indigenous peoples. People working first 

for CEPI and latter for CONADI became brokers between the indigenous world and 

the non-indigenous worlds.31 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

31 It is necessary to point out that the indigenous world saw with great enthusiasm these changes in 
their relationship with the Chilean state. Nevertheless, the practical validity of the indigenous Law was 
severely questioned in the Ralco Dam conflict during the second half of the 90s. Gundermann, Foerster 
y Vergara, state the following: « CONADI, led in two following periods by people coming from the 
Mapuche culture, considered that the agreements of land transfers between Pehuenche families and 
ENDESA corporation violated principles in the indigenous law. The Chilean state decided to intervene 
CONADI to its very roots, and therefore asked for the resignation of its National Director, Mr. 



 

 

#&%!

In this context, a group led by the then director at the time of CEPI (Special 

Commission for Indigenous People), an indigenous immigrant from Ayquina, came 

up with a revolutionary project for the time: to create a space which would be a re-

invention (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983) of the indigenous lifestyle, including their 

agriculture and stockbreeding, but in the city. This ‘re’-invention of tradition was 

supposed to give shelter to senior indigenous people that were living with relatives, 

but had not given up the hope of cultivating their land and raising their llamas and 

lambs. The dream of this, is now a reality in the community of Likantatay.  

Likantatay and its struggle for survival 

Currently, Likantatay is an Atacameño urban community located in the west side 

of Calama city on a former pasturing zone. In 1991, an initial group of 16 Atacameño 

immigrant families from interior villages (Ayquina, Caspana, Cupo, Toconce, Chiu-

Chiu, San Pedro de Atacama, Toconao, Socaire, and Río Grande, among others), 

driven by the marginal conditions in which they lived in the city, decided to petition 

for a piece of land from the National Government Properties Ministry and settled 

down in the Calama Cerro Negro zone, in the outskirts of the city. It was an empty 

piece of land, with no public services or houses to live in. These families had to 

literally build their homes from scratch and constructed a community: most were slum 

dwellings with dirt floors and shantytown construction. From its very beginnings, the 

people from Likantatay assert that their main objective was to reproduce, to the extent 

possible, what they view as their “traditional” Atacameño community but in an urban 
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Domingo Namancura, which broke the existing consensus between the organizations and the state, that 
had already been affected by the compulsory resignation of its prior director, Mr. Mauricio 
Huenchulaf, and in this way establishing, by force, its hegemony in the CONADI council (Namuncura 
1999 :9-61. In Gundermann, Foerster and Vergara 2006 : 354). 
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space. In pursuing this objective, Likantatay members elaborated a discourse and have 

executed a series of actions that reflect what has become for them a legitimate version 

of indigenous identity. Likantatay was conceived as a space where those Atacameño 

immigrants who yearned to cultivate their land, raise their animals, and practice 

ceremonies such as Carnaval, Todos Santos and Limpia de Canales, as they once did 

in their villages of origin, could do so once again. The following testimony reflects 

the feeling that the great majority of Likantatay leaders share with respect to the 

minimal conditions necessary to develop and mantain their indigenous identity:  

“In the official statement of the principles of the community we say that as 
Atacameños, we have to have water and land. That is the belief among the 
indigenous, without land and water we are nothing. We need territory in order 
to practice our customs and carry out rituals, everything that comes from our 
culture needs a space to be developed and to carry out our activities, 
agriculture and raising animals, which is the way we used to live in our home 
villages. This is why we claimed land titles from the state and I believe that all 
the people that settled here believed the same because they did not feel 
comfortable in the city (Interview, December 2005).”  

 
In its almost twenty years of existence as a community, the people from 

Likantatay have managed to forge ahead, and by means of agricultural and 

stockbreeding practices have improved their financial situation. They have managed 

to install basic infrastructure that includes drinking water and electricity for all the 

properties, build a social meeting room, and a church. After several obstacles, they 

also obtained land titles and water rights. In order to achieve these benefits, the 

community of Likantatay has used multiple strategies or “weapons” that ran the 

gamut from a simple letter to official and non-official entities up to the 

implementation of bold social actions such as occupying Calama’s City Hall.  

According to testimonies of members of the community, when they arrived in what 

today is Likantatay, there was nothing, not even a single tree. They began by 
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preparing the land and sorting out how they were going to obtain water for their 

fields.  

“We began by looking at the sewage water pipe that passed near our land, we 
also observed a group of neighbors from Cerro Negro that knew how to use 
this water, that was how they watered their land, and we did the same as they 
did. The thing was, how can I put it for you, well basically stealing other’s 
water (Interview, January 2005).”  

 
A group of members from the community organized themselves. They built 

canals, broke a pipeline from the public sewage system and began to water their land 

with those waters. In order to avoid being caught by the authorities, they watered their 

fields at night using a shift system that everybody followed. With that “stolen” water, 

the people from Likantatay watered their crops over the course of ten years (1991-

2001). In 2001, they had to abandon this watering system because the Water 

Company of Antofagasta (ex-Essan) opened a Treatment Plant for Sewage Water and 

installed a bigger pipeline, that was resistant to violations. It became impossible to 

continue “stealing” water. And, even if they had broken the pipeline, the Water 

Company had installed a sophisticated system in the new pipe to measure exactly the 

number of liters per second being processed. Any anomaly in the normal flow would 

have been immediately detected and people responsible put in jail. When this 

occurred, the community was confronted by a severe crisis. In response, the 

community requested and then addressed their demands to the Director of the 

National Corporation of Indigenous Development of the time that water had to be 

allocated to their land in order to solve the problem that the community was facing 

and which threatened their future there. These requests were not easy to pursue.32 
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32 In its beginnings, the actions held by the community of Likantatay received strong institutional 
support from CONADI. They provided the political-institutional support that the community project 
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Likantatay community leaders went through several lengthy negotiations before they 

finally obtained the amount of 540 million Chilean pesos to buy the water rights from 

the Loa River for the community. Their most recent achievement as a community, one 

that required great effort, sacrifice and perseverance, was the construction and 

completion of a three kilometer water canal in March 2007. This feat required them to 

negotiate permits to pass through several properties in the area to be able to bring 

water from the “Tomic” Ranch to Likantatay. Currently, Likantatay’s families legally 

water their fields thanks to their water rights from the Loa River. Even so, they recall 

with nostalgia the times in which they used sewage water for their crops. According 

to a farmer’s calculation, their crop production was 50 percent higher compared to 

their current production levels. In the words of this farmer, this water “already had the 

fertilizer incorporated”. 

So, what was the community-based lifestyle of the peoples from the interior that 

members of Likantatay have so perseveringly tried to reconstruct? This is a key 

question because that “lifestyle” has been a fundamental frame of reference for an 

understanding of the nostalgic practices33 found in the elaboration of indigenous 
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needed at the time. Unfortunately, this strong initial relationship weakened with the course of the years. 
It is known that indigenous leaders that work for CONADI sometimes become the state and Chilean 
political system’s agents, therefore they seas to play their role as effective brokers of the indigenous 
world. That is why a cause like that of Likantatay, which in its beginnings received a strong 
institutional support from CONADI, today does not receive the attention it did in the past. This tension 
that indigenous workers from CONADI confront (i.e. represent the indigenous cause v/s the interest of 
the Chilean state) generates much animosity among certain sectors of the indigenous world. This 
criticism is reflected in a frequent way of changing the name CONADI to “CON NADIE” (with 
nobody), suggesting that indigenous peoples cannot count with their support if their cause is contrary to 
the interests of the Chilean state. After all, CONADI is a state institution. 
33 The notion of nostalgic practices has been introduced by Deborah Battaglia who points out that the 
construction of the self is a chronically unstable project which in a situational form can be sort in some 
kind of order, accommodated to a determined objective, consciously or in another way, in 
undetermined social practices (Battaglia. 1999: 116). Such a construction of the self-project, in the 
particular case of urban Trobrianders, is what she defines as “nostalgic practices”. Broadly, they are all 
the practices that urban indigenous people carry out by means of a selective process of “tradition” that 
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identities in urban contexts such as Likantatay. In a broad sense, in their own view, it 

was a communitarian lifestyle where family tasks were combined with collective 

work (Minga or community work) common to agricultural activities and pastoral 

circuits. As a great majority of the agricultural production exceeded the survival needs 

of the local population, it was taken to the mining camps of the region for their trade. 

It was also common to transport products from one village to another on pack animals 

such as llamas and donkeys, and exchange these for other goods. As each village 

produced different crops and other goods, pastoralists and people that worked in 

agriculture travelled to the local market at San Pedro de Atacama, where they bartered 

them for other goods. The following testimony recounted by a woman from 

Likantatay illustrates the former:  

“We did not have magazines, news papers, sodas, tea, coffee, sugar or 
anything. All we had was natural stuff, for example, my grandmother made 
corn chicha, that was what we drank […] My grandmother used to travel to 
San Pedro de Atacama on her donkey, she wouldn’t come back in 15, 20 days, 
even a month. She knitted crafts; blankets, socks, hats and my grandfather 
knitted male accessories. They both travelled to San Pedro de Atacama and 
they would exchange their artisanal clothes for corn, fruits like pears and figs 
and all those things. My grandmother used to stock those things in order to 
provide for the family during the year. All the products that were cultivated in 
the village also were stored for the year. Everything was done by means of 
exchange, there was not any money (Interview, January 2005).” 

 
The community-based lifestyle was not only characterized by a certain type of 

economy, it was also filled with elements that Nuñez calls Atacameño Spirit or 

Andean Spirit (Núñez, L. 1991:233). These are the set of practices that the 

Atacameños refer to as “customs”. For the people of Likantatay, these are key 

markers of their indigenous “legitimate” identity. They include practices such as ritual 
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they consider represents their “legitimate” indigenous identity. In other words, an indigenous identity 
respected by the “us” and acknowledged by the “them”. 
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payments to the land, carnival, ceremony of the dead, communitarian work, cropping 

the land, and animal breeding. Life in the interior villages, they say, was marked by 

the systematic practice of these customs.  

This brief history of the origin, formation, and struggles that the community of 

Likantatay has confronted, helps us to understand all that is at stake, both in material 

and symbolic domains for them as a community, if CODELCO was to follow up on 

their insinuation of a possible “future” in which they were to find high grade copper 

under the lands of a people who transformed an arid spot in the desert into one of the 

few agricultural and animal breeding places in Calama City.  

Resettlement of Likantatay:  a threat or an opportunity? 

In May 2007, CODELCO approached the community and held a meeting in which 

they communicated their intention to begin prospection under Likantatay to determine 

if the existing copper found there is “high grade”. If so, they explained they would 

start negotiations with them with the goal to either resettle them or provide the 

community with monetary compensation. In that meeting, CODELCO took a highly 

ambiguous position and did not make any explicit offers to the community. They 

talked in terms of “perhaps and maybe in the future”. Under pressure from the 

community leaders at the meeting, the CODELCO representatives pointed out that 

that “future” would not be any time before 2017. We can ask ourselves, if CODELCO 

can only signal ambiguous intentions to the Likantatay community, why do they even 

begin a communication process? In order to understand their approach, one has to 

understand that the paradigm of community relationships in the mining business has 

changed worldwide during the 1990s. The paradigm shifted from one in which the 
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communities near mining deposits were ignored towards one where there is 

‘conscience’ of the impacts of mining on the communities within their region.  

One of the first events spreading a wind of change to the paradigm was the Earth 

Summit, an international environmental conference held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. 

That conference is an important point of reference in global environmental agendas. 

At the same conference a link was established between indigenous peoples and the 

environment with all the force of its political implications. The stereotype that 

indigenous peoples have a ‘natural’ harmonious relationship with the environment 

was used as a license to legitimize environmental claims against corporations. The 

lesson to the Western World was that they ought to observe this ‘harmony’ and copy 

it henceforth if the earth is to be made sustainable. It is not a coincidence then, that 

Chile passed the 19.253 Indigenous Law in 1993 and the 19.300 Environmental Law 

in 1994. This international movement and the legal enforcements that accompanied, 

generated huge pressures on mining companies such as CODELCO at the national 

level. For the first time they were practically forced to initiate a self-reflective 

process. In addition, they were now forced to conduct and submit environmental 

impact studies (EIA) in order to obtain state approval of their projects. These studies 

had to include citizen participation; a legal requirement that despite all its limitations 

literally forced the mining corporations to begin to establish some communication 

channels with the communities living near their projects.  

CODELCO has not been marginalized in the discussions at the international level 

on the problem of mining production and sustainability worldwide. In 1998 the 

company attended an important meeting in London of chief executive officers (CEOs) 

of the world’s largest mining companies. Among them were Placer Dome, Río Tinto, 
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Newmont, WMC, BHP, Billiton, Noranda, Phelps Dodge, Angloamerican, and 

CODELCO. The Global Mining Initiative (GMI) was created in that meeting. It 

gathered the big transnational corporations which were trying to find a convenient 

definition of the role that extractive industries played on issues of sustainable 

development and understand the social, environmental, and economic challenges that 

they would face.  

The Global Mining Initiative was presented as a sign that mining corporations 

were starting to take responsibility and were acknowledging that the way they had 

operated in the ‘past’ (implying that this modus operandi was historical and not 

current) was nothing to be proud of. In 2000, as members of the GMI, CODELCO 

published their official environmental policy. A year later, arguing the environment 

also applies to human beings, CODELCO published its community relations policy. 

The aim of these policies was to create a positive corporate image both at the 

international and national levels. These policies also explain why CODELCO 

contacted communities like Likantatay the way they did.  

Many of Likantatay’s people are saddened by these rumors of a possible 

‘development’ and possible relocation, if CODELCO finds high-grade copper there. 

A common feeling as they ponder is: “First, we had to abandon our home villages 

because they took our water and now, they want to throw us out of Likantatay”. The 

existence of this urban village represents approximately 20 years of struggles: 

obtaining drinking water, irrigation water, electricity, land titles, preparation of the 

land for planting crops and the construction of their homes with their bare hands. 

Moreover, Likantatay symbolizes being “somebody” for many of its inhabitants. 

Likantatay provides a material basis of their identity, and therefore for their dignity. 
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Many of its inhabitants are not willing to give up all the effort and sacrifice they have 

invested in Likantatay. Nevertheless, they still have a clear assessment of their place 

in the system: they know that copper is “Chile’s salary”. And, if they find it under 

their homes, even if they are the owners of the soil, they also know that underground 

resources are state property. If a mining project “benefits” more people, they think 

that the Chilean government will not intervene in favor of 36 Atacameño families.  

When a community is confronted by an “ambiguous” relocation offer, it causes 

bitter feelings, resentments, and conflicts among its members because whether they 

accept or reject, greatly depends on each individual family’s individual life 

constraints. For example, the impact of relocation will not be the same for a family 

with steady income that does not depend on agriculture, whereas for a family whose 

basic income comes from their land, because they have no other way of making a 

living the impacts will be much greater. In Likantatay, internal differentiations exist 

among families and this is one of the reasons why for some of them CODELCO’s 

‘offer’ represents a great opportunity and for others, one of the greatest threats they 

have encountered since the water company took their sewage water. The decision that 

Likantatay families must make is charged with ethical dilemmas that have already 

started to create divisions within the community. On the one hand, for some to accept 

a relocation or a significant compensation amounts to throwing away the community 

values that gave birth to Likantatay. It means sacrificing values that have been present 

through their history that represent both physical and emotional work Likantatay 

families have invested in their struggle to obtain what they currently have. On the 

other hand, to accept the company’s offers can give some of the Likantatay members 

the opportunity to carry out radical lifestyle changes such as providing a better 
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education for their children, sending them to college, buying better homes, or 

acquiring desired consumer goods currently out of their reach. The second option 

would necessarily imply setting aside the collective objectives and values that the 

community established in favor of the needs and wishes of individual families. This 

analysis is not intended as an argument in favor of or against any of the alternatives at 

stake; it simply intends to expose the inherent contradictions confronted by human 

beings when they are forced to face such ‘choices’.  

Regardless of the positions that the different families may take with respect to 

negotiating or opposing CODELCO, a common critique of the company that is 

circulating is the historical greed it has shown towards indigenous water and land in 

the region. So, it is not surprising to find that the great majority of the Likantatay 

members do not trust the company’s intentions. In the words of one woman: 

The rich are always more wicked than the poor and this is the way things are 
now, there is no doubt about it. There are rich people that have even more 
money, but they always want more; that is the case of CODELCO (Interview, 
Calama 2007). 

 
ETHICAL SYSTEMS AND IDEOLOGICAL JUSTIFICATIONS: HOW CAN 
MINING DEVELOPMENT BE FAIR TO LIKANTATAY?  
 

The neoliberal project has not been characterized by development that is fair for 

indigenous communities or sustainable in environmental terms. More often its central 

concerns revolves around how to make it look as if it cares about fairness, at least 

since 1990s. We will now discuss in broad terms the fundamental concepts of 

utilitarian ethics and deontological ethics, as these are useful both for understanding 

their use in discourses people create to convince themselves that the current neoliberal 

system is not only fair and necessary, but irreplaceable; as well as, the contradictions 

that people face when proposals are made that can change not only their material 
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conditions, but also their lifestyle and the ethical systems that have governed their 

existence over the years.  

Utilitarian ethics posit that if the good is greater than the total bad, an act can be 

morally accepted. This supposes that the principle of “more happiness for a greater 

number” is valid; and, on the basis of this principle results and consequences of acts 

will be pondered (Bentham 1789, Mill 1863, Lyons, 1972; Pettit, 1986). In contrast, 

deontological ethics, whose greatest exponent was Immanuel Kant ([1785] 1900) 

holds that the moral value of an action, is given by its moral logic. This logic would 

lead people to consider the action intrinsically good rather than statistically positive.  

Kant’s ethical theory has four dimensions: (a) reason/freedom; (b) the duality of 

the human condition; (c) good will; and (d) duty. It is the ability to choose the 

principles that guides our actions that make us ethical actors (Kant, [1785] 1900). 

In the meeting held with the indigenous community, the mining corporation 

employs arguments guided by utilitarian ethics. This is illustrated in the following 

CODELCO statements: “if we were to find high grade copper under Likantatay, we 

will have no choice but to move its people to another place”. If their prospecting 

shows promising results, the minority which Likantatay represents would inevitable 

be sacrificed, arguing that the interests of the company are those of all Chileans: 

“What is good for CODELCO is good for Chile”. Consequently, resettling these 

people would be necessary for the “development” of the country. 

The indigenous community’s discourse, by contrast is essentially guided by Kant’s 

deontological ethics in which the, four dimensions can be identified. Especially, 

reason/liberty principles are reflected in the strong defense of their independence and 
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self-determination. These are values that have characterized Likantatay throughout its 

history. The latter is frequently expressed in statements such as:  

“In spite of all the money the company may offer me to leave Likantatay, I’m 
not willing to give away the entire struggle that I went through in order to 
build our community. Likantatay doesn’t have a price (Interview, Calama 
2005)”.  

 
At a first level of analysis, the ethical systems people devise can be identified. 

Nevertheless, if we push the analysis to a second level, we need to identify how each 

party involved defends their ideological justifications of their version of ‘truth’, 

whether it favors the advance of capitalism or, expresses resistance to it.    

Marx (1967) described the process of primitive accumulation in which workers are 

separated from the means of production. Following Harvey (2004), such processes 

cannot be confined to the past or to an original state of capitalism, but are rather 

constant expropriation processes within capital that he calls “accumulation by 

dispossession”. These processes include a vision of work as a commodity, 

privatization of land and property rights, appropriation of natural resources, credit 

systems, consumption and indebtedness.   

In addition, hypothetically all these processes of dispossession affect not only the 

material aspects of life but also other areas (i.e. values). Processes of dispossession 

occur at all levels, but the material ones often tend to be more evident as well as 

masterfully ignored by larger society. To explain the latter, justifications of material 

dispossession require ideological purging before they can become something 

“acceptable”. It is interesting to observe that at the ideological level, purging is a 

subtle process, relatively extended in time, and invisible. Gradually, across 

generations indigenous traditional values are replaced by modern values. Although 
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actors may perceive this displacement of values in the medium and long term, 

especially by the elder generations; younger generations are more likely to tend to 

accept them without question, especially when, adherence to older values is paired 

with labels such as Indio (a pejorative term for a indigenous person) that excludes 

them from the rest of society. Consequently, dispossession is a total process in every 

sense. It is not until critical incidents occur, (i.e. the promulgation of the indigenous 

law in 1993), that people begin to become aware of their situation and respond by 

using the instruments and rights that, for example, Law 19.253 provides indigenous 

peoples. These laws, basically make it possible for them to recover and defend a small 

portion of what was alienated from them in the past. Paradoxically, these instruments 

have been created by the same system that has oppressed and dispossessed them 

systematically throughout their history.  

To unmask these subtler dispossession processes, it is important to fix our attention 

on the language and ideology underlying them. Language and ideology are privileged 

arenas for the examination of the disputes and the relations displayed in political and 

economical contexts regarding legitimate versions of the “truth”. By paying attention 

to language and ideology we can establish clearer connections between micro-cultural 

level communicative actions (e.g. what is said in a meeting between a company and a 

community) and the economical and political contexts of power and inequality at the 

macro-level (Woolard, 1998).( i.e. the ruling economical and political system in 

Chile).   

Corporations (among these, mining corporations), are one of the most powerful 

social institutions that affect the lives of entire communities. Moreover, corporations 

are among the least regulated institutions, which can go from one place to another 
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moving to wherever the labor is cheaper, or legal enforcements governing air and 

water pollution are less stringent. In reaction, there is a growing interest in civil 

society in corporation ethics (Nash, 2005) and a credibility crisis in what is said to be 

“social corporate responsibility”. To mitigate this lack of credibility, corporations 

carry out actions that, in theory, favor communities and the environment in their area 

of influence. Among environmental activists, such attempts are known as “green 

washing” as they entail little economic investment and have minimal positive impacts 

on the communities they affect or the environment.34 It is important to underline that 

these actions are paired with large amounts spent on publicity and propaganda. In the 

interior villages of the Loa Region, we find abundant examples of companies like 

CODELCO involved in the construction of community meeting halls, restoration of 

churches, donations of construction material, contributions for the celebration of 

festivities and Christmas presents. These are the many ‘sites of power’ where 

domination takes advantage of the ‘weak’. 

CODELCO’s approach to Likantatay in May of 2007 that informed them of the 

possibility of beginning explorations at some future time can be considered as a piece 

of theatre intended to give the communities of the region the impression that the 

company’s habitual abuse of power is a thing of the past. Now they indeed “discuss” 

their plans with the communities that may be affected by their actions. It is important 

however, to highlight that the company’s approach has already generated what Raul 

Molina called, in the case of the Pehuenche community against the Ralco Dam, “pre-

impacts”:  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

34 It is evident that this kind of “beneficial” actions that mining companies carry out do not reduce the 
pollution of the air nor give the communities from the interior the quantity of necessary water that can 
help recover the community’s agricultural and stockbreeding production. 
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“…psycho-social stress, rupture of the internal unity, disorganization of the 
communities, contradictions and violence in families, and the propagation of a 
sentiment of hopelessness towards staying in their land…” (Molina, 1997:19).  

 
These are some of the symptoms that may be observed in the community as 

uncertainty over the future grows. CODELCO promised that they would come back to 

inform people about the advancing process; but since May of 2007 there has been no 

official news from the company. This lack of communication lends itself to pervasive 

waves of speculation within the community. This spreads anxiety, generates internal 

divisions, and the wind is taken out of their sails. “Internal divisions” or pre-impacts, 

in the community, can be summed up in the following synthesis of perceptions from 

interviews conducted with 90 percent of Likantatay families. These conversations 

revolved around their thoughts and feelings towards CODELCO’s approach and what 

claims they would make if the company goes ahead with their mining project.  

Out of a total of 36 Likantatay families, only four heads of households were not 

interviewed. Of these four, three could not be found in order to be interviewed, and 

one of them died before even being contacted. Of the 32 people that were 

interviewed, 5 of them were willing to be resettled; but 27 of them did not consider 

this to be a viable alternative. Out of the 32 heads of households, 19 do not have any 

wage-based income and their revenues depend mainly dependent on agriculture. By 

contrast, 13 household heads either work for wages and/or have stable sources of 

income such as renting a house, renting fields for crops or other self-employment 

activities. The level of dependence of a family on their crops has a huge impact on 

their willingness or resistance to negotiate with CODELCO. Their decision whether 

to leave Likantatay or to fight for it, is heavily weighted by the presence or absence of 

alternative sources of income for their families.  
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If forced to abandon Likantatay, 14 of the 32 heads of households interviewed 

would prefer to stay there to keep working and farming their agriculture fields; 13 of 

them would rather abandon agriculture; 3 of them do not know what they would do; 

and 2 of them would like to return to their interior home village. 

To illustrate the range of opinions present in the community and provide insight 

into the internal division over CODELCO’s approach, our data show 4 of their 32 

opinions that demonstrate a sense of the complexity of negotiations between the 

company and the community that may take place if these negotiations eventually take 

place. Far from being homogenous as outside observers might think, Likantatay 

families have diverse assessments of their place in the system and the alternatives that 

appear viable to them: 

(1) “In case of being forced to negotiate, the money has to be good, but above 
money I would like it if CODELCO would offer a job to at least one of the 
son or daughter of each family. But, I would rather for CODELCO to buy land 
and take us all together that would be the best. Thinking in the land near 
Calama, there’s Juana Tomic ranch next to Chunchuri. CODELCO should buy 
that land and re-build Likantatay there. This should include our meeting hall, a 
church, everything just as it is in Likantatay. That’s my idea, but I know that 
there are neighbors that prefer the money. If they take us anywhere else, it 
would never be the same as we have it today. We struggled for our drinking 
water and for our crops; we worked hard in the construction of a canal and we 
are struggling up to the day. Moreover, CODELCO doesn’t respect us, they 
see the indigenous and farmers as an inferior kind. People from CODELCO 
believe themselves as superior (Interview, October, 2007).” 

 
(2) “CODELCO has to set up two strategies of negotiation with us: an 
individual one and a collective one and even if it exasperates them, the 
collective level has huge weight. Here in Likantatay it’s just as in any place, 
everyone thinks differently, but that doesn’t mean that we aren’t a community. 
There’s a decisive fact and that is that Likantatay has collective legal titles for 
its water, it is the property of the community and if one of its members doesn’t 
participate in its processes and decides to leave, their water right stays in the 
community, therefore, if 5 members decide to stay, those five members will be 
the community. That’s why it isn’t worth dividing us up or even trying to. Just 
with the fact that they come to try and interview community leaders makes the 
people feel distrustful of their own people and makes them think that the 
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community leader is trying to negotiate an individual deal with the company. 
Community members should not distrust their own leaders; they should 
distrust CODELCO and not their own people. But that’s CODELCO’s fault 
(Interview, December, 2007).” 

 
(3) “I think it would be best if CODELCO would appreciate and put value to 
what we have (agriculture, animals, houses, etc.) and give us money and with 
that we could start a new life somewhere else.  I don’t see myself planting 
crops anywhere but in Likantatay, because it took us a lot of work to prepare 
the land and having animals here, to do all that from scratch somewhere else 
would be hard (Interview, September de 2007).” 

 
(4) “I want the company to give me the money my land and my things are 
worth there in Likantatay. I’ll see if I invest it in some business or in a piece 
of land back in my home village. They wanted to offer us to take us to the 
land next to the river, the Tomic lands. They’re nice, but what about 
pollution? We would be next to the mining deposit that CODELCO wants to 
open in the west side of Calama city. They would poison us, our animals and 
our crops. And afterwards when we suffer the consequences of pollution, they 
would say to us: “but, we paid you” (Interview, September de 2007).”  
 
As the above testimonies suggest, there are a great diversity of points of view, and 

so we can anticipate the complexity that future negotiations will entail. There is 

another important factor that influences the decisions that the families have to make:  

their involvement or detachment from what was described as “rural lifestyle” and 

“customs”. There are many families that are not willing to abandon their rural 

lifestyle, but there are others that are seduced by the idea of their family’s “progress” 

and CODELCO appears as the opportunity for them to change their lives. Given the 

fact that each family can decide for themselves, there cannot be a blueprint solution 

for all of them. If 14 families want to stay within their community and carry on with 

their original objectives that include reconstructing the lifestyle that they had in their 

home village within the urban space, the company ought to respect that decision, even 

if that complicates the corporation. 
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In search of respect of human dignity 

It would seem that in a country like Chile indigenous community, or at least the 

families who want to continue living as a community, do not have the necessary 

resources to defend their interests if CODELCO were to execute its plans.  

Nevertheless, the growing positioning of the ecological discourse worldwide, as well 

as the pressure on neoliberal policies carried out by part of the different political and 

economic actors (privatizations, foreign investment, free trade agreements and export 

orientation), have begun to pressure the mining industry in nearly every country of the 

world to change its political, environmental, and social “positive” practices in the 

mining industry. In this context, mining corporations have had to make some 

investment in technologies to reduce environmental risk. In doing this, they are trying 

to comply with the environmental regulations of the countries where they operate and 

adapt to the export market (ISO norms) 35. State companies, such as CODELCO, also 

have had to meet new production and environmental standards in order to continue to 

be competitive in the world market. 

The call for improvements in mining practices in Chile occurred in the context of 

the transition from Augusto Pinochet’s military regime (1973-1989) to more 

democratic governments. Yet, the extraction of water from the arid lands of northern 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

35 ISO (International Organization for Standardization) is a non-governmental organization in charge of 
the elaboration of international standards and it acts in 157 countries, with a central secretary in 
Geneva, Switzerland that coordinates the system. This non-governmental organization is a bridge 
between the public organizations and the private world. On the one hand, its members are only rooted 
in the private business and industry. ISO enables companies to generate a consensus in order to create 
solutions that comply with the requirements of the business industry and moreover comply with 
societal needs. The norm that is important to comply with in the case of mining companies is the ISO 
norm 14001 regarding environmental regulations. When this norm has been approved, the product 
displays a “green seal”. This way, the buyer knows that the product complies with the current 
international environmental norm. There are buyers that as a sanction measure do not buy products that 
don’t display a ‘green seal’. It is also a way in which both buyers and sellers can make a statement of 
environmental ‘awareness’.  
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Chile where the great majority of the mining business is concentrated remains a 

significant concern and one that continues to cause conflicts with traditional water 

users such as agriculture workers and indigenous peoples.  

Unsurprisingly, some indigenous community members of Likantatay speculate that 

water’s high price in the market reveals CODELCO’s hidden agenda is not the copper 

but the water of Likantatay.  

Mining companies like CODELCO do not wish to damage their corporate image. 

If a mining company takes the necessary measures to build a “positive” corporate 

image and is successful in persuading the ‘public’ that it follows good environment 

and community practices, then (from the point of view of public relations) such 

successes might lessen opposing community arguments that see their particular 

interests affected by a mining project.  

A successful strategy used by communities around the world affected by mining 

projects has been to mobilize environmental discourse by taking advantage of its 

close ideological ties with indigenous values and appeal to the public that their case 

constitutes a violation of human rights. In the event that Likantatay were to be 

relocated, at a minimum they would be in a position to negotiate a reasonable 

outcome. More generally, the current legal structure allows indigenous communities 

to have a significant impact on mining corporations and not be passive victims of 

impacts generated by this industry.   

Problems arising in economy, ethnicity, culture, gender, and the environment are at 

the core of ‘development induced relocations’ today. It is evident that debates and 

future actions over socio-ecological problems revolving around extractive industries 

and their impacts on communities are going to have to incorporate ethical and moral 
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aspects. The latter, are (and should be) unavoidable when discussing the distribution 

of wealth, the distribution of the impacts generated by the production of wealth, and 

the inequalities caused by mining “development” in northern Chile.  

If CODELCO’s intentions of initiating a mining project in Likantatay were to 

come to fruition, it remains to be seen if the company will address the ethical issues 

raised by changing the lifestyle of a group of people that has struggled to forge ahead 

in a world with few opportunities to maintain their identity and dignity. 
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VIII. CONCLUSIONS 

RECENT CRISES AND FUTURE CHALLENGES 

On August 5th of 2010, a collapse in the San José Mine Left 33 miners trapped for 

more than 50 days at 700 meters underground. This mine is located 30 Km North East 

of the city of Copiapó, and it is owned by the company San Esteban Primera S. A. 

The rescue mission begun the next day when the rescuers attempted descending 

through the mine’s ventilation chimneys. In the afternoon of August 7th, a new 

collapse occurred, leading to the need for heavy machinery to continue the rescue 

attempt. On Sunday August the 22nd, 17 days after the first collapse, the miners were 

found to be alive.  

After many days of continuous drilling, on October 11th, the rescuers were within 

56 meters of their target. At noon, the Minister of Mining, Laurence Golborne, 

announced that the extraction of the miners would start at midnight of Wednesday the 

13th of October. It would take approximately 48 hours to bring up all the miners. 

Finally, at ten past midnight the rescuers brought the first miner to the surface, the rest 

followed at a rate of one per hour. The entire operation had a cost of somewhere 

between US $10-20 millions. A third of this came from private donations and the rest 

from the Chilean State and CODELCO.  

To date this was the most successful rescue mission in the history of mining in the 

world. It was also the most covered event by the media in recent history, roughly 

reaching 1-1.3 million viewers. According to a local study, the worldwide media 

attention given to this rescue is the biggest in the recent history of Chile, and it 

surpassed even the attention that was paid to the 8.8 magnitude earthquake that 

occurred on the 27th of February of 2010.  
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This catastrophe turned into miracle, repositioned the place of mining in the 

imagination of Chilean society. It also momentarily rescued the human side of mining 

and made it visible, although I suspect this will not be a long lasting effect. To my 

surprise, this event even made my dissertation “visible” (read relevant) for a while. 

People, other than the members of my dissertation committee and my husband, now 

would ask me questions about my research that had never asked before.  

The extraction of commodities such as copper, many times obscures the fact that 

behind them, - are relations between human beings. Erasing the visibility of these 

relationships also erases the inequality that often characterizes them. The San José 

Mine accident was caused by human greed. Underground mines in Chile are obliged 

to have two tunnels, an entry tunnel, and an exit tunnel in case of emergencies. The 

San José Mine had ignored these legal requirements  - and its owners had decided to 

risk the workers’ lives to save money. Mining operations affect not only the lives of 

their workers, but also affect the conditions and lives of people in the communities 

within mines’ area of influence.  

This dissertation has aimed to make visible the underlying relationships between 

the production of a commodity, copper, and its effects on the lives and families of 

Atacameño Peoples in northern Chile. Now I will turn to these impacts in the 

following section. 

OVERVIEW OF FINDINGS 

In light of this most recent mining event in Chile, the questions at the heart of my 

research seem all the more pressing: How do different underlying ethical systems and 

interconnected ideologies influence political and economic decisions regarding which 

communities and lives will be allowed to persist, and which will be condemned to 
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perish? And, what are the main obstructions to positive sustainable relations between 

mining corporations and communities in the future?  

The dynamics I identified during my year of fieldwork in Atacama in 2007 are 

worth repeating here, as I believe they will help us understand the relations between 

mining and communities in the Atacama of the future. As discussed in the 

introductory chapter, over a period of 14 months I conducted more than ninety formal 

interviews, countless informal ones, and engaged in participant observation on a daily 

basis. To be sure, there were anomalies and variations in the many interpretations and 

memories I heard, yet, clear patterns did emerge over time. 

I found that the responses of my informants corresponded, above all, to their age 

and to their residential patterns, or more generally speaking, to their respective 

generations and whether they lived in a rural village or in the city of Calama. Many of 

the older Atacameños (more than sixty years old) spoke of the mining past in 

overwhelmingly positive terms, lamenting the loss of livelihoods that had kept them 

and their peers closely connected to their villages, their pasturelands and their 

animals. They spoke enthusiastically about their participation in yareta collections 

expeditions on donkey back in which they would get lost in the mountains for periods 

up to a month.  

Collecting yareta for the mines was a collective task that required solidarity. They 

would protect one another during these expeditions, as only tough native Atacameños 

were fit for the hardships of these trips. While the men engaged in yareta outings, 

women stayed at the rural villages herding their animals and caring for their home 

gardens and small-scale plantations of potatoes, maize and alfalfa. Families and 

neighbors, they said, had been very self-sufficient, generating all their needs within 
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the boundaries of the rural village or through exchange relations with other villages. 

This latter claim was repeated to me nearly by everyone I interviewed.  

“We did not have tea, sugar, soft drinks, but we drank herbal teas from herbs 
we collected in the wild, and our soft drink was the chicha we made out of 
maize (Interview, Calama 2007)”.  

 
They called attention to particular historical and economic circumstances: the 

change of national jurisdiction from Bolivian to Chilean territory; the presence of the 

gringo administration of the mining camp of Chuquicamata, which was perceived as 

more benevolent and respectful of native communities; the availability of job 

opportunities in sulfur mining, yareta collection and construction of roads and water 

pipes, all of which were said to be opportunities provided by the gringo 

administration. Many lamented the loss of wage labor opportunities, and almost 

everyone accused Chilenos, and their administration of the mines, of not offering 

them jobs, justifying this by arguing that native populations lack the education 

required for these jobs. Both their invocation of the past and their expressions of what 

it meant to be an Atacameño today, are rooted in their lived experience and 

particularly in the day to day activities they engaged in and underwent, in the course 

of the large-scale political events that have impacted Atacameño culture over the last 

150 years, from The War of the Pacific (1879) to the development of copper mining 

industry throughout the 20th century. 

The younger Atacameños I spoke with, Calameños in their teens, twenties, thirties 

and forties, expressed distinctly different views of their relation with mining. While 

they recognized mining as a significant marker of both the past lives and the future 

destinies of Atacameños and Chileans as a whole, they placed more emphasis on the 
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conditions of marginalization, inequality, and dispossession that characterized the 

relationship between mining and indigenous peoples, particularly in the present.  

They spoke about how migration to Calama had condemned most Atacameños to a 

kind of poverty distinct from that experienced in the villages. Poverty in the city is 

poverty without food. In the village people might be poor, but they will never go 

hungry. They spoke of how living in the city did not provide them with secure 

employment, let alone employment or education opportunities. Living in the city does 

not allow them to practice their customs appropriately, and thus honor their cultural 

distinctiveness.  

Migration, they said, has meant an amputation of both their economic and cultural 

autonomy, and embodies an impediment to a dignified life. Unlike their elders, they 

openly criticized mining corporations for dispossessing them of the resources, and 

making others rich while they stand by as spectators. Specifically, they condemned 

CODELCO for its voracious extraction of water in the Atacama Desert. But, more 

than a critique about the environment, their condemnation targeted the uneven 

distribution of the benefits of mining, pointing out that mining had driven out their 

elders from the villages, only to find poverty and an absence of jobs, resulting in 

broken families, absentee fathers, and harsh childhoods.  

In nearly all interviews, these youths spoke passionately and enthusiastically, and I 

could add anxiously, of the right to cultural autonomy, which they viewed as the core 

of Atacameño identity. They insisted that despite the weakening of practices like the 

cleaning of canals and the pagos to the Earthmother, these cultural values were 

preserved and perpetuated through alternate activities and self-conscious collective 

efforts to hold on to “traditional” representations, that in the end, they viewed as their 
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strongest weapon to make claims for justice from the mining corporations that have 

contributed to the erosion of these “traditions” in the first place. There was much 

commentary, without my prompting, about “nuestra identidad Atacameña puesta en 

peligro por la minería” (our Atacameño identity has been jeopardized by mining). 

In a broad sense, I found that representations of mining among Atacameños was 

significantly different between the generations, with younger Atacameños 

emphasizing exploitation and dispossession far more than older Atacameños. One of 

the strongest lines of evidence supporting this claim is provided by the case study of 

Estación San Pedro. Hate-speech against CODELCO in this community revealed the 

degree to shich such speech could become a determinate force in the communities’ 

collective decisions, despite the existence of less radical views of the dispossessions 

associated with mining also found there. 

Almost all the younger Atacameños I met were interested in the practice of 

identity politics. Charles Hale argues that (1997: 568),  

“…The phrase ‘identity politics’ refers to collective sensibilities and actions 
that come from a particular location within society, in direct defiance of 
universal categories that tend to subsume, erase, or suppress this 
particularity”.  

 
In a recent past, before the Chilean state established the Environmental Law of 

1994, mining corporations were able to “erase” indigenous peoples from the picture 

even when they were present within their mining area of influence. Today this kind of 

erasure is not possible. Nevertheless, even within this new more politically favorable 

setting, indigenous people’s claims have not been easily put forward. Although 

indigenous claims have been advanced, so too has the need to present a clear-cut 

identity that is demanded by the Chilean state and other members of society, 
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including mining corporations. In other words, to be considered indigenous by the 

state and society, you have to prove it.  

Arturo Escobar (1992: 82) states that, “up to the 1960s, identities were, in a sense, 

clearly defined and unproblematic. One knew who was who, so to speak, and how he 

or she was defined as a member of a group. One also knew what to do and how to do 

it (Development or Revolution, depending on one’s perspective). But, this is no 

longer true.” Thus, the kind of an indigenous identity the state and mining 

corporations demand implies a simplification of what it means to be indigenous from 

a Western perspective.  

Young urban Atacameños engage in a constant effort to construct a clear-cut 

identity; and, what I refer to as their ethnic anxiety is fed by the state and mining 

corporations. This pressure on the construction of identity has generated what Spivak 

(1985) has called “strategic essentialism.”  This concept advances the claim that 

people deploy essentialist political rhetoric as conscious strategies rather than eternal 

truths. Yet, one wonders to what extent this accurately portrays how participants in 

many forms of identity politics actually think about what they are doing. So, we may 

ask ourselves what people engaged in various forms of identity politics have 

achieved, can hope to achieve, and with what impact on their daily lives?  

In my research, I found that mining corporations will only provide resources to 

communities under two conditions: (a) that the community makes explicit claims 

against the company or what a corporate executive referred to as “communities that 

make noise”; and (b) if the company envisions that it can benefit from publicity of 

these actions and claim to the world that they are at the vanguard of social corporate 

responsibility. 
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In the context of mining and indigenous community relations in northern Chile, 

public concern about mining corporations’ impact on the environment has created an 

opportunity for indigenous peoples to advance on their claims. One factor that favors 

their claims is a strong stereotype in the public imagination that presents a 

harmonious link between indigenous peoples and the environment. -  Since the 1970s 

Chile has been the site of one of the major neoliberal experiment in Latin America, 

one that is increasingly perceived by the rest of the world as as having produced 

widespread destruction of livelihoods and landscapes; to the point that even promoters 

of neoliberalism such as the World Bank are trying to soften the impacts of such 

policies (Livermann and Vilas, 2006: 328). As a result, mining corporations, such as 

CODELCO, are also following the trend of “cushioning their impacts,” but as my 

fieldwork documents, they only do so through minor actions and modest efforts like 

fixing a church or donating construction materials. In no case do they contemplate, for 

example, returning water sources to traditional users in Atacama Desert. At the same 

time, the above mentioned stereotype, which equates indigenous peoples with the 

environment, helps corporations convince the public that doing something for 

indigenous communities is the same as being environmentally sound and vice versa.  

In a broad sense, I found that mining and community relations in northern Chile 

are mostly about politics, both on the part of corporations and on the part of 

communities. Politics is about putting actions together and convincing an adversary, 

and the public of something. In the case of mining corporations, they wish to 

convince the public that it is possible to do business; and, at the same time, do no 

harm to the environment or communities in their area of influence. In the case of 

indigenous communities, their goal is to convince the state and mining corporations 
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that they have a right to a much great portion of the profits from mining than they 

actually receive, if they benefit at all.  

Bhabha’s (1990:216) notion of hybridity is useful here. He claims that the act of 

cultural translation, as representation and as reproduction, denies the essentialism of a 

prior original culture. Thus, we may see that all cultures are in a continuous process of 

hybridity. For Bhabha, “the importance of hybridity does not lie in being able to trace 

two original moments from which the third emerges; rather, hybridity is what he has 

described as a “third space” that enables other positions to emerge. In Bhabha’s 

words,  

“This third space displaces the histories that constitute it, and sets up new 
structures of authority, new political initiatives, which are inadequately 
understood through received wisdom”. 

 
 Bhadha’s notion of hybridity helps us to understand the politics behind events 

like, to give just one example, the Mount Quimal interview-based-assessment I spoke 

about in the introduction of this dissertation. Hybridity is about the fact that in any 

particular political struggle, new sites are always being opened up, and if you keep 

referring those new sites to old principles, then you are not actually able to participate 

in them fully and productively and creatively.  

In an interview with Rutheford (1990: 216) Bhabba argued: 

“As Nelson Mandela said, even if there is a war on, you must negotiate. 
Negotiation is what politics is all about. And we do negotiate even when we 
do not know we are negotiating: we are always negotiating in any situation of 
political antagonism. Subversion is negotiation; transgression is negotiation; 
negotiation is not just some kind of compromise of ‘selling out’ which people 
too easily understand it to be”. 

 
In closing, political negotiation is a very important issue in the context of mining 

corporations and community relations here described. The notion of hybridity is 
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precisely about the fact that when a new situation, a new alliance formulates itself, it 

may demand that you should translate your ethical principles, rethink them, extend 

them. Both indigenous communities and corporations have entered a process of 

translation of their ethical principles. In a recent past, mining corporations in Chile 

would have never contemplated approaching indigenous communities. In the same 

line, these communities would have never conceived they had the right to make 

claims over water as traditional users of the resource, or any other right. In this 

political context of sometimes overt and sometimes covert forms of negotiation 

between these corporations and communities, radical indigenous leaders (usually the 

young urban Atacameños) rather think they are “taking advantage of” mining 

corporations for their community goals.  

Atacameño leaders prefer to see themselves as artists working at the interstices, 

finding the inevitable cracks and contradictions in the oppressor’s identity, discourse, 

or institutional practice, and using them to their advantage. Even if these kinds of 

political struggles require “fragmentation of identity” and the “alienation of the self” 

that often comes with living on the margins, they can now be reinterpreted in a 

positive manner: No longer as symptoms of oppression, they can become key 

resources in moving toward what Bhabha (1990, cited in Hale (1997:581) defined as  

“the ‘third space’ of “multidimensional political subjectivity” beyond the 
Manichean contra position of oppressor and oppressed”.  

 
Urban Atacameños frequently stated with impotence how they couldn’t afford to 

carry out studies in order to “scientifically prove” the damages that the mining 

industry has caused to the environment and their communities. Mining companies use 

the “scientific proof” logic, to defend their positions and deny any responsibility in 
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the many claims made by indigenous peoples. Whether the damages are real or 

perceived is irrelevant here. The mining corporations’ dismissal of the claims made 

by communities remains the largest single obstactle to positive relations between 

communities and corporations for the future of mining in Atacama. 

The prevalence of the scientific metaphor in corporative mentality supposes both 

an implicit; and, at times explicit dismissal of indigenous constructions of reality (i.e, 

that “water is the blood of the earth” is deemed to be nonsensical from this point of 

view). Corporations’ lack of respect for the indigenous point of view, as I said, will 

remain one of the main obstacles to better relationships between mining companies 

and indigenous communities. To partly overcome this obstacle, one recommendation 

could be to offer such companies workshops that would expose mining executives 

and workers to other worldviews, and thus introduce alternatives to the perspective 

that every statement is legitimate if and only if it comes with ‘scientific’ proof. In 

other words, not everything that can be counted counts, and not everything that counts 

can be counted.  

CONTRIBUTIONS OF RESEARCH 

This dissertation has examined the impacts of copper mining on the lives and 

families of Atacameño peoples in the Loa River basin in northern Chile. One of its 

contributions is that these impacts have been implicitly understood in terms of their 

relationship to a particular type of accumulation: “accumulation by dispossession” 

(Harvey, 2003). Dispossession of lands, dispossession of water, and the single most 

silenced dispossession of all: the loss of way of life, that of Atacameño culture that 

had provided these peoples with a source of subsistence, income, identity, and 

meaning. Thus, dispossession involves more than a question of the quantity of 
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peoples’ resources like land, watercourses, grazing areas and minerals; and, the 

quality of people’s resources, such as air and water. Finally, dispossession must be 

understood as a loss of a way of life, and the native system of dispositions or habitus 

(Bourdieu) in the field of livelihood and development.  

When issues of sustainability are debated, they rarely involve the notion that a 

culture may also be part of what needs to be secured for future generations. We 

inhabit a fragmented world where everything is being compartmentalized. Thus, 

culture is seen to be more about ideas (ideology) than about material and economic 

life ways. The underlying assumption is that by depriving a people of their sources of 

material subsistence, culture remains untouched. Critiquing this common 

misconception through the presentation of several case studies both in rural and urban 

indigenous communities has been the other relevant contribution of this dissertation.  

AREAS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH AND COLLABORATION 

During the period 1990-2001, writes Bebbington (2008: 2889), twelve of the 25 

largest single capital investments in mining were made in South America; two of 

them in Peru, nine in Chile, and one in Argentina. Four of the top ten target countries 

for mining investments were in Latin America. Chile was ranked first. Mining 

investments have determined the livelihoods of the peoples of Chile, and will 

continue to shape their lives in the future. This dissertation has highlighted how 

within the territory of northern Chile, the growth of a mining economy has changed 

the opportunity structure for a wide range of livelihoods historically and in the 

present. Specifically, the research has shown how some see mining investments as 

dispossession, and a threat to their livelihoods, while other see it as a source of 

livelihood opportunities. These ‘opportunities’ may be created through local sources 
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of supply of services to the mines, through the growth of the local economy fostered 

by mine staff expenditure, through the companies’ social responsibility programs or 

through fiscal programs (Barrantes, 2005).  

As we saw with the case study of Likantatay in chapter 7, such opposing views—

dispossesion vs opportunities—may co-exist within a single community.  Mining 

companies generate indirect benefits, undoubtedly. Yet, these indirect benefits (e.g. 

growth of local economy through expenditures by mine staff or growth of the national 

economy) many times are invisible to the eyes of the local communities. The reason 

for this invisibility is that a vast majority of the population is marginalized and/or 

perceives itself marginalized from the benefits that may come along with mining 

investments. We confront the simultaneous presence of dispossession in Atacama, 

particularly of water and life ways among indigenous communities; in addition to the 

existence of a significant number of livelihoods benefited by the growth of the mining 

economy.  

The fragility of resistance to mining this dissertation documents is partly explained 

by two factors: (a) the relative power of the different actors (indigenous peoples and 

mining corporations); and, (b) the importance of the extractive industry within the 

national economy. The second factor explains the pro-mine position taken by the 

Chilean state. In short, power relationships influence the models of development that 

will ultimately rise to ascendance or, in this case, stay in ascendance.  

The problem discussed in this dissertation can be summarized in one word, water. 

We have documented the encounter between two worlds that need a single resource. 

Without water, no copper can be extracted; without water, Atacameños will perish. If 

water were abundant, the need for a relationship between mining corporations and 
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Atacameños would not even exist. Historically, the gringo administration of the mine 

laid water pipes throughout the Desert. Back then Atacameños were invisible to the 

state so they did not matter. Many years would have to pass before these natives were 

recognized by the state and the world as subjects with worth.  

Throughout the twentieth century, the ideology that natural resources do not 

belong to anyone without a property title was at its peak in the Western world. This 

ideology involves an ethics that holds that you are in your right to exclude others from 

your property, including a vital resource like water. Atacameños have a very different 

ethics toward water; it is an ethics that even involves sentiments and feelings for it. 

But, Atacameños have had to appropriate the ideology of private property, alien to 

them, to be able to defend water. This transition between ‘fields’ to use Bourdieu’s 

terminology was what we saw in the case studies of Turi and Toconce. 

The ideology that natural resources are unlimited and should only be accessed by 

those who own them is increasingly being contested. In fact, resources have a limit; 

and, owning legal rights over a resource does not give individuals the right to damage 

others. It is not an accident that the word ‘right’ implies that you are not doing 

anything wrong. In his work On Liberty, Mill argues: “The only freedom which 

deserves the name, is that of pursuing our own good in our own way, so long as we do 

not attempt to deprive others of theirs (Mill 1859: 27)”. 

 Atacameños’ ethical views of nature involve the idea that culture has to work a 

balance with nature. Achieving this balance in Atacama is not going to be easy 

because mining investments will continue to develop in Latin America and northern 

Chile in particular. An interesting area of future research would be to study the 

presence or absence of resistance to mining, the rise of anti-mining and/or pro-mining 
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movements and how these will affect the political ecology of mining and water that is 

currently unfolding in Atacama. 

Water represents a multiplex interweaving of elements that form part of an all-

embracing totality in the relations between mining and Atacameños in the northern 

Desert of Chile. French anthropologist Marcel Mauss called this interweaving of 

legal, moral, economic, political, and aesthetic aspects within a social fabric, total 

social phenomena (Mauss, 1990). The discussion of ideology problematizes the way 

cultural notions of morality are shaped. This dissertation has approached water in 

Atacama as a site for such total social phenomena by exploring one of its discrete 

units: the relations of CODELCO and indigenous peoples and how these relations 

have been determined by the struggle over this contested resource.  

Many examples of the nature of the relations between mining and communities 

were provided throughout this dissertation. But, three powerful images best illustrate 

the interweaving of power, ethics, and ideology in these relations: the olympus hotel 

where the great ones reside, the catholic priest in the fiesta of San Antonio showing 

appreciation for the candle holders CODELCO gave to the community, and 

Likantatay’s nostalgia for sewage water. Each of these images can be seen as a 

metaphor for the ethical tensions between greed and generosity in the struggle over 

water: a story that repeats itself in countless places around the world. 
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