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Abstract 

 

This Bachelor’s thesis is the result of a field study conducted in urban Bolivia. The aim 

of the study was to get a deeper understanding of the factors that can endorse or limit 

the potential for the women in a women’s group to influence social and economic 

agendas. It is a qualitative study that concerns the international social work with a 

women’s group, whose purpose seek to serve professional management in the 

production and selling of handicrafts. Participant observations in the women’s group, as 

well as interviews with two of the international social workers involved with the group 

were conducted. The results were analysed using a feminist theory perspective, with 

intersectionality theory as the main tool for analysis. The findings show that the access 

to income-generating activities can widen the elements of social identification for the 

women through active learning-processes, and further move towards an image where 

they become social actors. Concerns regarded if decision-making power were equally 

distributed among all women in the group. 
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1 Introduction 
 
This research draws on my involvement with a women’s organization called Tantakuna, 

which operates in a small community called Mineros San Juan, in the outskirts of 

Cochabamba, a city in central Bolivia. Mineros San Juan is segregated and is greatly 

affected by poverty. The women in Tantakuna, along with the majority of the population 

in Mineros San Juan, have indigenous backgrounds. In Tantakuna, the women produce 

and sell handicraft according to traditional techniques. Through Tantakuna, they further 

aim to gain a professional and sustainable perspective in the management of their work. 

Tantakuna’s work is assisted by two social workers from Proyecto Horizonte, an 

internationally supported non-governmental organization that operates in the area of 

Mineros San Juan. 

 

Statistics show that women all over the world are more frequent victims of sexual assault 

and earn less money (United Nations 2010). Studies show that women are held to 

preconceived notions based on their looks (Fagerström 2003) and are expected to take 

most of the responsibility for domestic duties including child-care. Of those most affected 

by extreme poverty around the world the majority are women (United Nations 2010).  

 

The disproportionate share of unpaid work at home often prevents women from taking 

paid jobs or furthering their education (United Nations 2010). The lack of social and legal 

power to make decisions regarding one’s own body, the lack of access to legal and safe 

abortion, the lack of education on contraception use, and the lack of maternal care 

executed by professionals, are some of the areas that further restrain the possibilities for 

many women attempting to enter social and economic fields (United Nations 2010). For 

women in situations of poverty, a dependency on the social stability provided by a 

husband or other male relatives often arises. Dependency limits a woman’s prospects of 

having an influence in social and economic fields. This lack of influence results in 

reduced opportunities for advancement and a continuation of poverty and dependency 

(United Nations 2010). Furthermore, it creates a gap in knowledge between women and 
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men that commonly leads to the perceived notion that women are not suited to decision-

making (Lassen and Majstorović 2011). 

 

When women and men are discussed in this way, it is therefore usually described in terms 

of men having more influence than women, socially and economically. Such fields may 

include areas of politics, business and culture. These are some of the most important 

functions of any society in the world today (Lassen and Majstorović 2011). The 

distribution of influence in social and economic fields between women and men does not 

only concern separate individuals, but also society as a whole. Activities concerning the 

equal power for women and men are therefore necessary (Fook, 2012; Lassen and 

Majstorović 2011). 

 

Healy (2008) states that ways for women to set aside time for income-generating 

activities and education not only provides enhanced possibilities for the situation of 

individual women, but also for their development. The literacy and the involvement in 

income-generation for women highly correlate with children survival and the well-being 

of families. Social action that regards an equal distribution of power between women and 

men should therefore not be considered for reasonable affirmation of human rights or 

ending discrimination only (Healy 2008). It may also be beneficial for development, 

which makes it especially important in settings affected by poverty. A social worker’s 

intervention that seek to address equal rights and opportunities of women and men, on the 

basis of that no one should be treated differently or be discriminated against because of 

their bodily composure, becomes increasingly significant in this sense (Healy 2008).   

 

Through the management of income-generating activities and the invention of being a 

women’s group, Tantakuna can be seen as an initiative to address the situation of women. 

For this study, it thus seemed interesting to get a deeper understanding for the factors that 

enable or limit the possibilities for the women to enter the social and economic fields, 

which may further re-position women in the situation of inequality. 
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1.1. Aim 
 
The aim of the study was to get a deeper understanding of the factors that can endorse or 

limit the potential for the women in a women’s group to influence social and economic 

agendas, according to the participants and the international social workers involved with 

the group. 

 

The research questions were:  

 

• What role can this organisation play for the social and economic place of women? 

• What impact may the participation in this women’s group have for fostering a process 

of liberation for these women? 

 

1.2. Structure of the Report 
 

The following section of the study presents earlier research in relation to feminism and 

seeks to give an overall scheme of how the formation of understanding for this study has 

been established. It further describes important notions and topics that are of relevance 

for the analysis of this study. In the following section, the theoretical perspective that this 

study has been based on is explained, as well as a particular position in school of thought. 

Further on, the chapter on methodology is presented, which accounts for the research 

procedure, as well as aspects on credibility and ethics. The following sections concern the 

results and analysis of the study, where chapter five presents the results and the analysis 

of them with regard to the background section. Chapter six further presents a theoretical 

analysis of the results. The final chapter of the report is ended by discussions based on 

the result, theory and methodology.   
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1.3. Definitions of concepts 
 
 
Indigenous people: Given the diversity of indigenous people all over the world, there are 

no general description of what being indigenous means. According to United Nations 

(2013), a modern understanding would be based upon the following elements: 

• Self-identification as an indigenous member personally, and by the community 

• Pre-colonial society with historical endurance 

• Connection to adjoining natural resources and territories 

• Distinct social, economic or political systems, language, culture and beliefs  

• Resolve to maintain customs and ancestral environments or systems as individual 

peoples 

 

Community: This concept is a vague sociological term with various meanings (Day 

2006). For this report it is used as a description of a group of people that lives in a 

geographical area, Mineros San Juan, and its surroundings, sharing similar culture, values 

and norms, and has a social structure which the community has developed (Nutbeam 

1998), but that is also related to the social exclusion of this group in society as a whole.  
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2 Background 
 

This chapter presents background information divided into three different sections: 

Tantakuna, Patriarchy, and The situation for women in Bolivia. The first part presents the 

women’s group that participate in the international social work initiative that is the object 

of study. The second part covers different aspects of patriarchy and its function in 

society.  The third part presents some of the main themes outlined in the two first sections 

in relation to being a woman in the Bolivian society. All parts present some of the key 

concepts and important notions reviewed in the earlier research prior to writing this 

report. 

 

2.1. Tantakuna 
Tantakuna consists of a group of 11 women that have been organized within Proyecto 

Horizonte since 2006. It was initiated as a way of improving the needs of the women and 

the community, and seeks to enable opportunities for economic, personal and social 

development for the women in the group.  

 

Three different subgroups operate under the name of Tantakuna. The first group runs a 

bakery and the second street stands. It is the third group that will mainly be discussed in 

this report, and they work with the production and selling of handicrafts. The products are 

handmade according to traditional indigenous techniques. The group is yet to be formally 

considered a business, as the legal processes of obtaining this designation have been 

complex. 

 

Two international social workers represent Tantakuna in their work with Proyecto 

Horizonte, and handle the main communication between the group and the organization. 

Every week the women meet as a group with the two social workers. In the meetings, the 

women deal with professional matters, such as distribution and organization of orders, 

and take part of exercises that seek to enhance their development, such as workshops or 
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financial planning. The women go on daily excursions and celebrate some important 

holidays together, such as Mother’s day, Women’s day or birthdays.  

 

Apart from the weekly meetings, a co-ordination group of four elected women within 

Tantakuna meet every other week to discuss matters regarding the group in further detail 

with the two social workers. Volunteers, interns, researchers and other resources are 

sometimes part of the work with the group on a short-term basis. The meetings are 

conducted in the buildings of Proyecto Horizonte, and the women make the products in 

their home. The social workers mainly perform the administrative duties.  

 

Mineros San Juan 
The majority of the women in Tantakuna come from rural settings. At different points in 

their lives, they all migrated with their families to the city of Cochabamba out of 

necessity, in search for ownership of terrain and new opportunities. They all live in 

similar socioeconomic conditions in the surrounding areas of Mineros San Juan, a 

segregated community, with an almost exclusively indigenous population, located in the 

outskirts of the city.  

 

2.2. Patriarchy  
As is common in the academic arena, there is no single, universal definition of patriarchy. 

From the theories studied for this report, the common element is that patriarchy is defined 

in relation to the dominance and power that men have in social, economic, legal and 

political matters, within the household, and in the public sphere. This dominance and 

power of men limit power of women, youth and other groups of society in formal 

decision-making. The unequal distribution of power further exists within a social 

structure where women as a group are discriminated against and men as a collective are 

privileged. There is no ongoing scientific discussion on whether patriarchy is a useful 

term, it is established as a historical fact and considered an equally obvious term as 

monarchy for some countries (Lassen and Majstorović, 2011). It is not by definition a 

social system that men have invented in order to oppress women or other groups, but it is 

a framework where the image that the frame surrounds shows men's direct or indirect 
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power in different ways and that often reveals various forms of discrimination of women 

(Ibid). This does not mean that all women are discriminated in any context, nor does it 

imply that all men are privileged in any context. There are several different power 

structures that society that revolves around such as class, ethnicity or functionality 

(Lassen and Majstorović, 2011). For instance, a white woman belonging to a middle or 

upper class in a society may be better off overall than a man belonging to the working 

class (Walby, 2008). In the arena that concerns gender, however, women carry a 

subordinate position (Ibid). The term subordination is in this report used to describe the 

power and stands in relation to the superiority of men over women.  

 

The supremacy that men hold works as an advantage in the life of many men, just as the 

subordination and powerlessness works as major drawbacks for many women (Lassen 

and Majstorović, 2011). Its origin is discussed in a variety of ways, including 

psychological structures, reproduction and sexuality, as well as the division of labour 

between women and men (Ibid). A patriarchal society is a hierarchical society 

(Liljeström, 2008). This would mean that one group in society has the perceived 

influence from other groups as dominant. The dominant group can maintain their position 

of power through the resistance of interference to their supremacy (Fook, 2012). Such 

resistance can be exercised through the economic, legal or political power that the 

dominant group holds, and through social power, such as in physical or psychological 

dominance (Liljeström, 2008). It occurs at a societal level, which means that it is the 

population belonging to a hierarchical society that maintains it by reproducing the 

traditional patterns that give men power (Fook, 2012; Lassen and Majstorović, 2011). 

 

Social structure  
Social structure refers to social life, and the ways in which social behaviour is conducted 

as the main source of influence for people's perceptions of reality (Fook, 2012). This is 

constructed by the local context and time to which a society belongs (Lassen and 

Majstorović, 2011). If the social structure is influenced by patriarchal norms, this means 

that women and men are perceived with ambitions, dreams, ideals or sexuality, on the 

basis of their bodily composure (Ibid; Walby, 2008). The perceived features of women 
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and men are usually divided among interests that are commonly portrayed as different, 

and refer to this as social construction (Fook, 2012). These social constructions are 

usually an important part of identity, and something that individual personalities are often 

built in relation to. The frames of interpretation when it comes to women and men are 

deeply rooted in this sense and part of the foundation of how one views society, other 

human-beings, and oneself (Fook 2012).  

 

The social constructions applied to women and men in a patriarchal setting are composed 

of features that are considered feminine and masculine (Liljeström, 2008). The 

differences between feminine and masculine traits are valued in terms of being desirable 

or useful (Fagerfjäll, 2003). The valuation of differences leads to statements that are 

considered facts in the social world, such as who have opinions that should be taken more 

seriously, or who are more suitable as a leader. According to Fagerfjäll (2003), an 

everyday example of this is the widespread consensus of that masculine features are 

associated with physical ability or competitive spirit to do sports. While many female 

athletes have busted that myth, sport is still often associated with masculine traits. Many 

women performing or liking sports are as such not fitting into the stereotype of being 

feminine, just as the men who are not interested in sports do not fit it to the stereotype of 

being masculine. Widespread defiance of this social norm challenges the value of the 

social feature and by extension whether the established facts based upon those features 

can really be argued to be true. This interferes with the perceived influence that men 

hold, and therefore becomes a question of power. The already established relations of 

power are then likely to eliminate such threats by devaluing those that challenges such 

concepts (Fagerfjäll 2003).  

 

The valuation of social standards, norms and features is prevalent in basically all contexts 

and settings everywhere and affects everyone, but often some more than others (Lassen 

and Majstorović, 2011). People can adapt to what is the norm in the specific context 

without thinking about it or as a strategy to gain acceptance (Ibid; Fook, 2012). Norms 

are always changing and are generally different in most contexts, and are both created 

and maintained by encouraging, rewarding or punishing certain behaviours (Lassen and 
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Majstorović, 2011). This is most often based on strict standards of opposites and 

categorization, and that it is those that hold power in the specific context who dictates the 

norm (Liljeström, 2008). This does not mean, however, that the creation of norms is done 

consciously or seeks to oppress anyone, but that society and the social structure that 

people live within have strong social mechanisms to which human beings often adhere 

(Fook, 2012).  

 

Labour 
Women have always worked at least as much as men, although it has not always been 

rewarded for with money (Wikander, 2007). Traditionally, women have worked in the 

household with family and taking care of relatives. As a reward for the work in the 

household, women may have belonged to a family, had a home, food and shelter, and 

hopefully also received love and a sense of meaning to her life. More and more women 

now carry out work where they are paid as employees or independent professionals, and 

this work is rewarded with monetary compensation (Wikander, 2007). Meanwhile, the 

traditional division of labour based on gender survived the economic transformation, and 

women retained their big share of unpaid work in the home (Wikander, 2007).  

 

Because many women are segregated within the labour market because they are excluded 

from better and full-time jobs with higher wages, women are more inclined towards 

marriage and work at home because of the reduced opportunity costs (Walby, 2008). As 

more women become dependent upon money, however, there comes also a growing 

realization that it is not possible to count on being supplied with money by someone else. 

The widowed, divorced, abandoned or those whose breadwinners have not managed 

security for other reasons, such as because of alcoholism, illnesses, and so on, know this. 

This makes financial independence very important in practice, as the disposal and earning 

of money in this way represents power and freedom (Wikander, 2007). Women often 

have inferior working conditions in comparison to men, as there traditionally have not 

been many options to choose from for women, due to the existing relations of power 

(Ibid; Walby, 2008). The experiences and knowledge of women are not shown an equal 

appreciation of value as oppose to those of men. Women and men are often subjected to 
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the preconceived notions of their features in terms of feminine and masculine, in relation 

to the significance for what type work that they can perform. In a society influenced by 

male supremacy, feminine features and even entire work-sectors that are perceived as 

suitable for women, such as in nursing or child-care, are systematically devalued which 

leads to a justification of low salaries (Bergman, 2004). Although the expression of this 

varies with time and place, the phenomenon of work segregation tends to persist to 

various extents for women in all societies.  

 

2.3. The situation for women in Bolivia 
 

"[M]en receive more and better education than women, receive increased and better health 

assistance than women, and have the possibility to generate greater income while working 

less...If we consider that women, as opposed to men, also have...The almost exclusive 

responsibility for domestic work”.  

 

(The Human Development report, UNDP, 2013) 

 

Bolivia has some of the highest rates on maternal mortality and illiteracy for women in 

the world (UNICEF 2012). Indigenous women are overly represented in these statistics, 

and principally considered inferior in the society. The opportunities for education or 

training for the indigenous population are further especially poor. There is a lack of 

awareness with regard to legal rights of many women and indigenous groups. Villarroel-

Smeall (2000) argues that there exists a strong valuation of the characteristics ascribed to 

masculine traits. The strongly established social constructions of women and men and the 

indigenous and population reinforces the inferior positions that these groups hold within 

the society (Villarroel-Smeall 2000). 

 

Education 
A report on the illiteracy-rate between women and men was compiled by UNICEF in 

2012, through the national institute of statistics in Bolivia. The report showed that around 

20 percent of Bolivian women are illiterate versus 7 percent of the Bolivian men. From 

these statistics almost 40 percent of the illiterate women and 15 percent of the illiterate 
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men come from rural areas. The statistics further showed that Bolivia has the highest 

illiteracy rates in comparison to the regional average, with about 20 percent under the 

Latin American general average (UNICEF 2012). 

 
Villarroel-Smeall (2000) points out that while there exist educational reforms that 

establish the rights of all citizens to access free education, school attendance for girls and 

women has one of the lowest rates in Latin America with only around 70 percent of girls 

attending. This may be a result of that education is most commonly performed in 

Spanish, and that almost 30 percent of all Bolivian women speak other native languages. 

In this sense, fewer women can capitalize upon educational opportunities. Many girls and 

women are a much needed workforce in terms of domestic duties, while parents work in 

agriculture. The increasing demand of working in the home often leads to many girls 

dropping out of school after the third grade. In addition, girls that become pregnant while 

in school can become expelled (Villarroel-Smeall, 2000).  

 

Labour 
According to statistics of UNICEF (2012), 44 percent of Bolivian women worked in 

2012. In 2013, salaries for women are estimated to be around 70 percent to the salary of 

men, independent upon profession. Villarroel-Smeall (2000), states that domestic duties 

and taking care of children are the main area of responsibility for many women in 

Bolivia. Women who want to earn an income generally face more resistance than men. 

Working conditions are often poor and salaries are often low. The majority of the paid 

work that women do in Bolivia is informal. Gonzales (2014) states that women in rural 

areas commonly work in the agriculture-sector and often have only just enough resources 

to get by economically. The under- or unpaid work in agriculture, in combination with 

the uncertainty of climate where one bad harvest can make an entire family completely 

bankrupt, make many families migrate to bigger cities in the search for a safer future 

(Gonzales, 2014). 

 

According to Villarroel-Smeall (2000), many indigenous women migrating from rural 

areas to urban environments have little or no former experience with formal jobs, 
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education, and health care, or speaking Spanish. Chiswick, Patrinos and Hurst (2000), 

further states that although the country does not have an official language, Spanish is still 

the dominant language. Indigenous languages are usually the mother-tongue of women 

with indigenous backgrounds, and the high level of illiteracy among the indigenous 

population, further cause problems for the indigenous women to learn Spanish (Ibid; 

Villarroel-Smeall 2000). 

 

Chiswick, et al. (2000) argues that language determines what market labour participation 

women will obtain. There is a gap in work-opportunities between women only speaking 

Spanish, bilingual speakers of Spanish and indigenous languages, and the speakers of 

only indigenous languages. The women that have lived in rural communities and recently 

migrated to the urban areas in Bolivia commonly do not know Spanish and as such 

become a separate group in a dominant Spanish-speaking environment. At least one study 

has shown the importance of language in relation to income in Bolivia (Chiswick, et al., 

2000). Women knowing only Spanish have a 28% higher income than bilingual women. 

Bilingual women have a 25% higher income than women who only know indigenous 

languages. Therefore, Chiswick et al. (2000) concludes, that the difference of income-

level in the labour market for woman in Bolivia highly depends upon language skills. Not 

knowing Spanish does in this way widen the social gap between indigenous women and 

others.  

 

Gonzales (2014) states that migrated and indigenous women in cities are often underpaid 

and work long hours in the informal sector. Gonzales (2014) further points out that in 

addition to the paid labour that women may do, women are still assigned a big share of 

domestic work and child-care. This leads to a double exploitation of indigenous women 

living in poverty. Putting children in kindergarten or hire cleaning-help, is most often not 

an affordable option. In this way, it can be argued that indigenous women live in 

structural poverty (Gonzales, 2014).  
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Violence 
Domestic violence became illegal in 1995 (Villarroel-Smeall, 2000). Yet domestic 

violence against women makes up for more than half of all reported assaults in Bolivia. 

According to the statistics of OECD (2012) in the country, one out of ten men has 

experienced violence, in terms of sexual, physical and psychological abuse, directed at 

them personally, as oppose to nine out of ten women. Villarroel-Smeall (2000) 

acknowledges that the lack of women's support groups or shelters for protection of 

domestic abuse (few to none exists) contribute to a continuing violence.  

 

When it comes to sexual assault and rape, there are comprehensive passages on Bolivian 

law for the protection of women (OECD, 2012). In 2013, rape became completely 

outlawed with the prohibition of marital rape (Andean Information Network 2013). 

Villarroel-Smeall (2000) however states that proving assault often falls on the victim, as 

sexual crimes are generally of private nature. For this reason, many crimes are never 

taken to court, as evidence of sexual crimes are hard to prove, and, for many, the legal 

fees are cost-prohibitive. Furthermore, rape cases that make it to court are often 

challenged by the rapist who might call the reputation of the victim into question 

(Villarroel-Smeall, 2000). Prostitutes are not protected by law.  
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3 Previous Research 
 

In the previous section, earlier research that relates to the overall understanding for this 

study was presented. Little previous research material unfortunately existed on the 

particular women’s group of Tantakuna and was undocumented and unofficial. For this 

reason, it is not presented in this section, but will be presented further by my own 

explanations in the results section. Reviews on similar projects has, however, been made, 

which will follow in this section, as well as a presentation of the development of 

feminism.  

 

3.1. Feminist development 
Feminism arose as a reaction to patriarchy and the inferior position of many women 

(Payne, 2005). The term was coined in Paris in 1892 to describe a women-driven social 

movement towards political and legal property rights for women. This was also called the 

first wave of feminism. The second wave of feminism came about in the 1960's and 

forward, where feminism came to concern not only legal rights, but also a structural 

social change, in terms of equal opportunities in work and political influence (Payne 

2005).  

 

Feminism is far from a unified perspective; there are various schools of thoughts within it 

(Payne, 2005). The main schools of thought are: socialist feminism, which focuses upon 

labour and posits that women’s' subordinate position is caused by economic oppression; 

radical feminism, which focuses on sexuality and claims that it is a political oppression 

that makes women inferior to men; liberal feminism, which focuses upon legislation in 

regard to employment and family responsibilities and claims that it is the inequalities in 

opportunity that cause women subordination; black feminism, which focuses upon the 

diversity and value of women's experience and that there is also a hierarchical system 

between women and their experience of discrimination; and post-modern feminism, 

which focuses upon language and discourse and bases the cultural assumptions and social 

conventions as reasons for male supremacy. Payne (2005) further presents respective 

critique to all of these perspectives. Socialist feminism is criticised for being limited in its 
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view of how power-structures work, due to the lack of emphasis on violence and 

sexuality. Others argue that radical feminists portray women as a homogenous group by 

focusing too much on the common experiences of women and gender differences, which 

trap women in a victimised role. Liberal feminists are often criticised for not taking into 

account real differences in interest and experience between women and men, and that 

equal opportunities therefore cannot really lead to fair outcomes if other aspects of 

inequality are ignored. Post-modern feminism is critiqued for emphasising relativity of 

social understanding (Payne, 2005). While women and men are socially constructed 

categories in feminist thought in general, post-modern feminism is criticised for not 

really focusing upon sexual identity of the woman or man, but rather how language 

creates these roles of sexual identity. Women are therefore not perceived as a single 

category. The common theme in all analysis of feminist thought concerns social 

perceptions of women and men, and seeks a relational understanding of this with regard 

to the lives, experiences, perspectives and values of people (Payne 2005).  

 

3.2. Indigenous Women’s Movements in Bolivia 
 
A vast number of studies show that women all over the world experience inequalities and 

Latin American countries are no exception to this. In a study made by Radcliffe and 

Pequeño (2010) the authors argue that Latin American countries are structured around 

superior power relations for men, and especially those that are white, urban, professional 

and wealthy. Indigenous people or other ethnicities, women, and people coming from 

rural settings are generally considered inferior. As stated earlier by Villarroel-Smeall 

(2000), Bolivia is the country in Latin America that has the highest percentage of 

indigenous population with approximately 60 percent. Although the indigenous group 

represents a majority of the country’s inhabitants, a structural oppression of indigenous 

groups is greatly established, socially and economically. Burman (2011) however argues 

that in the recent decades, indigenous populations have become the subjects and agents of 

development in plurinational policy with regard to this. Social movements that 

acknowledge the poverty among indigenous groups and their marginalization from power 

over development have become established in the country. Burman (2011) further states 
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that while the impact of these legal efforts are growing, one disadvantage still persists - 

the differences between women and men is rarely taken into account into these 

movements. To address the connotations of women and men in contemporary Bolivia, 

Burman (2011) attempts to examine how women activists within one of the major 

indigenous groups in Bolivia associate their traditional customs, politics and native 

activism to policies that promotes equality for women. The women activists have 

Aymaran backgrounds and live in the outskirts of the capital La Paz. The study goes to 

show that Ayamaran people have a traditional concept in their language called 

Chachawarmi. Chachawarmi means to have women and men represented equally in 

society. This means that traditional belief and conceptions of women and men is that they 

are separated categories, and have different areas of responsibilities in the system of 

Chachawarmi. These differences shall however not be valued unequally, but women and 

men should instead be seen to complement one another within the roles and 

responsibilities that are ascribed to them. The belief-system of Ayamaran culture is 

strongly based in tradition, and the notion of things to stay the way they are. This causes 

divisions between Ayamaran activists and other women activists in the country in 

general. Aymaran activists tend to relate the subordination of women to colonialism and 

see a potential for emancipation and identification in the current process of 

decolonization through plurinationalism with regard to this. In this way, a division 

between Ayamaran activists and other actors in the country who advocate for equality 

between women and men is created. The decolonizing effects of current politics, and 

whether it would abandon indigenous women to their traditional silenced subordination 

within male-dominated structures arises, is an ongoing debate in Bolivia today. Burman 

(2011) further argues that the diversity of views among various women’s movements in 

this way makes politics within Bolivia, in terms of promoting laws and social policies for 

women, a complex question. 

 

In another study made 2011 by Hippert the effects of social movements that concern and 

foster development in societal arenas is discussed. The study states that participation in 

social movements has been the primary rhetorical and practical construct that has 

changed the ways indigenous people engage in their own development. Similarly, to 
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Burman (2011), Hippert (2011) however argues that these movements have been 

examined to their effect for indigenous people as a group. The analysis of influence for 

indigenous women to the construct of the movements is however limited.  

 

Hippert (2011) conducts the research in the same geographical area of this study, 

although in a more rural setting. Outside of Cochabamba, in a small community that is 

called Huancarani, a field study on a women’s group called Adela Zamudio is made. 

Adela Zamudio started up as an initiative by two Bolivian women, with middle-class 

backgrounds and is funded by international social networks. The work with the women’s 

group attempts to educate indigenous women about participation processes and seeks to 

find ways of including women into community development. As the women in the group 

come from settings in severe poverty, projects for women to partake in income-

generating activities that will facilitate their economic advancement are established in the 

organization (Hippert 2011). Hippert (2011) however states that the situation of women is 

not necessarily ignored in the promotion of participation. The study demonstrates that 

women partake in the shaping of their development through the participation in the 

group. The women were however seen to appeal to a more holistic understanding of 

development that concerns the women's roles as wives and in relationships to men. To 

find means for achieving change and foster development through participation, to 

incorporate such realities in the work for development with the women is thus called for. 

Hippert (2011) suggest this as identity work, or the compromise of including varied 

perceptions of appropriate identities to women and men to successfully target the groups 

for attaining development. In this way, more focus must lay on the intersectionality of 

class, ethnicity, and women and men. By deconstructing such relations development can 

then on be successfully achieved.  
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4 Theoretical Perspective 
 
 

The factors that endorse or limit the potential for the participants in a women’s groups to 

influence to their social and economic agendas will analysed in the light of feminist 

theory perspective. Healy (2000) argues that feminist theory perspective does not 

necessarily seek to address measurable results that should be applied to different 

contexts, which seemed relevant to get a deeper understanding for the results of the study. 

However, since feminist theory perspective is not necessarily a unified perspective 

(Payne 2005), I have also chosen intersectionality theory as school of thought for 

analytical tool. Lykke (2009) argues that intersectionality does not unilaterally focus 

upon oppression while ignoring other sources of oppression, in which way it can uncover 

relations between some oppressions. Considering that the women in Tantakuna have an 

indigenous background, little or no former experience with formal jobs, little or no 

education, speaking little or no Spanish, and are exposed to severe poverty, this seemed a 

relevant point of departure in analysis. The theory, as well as the theory perspective, are 

critical in its nature and analyse how change can or should occur (Lykke 2009). A 

detailed theoretical ground of this perspective and its characteristics will follow in the 

first section of this chapter. Thereafter, follows a description of the specific feminist 

school of thought that is intersectionality theory, and will be used as a tool for analysis 

further on. 

 

4.1. Feminist theory perspective 
 
As was discussed in the background section, men or male perspectives have dominated 

the social, economic, political and legal arena. With the waves of feminism this 

dominance has been challenged. In science, new approaches for generating knowledge 

have been brought about. The feminist theory perspective is a theoretical framework that 

seeks to reveal blind spots that may previously have been overlooked, due to the strong 

influence by male supremacy in the research arena. It functions as a way to understand 

perceptions and concepts that concern women and that may have previously been 
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distorted, and is applied in favour of advancement for women.  The influence that 

feminist thinking has had in research is directly related to the shift from radical to critical 

theory in science. In social work, this has become especially apparent, as this way of 

approaching knowledge has led to diminish goal- and task-oriented practices with 

statistics or positivistic measures for acquiring knowledge or results from practice. 

 
“The personal is political” is one of the incorporated practice principals that feminist 

movements brought on in the late 1980's (Dominelli and McLeod, 1989). The phrase 

referred to the notion of that personal experiences have their origin in political structures, 

and that the personal behaviour further reflects and reinforce these political processes. 

According to Dominelli and McLeod (1989), this implies that women should reflect the 

kind of political effects that they would like to see changed in their personal and the 

professional relationships. Dominelli (2002) argues that in social work, this among other 

things, came to mean that power differentials between service-providers and service-

users strived to be of a minimum.  

 

According to Healy (2000), feminist theory perspective has also developed the method in 

social work that is called consciousness-raising. By forming groups to share experiences 

and provide mutual support, the social order may not “seriously impair a client's 

capacities to accurately construe reality” (Moreau, 1990, p. 54). This can further be 

related to the concept of conscientisation by Freire. According to Freire (1970), the 

production of knowledge is either upholding existing social structures of oppressors and 

oppressed, or becomes a practice of freedom, where oppressed people through education 

and information can participate in the alteration of their own situation. Oppressed groups 

can in this way gain power to bring processes of change about in their own lives. Healy 

(2000) states feminism as a critical standpoint by nature, as it refuses to take the current 

social order for granted, and that it even goes beyond critical practice. In the case of 

divisions between different groups of people, such as between women and men, class or 

ethnicity, priority is often given to one single social system. Feminism however seeks 

deeper understanding through looking at the interactions between different forms of 

oppression, such as women-oppression, class and ethnicity. Dominelli (1997) further 
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states the example of racial discrimination as a significant and distinct form of 

oppression, rather than only an effect of e.g. class-based injustice. Towards the 

recognition and collective response to this, also in women’s movement, a reformation of 

feminist practice has taken place. Healy (2000) argues that it is in this way that feminist 

thinking draws on attributes to critical social science - through mainly confronting 

structural injustices, and especially how rich and powerful within society constrain and 

define other people as less powerful. The understanding of this is core, requires a holistic 

view of society. This opens up to a wider range of explanations to oppression, and gives 

also attention to personal experiences as a way of expressing oppression (Healy, 2000). 

As women’s restrictions and rights, their social roles and their experiences reflect power-

structures based on society, the examination of the current perceptions and concepts that 

concern women are therefore necessary. This makes feminist theory perspective 

explorative by nature, and does not necessarily seek to address measurable results that 

can be applied to different contexts (Healy 2000; Robson 2010).  

 

 
4.2. Intersectionality 
 
The analytical feminist tool considered most relevant for this study is intersectionality 

theory. By allowing for relational understanding of power within particular settings 

(Lykke 2009), this theory opens up for a deeper and varied discussion regarding specific 

factors that concern the research subjects in question (Lykke 2009).  

 

Lykke (2009) argues that besides being a woman, there are other forms of oppression that 

affects the lives of many women in terms of opportunities and legal rights. Such forms of 

oppressions may include class, ethnicity, sexuality and age. This means that in addition to 

the oppression that you face by being woman, there are other oppressions in the lives and 

conditions besides being a woman, or in comparison to many other women (Lykke, 

2009). De los Reyes and Mulinari (2005) argues that the focus on the inequality that 

exists between women and men ends to make women as a group homogenous, while most 

women live with different conditions. The distribution of knowledge tends to get centred 

among the women most in power, and lead to a feminist agenda and feminist theories in 
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favour of those (de los Reyes and Mulinari, 2005). For instance, northern and white 

middle-class women are privileged in most ways throughout the world, except in relation 

to men. New elements and approaches to feminism and its key theories from women with 

different backgrounds, are, however, becoming increasingly common (de los Reyes and 

Mulinari, 2005).  

 

Lykke (2009) argues that intersectionality theory seeks to deepen the social categories 

among women instead of viewing them as a homogenous block. De los Reyes and 

Mulinari (2005) argues that structural oppression, such as the relations of power between 

female and male, straight and gay, or between ethnic groups, can be seen to interact and 

reinforce one another, rather than that being separated from each other. What it means to 

be part of a category, they therefore argue, is determined in the specific context, based on 

time, place and the social processes in the particular setting. The identities and positions 

in a society are in this way determined and created based on bodily composure, gender 

identity, sexuality, class, age, background and so on (de los Reyes and Mulinari 2005).  

 

Lykke (2009) argues that intersectionality theory is relevant in research to uncover and 

clarify the complexities in the ways that oppression works. An intersectional framework 

can further promote a more equal society through policies, as it is an analytical tool that 

does not unilaterally focus upon oppression or discrimination while ignoring other 

sources of oppression, in which way seemly invisible relations between some oppression 

can be uncovered. De los Reyes, Molina and Mulinari (2006) further argues that in 

movements that focus on a particular kind of oppression, such as the oppression of 

women, it is common that the superior group within the women’s movement also become 

the norm of the movement. Those who do not fit this norm then often become excluded 

to some extent. Walby (2008) as an example states that black women often have different 

experiences in terms of labour than white women. White women in many settings often 

have a better socio-economic status compared to black women, which also makes the 

experiences of patriarchy different, and that oppression is located in different ways for 

women with different ethnical backgrounds. In feminist analysis influenced by the 

experience of black women then, the biggest overall challenge for both the women and 
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their families may be based in racism. In a feminist analysis influenced by the experience 

of white women however, oppression may however be most visible in the home, or in the 

labour market. A multidimensional discourse thus arises in feminism (Walby, 2008; 

Lykke, 2009). As described in the background section by Lassen and Majstorović (2011), 

a significant majority of people look at themselves and others normatively and affects the 

qualities that people are supposed to have. With regard to this Lykke (2009) argues that 

power needs to stay relational, meaning that people's identities and positions in society 

are determined and created by sexuality, class, age, and so on, also within feminist 

movements. Intersectionality theory thus came about as a way of deconstructing such 

norms, and aim to examine how and why they occur and in what shape they come, as 

feminism as a social movement can therefore not claim to be outside of this normative 

system and that a valuation of traits among women exists (Lykke, 2009; de los Reyes and 

Mulinari 2005).  

 

Lykke (2009) and de los Reyes and Mulinari (2005) claim that most feminists within the 

intersectional field agree that different divisions should be analysed on the basis of that 

they interact and reciprocate social pattern. Intersectionality theory as an analytical tool 

for this reason emphasizes the relations of power that are made in social interaction. In 

this way, no immutable and fixed structures that govern people's lives and choices exist. 

Exploring the social place of women within particular settings can then offer a 

multidimensional analysis of concepts such as inequality, power and influence (de los 

Reyes, et al., 2006; Lykke, 2009; Walby, 2008).  
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5 Methodology 
 
A qualitative method has been applied for this study. Although the study did not seek to 

use a specific method of measurement with predetermined indicators, it was however 

influenced by a number of scholars that concerned feminist thought and women 

movement. This section provides an explanation of the research process, as well as the 

research procedure and further discusses credibility and ethics.  

 
 
5.1. The field 
During my practical placement I had previously spent time with the women’s group and 

Proyecto Horizonte. The process of planning the study was in collaboration with one of 

the staff members assigned for working with Tantakuna. One of the international social 

workers further planted the idea of me conducting research with them. While entering the 

field, I was therefore already on familiar terms with Proyecto Horizonte, the women, and 

the staff members. There was no ambiguity or misunderstandings for the purpose of me 

being there. Some time was spent with the group and the international social workers 

prior to finalizing the definite mode of procedure of conducting the research. Looking at 

the work with the women from a research perspective however, I eventually side-stepped 

my original plan of conducting the research. Rather than pre-determine the assessment 

areas that the research should provide the basis for as according to structured observation 

(Robson 2011), as well as conducting formal interviews or having focus groups with the 

women, I came to the conclusion that a more flexible design of the study would allow for 

a more reflective process in the interpretation of the results and an explorative approach. 

This would also more likely enhance the validity of the study.  

 

5.2. Sampling 
A flexible research and sampling design is an important feature for explorative studies. 

Patton (2002) argues that one way of conducting such research is to use the opportunistic 

sampling approach, which means that sampling decisions occurs during the process of 

collecting data. The more knowledge of a setting that an observer gains, sampling 
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decisions that make use of the activities, events and narratives are made as they unfold 

(Ibid). The first mode of procedure was to conduct participant observation with the 

international social workers in their work with the women’s group Tantakuna. While 

reflecting upon the data deriving from the observations it further seemed necessary to 

complement the data with other forms of collecting information, as suggested by 

Malhotra, Schuler and Bender (2002). The second mode of procedure was therefore the 

conduction of semi-structured interviews with the international social workers of 

Proyecto Horizonte involved in the work with Tantakuna. The sampling for the 

interviews was done in order to best fit the purpose of the study, which suggests that it 

can be described as mixed purposeful sampling, as defined by Patton (2002). 

 
5.3. Data Collection 
The data was collected through participant observation and semi-structured interviews. 

The choice of methods best suited the research aim, and further seemed appropriate to the 

characteristics of the work with the women’s group. Robson (2011) argues that an 

immersion along with the research subjects in participant observation makes room for a 

gradual interaction, and allows for informal conversations and a natural participation in 

the activities of the group over a longer period of time. Rather than creating an artificial 

and far-from-reality experience for everyone involved, participant observation in this way 

serve to embrace the perspectives and concerns of the particular group, deriving from 

their own expressions. Blending into the research process, can therefore open up for new 

perspectives with time, revealing ambiguous concepts (Robson, 2011). 

 

The participant observations took place in the activities that concerned the service-

provision for women in Tantakuna together with international social workers by Proyecto 

Horizonte. The activities in which I participated were diverse, and included most 

meetings with the group, and the coordination group, staff meetings, house-visits, or 

other occasional events. The number of participant observations ranged from two-three 

times a week during a three-month period, and the length of the participant observations 

per gathering was around two hours. All participation was followed up by some way of 
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committing data to memory, such as through note-taking, throughout or after the 

interactions.  

 
The semi-structured interviews took place with the international social workers involved 

in the work with Tantakuna for their extended knowledge of the service-provision. The 

women in Tantakuna were also considered, but deemed not suited for reasons discussed 

in the methodology discussion further on in this report. The two interviews were 

conducted by using an interview guide that as suggested by Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) 

included certain main questions, along with possible questions or subthemes. It was 

constructed after six weeks of participant observations, and was mainly influenced by the 

data-driven concepts that had originated through there. The interviews were held at a 

coffee shop and in a separated office of Proyecto Horizonte at proposed times. The 

interviews lasted about 50 minutes and two audio recorders were used.  

 

5.4. Participants in the study 
The eleven women in the group and the two international social workers have been 

subjects for the participant observation. The women have all been members of the group 

for various lengths of time since 2006, and the international social workers have been 

involved with the group since 2012. Ten of the women have children and live with a 

partner. The women have various ages, ranging from approximately 17-60. The 

information retrieved from data collections concerns the women as a group, so further 

descriptions of each woman is not necessary. For confidentiality reasons, the study will 

avoid the description of attributes that can be associated with a specific woman or 

international social worker.  

 
5.5. Data Transcription 
The interviews were transcribed word by word to a written as a way of ensuring detailed 

and accurate data, as suggested by Robson (2011). The first interview was transcribed 

more or less immediately after the interview was done. Although the sound quality was 

good, a lot of important notions were at first misinterpreted due to language barriers. To 

ensure the accuracy of the transcription as such became a time-consuming process. The 
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other transcription was less time-consuming with regard to accuracy, but I on the other 

hand had some technical difficulties to convert the file from the particular audio recorder 

to my personal device. This prevented me from transcribing it closely connected to the 

moment of interview. It furthermore meant that I unfortunately had to download the file 

on the computer of the international social workers that I conducted interviews with, and 

share the file to my device from there. This was however later removed.  

 
5.6. Analysis 
Thematic coding is presented here as the approach to the analysis of the data. Robson 

(2011) states that thematic coding can be used as a realist method, which seek to report 

the meanings and the reality of participants in the context of study. It involves identifying 

passages of the data, and then links those passages to a code. As more data is retrieved, 

they may as such be compared with previous codes and labelled accordingly with the 

similar chunks of data (Ibid). After this was done in the study, the codes were then 

divided into a smaller number of themes that were considered to capture important 

notions in relation to the aim and research questions. While the thematic coding is used 

within a feminist perspective theory approach, it is strongly associated with 

phenomenological approach to analysis. Robson (2011) however argues that thematic 

coding is not wedded to either of these, or any other theoretical frameworks, but is rather 

a flexible approach to qualitative data analysis and is often used in purely explorative 

studies.  

 

The development of the possible themes was an active process of reflection during 

coding, where data retrieved was carefully considered in terms of labels. At first a small 

number of potential themes were identified. Analysis was involved at an early stage in 

the data-collection process and sought re-occurring patterns and regularities, as suggested 

by Robson (2011). As the data-collection proceeded however, the various extracts from 

the data that was coded as potential themes were altered and modified as an ongoing 

process that followed the analysis of data was produced. As the study carried a feminist 

theory approach, some predetermined themes can be argued to have aroused prior to the 

thematic coding analysis, through the influences from earlier literature and through the 
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overarching aim of the research that carried a feminist theory approach. Such 

preconceptions enhance the possibilities of biasing towards some aspects of the data. 

Robson (2011) however argues that this is the very main core of feminist research - to 

sensitize feminist features of data that may otherwise be missed in more traditional and 

established methods of conducting research, deriving from male-dominated perspectives 

in the research arena.  

 

While presented sequentially, the data was not dealing with a linear mode of procedure, 

but the initial codes were continually reviewed and the data were reinterpreted several 

times. It was ultimately reduced by locating activities, key events and reoccurring 

patterns that stood in relation to the aim of the study, and created two main themes: 

economic development and participation. 

 
5.7. Data presentation 
Robson (2011) argues that the results from a participant observation shall be presented 

more or less as a journalistic report, where the researcher develops a detailed portrait or a 

story to describe the results. The difference between a journalist and a researcher 

however, is that whereas the former might seek to go to the bottom of the story, the 

researcher aims to go beyond the initial story. This requires the development of a set of 

concepts and a theoretical framework that is well-grounded in the detail of the story and 

that ultimately helps the researcher to understand its content, as well as explaining it to 

others (Robson, 2011). The interviews are in this study not presented as separate results 

as from those of the participant observations, but functions as a way to complement the 

results from the participant observation. This aimed to intertwine the story and as such 

provide a coherent and holistic context of the work that concerns Tantakuna that would 

eventually enhance the validity of the study, according to Patton (2002). Quotes are as 

such illustrated to support or demonstrate certain viewpoints that derived from the 

participation observation. The text is further analysed in the limelight of the background 

section in chapter two, as well as theoretically analysed in a separate part of the report in 

chapter seven. The division of analysis sought to interpret the data from wider 

perspectives.  



 

34 
 

 
5.8. Credibility 
The responsibility of ensuring credibility in research lies on the researcher and must be 

considered throughout the research process (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009). This section 

seeks to explain the ways in which research choices were made and its related 

consequences. In this way, it allows for anyone to understand the way of procedure and 

replicate the research process, and as such ensure the credibility of the study. It presents 

some important concepts that stand in regard to this, such as validity, reliability and 

ethical considerations.  

 

Validity refers to the extent to which a research process can be argued to examine what it 

intended to examine. In explorative studies it is complex to ensure validity as they lack a 

sense of finality. With regard to this, further conducts of study in the same setting may be 

necessary to determine final validity (Stebbins 2001). Validity in explorative research as 

such rather concerns whether the researcher can get a true impression of the research 

subjects, and if so, how it is established (Stebbins 2001). The first step in order to ensure 

such validity was by collaborating with one of the international social workers of which 

methods that seemed suitable for conducting a study with Tantakuna. In this way 

reflections of the situation for the women and the community from someone more 

experienced in the area could be weighed into the choices of methods. A presentation of 

the community and the women’s group is further included in the presentation of the 

results and analysis to enhance validity, apart from giving a description of the specific 

context for the women in general.  

 

Malhotra, et al. (2002) argues that observations are a basis for examining activities in 

combination with other sources of data, for which reason interviews were also used as a 

method for the collection of data. Patton (2002) argues that triangulating the sources of 

data provide for a variety of ideas, opinions, experiences, needs or concerns matters 

concerning the research subjects. Patton (2002) further states that as both the consistency 

and differences in the explanations of results can capture a holistic understanding for the 

results, validity of data can in this way be significantly enhanced. 
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Reliability refers to the extent of which a research process can yield reliable results 

(Robson 2011). The first issue of reliability in this sense is that the participant 

observations, interviews, transcriptions and analysis were all conducted by a single 

researcher with little previous experience. Robson (2011) argues that this risks an 

unskilled execution and subjectivity. Furthermore, the study was conducted across 

cultures, which calls for a knowledge and understanding of the norms and values within 

the setting of study. Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) states that language is the main source 

of acquiring such knowledge. Bolivia has 37 official languages, and language barriers are 

a defining factor for much of the indigenous population in all of Bolivia. While all 

activities were performed in Spanish, it was the second language of everyone involved, 

including the international social workers and the researcher. The certification of 

accuracy cannot be ensured in this sense, nor the full representation of all women, as they 

would all know Spanish to various extents. This is a drawback for the reliability of this 

report. It, however, also portrays the reality for the indigenous population in Bolivia 

(Chiswick, Patrinos and Hurst 2000). Participant observation was deemed most suitable 

for this study, however, the nature of such study did not seem to make way for using a 

translator. It seemed that this would have impeded upon the that gradual interaction and 

natural participation, that the conduct of research intended to ensue. It further seemed that 

the issue of accuracy from a translator would persist, since any translation from an 

indigenous language would still be to Spanish. All things else, not all of the women 

spoke the same native indigenous langue. Since a high level of language competence 

could not be ensured in this sense, an extended research to gain an in-depth knowledge on 

the sociocultural setting and significant background information about the place of study 

was pursued, in hope of enhancing the reliability of findings, and the applicability of the 

translated findings on the participant population (Edwards 1998).   

 

5.9. Ethical Considerations 
The ethics for humanistic and social scientific research was used as a guideline for this 

study and the main ethical principle of confidentiality was implemented throughout the 

research process. Informed consent of participation for the study was established for both 
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everyone involved in the initial starting process of the field study, but not further 

elaborated upon before the semi-structured interviews. The participants were further 

informed of their rights to deny being part as focus of study, to which they all agreed. 

Due to the explorative nature of the study, I did not go into much detail about the purpose 

of the study other than that I conducted it as part of obtaining my international social 

worker degree and that my area of interest was to study international social work with a 

women’s group. I had a preliminary idea of that economic development could be of 

relevance for the study, and as this eventually became an increasingly established theme I 

mentioned this in connection to the semi-structured interviews for clarification. It should 

be pointed out however, that since I did not want to cause reactive or biased responses 

related to my presence as researcher, that would come to affect the outcomes of the 

results, I avoided to go into much detail of my findings throughout the entire research 

process. This approach was probably helped by the fact that I knew the group from 

before, and that a mutual trust for my conducting research along with them helped to 

avoid confusion in response to this. Knowing the research subjects may therefore be seen 

to function as an advantage for ethical reasons (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). 

 
5.10. Limitations 
Conducting a study with regard to a feminist theory perspective can be seen to require the 

involvement of many academic arenas in social science, such as economy, sociology, 

geography, anthropology, psychology, history, political science, and so on. While not 

doing so does not rule out the generation of important notions, or even contribute to 

increased knowledge in some respects, the limited time and size-frame of this study 

however did not allow for much elaboration on all relevant aspects that stands in relation 

to feminism.  
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6 Result and Analysis 
 

The analysis of the results is based upon recurring patterns and regularities that originated 

during the participant observation. Once the observations were made, two main themes 

were noted as an underlying basis for the examination of the work with Tantakuna: 

economic development and participation. The participant observation function as a basis 

for examining Tantakuna in combination with other sources of information, which is why 

semi-structured interviews were conducted with the two representatives from Proyecto 

Horizonte that were most involved in the service-provision provided for the women. The 

results from the interviews were then analyzed in light of the data-driven codes that had 

emerged from the participant observations. The results are further analyzed and 

interpreted with the use of the background information in chapter two. A brief description 

of the community of Mineros San Juan and Proyecto Horizonte is first introduced, 

consisting of my own explanations and undocumented material that existed within 

Proyecto Horizonte, with the support of two quotes from the international social workers 

operating in the area since 2012.  

 
“I do not think any of the women have lived in the community more than ten years, as the 

community didn’t even exist fifteen years ago. They have really strong roots to a land that 

is really not Mineros San Juan, but have connections to other places. Most of them are 

from other areas such as Oruro or Potosi. The fact that people have not grown up in 

Cochabamba have limited people’s voice in the community in a way, and as such they have 

organized themselves.” – International Social Worker 

 

The community of Mineros San Juan is immensely segregated and located in the outskirts 

of the city of Cochabamba in central Bolivia. As mentioned in the background section of 

this study, many families in rural settings migrate to urban environments for the 

uncertainty of economic conditions and no properties to land. Migrants often organise 

themselves and claim terrain in areas closely connected to bigger cities due to lack of 

assets, property rights and access to capital. This is a common phenomenon in Latin 

America. This was also how the community of Mineros San Juan was initially established 
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as an illegal settlement around 2001. Because of its initial illegal status, no municipality 

had the statutory responsibility to provide basic utilities and services, such as electricity, 

water, schools, health centre and infrastructure. Furthermore, the community population 

engaged in constant conflict over terrain for a long time, which made life hard for the 

people living there. Eventually in 2004, the community was connected to the city 

network of Cochabamba and the community started to become recognised as a part of 

Cochabamba. Around this time, the inhabitants received rights to their properties and 

houses were built. Proyecto Horizonte came about as a facilitator of further development, 

both by means of helping processes of legalisation, as well as providing some basic 

services, such as a health centre and a school, although these facilities were limited at that 

time.  

 
“Something that one of the women said to me was that if a person would walk by her in the 

village, she would have invited them for lunch, and now she would not. The women in 

Mineros San Juan are scared, most of them do not have walls around their house and 

property... Neighbours do not want to be away from their houses at the same time because 

then there is no one left to watch their houses. People have had water from their barrels 

stole. There is a spread sense of vulnerability and needing to protect the little things you 

have, as well as protecting your family prevalent in the community.” – International social 

worker 

 

Basic utilities are still limited in the community. There is still no plumbing or sewage 

system, and only the main road in the community is paved and has streetlights. The 

hygienic situation is poor and houses are far from complete. There is intermittent supply 

of electricity and internet. Criminality and gangs affect the community and a feeling of 

insecurity is recognised in the area. Although many of these conditions have significantly 

improved since Proyecto Horizonte established its services in the community, it still faces 

many challenges. An alleviation of poverty and processes of development is thus still 

ongoing.  
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Proyecto Horizonte 
The main provider of facilities and services in Mineros San Juan today is the foundation 

of Proyecto Horizonte. While it operated small-scale services in the community as early 

as 2001, plans of development for the community by the organisation became 

increasingly established in 2004. With limited resources dependent on donors, Proyecto 

Horizonte seeks to work according to an integrated model where the perspectives of all 

target groups in the community are represented in service delivery. Tantakuna is a 

separate unit in the model, specifically targeting the women in the community. Proyecto 

Horizonte facilitates weekly meetings for the group through the provision of space for the 

meetings and support of personnel resources that may be of assistance to the women, 

among them the international social workers that are interviewed in this report. Some of 

the tasks on the agendas of the weekly meetings for Tantakuna are devoted to assessing 

quality of products, setting prices of products, adhering to the demand of customers and 

distributing orders. Proyecto Horizonte offers other services, such as, access to a 

kindergarten at low cost, legal advice, psychologists and so on, which are also directed to 

benefit the women in the community.  

 

6.1. Economic Development 
 
As previously mentioned, the members of the women’s group Tantakuna are indigenous 

women that has migrated from rural areas in Bolivia, to an initially illegal settlement of 

an urban city. The social context for the women in Tantakuna are portrayed by the lack 

power and voice they hold in the community, as well as in the country in general.  The 

results of this study show that an active participation in Tantakuna has brought some 

elements that challenge some of the perceived social notions the women experience about 

their social place.  
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New perceptions from knowledge 
 

The women’s views: 
 

“We need to take care of our families, and we need to take care of 

our children and we need to earn money”  

 

The above quote is one of many similar statements to why the women are members in the 

group of Tantakuna today; the group enables ways for them to earn money. The weekly 

meetings are an important and ingrained part of Tantakuna, that have existed for as long 

the group has existed and their activities mainly entail dealing with professional matters 

that can help improve the group’s, and by extension the women’s, economic development 

through the work with Tantakuna.  
 

“We know how to do things better now. We sell more, products are 

much better and we solve problems in the group better now than 

before.”  

 

The financial reward for taking part of Tantakuna for a long time consisted of small 

amounts, however, over the last years, sales have increased. This means that the women 

have recognised the conditions for increasing the sales of their products, or that they must 

now deal with the professional matters that concern a continuing increase of sales. Either 

way, it calls for an increased understanding of knowledge upon their work. Participation 

in Tantakuna can in this way be argued to offer the women in the group a departure point 

for entering the economic field that is characterised by processes of learning. 

 
 “Yes, we have learned more, but we are still missing a lot of information 

on how to proceed from here. We need to talk more about this, and we 

need to agree... Quality of products is one example of those areas.” 

 

The willing to earn more money, and taking part of a learning process that enables them 

to earn money, produces knowledge for the women within the group. This fosters the 

development of several assets directly connected to the economic field such as the ones 
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mentioned in the quote above; processes of decision-making and attention to customer 

need. Tantakuna in this way become agents in shaping one arena, the one that concerns 

being part of an economic agenda. One of the most important acknowledgement from 

these results, is therefore that through the attainment of skills, the women in Tantakuna 

can has access to a new social place from where they perceive themselves as knowledge-

holders.  

 

The international social workers’ perspective: 

 
“There is a will to be able to do something that we are able to do, and a 

will do things that we have not yet learned or know, but that we learn to do 

and…To be able to make decisions, to be able to decide and choose their 

own path… makes visible the limitations of the work with Tantakuna in 

time. If it does not work, then we take a different route. “ 

 

The statement of one of the international social workers also suggests a continuing 

reflection by learning, that is drawn upon the women’s experience. It allows for the 

recognition of some strategies as successful, and others not, based on a critical reflection 

upon consequence and action with regard to the decisions they make. As argued by 

Walby (2008) the possibility for women to alter their own economic situations is very 

important for overcoming women oppression. Embracing processes of decision-making 

through learning in the process of doing this further draws upon the concept of 

conscientisation by Freire (1970). It can be argued that processes of learning and 

decision-making can be related to processes of ultimate development, not only in 

economic field, but also aspects that concern their agency as a whole (Freire, 1970; 

Healy, 2000).  

 

Limited interdependent processes for liberation 
 

As described in the background section, there are several factors that concern the 

possibilities for women to actively participate in the economic field. The trade-off for 

mainly focusing on practical economic activities is that it brings little focus or time to 
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reflect upon the sources of the economic segregation (Bergman, 2004; Walby, 2008; 

Wikander, 2007). It should be pointed out that the existing social system and the already 

given norms and values in their social context interferes with the possibilities of labour 

for the women (Ibid; Lassen and Majstorović, 2011).   

 

The women’s view: 
“I cannot leave my children alone, who would take care of them? It is 

dangerous here, I do not know what would happen to them or who they 

would become involved with.... They could start with drugs, or become 

criminals. This is what happens when you leave your children astray.”  

 

Every year Proyecto Horizonte introduces the women in Tantakuna to several kinds of 

assistance apart from the services of the international social workers, such as 

psychological services, daytime support for their children, educational programs, legal 

help (e.g. to prosecute a perpetrator of domestic violence, divorce, business, or other), or 

medical help. These services seek to limit the negative effects that the women may 

experience from their oppressed position. It can be argued that such activities are not 

considered particularly relevant within Tantakuna. 

 
 “I want to earn money, it makes us able to improve the situation for our 

families and for ourselves... Maybe we could give a small part of our 

meetings to some other activity, maybe, I do not know, for like fifteen 

minutes or so.” 

 

There is an array of things that interferes with the women’s ability to actually access 

these services. They have limited time due to their time-consuming unpaid domestic 

duties (such as doing laundry, preparing food, going shopping and taking care of 

children), as well as by any other major circumstance, such as health issues, poverty, 

domestic violence, and an unsafe community. The women do, however, continue to show 

up to the weekly meetings with Tantakuna. It can thus be argued that this particular 

service-provision from Proyecto Horizonte is considered time well spent on bettering 

their life situation. It may, however, also suggest a lack of confidence for spending time 

on other service-provision, such as bettering their physical or mental health, education, or 
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exploring options in a domestic violence situation. Attaining an understanding and 

getting help also in these areas may be seen as an interdependent process of improving 

and maintaining the positive effects that Tantakuna achieves (Healy, 2000). A focus on 

activities that establish trust for other activities, can be be seen as an important 

complement to the work with Tantakuna. 

The international social workers’ perspective: 

 
“When I started working with the women, it seemed that the weekly 

meetings aimed at providing the women knowledge, however I did not see 

how it was followed up, nor if the processes of learning ensured that it was 

the right way to work with the women. I faced the opinions of the women 

that claimed these kinds of activities to be tedious and rather wanted to 

focus on activities that directly concerned the possibility to earn money.”  

 

It should be noted, that a focus upon and success in economic activities, especially when 

in accordance with the women’s own ideas as is stated in the above quote, may contribute 

to a trust-building for the service-provision of Proyecto Horizonte in general. It should 

further be ignored that skill-building and enhanced economy also contributes to an 

overall improved situation for the women (Wikander, 2007). A major loss of focus on 

activities but economic ones may, however, limit the potential of Tantakuna to acquire 

the means of changing all aspects that is related to the situation of poverty for them in the 

long run (Bergman 2004; Wikander 2007). 

 

Accessing a new social place 

 
The women’s view: 

 
“[The work with Tantakuna] learns us about things and our products, and 

learns us about ourselves, learns us more about our lives.” 

 

Tantakuna provides an outlet for the women to raise their thoughts and a space to develop 

their thoughts further about the perceived social notions of themselves, and are part of the 
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social and economic agenda of their community. One way of addressing this through the 

service-provision of Proyecto Horizonte is through the combination of economic 

activities through a group-oriented approach. As an example, Tantakuna in one meeting 

where the women discussed the changes that they wanted to bring about in their lives 

with the availability of earning and saving money. The women voiced wishes of what 

they would like to spend their income on, as well as implemented financial saving plans 

and created a support network in the management of this. In this particular meeting, 

several of the women mentioned less dependency on their husbands since they no longer 

need to ask them for money. However, obligations to inform or obtain authorisation from 

their husbands, by generating an income or spend their salary, was also observed. Either 

way may similar activities to this meeting provide an outlet for the women to raise their 

thoughts and a space to develop their thoughts further. This can be seen as an opening for 

the members in Tantakuna to reflect upon themselves and their social place in a setting 

that is not directly influenced by dominant power-structures.  

 

As suggested by Freire (1970), reflecting upon one’s position may lead to take on an 

effective part in the ongoing process of shaping the perceptions and notions of their social 

place and further be a forum of social support for one another. This may heighten the 

potential of accessing new social agendas for the women in Tantakuna over time (Freire, 

1970; Healy, 2000). It should be noted that Tantakuna already enjoys some recognition 

and prestige with regard to this, as women from the surrounding communities have 

approached Proyecto Horizonte and asked if the women’s group accept new members. 

This may be a positive indicator for that a societal dialogue for women already exist in 

the area, and that Tantakuna is part of shaping that dialogue. This then deals with the 

prospects of the women’s group movement in the communal agenda, socially and 

economically, as a whole. 
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International social workers’ perspective: 

 
“Tantakuna consists of women and live in a very male-dominated society. This male-

dominance is very obvious both in Bolivia, but even more so in Mineros San Juan. This is 

shown very clearly in the work with the women of Tantakuna...and in their families too. In 

Tantakuna the women can work at home, close to their children and continue take care of 

them and their households, and this is also one of the strengths of Tantakuna.”  

 

As mentioned above by one of the international social workers, the women in Tantakuna 

can work at home with flexible hours, so they can stay close to their children and 

continue taking care of their households. Tantakuna do not, therefore, rupture the existing 

social structure or conflict with the vulnerability of their exposed position, which may be 

caused by the traditional features that they are associated with as women (Bergman, 

2004; Lassen and Majstorović, 2011). Furthermore, it can be suggested that the women’s 

attachment to unpaid work in the household is manifested through the work they do in 

Tantakuna (Bergman, 2004; Wikander 2007). The influences that determine their social 

positions and roles, relations of power and the valuation of differences between women 

and men may thus continue, and may even be reinforced in this way (Bergman, 2004). As 

such, the establishment of and the work with Tantakuna cannot mark a breakthrough for 

the women in the particular arena that concerns challenging their social place of 

structural oppression, if such is referred to as stepping outside of the normative notions 

that being a women entails in the area (Bergman, 2004; Fagerfjäll, 2003).  

 

6.2. Participation  
 
Endorsing active participation in practice 
 

The women’s view: 
“[The new structure] has changed the work, and it is a good change…the 

distribution of work and salary is now fair…The sales have increased… 

[the new structure] is necessary for the group… [We] understand and learn 

more about the topics raised at the meetings when the coordination group 

has first reviewed it… and this completes the meetings.”  
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In 2013, Tantakuna first elected a group of representatives for the group that handled 

matters regarding the internal coordination of the group together with the international 

social workers. It sought to build a link between Proyecto Horizonte and Tantakuna, as 

well as to promote leadership, agency and sustainability within Tantakuna. Since then, 

everyone has signed an internal regalement with the group that established a rule that 

each woman would have to pay a fee for not showing without a valid reason for excuse. 

After one year of that process an evaluation was made through a series of individual 

interviews with each woman. The evaluation showed that the presence and participation 

of every woman in all meetings is of high value for Tantakuna. In the yearly evaluation 

this was further something that all women agreed had improved the group.  

 
“We are all able to influence the prices, and we make all decisions 

concerning the group together. This is how it should be.” 

 

The above statement portrays a general consensus of many of the women. While they 

strongly promote participation in the group, however, when encouraged to express views 

in relation to the work with Tantakuna, this is sometimes met with resistance. An 

example is from a post-meeting to the yearly evaluation, where one of the points 

concerned the women’s view on price-setting of products were to be discussed. The 

majority of all women expressed that the group had total autonomy over price-setting, 

while about as many women simultaneously declared that they were currently not 

satisfied with product prices. The outspoken sense of autonomy for price-setting, should 

therefore make the possible adjustment of product prices a topic for discussion among 

them (seeing as a majority expressed a dissatisfaction with regard to them in their 

individual interviews). In the meeting, however, no change was suggested and current 

price-settings were not objected to. This presents a discrepancy in the participatory 

process that contrast to the values expressed by the women. The opinions regarding 

product prices in the interviews were outspoken, which suggest that the women are not 

passive in the matter. Yet in some situations, where they are encouraged to raise their 

voice on formal matters, they still do not always speak their mind.  
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The international social workers’ perspective: 

 
“Some of the women do not fully participate in the meetings, I think partly 

because they consider some concepts unfamiliar for them…as they 

familiarize with what we discuss, their involvement and interest also 

increases. They are more open to express opinions now or take on debates, 

more than before.” 

 

If the women’s resistance derives from insecurity, as suggested in the above quote, it is 

interesting to explore the roots of where this insecurity come from. It could be argued that 

the women do not fully comprehend the importance of their input in the creation of 

knowledge that concerns their work in group contexts. In as much as that the women are 

subordinated in the local context, this can constitute signs of reproducing "normal" 

behaviour-patterns based on existing social norms where their own knowledge is 

devalued or the opportunities to formally share knowledge are limited (Villarroel-Smeall, 

2000; Fagerfjäll, 2003). With regard to the women’s history of subordination in general, 

migration and the structural oppression of having an indigenous background in Bolivia, it 

is likely that the women in the group to various extents have experiences of being 

perceived by others as not holding knowledge (Gonzales, 2014; Villarroel-Smeall, 2000). 

Holding and sharing knowledge may be connected to the existing positions of power that 

privileged and dominant groups hold, such as professionals, some ethnic groups, being 

male or even speaking Spanish (Chiswick et al., 2000; Radcliffe and Pequeño, 2010). 

This would mean that while the women have the opportunity to raise their voice or share 

their knowledge and are encouraged to do so, they do so from a social starting place that 

is hierarchical and where social roles and adult experiences are valued differently (Lassen 

and Majstorović, 2011).  
“I do house-visits to visit the women over the holidays…I want to…get to 

know them better and let them get to know me better…I think I get to 

know them better one-on- one…[It] gives the women courage to speak 

their mind, give their opinions, let them ask questions they wouldn’t have 

asked before. These are not straight lines, they are dotted paths that goes to 

the group process…Some of that is not so direct, but it all contributes [to 

the group process].”  
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Getting to the roots of the women’s situation, and endorse active participation that 

enhances women’s possibilities to partake in a social and economic agenda, the work 

with Tantakuna relies upon the women’s ability to share their knowledge (Hippert, 2011). 

This opens up to a wider range of explanations to oppression, and gives attention to 

personal experiences as a way of expressing oppression (Healy, 2000). While there are 

various people in Proyecto Horizonte connected to the work with Tantakuna, the women 

are not exposed to many people working for the organization that share similar stories as 

them or even speak their languages. While being able to grasp some of the issues related 

to being in the women’s situation or start to understand them by being in the local setting 

for some time, it still seems impossible to get the full picture without their input. If the 

women are resistant to share their knowledge then, the potential for Tantakuna to 

influence social and economic agendas independently also become limited. Establishing 

complementary means for communication, such as the one described by the international 

social worker in the quote above, can endorse a perception of their input as valuable. 

 

Generating ownership over the group through consultative service-

provision? 

 
The international social workers’ perspective:  

 
“Ideally, I want Tantakuna to tell me; “This is what you should do, and this is what we 

need from Proyecto Horizonte".  I do not want me to tell them what to do, I want them to 

tell themselves what they need, and then tell us what we can do to facilitate that. I want 

them to say, as a group, that they e.g. need workshops on specific topics and ask if 

Proyecto Horizonte have the possibilities to help them solve it.” – International Social 

Worker 

 

From the year of 2014, the service-provision from Proyecto Horizonte to Tantakuna are 

aimed at being consultative. Consultative services can, in this sense, be understood as a 

transmission of resources from one party to another. The women in Tantakuna can thus 

expect from Proyecto Horizonte to take part of the services that they can offer and that 
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the women request access to, and vice versa. The women can then actively shape 

Tantakuna independently with the help of Proyecto Horizonte they deem necessary. This 

proposal was initiated by Proyecto Horizonte as a step to decrease the women’s group’s 

dependency on them, and aims towards the complete ownership for the women’s group 

members over Tantakuna in the future. 

 
“When I came here to start working with the women, I experienced that they posed much 

confidence in my decision-making, and it's also something that takes time to change. One 

thing that I declared quite early to the women was that I am not the one to make decisions 

here. I often felt that when there were discussions in the group it often ended with all eyes 

on me, waiting for me to take a decision.” – International Social Worker 

 

Tantakuna and Proyecto Horizonte in this way become two separated groups, at least in a 

formal sense. For as long as this means that the distribution and dynamics of power is 

considered neutral and where all voices of parties are considered equally valuable, the 

dynamics of this service-provision may not constitute a problem. It should not be seen 

out of its context, where the women’s group and Proyecto Horizonte have already 

established a relationship, which has ensured that all parties involved are prepared for this 

shift. It seems, however, particularly important to continually reflect upon and evaluate 

the process of being two separate groups in terms of power dynamics. It calls for the 

women’s true understanding of that the transmission of knowledge seek to be equally 

represented on both ends (Fagerfjäll, 2003; Jónasdottír, 2008). As mentioned, having a 

job, staying healthy, being professional, white, or man, are some of the attributes ascribed 

to privileged and dominant groups in Bolivian society (Villarroel-Smeall, 2000; Radcliffe 

and Pequeño, 2010). Most of the staff members of Proyecto Horizonte hold one or more 

of these positions. While at the same time being an important step to give Tantakuna 

agency, consultative services should therefore also be considered in terms of the effects 

that may be emphasized by establishing a division between Tantakuna and Proyecto 

Horizonte. The perceived influence that an already privileged and dominant group may 

hold, may otherwise maintain or create a sense of resistance or inhibition, rather than the 

effects of agency it seeks to bring (Fagerfjäll, 2003). In this way, processes of generating 

ownership and influence in the management of Tantakuna cannot be ensured.  
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Important sources of knowledge lost by language barriers 
 

The fact that the women keep returning to the meetings and generally do their part of the 

work, are signs of that they are there by their own initiative and will. Meanwhile, all of 

the women have indigenous backgrounds, and to the extent that they know Spanish at all, 

it is not their native language. None the employees providing services to Tantakuna do 

not speak or understand the indigenous languages of the women, and this has proven to 

be a reoccurring topic of discussion among the women. 

 

The women’s view: 
“The work of the [international social worker]s’ is great. [They] help us 

with our work in searching, sending and distributing orders…and also at 

the personal level, through the support, encouragement, and that [they] are 

talking to us, and care for our personal safety. But [they] and [the 

volunteer]s’ work could be improved if they knew [our language].” 

 

According to Kvale and Brinkmann (2009), language is a basic requisite for 

communication. Providing services for an indigenous community, complexities for 

participation therefore arise by making Spanish the only language for service-provision. 

Language barriers limits the women’s ability to take fully part in the learning process that 

the active participation in the group seeks to enhance, and which will ultimately provide 

them complete ownership over the group in the future. To listen and give voice to the 

women in the group is therefore still an ongoing process.  

 
“The coordination group is good…and is necessary for the group to exist 

[the main reason being] for information purposes…for organisational 

purposes…and for work on the product-standard and…product-

delivery…the consultation with [the international social worker]s’ also 

decrease some…but it is important that the members of the coordination 

group rotate…it is not the same situation for everyone...our situations are 

different, some of us have kids, some of us have other jobs...some of us 

want to work more with what we are making, and some of us do not.” 
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The co-ordination group can be considered a measure to assure representation of all 

women in the group, since its internal organisation to some extent limits the direct 

consultation with Proyecto Horizonte and opens up for an information-exchange and 

debate among the women. However, language concerns still persists, since not all of the 

women speak the same indigenous language. Furthermore, may an internal regime 

equally conflict with the existing values of neutral participation without power dynamics 

in the group (de los Reyes, et al. 2002). For the women to gain complete ownership of the 

group on sustainable terms, the language factor still needs to be stressed. Tantakuna may 

gain from being part of the group by earning money or sharing social support that may 

further shed light over other aspects of power, but in terms of using their knowledge as a 

tool of owning the group, some important sources of knowledge may get lost by 

insufficient means of communication (de los Reyes, et al. 2002).  

 

The international social workers’ view: 

 
“The difference of language I think is a struggle, which is some of the reality of migrants 

from different places coming to the same place, like some who speaks Aymara, most 

speaks Quechua, and most of them knowing Spanish, but that still makes communication a 

bit more challenging. It is a defining factor of the indigenous population.” 

 

The multi-language struggle poses a risk for the agency over the group by all women, as 

those being able to take part of the learning-process can more easily embrace the 

opportunities to share and comprehend different sorts of knowledge. Decision-making 

may in this way may not be developed by everyone involved (de los Reyes and Mulinari, 

2005; Lykke, 2009; Walby, 2008). Finding ways of letting all voices be truly heard and 

equally listened to is therefore essential to embrace the participatory nature that 

Tantakuna seek to have. An evolving dialogue and communication can be argued to 

ultimately lead to the entering of social and economic agendas for everyone involved. No 

means of communication should in this sense be ignored or be seen outside of a general 

international social work approach, with all its dimensions, of ensuring inclusion. 

However, a sustainable process within the active participatory model cannot be ensured 

in the work with Tantakuna until adequate means of communication are established. The 
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creation of co-ordination group can be seen as one step on the path of accomplishing such 

measures, but still shows some uncertainties, which will be further discussed in the 

theoretical analysis. 
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7 Theoretical analysis 
 

This section presents the results from the previous chapter in the light of intersectionality 

theory. As described earlier, feminist theory perspective questions how current 

perceptions and concepts that concern women, such as their restrictions and rights, social 

roles and experiences are affected by power-structures based on patriarchy. 

Intersectionality theory breaks this down further by allowing for relational understanding 

of power within particular settings. 

 
 
First of all, it should be pointed out that Tantakuna is directly involved in processes that 

generate an income with fair wages, which is an opportunity that is not excessively 

presented to indigenous women with similar backgrounds in Bolivia in general 

(Villarroel-Smeall, 2000). All women are in this sense offered new opportunities to 

development. The knowledge that they generate from the support and assistance they are 

provided from the organization further enhances their chances of obtaining professional 

positions in the labour market. This is therefore the major factor that contributes to their 

chances of influencing social and economic agendas as a whole. In addition, the group 

seems to function as a forum of friendship and communication-exchange, and a sense of 

belonging to the group seems to exist. The latter should be considered with regard to that 

all of the women are migrants, living in segregated places in areas of previously illegal 

status, and can therefore indicate results of being a network of social support within this 

context. Social networks, as according to Healy (2000) and Freire (1970) may further 

contribute to a movement of the women to promote for their enhanced participation in 

social agendas. 

 

The downside is that the participation in Tantakuna cannot be determined as active. 

When it comes to taking part in the learning-processes concerning economic participation 

for the women in the group, a language barrier which is limiting exists. Some, if not all, 

women involved may therefore to various extents face problems in terms of the agency of 

the group, by not fully grasping all aspects that concern the decision-making of the group 
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as long as it has mainly been discussed in Spanish. Examples of this may be when 

technical and informative meetings have been provided by Proyecto Horizonte, in 

workshops or meetings with other representatives, have taken place. The ability to reflect 

upon the effects and consequences of an active decision should function as a prerequisite 

for making the decisions; however, this is restrained with not all information at hand due 

to language difficulties. While activities such as those described above cannot be seen as 

invariable factors that ultimately determine the ability to decision-making, they however 

respond to it (Bergman, 2004; de los Reyes et al. 2002). Some more than others, mainly 

those with better Spanish skills, will more easily embrace such influences and take them 

into consideration. This generates examples of how decision-making power can be 

privileged to some more than others (de los Reyes, et al. 2002).  

 

Examples where language-skills may directly influence the distribution of power within 

the group are in the election of a co-ordination group. Seeing as it seeks to function as a 

link between Proyecto Horizonte and Tantakuna, Spanish skills may be implied as 

preferable in elections as no member of staff speaks indigenous languages. Illiteracy also 

becomes an issue here as any woman unable to read or write would not be considered 

suitable to elect as secretaries. This makes some women naturally excluded from the 

possibility of acquiring that position. Some may suggest that this is a natural result of 

group dynamics and that it will most likely never be possible to ensure all individuals in 

the group move forward in a harmonized pace towards capitalising upon their potential as 

a group. While this study, however, derives from intersectionality theory in its analysis, 

there exists an issue in the matter of whether this participation should be active or passive 

that would be mindful to this approach (de los Reyes et, al. 2002).  

 

As of today, language barriers may be overcome by the women talking with one another 

informally on and off topic throughout the meetings in other languages. This does not 

exclude the possibility that each and every woman is in fact actively involved in each 

learning process that affects decision-making. However, there seems to be no established 

way of guaranteeing that such conversations take place or of knowing what is being put 

across within them if they do. While the majority of the women speak the same 
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indigenous language, it should also be pointed out that a minority speak other indigenous 

languages as their mother-tongue. De los Reyes and Mulinari (2005) argue that such 

prepositions go beyond natural group-dynamics, as it cannot assure that all women have 

equal possibilities to embrace the same available information, in this case while some 

activities are performed in Spanish. As such, concerns of unequal power-dynamics may 

surface within the group. The consequence seems to be that the sense of agency and 

ownership over the group is privileged to some more than to others (de los Reyes, et al. 

2002; Lykke, 2009; Walby 2008). While all women face structural oppression in terms of 

being both indigenous and women, there may then arise a normative notion of that 

Spanish-skills equals voice and agency, and thus opportunities. This also brings up the 

questioning of other social conditions, such as age. The group today consists of women of 

various ages, ranging from 17 years to about 60. Bolivia has changed a lot during the last 

decades and access to education, even while still severely neglected in some areas, has 

increased. Furthermore, the women have arrived to the urban areas, where Spanish is the 

dominant language, at different stages in their lives. These factors most likely affect 

language-capability. What does this mean to the older women in Tantakuna?  

 

As mentioned in the background section, Chiswick et al. (2000) have already concluded 

in their study that Spanish-skills correlate greatly to the prospects of entering the 

economic field in Bolivia. The normative notion of language can therefore not be related 

specifically to Tantakuna, but is part of an overall social structure that dictates this norm 

(Liljeström, 2008). For as long as Tantakuna operates within this norm however, 

oppression of some women will continue. Those who are ultimately affected are 

unfortunately already overly familiar with such dynamics in terms of structural 

oppression, because of their lack of language-skills (Gonzales, 2014; Villarroel-Smeall, 

2000). In the work with Tantakuna, this further becomes especially important as the 

women put much value to complete participation and equality for everyone involved.  

 

In my analysis of Tantakuna, I conclude that the process of giving all women a voice is 

still ongoing, and still needs attention. If not in terms of giving a voice, at least to ensure 

that all women’s voices are heard. If this is difficult to establish or ensure, then maybe 
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some aspects with regard to such procedures need to be examined further. It should be 

noted that this study does not argue that organised power-dynamics within participation, 

as opposed to a completely neutral participation, is necessarily bad for Tantakuna. 

Different strengths in different areas of responsibility exist in most professional settings. 

The creation of the co-ordination group is a good indicator of how the work with 

Tantakuna became more effective through acquiring certain areas of responsibility within 

the group, which suggest that an organised distribution of power can benefit the group. 

The question is rather what equal value means for the women? If it does mean that all 

women shall be active in all decision-making that concerns Tantakuna, then it seems that 

measures for improving the limitations of language must be established somehow. If it, 

however, means that the women are different and have different strengths and care about 

different things, but that all knowledge, experience and voices are valued equally and 

capitalised upon, then other options may be presented. An important step towards finding 

consistent ways of conducting their work according to such values may in this way be 

established by revealing meaning behind some concepts, such as complete participation 

or equality. If done in such manner, where it can be ensured that all voices are truly heard 

and equally considered, this may then bring some clarity and structure towards the 

processes of endorsing agency and ownership. This would then allow a further movement 

towards acquiring positions in social and economic agendas for everyone involved.  
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8. Discussion 
 

In the introduction of this thesis I talked about the potential of Tantakuna to re-position 

themselves in a social and economic agenda. The results from the research suggests that 

participation in Tantakuna can widen the defining elements for the women’s group and as 

such potentially push them towards an image where they are social actors, actively taking 

part in altering their own life-situations. There is, however, some restraints that limit such 

processes to take place and these will be mentioned in the discussion of the results. 

Further, choice of methodology and theory are discussed and evaluated. Finally, 

suggestions for further research are presented. 

 

8.1. Result discussion 
 
The women in the group all come from a situation of severe poverty. Furthermore, they 

all have indigenous backgrounds and are women. Bolivia is in general influenced by 

strong patriarchal influences. Mineros San Juan, to which all of the women have a 

connection as being part of Tantakuna and live in similar settings, are especially 

associated with male-dominated perspectives of patriarchal character. The women in 

Tantakuna perform their work in or close to their homes due to their domestic 

obligations, and they make products that are handmade according to their respective 

indigenous techniques. They thus conduct their work within a normative context. As 

mentioned in the results section, this does not confront the existing social structure or 

conflict with the vulnerability of the women’s exposed position. The development and 

promotion of such skills within their normative context can however carry other social 

meaning. The most important result for this study show that the women in the women’s 

group can access a social place from where they perceive themselves as knowledge-

holders.  

 

It was stated earlier in this report that social structure refers to social life, and the ways in 

which social behaviour is conducted, is the main source of influence for people's 
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perceptions of reality (Fook, 2012). In a society with patriarchal norms, women and men 

adhere to a set of identity factors that are associated with positions or traits based on their 

gender (Liljeström 2008). There exists a valuation of the differences between women and 

men, that become statements in the social world. Defying a patriarchal norm, thus also 

means challenging the perceived truth. The established facts that are based upon the 

perceived reality of a patriarchal norms then become questioned. The knowledge and 

skills of Tantakuna, and the work they do does not pose a threat to the existing 

hierarchical structure that is dominated by men. They stay at home, they do their 

domestic duties, and the work they do is traditional for their culture. This makes it less 

approachable for resistance or devaluation (Lassen and Majstorović, 2011; Fook, 2012). 

The traditional identification pattern for what it means to be a woman is not removed 

drastically, and is instead presented as a favorable possibility, by generating a better 

income for their families. While not challenging the features associated with social 

constructions directly, this can alter the valuation of some traits to become associated 

with knowledge or even expertise. This modifies their social place, and gives them a 

point of departure towards labor market inclusion and economy. Relating to the study of 

Hippert (2011), this could demonstrate the beginning of identity work. This means that 

women partake in the shaping of their development through the incorporation of other 

realities, or even deconstruct some ideas of social structure. They receive tools for 

growing professionally which can arise a sense of independency from being a 

breadwinner. It is a learning-process of ultimate agency and an understanding for power 

that can be connected to the process of consciousness-raising, as described in the theory 

section by Freire (1970), where the women participate in the alteration of their own 

situation through means of learning. 

 

Yet, another result indicated that the patriarchal influences that determine the social 

positions and roles, and relations of power, to some extent also become manifested 

through the indirect rupture of patriarchal norms. This cannot be neglected, as the 

valuation of patriarchal norms with regard to these differences between different groups 

will then continue to prevail. However, it is equally difficult to imagine a different 

approach that would work in favor for the women. It seems contradictive to suggest ways 
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of intervention of change for the women outside of their social reality. Operating within 

the patriarchal system, however, may only lead to a restricted access of social and 

economic agendas for the women involved in Tantakuna. Yet again, the socioeconomic 

conditions for the women in the group leave them very exposed to any uncertain 

approach also. The impact of the work with the group may therefore be hard to measure 

until other interventions that seek to end oppression have been established in the 

community for some time. Prospects for ending oppression can be considered limited 

though, and a significant difference in the subordinated position of power for the women 

can in this way not be guaranteed in the near future (Hippert, 2011; Burman, 2011).  

 

The results also showed that although the women have stated that they appreciate the 

meetings, and spending time with the other women, their overarching objective for 

showing up in the first place is to earn money. However, they are little interested in any 

other investment of activities. Apart from the activities that could help to improve an 

urgent situation, such as health or psychological care, or help in a situation of domestic 

violence, it also includes activities that may potentially lead to a sustainable [economic] 

development in the long run. Such activities may include education, learning to write, 

taking Spanish courses or getting legal advice. The de-investment of such activities may 

concern the process for them to fully enter social and economic agendas in the long run 

(Bergman 2004; Wikander 2007). The learning processes that the women gain from 

taking part of in relation to the economic activities can contribute to knowledge, 

however, the women seem to lack confidence for that other ways of attaining knowledge 

may also be important for them to alter the situation they intend to improve. While little 

attention to these activities may be caused by several reasons; a need for money, a 

disproportionate share of unpaid work in the household that limits the women’s time, or 

that these activities simply are not relevant for the women, the activities can intertwine 

with the processes of overcoming economic need overall (Bergman 2004; Wikander 

2007). However, with regard to anything but the service-provision for urgent situations 

(that seems essential for any woman throughout the world), one should remember that the 

indigenous population of Bolivia has undergone several stages of cultural influence 

(Burman 2011). Can it be ensured that the work with these activities for the women is not 



 

60 
 

represented by an increasingly widespread and conspicuous view of women's 

development in our contemporary age? Two human rights perspectives may otherwise 

clash here, one being what concerns indigenous women and the other concerning 

indigenous peoples’ right to maintain traditional customs in general. Yet again, working 

to enable each woman to be her own breadwinner, and have her own struggle for freedom 

and self-determination to promote, does not necessarily conflict with either notion.  

 

A conclusion regarding the effects that Tantakuna may have for them as indigenous 

women in a patriarchal society is premature at this point. In this study, the concept of 

power has been related to the prospect of equal opportunities between women and men. 

Maybe a re-definition of such concepts is necessary to unfold consistent ways of 

conducting work with women in the particular setting? Burman (2011) states that a 

division between indigenous groups and populations may construct oppression for 

indigenous women, by disregarding traditional customs. This is reinforced by societal 

structures of economic dependency and universal standards that regards the power 

distribution between women and men. In what ways is it possible to advocate for equality 

between women and men that is saturated with tolerance for difference? Yet, the harsh 

social and economic conditions of living in structural oppression become increasingly 

important to tackle, and this affects particularly women. Without interfering greatly with 

an agenda, one can consider that the presence of Tantakuna and the interaction in the 

social context can convey some transformations to it by challenging the perceived 

valuation of their positions. This can widen the defining elements of the women as a 

group and maybe push it towards an image where they are social actors, who actively 

take part in their own change. If so, women’s groups may succeed in entering social and 

economic agendas at some point. This makes it relevant to convey corresponding options 

to the power that such capital holds, and the sole initiative of Tantakuna can be seen as an 

approach of doing so. 
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8.2. Methodology Discussion 
 
Initially I planned to triangulate the methods for collecting data through both quantitative 

and qualitative measures, conducting systematic observations with pre-determined 

indicators and assessment areas to interpret the results. On second thought however, it 

seemed that this would not completely allow for a reflective process on how and why 

certain themes arose. It seemed contradictive to the purpose of the study that aimed to be 

framed within a feminist theory perspective that is critical by nature (Healy 2000). Rather 

than changing my perspective, I made the decision to use methods only including 

qualitative measures. I, therefore, considered the qualitative methods of collecting data, 

where one plan was to conduct semi-structured interviews with the women in the group. 

However, as described in the method-section, I deemed this as an artificial approach in 

obtaining information, and I was also unsure that the women would fully relate to the 

purpose of doing so; the women already had expressed that their motivations for being 

part of Tantakuna was to earn money and share friendships with other women. While 

conducting the interviews was in the interest of contributing knowledge to an 

enhancement of such possibilities, it still seemed inconsiderate, or even unethical to 

excessively involve the women in the research process in terms of having them give up 

their personal time for something that they would maybe not be able to fully relate to in 

terms of its relevancy to their lives. In collaboration with one of the international social 

workers, I further recognized that it seemed the least productive way of obtaining data. 

The women had participated in such projects before and little new information had 

seemed to arise from those results over time. The method of focus-groups was eliminated 

for similar reasons the interviews had been. Semi-structured interviews were however 

conducted with two international social workers involved in the international social work 

with the women’s group, as a way of obtaining in-depth perspective and detailed 

descriptions on the work with the women. This was intended as a way to gain a thorough 

understanding of the role of Proyecto Horizonte and its respective views on the work with 

the women. Not conducting interviews with any of the women, however, probably had 

consequences for the research as single voices and individual perspectives could not 

really be considered in terms of much relevance for data, which to some extent limited a 
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comprehensive description of the group, and instead allowed the results to be affected by 

international social work perspectives (Patton, 2002; Robson, 2011).  

 

To be a participant observer in Tantakuna, however, gave opportunities to reflect upon 

the process and the importance of some concepts throughout the time that was spent with 

the group. The process of producing results was as preferable in participant observations 

not rushed (Robson, 2011; Stebbins 2001). This further enhances the validity in terms of 

the fact that I, rather than portraying the role of a researcher, blended in with the group 

and through this eliminated reactive responses to my presence there to a higher extent. 

The interpretation of data and results was however still ongoing as I left the site, which 

left the women and the international social workers with limited ideas of the results, if 

any at all. According to Patton (2002) this can be seen as a drawback in terms of 

credibility. I had not ensured that my interpretations were in accordance with those of the 

women or the international social workers prior to my return to Sweden. The intention for 

discussing the results with the participants and their interpretations of them unfortunately 

did not occur due to time limitations and planning. As argued by Robson (2011) it should 

be noted however, that validity of participant observations is not as dependent upon 

precision in terms of personal identification with interpretations compared to many other 

methods of collecting data. The overall focus is to reflect upon the processes and 

functions of group-based activities, which are not necessarily generic and, as such, make 

the accuracy of an interpretation more dependent upon the compatibility of the researcher 

(Robson, 2001; Stebbins, 2001). With this being said however, it should further be 

pointed out that this research was conducted by a single, inexperienced researcher, which 

most likely affects such compatibility (Robson, 2011). This is considered a disadvantage 

of choosing to conduct the study through participant observations.  

 

8.3. Theory discussion 
 
The theoretical framework of this study was feminist theory perspective. However, the 

multidimensional nature of feminist thought allows for various inclinations in the 

analysis of data with regard to various different feminist perspectives. To narrow down 
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such comprehensive analysis, intersectionality theory then became the main tool of 

analysis. The theoretical pattern was determined prior to collecting the data, meaning that 

a feminist school of thought of some kind would be used. However, using specifically 

intersectionality theory was not certain until after some time was spent with the women, 

where it was eventually considered the most relevant approach for the purpose of the 

study.  

 

Empowerment seemed to be a reoccurring and important concept in social work, and is 

often connected to the work with women and was as such considered to be used as a 

theoretical guideline for this study. Following some pre-investigation, it however seemed 

a contested and unclear term, for which reason it eventually was disregarded for this 

study. However, it further seemed that both of this theory is subsequent steps for analysis 

after indicators of social conditions have already been established. As limited official 

research existed for both Tantakuna and indigenous women’s groups in Bolivia it seemed 

that these theories would not generate outcomes that would portray the full picture of 

relevance.  

 

The intersectionality theory was useful in that it provided a comprehension of power 

relations, not solely based upon the notion that the women are women, but also the fact 

that they are indigenous. It triggered a focus on construction and questioned perceptions 

from a critical perspective, which helped for deeper insight and understanding of the 

complexity that being an indigenous woman in Bolivia can entail. It further made room 

for analysis with a focus based in social interaction. The main point of feminist thought in 

general is the purpose of conducting research in favour of advancement for women, 

because of their disadvantaged position. This approach also has its limitations, it assumes 

oppression and injustice for reasons which a continual focus on factors for change are 

needed to theoretically guide the report. Whether a focus on change is relevant or not, it 

still locks the researcher in a determined position of viewpoint to some extent. Other 

theories would perhaps allow for more dimensions in regard to change, such as how 

development is generated or measures of effectiveness, etc. The less focus on 

advancement, for women particularly, may then further open up more possibilities for 
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knowledge of advancement with oppressed groups in general. With this being said 

however, this approach goes against one of the main core tenets of feminist research that 

it seeks to prevent – to overlook the structural oppression that particularly women face.  

 

8.4. Suggestions for further research 
 
The exploratory nature of this study naturally encourages continued research in this 

particular field setting, as a way to enhance the validity of the results presented here. The 

relation to external factors of possibilities and limitations are only analysed quite broadly 

in this study and mainly to structures in general. A more comprehensive examination and 

more detailed descriptions on factors relating to local and social settings of the women in 

Mineros San Juan could provide richer results. Furthermore, Bolivia has the highest 

number of indigenous populations in all of Latin America, and the government promotes 

measures of social inclusion independent of background, language or religion. An 

investigation about the opportunities for social policy and other legal implementations in 

Bolivia, with regards to the multidimensional character and the different voices that 

exists, would as such be suggested for research to gain a complete picture of the 

opportunities that exist for ways of social inclusion at a society level.  

 

While the concept of intersectionality is quite clearly established in feminism, it is a 

relatively new school of thought. Finding research reports and literature regards this topic 

may in part be caused by its adaptive, flexible nature, which also points to a gap that 

more research conducted with this theory could fill.   
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