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Abstract:
Many studies stress the importance of local collective action to deal with local problems; voluntary associations can be one tool to organize initiatives, particularly important to groups deprived of political and economic force. In Oriental Amazon there is a notable proliferation of peasant groups associations, particularly from the 1990s. Although local associations can favor participatory democracy processes, deep social inequalities limit such power. However, it is plausible that the associations’ dynamics depend partially on their network ties, counteracting local barriers. 
Through their connections, people can count on resources of others to which they are entitled by virtue of their identity or affiliations.  In this sense networks are viewed as social capital with its potential gains - including economic and political power. According to Bourdieu and Coleman’s classical approaches, social capital accrues with the relative closure of networks that reinforces the pooling of resources. This is proved by the trust underpinning economic transactions within ethnic groups, the links between family social capital and educational achievements, the access to credit and other ‘non market’ gains for agents from their contacts and the degree of interactions of their contacts.


Networks provide scope for strategies and relative autonomy from macro-structural constraints, as the ‘research tradition’ on social capital and status attainment has shown (Granovetter, Lin and others). A network perspective also allows for a dynamic view of inequality. The implications of group membership and exclusion are recognized (Portes, Putnam and others). From this approach a number of questions arise: Are network resources democratically accessed? What are the returns, if any, of social capital investments for groups of distinct statuses (Lin)? Social networks reflect social inequality to some degree; they are partly inherited but also partly constructed (Marsden, Degenne and Lebeaux, Barnes). From this, the optimistic view of the relationship between social capital and democracy is open to question; it has to take into account state-society relationships (Woolcock and others).

This study focuses the experiences of thirty-six peasant associations embedded in a network of about one hundred nodes. Visual representations of the network will be presented. All look for resources to improve the lot of members and their communities. Many were created in response to programs of credit and services targeting groups rather than individuals. Systematic analysis of their contacts, mainly with state agencies, unions, movements and similar groups has commenced, supported by qualitative analysis of interviews. Preliminary results suggest that vertical contacts with powerful agents did not necessarily correlate with contacts within analogous groups. Such an unbalance between bonding and bridging links contributed to reproduce traditional network patterns with restrict opportunities. The high costs of brokerage were evident.


There were no clear-cut indicators of political participation and the analysis would profit from a longitudinal view of the relative permanence of the contacts and bridges observed. Few associations involved in municipal councils; some had obtained positive responses of municipal authorities to their demands. Effective influence in decision-making regarding policies and allocation was not apparent. Communication flows were poor. Yet, the associations could access networks richer in resources: environmental groups, social minorities that achieved national expression and unions with political agenda pro-peasants rights and interests. 
Some farmers associations were building storage facilities to reduce dependence on middlemen. Further analysis should indicate if these local development practices relate to their network links and to what extent networks can contribute to their dissemination – and empowerment.
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