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“I’ve Never Left Castro Laboreiro”: Ambiguity, Cultural Pride  
and Haunted Imagery in a Northern Portuguese Mountain Community

It’s hard, of course, to say for sure. It’s not unreasonable either to imagine that 
different people would dress according to their means. But I was more inter-
ested in understanding why Sara herself would dress in ways that caused 
her doubt. After all, her performance of castreja identity is one that requires 
a claim of authenticity. At the time of this conversation, she had recently ap-
peared on television alongside other castrejas, to promote their home in a 
contest for the most beautiful Portuguese village (Castro Laboreiro did not 
win). Some discussion was going on among those women over what and how 
to wear, what was said and how correct it was. Representing your community 
is a problematic affair, one where your every word, behaviour, worn clothes, 
or accessories can be picked apart, scrutinized, and criticized.

Figure 10 – Staged promotional photograph of Sara Domingues enacting a rural scene, wearing 
traditional castrejo black clothing. From the archive of Sara Domingues. Reprinted with permis-
sion.

For Sara, however, pushing through her own doubts regarding the authen-
ticity of the representation she is employing is a necessity. “If I don’t do it, 
someone else will do it for me.” The ambiguity of whatever spectres may 
emerge when confronting the uncertainty of evoked past is collapsed in this 
present-day pragmatism, which requires reclaiming the authorship of one’s 
own self-representation. She knows tourism, she knows that she can’t stop 
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Abstract

This chapter presents the theoretical and methodological background and the first 

provisional results of ethnographic investigations conducted by an anthropological 

team complemented by an economist and an agronomist. This research is part of a 

broader Italian nationwide project specifically designed to conduct in-depth ethno-

graphic investigations in several villages in marginal areas of Italy. The piece of re-

search on which this chapter is based will extend over a period of three years and its 

aim is to understand perceptions, conceptions, and practices of inhabiting in periph-

eral and small-scale living contexts, calling into question the notion of margin and ex-

ploring innovative processes of cultural production and sociality creation. Adopting a 

comparative perspective, it focuses on four communities in the Italian Western Alps, 

affected for decades by demographic decline and progressive reduction to marginal 

lands, which are now experiencing new practices for a more balanced and sustaina-

ble growth and virtuous processes of local development. It also looks with particular 

interest at the emergence of associations and farms that are reintroducing historically 

documented but almost abandoned cultivations, as a creative way of addressing the 

issues of living in marginal surroundings and using local environmental resources. 

The goal is to provide illustrations of possible responses to the processes of margin-

alisation, taking into consideration the limitations that these processes impose, but 

also the opportunities that arise from them, and observing the ways in which local 

communities are facing questions that have become increasingly important for the 

whole territory of the Alps over the last twenty years: who are the inhabitants of Al-

pine villages and marginal areas today? What kind of resources, networks and social 

and cultural capital are, or can be, produced in upland communities?
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1.	 	 Introduction1

This chapter is based on the first outcomes of an ethnographic research con-
ducted as part of a nationwide project named “Inhabiting the margins, now-
adays. Ethnographies of villages in Italy”, which involves research units from 
five Italian universities in a wide-ranging campaign of field investigations 
whose main goal is to explore the practices through which the dimension of 
living is interpreted in areas that display elements of marginality, at a territo-
rial, social and economic level2. These ethnographic investigations are being 
carried out in contexts which may be very different from each other – moun-
tain districts, island territories, coastal villages, rural areas – and aim at un-
derstanding perceptions, conceptions, and practices of inhabiting in periph-
eral and small-scale living contexts, calling into question the notion of mar-
gin and exploring innovative processes of cultural production and sociality 
creation.

Our research team decided to address the general issue which is at the 
core of project from an Alpine perspective, selecting as case studies four com-
munities in the Italian Western Alps, a sector of the Alpine arc that has been 
affected for decades by demographic decline and progressive marginalisa-
tion (Bätzing, 2005), and investigating in particular the agricultural and hor-
ticultural practices activated at a local level as a creative response to these 
very processes of marginalisation (Clément, 2004)3. Adopting a comparative 
stance, we focused our attention on localities which are now experiencing 
new practices for a more balanced and sustainable growth and local devel-
opment. We are looking with special interest at the emergence of associa-

1	  Although this chapter is the result of shared research and common reflections, sec-
tions 1 and 6 have jointly written by the two authors, sections 3 and 5 by Laura Bonato and 
sections 2 and 4 by Roberta Clara Zanini.
2	  The project “Abitare i margini, oggi. Etnografie di paesi in Italia” is funded by the 
Italian PRIN Programme (Progetti di Rilevante Interesse Nazionale – Research Projects of 
National Relevance). Coordinated by a research unit based at the University of Perugia, it in-
volves four other teams from the University of Turin, the University of Siena, Sapienza Uni-
versity of Rome and the University of Basilicata (code 2020EXKCY7, P.I. Daniele Parbuono). 
The Turin unit is an interdisciplinary group that includes four anthropologists, an economist 
and an agronomist (Laura Bonato, Lia Zola, Roberta Clara Zanini, Nicola Martellozzo, Da
miano Cortese, Sara Straffon Diáz).
3	  For a more in-depth look at this topic, see the section on ancient seeds and resilient 
fruits “Semi antichi e frutti resilienti. Coltivazioni in area alpina e prealpina” in Archivio 
Antropologico Mediterraneo (2/2021)  https://journals.openedition.org/aam/4175. 
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tions and farms that are reintroducing historically documented but almost 
abandoned cultivations, as a way of living in these marginal surroundings 
and using local environmental resources. The research intends to illustrate 
examples of possible responses to marginality, evaluating both limits and 
opportunities and observing the ways in which local communities are facing 
questions that have become increasingly important for the whole territory of 
the Alps over the last twenty years: who are the inhabitants of Alpine villag-
es and marginal areas today? What kind of resources and social and cultural 
capital are, or can be, produced in upland communities? How can these re-
sources be included in economic planning and place valorisation projects?

Our team’s research activities, which began in September 2022 and are 
still ongoing, make use of a composite methodology: the participant observa-
tion typical of anthropological research, conducted through multiple trips to 
the four localities, is complemented by in-depth interviews and focus groups 
with local community actors particularly involved in agro-agricultural re-
covery projects and land valorisation. Moreover, the presence in the research 
team of an economist and an agronomist has made it possible to carry out, 
in each of the study contexts, training courses aimed at understanding the 
doubts and necessities expressed by the inhabitants with regard to agricul-
tural activities and to the need to imagine innovative strategies capable of 
facilitating the handling of the critical issues that emerge in an increasingly 
changing context such as the mountainous one, in terms of climate, demog-
raphy and, as we shall see, with unprecedented relations between humans 
and non-humans.

In this chapter we will present two paths of reflection, which comple-
ment each other within the same interpretative scheme and yet require to be 
examined independently. On the one hand, in fact, reflecting on similarities 
and divergences between the four communities makes it possible to outline a 
broader scenario within which we will put forward some considerations on 
the issue of inhabiting in the Alpine area. In particular, in our argumentation 
we will resort to Tim Ingold’s epistemologically very dense notion of inhabit-
ing (Ingold, 2015, 2021) as an analytical tool to unravel the complex relations 
of negotiation, resistance, power, which connect local village communities 
with broader and interrelated scenarios. On the other hand, in the fourth sec-
tion of this chapter we will take another path that will lead us to consider the 
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delicate relationship between territorial marginality, development projects 
and tourism, in which we will see how the sustainability of the tourist en-
hancement of places can only go hand in hand with approaches that pay close 
attention to the actual, everyday minute practices of inhabiting, which allow 
the populations of the highlands to move beyond the margins.

2.	 A Methodological Overview

As mentioned earlier, this chapter is based on research conducted as part of a 
larger project whose title “Inhabiting the margins, nowadays. Ethnographies 
of villages in Italy” contains three keywords that point to as many concep-
tual, theoretical and methodological axes, namely inhabiting, margins and eth-
nography, which we have decided to mention also in the title of this chapter, 
where they are mobilised in an Alpine context. In a perspective that explicitly 
refers to Tim Ingold’s theoretical proposal (2021), inhabiting is here under-
stood as a processual practice of transforming the world, through which to 
explore the present and imagine future scenarios. In this sense, the dimen-
sion of living, as it is construed in the project, leaves the strictly domestic 
spaces of the dwelling, of the house, to place itself more fully in community 
spaces, in the village. Relationships of neighbourliness, of care for the territo-
ry, of reciprocal attention, sometimes of conflict and friction, are some of the 
elements on which the research concentrates and which define what Italians 
call paese, a term which can be roughly translated into English as village. In 
Italian, however, the semantic connotation of the word paese refers not only 
to the – obviously small-scale – size of a village or small town, but also to a 
stronger communitarian and sentimental relationship of proximity and cul-
tural intimacy (Herzfeld, 1997), which connects the inhabitants and relates 
them to both the environment and the broader spatial dimension. These are 
clearly complex and multifarious relations, often ambivalent and ambiguous, 
even more frequently characterised by elements of conflict both at the level of 
representations and at the level of policies, at various scales.

The need to adequately respond to this complexity, and to the challenges 
that arise from it, is reflected on the methodological side. Intensive ethno-
graphic practice is proving once again an essential tool for anthropological 
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investigation because of its ability to grasp, in their processual becoming, the 
dynamics of change and uncertainties that involve the communities. It is in-
deed on the concept of community that we now intend to propose some re-
flections, since it constitutes the theoretical junction that allows us to include 
both the idea of village (or, better, paese) and the need to practice ethnography 
in a single interpretative scheme.

Community studies have been for a long time an important, possibly the 
dominant, approach in Alpine anthropology. Starting with the first pioneer-
ing fieldworks carried out around the middle of the 20th century by a sizeable 
number of scholars from British and especially American universities, and 
since the 1970s also by native anthropologists (Viazzo, 2024), this style of eth-
nographic enquiry that identified the village community as the privileged 
scenario for research, through intensive and long-term ethnographic investi-
gations, gradually consolidated. Attention to what have been classically de-
fined as community studies then declined during the 1990s, when research 
practices more inclined to the use of extensive and comparative methods of 
data collection began to spread. Over the last decade, however, a gradual re-
versal of this trend can be observed, and intensive ethnography conducted in 
small community settings is returning to the centre of anthropological prac-
tice (Viazzo & Zanini, 2022).

  In line, therefore, with these recent developments in Alpine anthropol-
ogy, the investigations conducted by our working group identified the com-
munity as an ideal setting to observe the practices of living in marginal areas. 
However, it is important to emphasise that while what we might call the com-
munity dimension remains an essential starting point, the gaze and focus of 
the research was not limited to the individual community, or to the individu-
al village, to borrow the term that gives our project its name. On the contrary, 
we felt it necessary to take into account the relationships and processes that 
shape the practices of inhabiting, in order to understand how at the micro 
level, in the village communities, those who inhabit the highlands activate 
practices that respond not only to the stimuli and challenges that complex 
contexts such as those at high altitudes pose, but also very often to the con-
straints that derive from relations with the institutions.

To proceed in this direction, and with these objectives, we deemed it es-
sential to resort to three fundamental concepts, which constitute the core of 
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our theoretical approach, namely those of frame, negotiation and friction. In 
the next sections we will see in more detail how these concepts have opera-
tionally underpinned our observations and the reflections that have result-
ed from them, but before proceeding further a brief outline of these notions 
is in order. The ethnographic focus on specific localities makes it possible to 
reveal the existence of different attitudes and interpretations not only about 
what is meant by inhabiting the mountains, but also about specific themes 
that our investigation allows us to highlight. What emerges, therefore, are 
those which are called frames, that is to say the different interpretative set-
tings through which actors with different positioning or roles read the reali-
ty within which they move. The concept of frame, developed by Ben Orlove 
and his team (Orlove et al., 2019), has proved particularly useful as a heuris-
tic tool. This notion was introduced to analyse perceptions and representa-
tions of climate change, and in particular of the retreat of glaciers, in three 
high-altitude communities in the Alps, North America and the Andes. The 
ethnographic investigations conducted by Orlove and his collaborators have 
brought to light how the interpretative frames of the frontline communities, 
the term they use to designate those communities that live immediately next 
to the glacier, differ quite markedly from the ways in which climate change 
is described, and experienced, by those who look at the mountain from afar 
and, not infrequently, by those who have the power to decide for the moun-
tain and those who live there.

Reflecting on these different interpretations, on the frames with which 
communities relate to the marginal territories in which they live, necessari-
ly leads one to question the complex relationship between the communities 
themselves and the institutional actors who, at different levels, administra-
tively regulate the way in which the territory is managed, cared for and in-
tervened in. Not infrequently, in fact, this relationship is opaque, often con-
flictual. Later in this chapter we will attempt to highlight how the concept 
of frame proves useful for understanding the misalignment that we ethno-
graphically detected between how those who actually inhabit the mountains 
imagine the environment and the institutional constraints that rule and limit 
the practices of inhabiting.

It is at this conceptual junction that it seems to us that the notion of frame 
might be complemented and made stronger by resorting to a key concept, 
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classic not only for the anthropological tradition in general but for Alpine re-
search in particular, namely that of negotiation. Seminal, in this regard, is the 
historical and anthropological analysis by Harriet Rosenberg in her classic 
book A negotiated world (1988), in which she showed how the inhabitants of 
Abriès, a French Alpine village in the Queyras, had managed, over a long his-
torical process of continuous negotiation, change and resistance to the State, 
to maintain active spaces of agency, despite the strengthening of centralised 
power.

More recently, a new line of Alpine research has resorted to the concept 
of negotiation to analyse the effects of the demographic dynamics that are to-
day affecting the Alpine arc, and in particular the noticeable change in the 
composition of local populations due to the coexistence and frequent inter-
section of persisting flows of emigration and consequent depopulation with 
inverse dynamics of a return to the mountains which is actually mostly fed 
by the settlement of new inhabitants. For a long time, the Alpine territory has 
been traversed by migratory movements, both incoming and outgoing, which 
have profoundly modified the composition of mountain populations, and the 
current demographic dynamism of the Alps is a theme on which an increas-
ing number of anthropological studies are focusing (Viazzo & Zanini, 2022). 
Many of these works are now starting from a somehow generative question 
– whose are the Alps? – from which a cascade of related questions descend: 
who are Alpine communities composed of? Who are the mountain dwellers 
and what does it mean to inhabit the mountains? As Pier Paolo Viazzo and 
Andrea Membretti (2017) appositely pointed out, ethnographic investigations 
and anthropological reflections have shown a complex, heterogeneous, mul-
tifarious panorama, which confirms, following Rosenberg’s insight, the rel-
evance or indeed the centrality of the concept of negotiation: “the Alps are 
becoming once again a world to be negotiated – between the Alpine commu-
nities and the outside, as well as within the communities themselves – given 
the diversification that is increasingly characterizing these communities and 
their populations” (2017, p. 103).

However, the theoretical stance underlying both Rosenberg’s (1988) and 
Viazzo and Membretti’s (2017) works only conceives of processes of nego-
tiation and potential conflict within communities that are played out on a 
human level, as it were. The ontological turn which has gained prominence 
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within sociocultural anthropology, though, has made it clear that the prac-
tices of inhabiting also engage human beings in relationships with oth-
er-than-human inhabitants, and these relationships seem to be particularly 
relevant in a context such as the Alps (Krauß, 2018). From this point of view, 
the conceptual framework proposed by Anna Tsing (2005, 2015) seems to us 
to be particularly useful for investigating the dynamics between humans and 
non-humans that we were able to observe in the course of our fieldwork. In 
particular, the concept of friction (2005) allows us to frame the strongly con-
flicting relationships which set the inhabitants of the highlands, and espe-
cially those who practice agriculture, against the wild animals that are in-
creasingly present in the territories of our research. Indeed, it does not seem 
illegitimate to ask, with an eye also on this non-human presence, who the in-
habitants of the mountains actually are, and envision an expanded notion of 
community that mitigates its anthropocentric bearing by also including the 
non-human inhabitants of the territory.

3.	 Four Villages

The literature dealing with the highlands and the processes of change that 
these territories are undergoing is very large and multifaceted, both in terms 
of the issues addressed and the disciplinary perspectives through which 
mountain territories are viewed (Zanini & Viazzo, 2020; Boos & Salvucci, 
2022). On the international scene, the emergence of a research perspective 
proposing what is termed montology (Sarmiento, 2020), a transdisciplinary 
study of the highlands at a global level, which makes comparison its most 
obvious methodological slant, has aroused great interest. 

In Italy, scientific interest in the topic of inhabiting the upland areas has 
grown considerably, albeit mostly from disciplinary angles that are not strict-
ly anthropological. In recent years many studies have probed the changing 
conditions of habitability of territories at high altitudes and the emergence 
of new needs among mountain populations that are going through process-
es of social and demographic change. Of the foremost importance is the line 
of research started by the multidisciplinary working group Riabitare l’Italia, 
which, with an attentive look at territorial planning and the political dynam-
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ics that derive from it, has focused on those areas of the country that experi-
ence social, economic and political marginality. They are referred to in Ital-
ian public discourse as aree interne (inner areas) and appropriately include a 
large portion of the country’s mountainous areas (De Rossi, 2018; Carrosio, 
2019). Moreover, comparative and interdisciplinary works have pointed out 
how, in mountain territories, the rarefaction of proximity services is accom-
panied by the process of marginalisation of the highlands and the progres-
sive misalignment between the needs and requirements expressed by moun-
tain dwellers and the actual responses that institutions offer to these needs 
(Leggero & Lorenzetti, 2024). 

In our research setup, the comparative dimension, as mentioned above, 
constitutes the central methodological axis (Candea, 2016): it is, in fact, for 
comparative purposes that our research team selected as case studies four 
villages, all belonging to the Italian Western Alps, which share the common 
feature of being located in high-altitude territories but also display interest-
ing differences. Before introducing the villages, and the valleys within which 
they are located, it is necessary to preliminarily stress that we have stipulat-
ed that special attention should be paid, in the comparative analysis, to the 
role attributed by the local community to tourism in shaping economic and 
development trajectories. In fact, we will see how it is precisely around this 
aspect, namely the centrality and the critical issues that development projects 
raise, that some of the reflections prompted by ethnography are articulated.

But let us now turn our attention to the four localities selected for our 
study, three of them (Salbertrand, Formazza and Sant’Anna di Valdieri) ad-
ministratively belonging to the Piedmont Region and one, Morgex, to the 
Aosta Valley Region. Since Sant’Anna di Valdieri has only recently been in-
cluded in our sample of localities, research in this village is still in its early 
stages. For this reason, in this chapter we will mainly focus on the findings 
of the ethnographic investigations conducted in the other three communi-
ties. We will nevertheless also briefly introduce this fourth village, so that the 
overall research picture can be more fully understood.

Located at an altitude of 923 m above sea level, Morgex has a definite vo-
cation for tourism, largely explained by its proximity to Mont Blanc and to 
some famous resorts where both Alpine skiing and mountaineering are prac-
tised. The relevance of tourism in influencing the development trajectories of 
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Morgex, and indeed of the whole Valdigne, the territory to which il belongs, 
is clearly signalled by the village’s demographic history since the mid-nine-
teenth century, as shown by Figure 1, which offers a synoptic picture of the 
demographic evolution of the three municipalities on which we focus in this 
chapter. Population censuses indicate a slow but progressive decline in the 
number of inhabitants of Morgex between 1861 (when national population 
censuses were taken for the first time, just after Italy’s political unification) 
and the years immediately after World War II, when a trend reversal began, 
coinciding with the decades of the mass winter tourism boom: this lead to a 
doubling in the number of residents, which has now reached the figure of ap-
proximately 2000, with only slight downward changes in recent years. How-
ever, this area has been selected as a research setting because, in spite of the 
undisputed pre-eminence of the tourist sector, viticulture has been revived 
and expanded in recent years, even in portions of the territory at high altitude 
(1200 m), protected and managed through the establishment of a local con-
sortium. In addition, the cultivation of mountain saffron, while not yet wide-
spread and still practised at an almost amateur level, is also attracting interest. 

Salbertrand, in Piedmont’s Susa Valley, after experiencing a strong demo-
graphic decline, has now stabilised at around 600 inhabitants. Although it is 
officially located at an altitude of 1032 m above sea level, the hamlets in its 
territory range in altitude between 994 and 3217 metres. In addition, Salber-
trand is part of a very complex valley system. Crossed by one of the main 
road and rail routes between Italy and France, marked in the last two decades 
by major conflicts and frictions over the project to build the cross-border 
high-speed train (Aime, 2016), the Susa Valley has found its main socio-eco-
nomic horizon in mass tourism since World War II. However, the already vis-
ible effects of global warming on Alpine tourism call for reflection on how the 
practice of living – and working – can be modified in a context that will nec-
essarily have to come to terms with climate changes. The investigation has 
therefore focused on recovery projects, often in high-altitude hamlets, of are-
as otherwise subject to the advance of the woods, where attempts are being 
made to reintroduce the cultivation of hemp and rye (Bonato, 2017). Moreo-
ver, the socio-demographic dynamism of the valley is particularly interesting 
since not infrequently these paths of recovery and resettlement are due to the 
action of new inhabitants or commuters who describe their personal and 
family decisions in terms of responsibility and the ethics of care.
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Figure 1 – Demographic evolution of the Municipalities of Morgex, Salbertrand and Formazza, 
1861–2021.  Authors’ elaboration based on data from Italian Institute of Statistics – Istituto Nazio-
nale di Statistica (ISTAT, National population censuses).
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hydroelectric industry and, before that, the start of the construction of dams 
and reservoirs led to a surge in the number of residents between the 1930s 
and 1950s, which then declined in the following decades once the construc-
tion work was completed. Certainly, here too tourism plays a significant role, 
but in general we observe multi-activity practices that integrate tourism-re-
lated activities with employment in the national power company and, most 
importantly for our investigation, with horticultural and agricultural activ-
ities. 

The landscape is dotted with small individually owned parcels where 
herbs, vegetables and especially potatoes are cultivated. At the same time, 
however, some farmers are attempting to recover the cultivation of rye, which 
has been abandoned over the past decades. The intention is to attempt recov-
ery also for food and festive purposes, by planning the autumn Rye Festi-
val, an event that is not historically attested, but nevertheless intends to refer 
to an imagery of rural tradition that seems attractive in a cultural tourism 
framework. Notwithstanding this, it is another aspect that we find most in-
teresting about the practice of growing rye. We refer to the cultivation of this 
cereal, but also of spelt and buckwheat, as adjuvants in the agricultural ro-
tation process for the subsequent sowing and cultivation of potatoes. A cul-
tivation not useful in itself, therefore, but reinforcing for more widespread 
and established practices such as potato cultivation. The latter constitutes, 
together with horticulture, the central element of local agricultural activities 
and has given rise in recent years to the establishment of a consortium of lo-
cal producers who have promoted the recovery of three local varieties, his-
torically attested and currently included within a local and valley micro-eco-
nomic circuit.

Finally, as we mentioned, it was recently decided to include in the re-
search plan also the locality of Sant’Anna di Valdieri, in the upper Gesso Val-
ley, in the Maritime Alps. A hamlet of the municipality of Valdieri, Sant’Anna 
(980 m above sea level) is the only settlement in the municipality to be inhab-
ited throughout the year, although the number of permanent residents hard-
ly reaches ten inhabitants during the winter. What makes it distinctive is its 
being at the centre of an ecomuseum project totally dedicated to the rye, cul-
tivated in the past not only for food purposes but also for its use in construc-
tion. One of the territory’s most interesting elements, moreover, is the pres-
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ence of female entrepreneurship; in fact, many of the projects for the recovery 
and tourist enhancement of accommodation facilities and local activities are 
due to a small nucleus of women who have invested economic and personal 
resources with the aim of reversing the demographic trend. 

4.	 Negotiated Worlds

The ethnographic investigations we have conducted so far have brought to 
light how, albeit with different nuances, in all contexts a layered set of nego-
tiation dynamics between various actors in the territory emerges with great 
evidence. The picture that comes out is thus characterised by the complex 
relationship, ridden with friction and often unresolved, between cultivation 
and land management and care practices implemented at a local level by 
communities and/or specific groups of inhabitants and the institutional and 
political constraints that, at a superordinate scalar level, condition or limit 
these practices.

The voids that characterise inland and marginal areas, and mountain are-
as among them, are evident; however, looking at voids also means highlight-
ing the spaces of potential creativity, the possible ways in which those who 
inhabit the highlands may “take advantage of emptiness” to imagine new 
forms of rootedness (Zanini & Viazzo, 2014). Resorting to the notion of mar-
gin, finally, leads us to include within our sphere of attention also the dimen-
sion of power. Indeed, doing ethnography from the margins, and not only of 
the margins, allows us to observe the unfolding of more or less resolved pro-
cesses of complex negotiations involving those who inhabit the highlands.

Entering into dialogues with the inhabitants about the theme of cultiva-
tion, frequenting the fields, observing the changing and seasonal unravelling 
of land and field care activities, allows us to investigate the theme of the mar-
gin from multiple, interrelated perspectives: demographic, social, economic, 
but above all environmental, territorial and political. Applying the concept of 
margin to the highlands makes it possible to draw attention to complexities of 
Alpine territories, not only alluding to the constraints and deficits that char-
acterise them, but on the contrary bringing to light the strategies and “fron-
tier” relations that communities establish with the environment that hosts 
them and with its non-human inhabitants. 
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Most of the time, meeting our interlocutors during our fieldwork implied meet-
ing them while they were working in the fields, walking alongside them in a by 
no means improvised wandering, following directions that for those accom-
panying us were on the usual paths of living, the manifestation of a space 
of familiar, historical, emotional and symbolic recognition. As conversations 
progressed, it would become increasingly clear how the social and relational 
dimension sustains agricultural and horticultural practice and is both its ori-
gin and outcome. Agricultural activities are conducted through collaborative 
practices that involve not only members of one’s own family, but often also 
other members of the local community, within a scenario where sometimes, 
paradoxically, cooperation and competition coexist.

The ethnographic research conducted in Morgex showed very well how 
the traditional practices of territorial care and cultivation sometimes collide 
with the norms that institutionally regulate these activities. We refer, in par-
ticular, to the bureaucratic problems originating from the incompatibility 
between the locally activated ways of collectively managing the phases of 
vineyard cultivation and the constraints imposed by institutional rules and 
labour laws. As our interlocutors pointed out, problems arise in connection 
with what is called, in Aosta Valley, corvée, a local institution which would 
traditionally require each member of the community to provide a portion of 
free labour for the common management of the vines. This practice, although 
consolidated and historically attested in the region, is not legally framed un-
der labour regulations, and is therefore problematic. Notwithstanding this 
ambiguity, all practices of reciprocity in caretaking, land maintenance, and 
viticulture management, which are bureaucratically informal (and thereby 
problematic), are very important and very strong on the local social and com-
munity level. 

This aspect became particularly evident in the research carried out in For-
mazza, where the more explicitly amateur dimension of agricultural and hor-
ticultural activities, compared to a scenario that is more markedly oriented 
towards economic profitability such as that of Morgex, allows the sociality 
dynamics to emerge clearly. The sharing of space and time in agriculture pro-
duces a collective practice of caring for the land, in the context of which cre-
ative ways of producing and reproducing the world are experimented, some-
times in the form of bricolage. A production of the world, to use a concept dear 
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to Ingold (2021), that is at the same time a production of community, and in 
which elements of resistance can be found: an implicit resistance, very often 
unexpressed, but practised and acted out in daily life through actions of care 
and protection that allow one to actually stay, to activate forms of what an-
thropologist Vito Teti, by resurrecting and giving new life to an old Italian 
word, has called restanza (staying or remaining), to designate the attitudes of 
those who, in spite of difficulties, choose to stay in their homelands with pro-
active intents aiming at innovation and renewal (Teti, 2022).

The margins are then to be understood as privileged spaces in which to 
observe the practices of environmental care and territorial protection, the 
relations of coexistence and, as we stated before, friction (Tsing, 2005) with 
non-human inhabitants, and the experiences of sociality and sharing linked 
to the forms of cultivation. For a number of years now, the debate on the re-
lationship between human and non-human inhabitants of the mountains has 
revolved around the presence of large predators such as wolves and bears, 
considered more or less legitimate and acceptable depending on one’s point 
of view. In Formazza Valley, but also in Susa Valley, the human-animal rela-
tionship manifests itself in not entirely expected ways. The main protagonist 
of the stories told by the valley’s inhabitants is not the wolf, on which much 
of the scientific literature and media storytelling has focused lately, but the 
deer, whose presence is increasingly intense in numbers. 

The practice of inhabiting and cultivating, therefore, develops through 
a series of strategies of coexistence between humans and ungulates, which 
pose a major threat to agricultural activity, as they devastate gardens and 
fields, trample pastures and meadows, and put a strain on the local popula-
tion. The landscape is indeed dotted, as we mentioned above, with fields and 
vegetable gardens, but it is impossible not to notice that these are all vegeta-
ble gardens with substantial metal fences, of dubious aesthetic value, but of 
obvious community importance, since they represent the main strategy – to 
be honest, not always effective – available to the inhabitants for containing 
the destructive action of deer. An action, indeed, that we should interpret, to 
borrow Anna Tsing’s notion, as a disturbance: “disturbance is a change in en-
vironmental conditions that causes a pronounced change in an ecosystem” 
(2015, p. 160). The attitudes of our interlocutors towards these disturbances, 
however, is far from unanimous and consistent, and in particular they strik-
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ingly reveal how frictions with non-humans produce effects that go beyond 
strictly ecological relations, to move to the level of relations with adminis-
trative and bureaucratic bodies. On the level of interspecific relations, it has 
been particularly interesting to observe how, in the words of our interlocu-
tors, the destructive action of the deer is obviously represented as a source of 
annoyance and concern, but is also paradoxically becoming ordinary, part of 
a routine scenario. Tsing’s words about the ordinariness of disturbances are 
again illuminating: 

disturbance is always in the middle of things: the term does not refer us to a har-

monious state before disturbance. Disturbances follow other disturbances. Thus 

all landscapes are disturbed; disturbance is ordinary. But this does not limit the 

term. Raising the question of disturbance does not cut off discussion but opens it, 

allowing us to explore landscape dynamics (2015, p. 160).

When we shift our gaze from interspecific relations to the ones with institu-
tions, though, we see how annoyance and concern give way to an interpreta-
tive frame fuelled by more markedly conflictual and confrontational feelings. 
In facts, if at a theoretical and epistemological level anthropology is moving 
towards an interpretative framework within which the human being is inex-
tricably entangled with other non-human actors (Krauβ, 2018), ethnographic 
investigation does not cease to bring out a multiplicity of situations and rep-
resentations in which the relationship and above all the coexistence between 
human and animal show themselves in all their complexity and, not infre-
quently, difficulty. To take up, as mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, 
the effective definition of community frame proposed by Ben Orlove and his 
team (2019), it seems to us that in Formazza, as well as in Salbertrand, our 
fieldwork – and our research in the fields – has brought out a very defined vi-
sion, shared at community level, of the difficult relationship between human 
and animals, often very much at odds with the legal and official frame that 
emerges from the directives concerning slaughter and containment practices 
promoted at provincial and regional level. This complexity is also due to the 
intertwining with the dynamics of climate change. The progressive increase 
in temperatures and the reduction in snow cover mean that the portions of 
territory in which these ungulates find refuge are ever larger, and the greater 
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availability of spaces where they can search for food means that the number 
of animals counted during the survey campaigns, promoted at provincial 
level to estimate the number of ungulates present in the valley and, conse-
quently, organize controlled culling operations, is increasing.

The relationship between the institutional bodies which manage wildlife 
conservation, protection and control projects and the communities in the val-
leys where these projects operate are complex: the containment campaigns 
recruit local hunters for the culling of surplus specimens, bringing out ele-
ments of support and collaboration with the institutions, but the friction be-
tween those who would like more incisive campaigns and a higher number of 
animals culled and the directives that push in the opposite direction are very 
evident in the testimonies we have collected. This confirms that the Alps are 
increasingly and more and more evidently a place of unprecedented negoti-
ations, revealing positions that are also very different, when not irreconcila-
ble, within the communities and, perhaps to an even greater extent, between 
those who inhabit the mountains and those who instead look at or think of 
the mountains from afar.

It is time, now, to give an example of the discrepancy that can be found be-
tween the ways of reading the environment and its dynamics, its variations, 
its disruptions, activated by those who inhabit it, and the policies activated at 
the institutional level through recourse to external expert knowledge. From 
the very first conversations we had in the field on these issues, the friction 
between institutional positions and community frames (Orlove et al., 2019) 
emerged in the words and claims, sometimes quite heated and vehement, 
of the people we asked what it meant to live in a high-altitude context, in a 
frontline community. A brief excerpt from the field notes of one of the authors 
of this chapter illustrates well this tension between local and external ex-
pert knowledge, and at the same time the asymmetry of power and agency 
that characterises actors placed at different levels, with the locals sometimes 
hinting with a sort of angry resignation at the difficulty of resisting the de-
cision-makers:

S. accompanied me to see the vallum. It is an artificial structure, produced after the 

landslide of 2009 that had come very close to the inhabited centre, built with the 

landslide material with the aim of containing further landslides. As we walk, he 
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tells me that there were two other, very large landslides, and it was necessary to 

raise the rampart further. He shows me the steel containment nets and explains 

that, in his opinion, they are a mistake, because they hold too much material, then 

when they give way, they cause a sort of explosion in which the boulders come 

down violently. He is very critical of the planners, engineers and geologists, be-

cause he says that they completely ignored the opinions of the locals, whereas, 

in his mind, they should have taken shared decisions, listening to the opinion 

of those who actually know that mountain and “know how it behaves and moves”, 

because what the locals predicted would happen, then actually happened. Ap-

parently, however, at the next landslide they restored the nets despite the fact that 

they had burst. As we walk away, he shakes his head, I don’t know whether more 

resigned or angry (2 April 2023)5.

These brief ethnographic notes are useful to show how the answer to the 
questions we referred to above – Whose mountains are they? Who are the in-
habitants of the highlands? Are they only human? – are even more complex 
than one might have expected. This entails that fine-grained empirical evi-
dence and deep and rigorous reflection are both required to ponder over the 
delicate relationships between community and resources that are so central 
for the future of the highlands. Local communities, once again, are the priv-
ileged places where concrete examples of responses to marginalisation pro-
cesses can be operationally observed and where a relevant and yet to be dis-
covered growth potential can be identified. It is therefore necessary to won-
der how elements such as the environment, agriculture, land and landscape 
resources intertwine with an economic sector that constitutes a well-estab-
lished asset in the Alpine space, but no less problematic for that, namely that 
of tourism. In the next few pages, therefore, we will try to articulate these re-
flections, emphasising the need for multi-scalar reasoning and development 
plans that, in order to promote the protection of agrarian landscapes and cul-
tural heritages, directly involve local communities and the requests of recog-
nition that they express.

5	  All translations from Italian to English are done by the authors of the text.
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5.	 Beyond the Margins

While the issue of resources in general has gained increasing importance 
in the debate on Italian inner areas since World War II, it has assumed even 
greater weight with regard to mountain areas. Community, heritage and 
landscape are the elements that intervention projects must take into account 
when they address decentralised, inland, marginal and abandoned areas, 
which present themselves as contexts for the development of new resilience 
strategies. For some years now there has been a growing assignment of val-
ue to these territories in terms of regeneration, repopulation, environmental 
care, and experimentation with new forms of living.

On several occasions one of the authors of this chapter had the opportu-
nity to reflect on that imposing process of deterritorialization, a consequence 
of the exodus from the countryside and the massive flight from the fields to 
the industrial and urban areas that began in the 1950s, which triggered a 
slow but inexorable process of environmental, social and economic degra-
dation and an inevitable and profound change in the relationship between 
population and territory, a rupture of the existing balances between plac-
es and those who inhabit them (Bonato, 2017, 2024; Magnaghi, 2020). Small 
towns began to empty out, in some cases to the point of complete abandon-
ment, in others the decline has been partial and those who remain are most-
ly elderly inhabitants, unable to sustain the local economy. In order to try 
to reverse this process of impoverishment, a first institutional attempt was 
made in 2003, with the promulgation of a Bill6 that over the years has activat-
ed many projects oriented towards the development of unused resources in 
the territory and the enhancement of the territory’s potential, respecting the 
needs and characteristics of each context and above all with a view to envi-
ronmental sustainability. This perspective is particularly complex “in locali-
ties [...] demographically poor and characterised by a predominantly elderly 
population, and even more complex [is] the affirmation and entrenchment of 
the drastically new behavioural models and relationships with the environ-
ment that characterise a new agency within the framework of sustainability” 
(Bravo, 2017, p. 39).

6	  Realacci-Bocchino Law no. 1942/2003.



216

Bonato, Zanini

But it is precisely in areas that are considered marginal that it is pos-
sible to envisage re-territorialisation strategies and interventions that filter 
through culture, understood here both as the instrument of an incremental 
path, which generates stimuli and reflections that can contribute to the con-
struction of a community aware of its own resources and capabilities, and as 
the recovery and reactivation of the wealth of knowledge and know-how of 
local tradition. This takes concrete form in the revitalisation of territorially 
based economies and in the growth of small business systems that enhance 
what comes from productive assets, which are then measured and reverber-
ate in the culture of inhabiting.

Undoubtedly a potential generator of difficulties, frictions and even con-
flicts from an ethnic, identity, linguistic, economic and environmental point 
of view, this renewed centrality of the local compels us to rethink the role of 
the territory, its care and its valorisation (Magnaghi, 2020), because cultural 
planning must identify and make usable the common goods through a shared 
management between local administrators and inhabitants, so as to valorise 
the local heritage through generative and participatory interventions. At the 
same time, it must start from a judicious governance of the territory, based on 
the potential resources of people and places and on the enhancement of the 
latter, on the incisiveness of their peculiarities. It may be useful in this con-
nection to take up the concept of iconema, proposed by Eugenio Turri (1998). 
An iconema or, rather, a set of iconemas, is the imprint of a territory, the dis-
tinctive features of its landscape, but also the organisational devices and the 
specific manners whereby social actors order themselves within it, an imprint 
in which the local population recognises itself and which are important for 
the construction of the sense of belonging and of the very meaning of land-
scape. A project will therefore be more fruitful to the extent that it refers to 
the landscape and its iconemas. 

It goes without saying that culturally motivated innovation practices and 
creative improvement processes cannot renounce confrontation with the lo-
cal population that possesses and continually produces experience of the 
places they inhabit. As mentioned in the third section, the community claims 
its role in the destiny of the territories and shows a rediscovered vocation 
for activism: as the enthusiasm and willingness shown towards our research 
have demonstrated, communities often supports joint development actions 
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and research projects; they join the territorial assistance network and com-
mittees for the management of environmental resources; they promote mo-
ments of sociability and protect and safeguard – sometimes even through 
various forms of resistance and oppositive manners – the cultural heritage. 
In what appears to be an unprecedented innovative attitude, the community 
seems to reaffirm its bond with the territory and to refer to a fundamental 
and involving way of bringing individuals together. Above all, it is the way 
of producing culture that departs from the traditional practices of its mere 
preservation or even valorisation: aspects of local memory, elements of every-
day life and the rituality of the past are chosen, revitalised and placed at the 
centre of a creation of value with the precise objective of conveying through 
them the local specificity, of transmitting outside the community an image of 
the uniqueness of the local cultural landscape.

Obviously, the heterogeneity of marginal contexts does not allow the same 
intervention methods to be applied everywhere. In order to draw up effective 
projects and better orient their application, taking up the suggestion of the 
SNAI (National Strategy for Inner Areas), one could first of all investigate the 
actual possibilities of the inhabitants to fully exercise their citizenship rights 
and then take note of the shortages in terms of access to culture and essen-
tial services, which in fact produce the processes of marginalization of plac-
es7. We reiterate that it is precisely in these scenarios, in these empty spaces, 
that it is possible to set up appropriate territorial policies that are effectively 
oriented towards the real needs of the inhabitants, and that promote crea-
tive ways of dealing with a place in terms of living, doing business, using 
local resources and fostering a proper fruition of the environment, which 
represent opportunities for improved development. Theoretical reflections 
on the concept of emptiness, and on the processes of demographic empty-
ing that have been followed by unexpected reversal trends, have shown how 
the availability of physical, social and symbolic spaces has not infrequently, 
and paradoxically, proved to be an essential condition for the development 
of new forms of settlement (Viazzo & Zanini, 2014, 2022). As stated by geog-
rapher Guglielmo Scaramellini, “how can a society plan its present and de-
sign its future without having spaces on which to rely for new perspectives, 

7	 www.agenziacoesione.gov.it/strategia-nazionale-aree-interne/ .
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new opportunities, new uses?” (2016, p. 34). Already about twenty years ago, 
another geographer, Françoise Cognard (2006), had observed that the phe-
nomenon of depopulation unexpectedly originates fertile circumstances, that 
might be considered as preconditions for implementing innovative practices, 
also favouring – thanks to the availability of demographic and social voids 
– repopulation and economic revival. In this interstice of cultural agency, 
abandonment and recuperation, impoverishment and creativity coexist in an 
almost paradoxical manner: as anthropologist Francesco Remotti emphasis-
es, “creativity presupposes destructiveness: subjects would have no way of 
expressing creativity if sufficiently substantial lacerations did not determine 
an available space” (2011, p. 292).

Over the past few years, an interesting reflection has developed in the 
Italian public and academic discourse on the different meanings conveyed 
by the terms paese and borgo. Both correctly translatable with the English 
term village, they nevertheless express profoundly different meanings. If 
the semantic core of paese is, as mentioned in the preceding pages, orient-
ed towards highlighting the dimension of cultural intimacy, liveability, and 
community togetherness, the rhetoric of the borgo is enjoying a considerable 
fortune outside the community, so to speak, and completely bypasses these 
aspects of actual daily liveability of the territory, conveying instead an im-
aginary of mere landscape amenity and tourist enjoyment. Without going 
into this intricate debate8, and paying attention to the potential critical issues 
that arise from emphasising alleged authenticity, it is however appropriate 
to be aware that the potential of villages and small towns is often realised 
through their redevelopment and regeneration, their cultural and landscape 
protection and their valorisation. Fruitful cultural planning requires weigh-
ing the positive effects of development projects for the community and keep-
ing changes and possible territorial emergencies under control by foreseeing 
the risks they may entail. A dangerous unknown quantity is closely linked to 
the fascination and often excessive attraction exercised by tourism in Alpine 
sites. In many cases, a possible antidote to over-tourism consists in promot-
ing sustainable, responsible, nature-based, ecological, and alternative types 

8	  A well-argued critical discussion is provided by the short but incisive volume, Contro 
i borghi. Il Belpaese che dimentica i paesi (2022), edited by Filippo Barbera, Domenico Cersosimo 
and Antonio De Rossi.
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of tourism that, in addition to not generating negative repercussions, posi-
tively affect local and natural wellbeing, the working dimension, living con-
ditions, and pursue the active involvement of communities. But activating 
sustainable practices means confronting both macro-strategies at the supra-
national level and decisions exercised at the individual level (Sbardella, 2019). 
And then there is the issue related to local responsibilities. As Alessandro Si-
monicca has aptly pointed out in a book on the anthropology of tourism, the 
notion of locality cannot always be understood as a guarantee of social equity 
or environmental protection: some communities are “deaf to ecological prob-
lems” or simply directed towards a view of productivism that damages the 
surrounding environment, which means that “the cognitive and governance 
rudder of tourism must be continually updated and does not find any linear 
solutions” (2013, p. 6). The critical issues related to the implementation of sus-
tainable tourism practices can be schematically summarised as follows: there 
is no guarantee that tourists who describe themselves as responsible are ac-
tually aware of what is sustainable; there is a contradiction between the mes-
sage that theoretically sustainable travel experiences convey and what they 
actually are, short stays that do not really allow contact with local communi-
ties, except for a short period of time; who or what establishes how tourism 
experience can be properly enjoyed? 

6.	 Conclusions

This lengthy reflection on the role, and prospects, of tourism in marginal 
mountain areas now leads us to conclude by reconsidering once again the di-
mensions of marginality and inhabiting as closely interconnected. If tourism 
orientation seems to emerge in each of the territories we have observed, albe-
it with different specific weights, and above all always variously interwoven 
with other kinds of multi-activities, we cannot fail to consider the central role 
of the local population in defining, and negotiating, the space and the ways 
in which tourism development can fit into the local scenario. 

In this sense, the different trajectories observed in Morgex and in Salber-
trand look very interesting. In both contexts, in fact, the tourism industry, 
and especially a massive orientation towards winter sports, represents the 
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territory’s central economic asset. What differentiates the two contexts is the 
positioning that our interlocutors imagine for agricultural and viticultural 
activities. In Morgex, which is very close to prestigious resorts involved in 
luxury tourist practices such as Courmayeur, wine production, despite the 
misalignments and criticalities we have observed regarding the difficult inte-
gration of traditional collective practices into a market economy, is conceived 
of as an integral part of the tourist scenario, on which it feeds and of which it 
contributes, in turn, contributes to raise the quality.

On the contrary, the agricultural and horticultural activities we discussed 
with our interlocutors in Salbertrand are apparently understood as alterna-
tive economic forms, sometimes openly oppositional, to Alpine tourism. “We 
are islands in the middle of uncultivated land”, one of our witnesses effec-
tively reported, underlining the difficulty with which those who practice ag-
riculture are confronted with the progressive abandonment of the territory, 
and with the processes of neglect that ensue. A fallow land, however, which 
in the words of our interlocutor appears to be the result not only of cultiva-
tion abandonment, but also, and above all, of cultural abandonment. In this 
sense, the recovery and the consolidation of agricultural activities take on 
an openly political value, as ways of making a future world, to borrow once 
again Ingold’s phrase, in which the relationship between tourism and agri-
cultural activities is produced not to the detriment of the latter, but in a bal-
anced, slow, manner.

For tourism to be really sustainable, therefore, it is more than fundamen-
tal to rest on the direct involvement of communities that demonstrate to be 
aware of their needs, as well as of their own potential, thereby contributing 
to the realisation of a sustainable management of the environment and nat-
ural resources, thus favouring local development, and ensuring the effective 
enforceability of the rights of a citizenship that demonstrates to be truly not 
marginal.
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Abstract

This chapter focuses on the interconnections between rituals, indigenous communi-

ties’ sociopolitical dynamics, a potential ecological crisis, and tourism development 

in Laguna Blanca – a highland village in the Province of Catamarca, Northwestern 

Andean Argentina. We present an ethnographic description of a ritual offering called 

corpachada, which is made by the villagers to Pachamama (Mother Earth) on 1st August 

every year, both in private family and public ceremonies. We are interested in tracing 

and building connections between the corpachada ritual and the current political, so-

cial and ecological transformation of the area; especially as regards new mining pro-

jects which have stirred conflicts within the local communities and families. Drawing 

on the methodologies of sociocultural anthropology and geography, we propose map-

ping the spatial and temporal dynamics of the different ritual offerings to understand 

how sociocultural change in the communities of the Biosphere Reserve Laguna Blanca 

is interconnected with the processes of politicisation, festivalisation, and touristification 

of the mentioned corpachada ritual. In addition, we argue that the ritual can be seen 

as an open cosmopolitical arena in which new possible strategies of alliance among 

indigenous communities, researchers, and even tourists, can be experimented with.
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Introduction: Tracing Processes of Change in Laguna Blanca

At the end of July 2023, we travelled to Laguna Blanca, a small village of about 
200 inhabitants, at around 3,300 m a.s.l., in the Andean highland (called Puna), 
which is the main settlement in the area of Laguna Blanca.1 The Laguna Blan-
ca area forms part of the municipality of Villa Vil, Department of Belén, Prov-
ince of Catamarca, in Northwestern Argentina. We reached the village Lagu-
na Blanca to carry out a short ethnographic fieldwork on the ritual offering to 
Pachamama on 1st August, called corpachada, a word that means “to honour” or 
“to invite” in Quechua. The celebration is one of the most important festivities 
in the Andean ritual cycle, as many anthropologists of the Andean macro-re-
gion have indicated. In August, Pachamama is said to be open and hungry 
(Fernández Juárez, 1996), and local communities show thanks for her gifts 
by feeding her with ritual offerings within a framework of reciprocity. This 
ritual used to be a rite performed in private by families; however, over the last 
few decades it has also developed into a public celebration involving not just 
the local community, but also political authorities and tourists. Every year it 
seems to attract more national and even international tourists, whereas in oth-
er Andean localities similar rituals continue to be mostly confined to the fam-
ily and local community levels. This significant change in the ritual aroused 
our interest in asking how it relates to the sociocultural, economic, and eco-
logical context of that village, which is part of the Laguna Blanca Biosphere 
Reserve. This area is particularly interesting for academics because since the 
beginning of the new millennium eight indigenous communities have been 
constituted as political entities (Delfino, 2025), and five of them have obtained 
recognition of their legal personality through the entry in the Argentinian 
National Register of Indigenous Communities. In addition, a mining project 
for gold extraction is currently under planning review. Therefore, mapping 
change in Laguna Blanca by focusing on the ritual offering can help us to ana-

1	 We refer to the area of Laguna Blanca as the zone that belongs to the Municipality of 
Villa Vil, and that includes several villages, hamlets, and dispersed residences. In this zone, 
which is a large part of the southern zone of the Biosphere Reserve of Laguna Blanca, there 
are currently about 600 inhabitants most of whom are engaged in agriculture and livestock 
rearing, as well as in craftsmanship and tourism, especially within the village of Laguna 
Blanca. There are four main settlements in the area, which are often formed around schools: 
Aguas Calientes, La Angostura, Corral Blanco and Laguna Blanca (see Figure 1).
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lyse sociocultural, political, and economic changes linked to ongoing process-
es of ethnogenesis, glocal socioeconomic frictions, and a possible ecological 
crisis caused by the potential future mining activities. 

We will address the topic of change in Laguna Blanca by focusing on the 
processes of festivalisation, politicisation, and touristification of the ritual offer-
ing. The term festivalisation2 refers to the transformation of a ritual into a 
festivity or festival (Boos, 2024), which can include a ritual part, as well as a 
more ludic, festive one. The concept of politicisation means not only the in-
creasing political use of the ritual and festivity to produce community and 
social cohesion, as Delfino (2020) highlighted in the case of Laguna Blanca, 
but also that it is a potential political arena where it is possible to express con-
flicts in subtle ways and promote new political agendas.3 When a formerly 
private ritual becomes a public event, this may imply its politicisation; mean-
ing it has become a way to negotiate power relationships in a wider public 
space. This, in turn, invites questions about what kind of political configura-
tions have changed and what is being negotiated. Finally, following the work 
of Picard and Robinson (2006), we use the notion of touristification to refer 
to processes whereby rituals or festivities are turned into touristic events. 
Crucially, this concept reminds us that in addition to local communities and 
political authorities, tourists can also play an active role in shaping festivities 
and the social relationships attached to them.

Recent studies of rituals and festivities that have undergone process-
es of festivalisation, politicisation and touristification (see, Boos, 2020) indi-
cate that such cases provide good opportunities for analysing sociocultural 
change at a local level, as well as shifts in local-global power relations. The 
concepts of politicisation, festivalisation, and touristification, appear to be 
transferable to the case of Laguna Blanca and the recent touristic valorisation 
of the corpachada ritual.

2	  The concept of festivalisation is mostly applied in urban European contexts, where ac-
ademics (Boos, 2024; Cudny, 2016) have noticed that it leads to an increase in tourism, which 
in turn is a driving force of festivalisation. 
3	  Studies of rituals and festivals show that both social cohesion (Geertz, 1973) and po-
litical conflicts are negotiated through ceremonial and festive activities by those present 
(Chacko, 2013; Quinn et al., 2022) and, at the same time, through media communications 
(Boos, 2017). The practices of personal and collective identity formation and change seem to 
gain momentum, especially at public events, when a wider public, e.g., in the form of tour-
ists, partake in the festivities (Boos, 2020; Quinn et al., 2022; Sassatelli, 2011; Smith et al., eds., 
2022).
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Further, these dynamics must also be situated within the wider Andean con-
text, which includes conflicts on mining projects, and other forms of econom-
ic and ecological exploitation, and indigenous communities’ struggles for so-
cial rights and the recognition of their mode of life. We propose, therefore, to 
connect the interlinked processes of politicisation, festivalisation, and tour-
istification with the concept of cosmopolitics as coined by Isabelle Stengers 
(2005) and further developed in Andean studies by anthropologist Marisol de 
la Cadena (2010). The concept of cosmopolitics is intended to include more-
than-human relationships in sociocultural negotiation processes and provide 
the academic tools to capture changes in political alliances. Accordingly, this 
concept enables us to incorporate more-than-human actors in our analysis 
and to hypothesise about the current formation of strategic alliances that 
could determine the territorial development in the future.

Our short fieldwork in the village of Laguna Blanca was conducted in col-
laboration with the Interdisciplinary High Mountain Institute (Instituto Inter-
disciplinario Puneño) and its team, led by Prof. Daniel Delfino4 who has been 
working in the area of Laguna Blanca as an archaeologist and anthropolo-
gist for more than thirty years.5 To address the question of change in Laguna 
Blanca, we draw on the critical and reflexive ethnographic methodologies of 
sociocultural anthropology and geography; in particular, we produced eth-
nographic descriptions during our stay in the field, writing an ethnograph-
ic journal, complemented by interviews with locals, political authorities and 
tourists who participated in the rituals, photo-documentation, and the elabo-
ration of cartographic maps. Our ethnographic fieldwork was based on partic-
ipant observation as a “general framework of the inquiry” (Olivier de Sardan, 
2015, p. 25), as well as on the “observation of the participation” from a reflex-
ive point of view (Tedlock, 1991). In line with a hermeneutic, anticolonial ap-

4	  We are grateful to Prof. Delfino for his academic and professional support, as well as 
for his friendship and hospitality. We would also like to thank Luciana Moreira, a member of 
Delfino’s team, who assisted us in work and logistics during our short stay in Laguna Blanca 
in 2023. We are especially thankful to all the generous friends and people we met in Laguna 
Blanca, for sharing with us some of their knowledge, practices, and memories. Without their 
collaboration, our work would not have been possible.
5	  Already in 2015, one of us did ethnographic research in Laguna Blanca on rituals and 
family patterns (Salvucci, 2016, 2018), at the same time working together with Delfino and his 
team and contributing to the production of the anthropological-territorial report for one of 
the local indigenous communities of the area to support the community’s claim to be official-
ly recognised by the State as an indigenous people (pueblo originario). 
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proach, we understand the ethnographic method as a way of producing sys-
tematic empirical data as interpretations based on dialogue with the partici-
pants.

In the first part of this chapter, we present the historical developments 
and sociocultural context of the communities of the Biosphere Reserve La-
guna Blanca, highlighting the main dynamics of continuity and change con-
nected to the area’s mountain ecology and sociocultural technology of pro-
duction. Doing so, we aim to situate our analysis of the corparchada in its 
historic and current sociopolitical context, both locally and at a wider level. 
In the second part, we outline Delfino’s (2020) analysis of rituals in Laguna 
Blanca which has helped to pave the way to reconstructing the historical de-
velopment of the sociopolitical context in which the corparchada is situated. 
Crucially, Delfino argues that rituals such as the corpachada to Pachamama 
on 1st August are a form of political resistance6 (Delfino, 2020, p. 222), which 
serves among other things as a strategical tool for strengthening the social 
and political cohesion of the indigenous communities. We will connect his 
findings with the concepts of politicisation, festivalisation (Boos, 2024), and 
touristification (Picard & Robinson, 2006) of rites. In the third and fourth 
parts, we offer an ethnographic description of the ritual activities that take 
place on the eve of the corparchadas (31st July) and on the 1st of August. In the 
fifth section, we analyse the spatial and temporal dynamics of the ritual-fes-
tival, paying attention to how the spatial and temporal structure of the festiv-
ities changes in relation to the processes of festivalisation, politicisation and 
touristification. Lastly, we conclude this chapter by proposing that the cor-
parchadas should be interpreted as a changing cosmopolitical arena, which 
includes researchers and tourists, too. 

Inhabiting the Biosphere of Laguna Blanca:  
Between Continuities and Changes

Over the last thirty years, Delfino and his team have conducted extensive ar-
chaeological research in the Laguna Blanca area which they have labelled as 
“ethnoarchaeology” or “socially useful archaeology” (Delfino & Rodríguez, 

6	 All translations from Spanish to English are by the authors of this text.
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1991, pp. 15ff.). This body of work demonstrates the continuous presence of hu-
man dwellings in Laguna Blanca from 5,000 BC to the present (Delfino et al., 
2007). According to Delfino et al. (2015), especially from the first millennium 
AD the Laguna Blanca area – which corresponds roughly to the present-day 
zone of the Biosphere Reserve Laguna Blanca (see Figure 1) – was already 
well-populated due to its favourable ecological conditions. Indeed, in com-
parison to other parts of the Argentinian Puna, the Laguna Blanca area is rel-
atively wet due to the extended network of aquifers and small water streams, 
which are fed by the nearby Nevado mountain range (see Figure 1). The local 
plane and dispersed dwelling pattern, according to Delfino et al. (2015, p. 393), 
was based on a network of interconnected villages and dispersed residences, 
as well as a set of exchange relationships at a regional level.

Figure 1 – Map of the Biosphere Reserve Laguna Blanca and the potential mining site. Map by 
Tobias Boos. Vectorial basemaps: OpenStreetMap, 2024, CC BY-SA 2.0; digital elevation model 
(30 m): Instituto Geográfico National de la República Argentina, 2019, free use license https://
www.ign.gob.ar/descargas/tyc1.html.
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According to Delfino et al. (2015, p. 394), although the Laguna Blanca area 
has long fallen within the territories of a number of statal regimes – includ-
ing the Incan and Spanish empires, and the modern Argentinian state – from 
an ethnoarchaeological point of view, it is possible to draw a line of continu-
ity in the “ways of dwelling” (Ingold, 2000) of the people who inhabited the 
area from around the first millennium onwards; specifically grounded in an 
“agro-centred communal mode of life” (Delfino et al., 2015, p. 398). Impor-
tantly, that “mode of life” entailed a material technology of production as-
sociated with rituals, myths, and a cosmology according to which the world 
is alive and agriculture is a form of reciprocal “rearing” among humans and 
non-humans, as anthropologists working in the macro-Andean area have 
highlighted (see, among others, Arnold, 2017, 2021; Bugallo & Tomasi, 2012; 
Bugallo & Vilca, 2016; de Munter, 2022). 

Such a mode of production and reproduction of sociocultural life is based 
on Andean ecological verticality and the complementarity of different eco-
logical floors (Murra, 1975) for accessing resources and diversifying pro-
duction, integrating agriculture (especially of tubers) and pastoralism, with 
craftsmanship and barter (on verticality in mountain studies, see, among oth-
ers Boos & Salvucci, 2022). This mode of life relies on social organisation at 
the level of the domestic group, as well as the “supra-domestic” level of the 
community, especially for the purposes of water control and political admin-
istration (Delfino et al., 2015). According to Delfino et al. (2015, pp. 410, 412), 
evidence for the importance of the community level in Laguna Blanca can be 
seen in petroglyphs found in Pantanito (Laguna Blanca), which depict people 
holding each other’s hands to form a circle to capture vicuñas, a wild camelid 
(see also Yacobaccio et al., 2023 on rock paintings from the Holocene in the 
Atacama area, including Northwestern Argentina). Today, in the wider An-
dean region a practice for capturing vicuñas called chaku is in use which was 
revitalised in the 1990s.7

7	 According to Rowe (1946, p. 217), there are two main Andean collective hunting prac-
tices – in particular of wild vicuñas – that were described by the Spanish Chroniclers of the 
early colonial period (namely, Bernabé Cobo, Pedro Cieza de León, and Balthasar Ramírez). 
One is the chaku, associated with the periodical public great Royal hunt organised by the 
Inca and involving a large number of hunters who formed an extended ring around a wide 
area, closing ranks into several concentric and progressively smaller circles, making the an-
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According to Delfino et al. (2007), the agro-centred peasant mode of life con-
tinued during the colonial period even though the Laguna Blanca area was 
appropriated by colonisers and converted into latifundios (large estates) in 
1687. Although Quiroga (1999, quoted in Delfino et al., 2007, p. 180) has ar-
gued that the colonial exploitation of the latifundio fostered a reorientation 
of the local highland economy toward extensive animal rearing – especially 
mules for the Potosí market – weakening the community ties and promoting 
dispersed residence patterns and mobility, Delfino et al. (2007) suggest that 
even during the eighteenth century a pre-Hispanic model of ecological com-
plementary and integrated agropastoralism was intact. According to them, 
long-term historical changes in the political powers that dominated the re-
gion went hand in hand with a long-term rearticulation of the material and 
sociocultural mode of life of the local population. 

More recent transformations and short-term changes – such as the con-
stitution of the Biosphere Reserve in the 1980s, the activities of archaeolo-
gists since the 1990s, the reintroduction of the chaku in the late 1990s, and 
the establishment of the indigenous communities as political entities since 
the 2000s – have contributed to further rearticulating the local agropastoral 
model of life in the Laguna Blanca area. However, unlike in earlier times the 
new socio-political context favours the political empowerment of local peas-
ant farmers and indigenous communities. 

The Biosphere Reserve was established in 1982 (see Figure 1) in an area 
that had already been designated a Provincial Natural Park in 1979. This 
change has had implications for how the area’s natural environment should 
be managed alongside the local inhabitants’ way of life. The biosphere con-
cept was instituted by UNESCO as part of its Man and Biosphere Programme 
(MAB) in 1974 to conserve biodiversity and cultural diversity. One of the orig-

imals converge into the smaller final human circle to capture them. The second practice, 
called caycu (meaning to corral), was a collective hunt, organised at a community level and 
based on building fences, toward which the hunters drove the animals to trap them inside. 
In the 1970s, in Southern Andean Peru, Custred (1979) collected oral memories according to 
which this last form of collective hunting was still practised in the 1920s. These two hunting 
techniques (chaku and caycu) enabled people to collect the animals’ meat and fleeces. Wild 
vicuñas were sometimes killed, but more often only sheared and then released. Meet and fi-
bre were then redistributed by the Inca or among the members of the involved communities. 
During Inca times, vicuña fibre was highly valued and only the nobility was entitled to wear 
cloths made of it as a sign of power and prestige (Murra, 1962). 
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inal intentions behind the establishing of the Biosphere Reserve in Laguna 
Blanca was to protect the vicuñas from the risk of extinction.8 A hunting ban 
thus came into enforcement, leading to a rapid recovery of the animal popu-
lation by the 1990s. The success of this conservation programme eventually 
led in 1997 to a relaxation of the level of protection due to requests and pres-
sure from the local population. Since then, commercial use of vicuñas for 
wool production has been permitted, although killing of the animals is still 
prohibited. According to Delfino (2025, p. 242, footnote n. 6), the first “modern 
chaku” was organised in 1998 in Laguna Blanca as a training event to adjust 
the method for capturing wild vicuñas. On that occasion, a corpachada was 
also enacted at a collective level. However, it was not until 2002 that the cha-
ku was instituted as a way of capturing the animals for shearing in Laguna 
Blanca, organised regularly by the local craftsmanship association, under the 
supervision of the Provincial Environmental Department (see Gonzalez Co-
siorovski & Moity-Maizi, 2019)9. 

The transformation brought about by the constitution of the Biosphere 
Reserve and reactivation of the chaku has in more recent years been influ-
enced by the presence and work of ethnoarchaeologists. Since 1992, Delfino 
and his collaborators have been carrying out research in Laguna Blanca 

8	 Starting from the colonial period, new hunting practices were introduced that led to a 
drastic decline in the wild vicuñas population across all Andean countries where these an-
imals live (Argentina, Bolivia, Cile, Peru). According to Lichtenstein and Cowan Ros: “(B)y 
1960, it was estimated that the vicuña population had dropped from its pre-colonial popula-
tion of 2 million to an estimated 10,000 individuals” (Lichtenstein & Cowan Ros (2021, p. 104). 
Between 1967 and 1972, a new pilot plan for vicuña population recovery was promoted by 
the Peruvian government and two NGOs (from the USA and Germany), which led to the con-
stitution of the Reserve of Pampa Galeras and successful revitalisation of traditional Andean 
techniques for capturing and shearing vicuñas (Gonzalez Cosiorovski & Moity-Maizi, 2019, 
pp. 65–66, 68). At the same time, during the 1970s the Andean countries approved new laws 
and international agreements for the protection of vicuñas, aimed at promoting conserva-
tion and sustainable ecological management. This paved the way for an extended revitalisa-
tion of traditional Andean practices (such as the chaku) for capturing and shearing vicuñas, 
especially since the 1990s (Lichtenstein & Bibiana, 2003; Lichtenstein & Cowan Ros, 2021).
9	 Whereas in some countries the sustainable management of vicuñas is a specific right 
of indigenous and local communities, in Argentina (especially in the province of Catamar-
ca) private companies that own wide estates where vicuñas live are also allowed to capture 
and shear the animals for profit. Vicuña fibre is very highly valued in the global market for 
its role in the luxury fashion industry. Despite the high prices of luxury fashion products 
made using vicuña fibre (see, for instance those of the Italian fashion brand Loro Piana, that 
belongs to the multinational holding company LVMH-Moët Hennessy Louis Vuitton), local 
Andean communities make very little profit from this industry (Azócar & Lichtenstein, 2022, 
p. 22).
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within the framework of what they define as a “socially useful archaeology” 
(Delfino & Rodriguez, 1991); that is, a form of research that serves local peo-
ple’s needs, claims, and desires for social justice. It led to the creation of the 
Museo Integral de la Reserva de Biosfera de Laguna Blanca (Integral Museum 
of the Biosphere Reserve of Laguna Blanca) in 1997 in the village of Laguna 
Blanca and to the formal institutionalisation of the Instituto Interdisciplinar-
io Puneño (Interdisciplinary High Mountain Institute) in 2002, based at the 
National University of Catamarca.10 In addition, Delfino and his team have 
also supported the local inhabitants by producing territorial-anthropological 
reports, which are required by the national government for the legal recog-
nition of indigenous people (pueblo originario); a status that grants legal rights 
of recognised groups to the lands they dwell on. Cooperation between Delfi-
no and his team and the local population has thus been essential for gaining 
legal recognition for the latter.

Gaining legal recognition as an indigenous community only became pos-
sible in Argentina following constitutional amendments made in 1994, the 
passing of a new law (no. 26.160) in 2006, and finally the ratification of the UN 
Declaration on indigenous people’s rights in 2007. These legal guidelines ena-
bled the creation and renewal of indigenous communities in Argentina. Nev-
ertheless, they have also been criticised for their promotion of multicultur-
alism as they reinforce neoliberal national and international regimes based 
on cultural diversity and the reproduction of social inequalities (Pisani et al., 
2019). Since 2009, eight indigenous communities have been formed in the La-
guna Blanca area (Delfino, 2025, p. 242): Aguas Calientes in 2009, La Angostu-
ra in 2010, Corral Blanco and Laguna Blanca in 2015, Carachi in 2016, Peñas 

10	 In line with Delfino and his collaborators (Delfino et al., 2012), the concept of the “inte-
gral museum” was promoted by UNESCO in 1972, aiming to “give an integral view” (Delfino 
et al., 2012, p. 1) of the ecological and sociocultural local environments to the inhabitants, for 
their own benefit, and through their participation. Therefore, the integral museum is a form 
of “community museum, made by the community, for the community itself” (p. 3). During 
our stay in 2023, two women worked at the museum: one as a museum guide and the other as 
a housekeeper. Apart from the exhibition, open to visitors, about the archaeological artifacts 
found mostly at local sites, and the anthropological development of the territory, the muse-
um features an archaeology laboratory, a library, and a research centre including a kitchen 
and bedrooms, where, periodically, academics work and live. Information can be found on 
the website of the Museo Integral Laguna Blanca and the Instituto Interdisciplinario Puneño: 
https://lagunablanca.unca.edu.ar/?c=17 (last accessed on 19 November 2024).



235

Mapping Change in Laguna Blanca: 
Rituals, Indigenous Communities, and Tourism in Andean Argentina

Negras and Llastay Ñan in 2021, and Vicuña Huasi in 2023.11 Today these 
communities form part of the Diaguita Nation of Belén. However, their unity 
has recently come under threat by new provincial mining plans.

Since 2017, the provincial government, together with a multinational en-
terprise,12 has been promoting a gold mining project in the Laguna Blanca 
area. This has led to conflicts within and among the local indigenous com-
munities, as some favour the project while others are against it. This seems 
in part due to the project’s backers having tried to use backdoor negotiations 
with some local communities, or just the indigenous authorities, to gain per-
mission to start mining in a hidden way. For example, there were no formal 
consultation meetings with local indigenous communities to provide infor-
mation that would help them to make their own informed decisions on the 
matter (Pisani et al., 2019). As a matter of fact, there was a sudden shift be-
tween March and September 2021; initially none of the local communities 
had committed support to the mining project, yet by September the promot-
ers were able to announce that half the communities had agreed to support 
it.13 This sudden change of heart gives the impression that a set of divergent 
and disarticulated politics emerged between March and September, as dif-
fering and conflicting understandings of “nature” among local people came 
into play. Thus, caused by the mining project, it seems that a political arena 
is emerging among the people living in and interested in the area of Laguna 
Blanca.

11	  Five of them were legally recognised: the Indigenous Community of Corral Blanco, the 
Indigenous Community of La Angostura, the Indigenous Community of Aguas Calientes, 
the Indigenous Community of Laguna Blanca, and the Indigenous Community of Carachi 
(Pisani et al., 2019, p. 57).
12	  Millaray Mining Corporation (concessionaire) and Elevado Gold Corporation (opera-
tor). (Delfino, 2025, p. 244). 
13	  See the following online newspaper articles: W.A. (2021): Comunidades originarias 
afirman que no hay consenso para proyectos mineros, in: Página|12 vom 25.03.2021, online: 
https://www.pagina12.com.ar/331690-comunidades-originarias-afirman-que-no-hay-cons-
enso-para-pro, W.A. (2021): Cacique acordò con mineras y su comunidad se dividiò, in: Pági-
na|12 vom 01.10.2021, online: https://www.pagina12.com.ar/371959-cacique-acordo-con-min-
eras-y-su-comunidad-se-dividio, W.A. (2022): Discrepancias por la creación del municipio 
indígina de Laguna Blanca, in: Página|12 vom 02.07.2022, online: https://www.pagina12.com.
ar/433901-discrepancias-por-la-creacion-del-municipio-indigena-de-lagu.
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De la Cadena (2010) has described the connection between mining projects 
and the formation of new political arenas in her extended fieldwork in the Pe-
ruvian Andes, where she has observed indigenous peoples’ protests against 
gold mines. She highlights how in this context a special type of political are-
na emerges which is characterised by, first, “unusual alliances”, and second, 
a clash of worldviews. She suggests that when indigenous people and capi-
talist “extractivist” logics encounter one another, divergent “worlds” collide, 
which include the worlds of non-human “Earth Beings” and ancestors. De 
la Cadena calls the outcome of these colliding worlds – following Stengers 
(2005, p. 995) – a cosmopolitics:

[A politics where] cosmos refers to the unknown constituted by these multiple, 

divergent worlds and to the articulation of which they would eventually be ca-

pable (Stengers 2005: 995). In creating this articulation, indigenous movements 

may meet those – scientists, environmentalists, feminists, egalitarian of different 

stripes – also committed to a different politics of nature, one that includes disa-

greement on the definition of nature itself. (de la Cadena, 2010, p. 346) 

The power of this sociocultural clash can lead to the redefinition of political 
alliances or the formation of new ones. For example, traditional relationships 
with “Earth Beings” can be reinterpreted or expanded into political allianc-
es, and new alliances are formed with, for example, scientists or regional and 
global activist movements (de la Cadena, 2010). 

Political changes such as these can be observed in the Laguna Blanca area 
as a result of, inter alia, the establishment of the Biosphere Reserve, chang-
es to the Argentine Constitution, and the economic desires evoked by the 
mining industry; all of which have generated “troubled correspondences” (de 
Munter & Salvucci, 2024) among people, communities, external powers, and 
the Andean environment. Additionally, the resulting cosmopolitical arena 
seems intimately linked to changes in local rituals; therefore, in the following 
sections we will trace the connections between changes to local rituals and 
social and political transformations. In addition, we will show that certain 
changes to the corpachada ritual, including the involvement of tourists, seem 
to reflect a strategy adopted by the local population to express its political 
claims, sometimes explicitly and sometimes more subtly, at the local, region-
al, and national levels.
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Rituals, Indigenous Communities, and Tourism

According to Delfino (2020) and his team, indigenous rituals in Laguna Blan-
ca have long formed part of a political strategy of resistance. Firstly, this can 
be seen in relation to the various statal hegemonies that have asserted control 
over the area, from the Incan Empire to the Spanish colonies and the modern 
Argentine Republic, including – we can add – the latter’s current neoliber-
al form. Crucially, the area’s local inhabitants have constantly rearticulated 
their practices and cosmologies in response to each new statal regime. Rit-
uals, therefore, have helped previous practices and cosmologies to survive, 
persist, and to be rearticulated in new ways.

Second, Delfino’s (2020) study suggests that through the process of in-
digenous ethnogenesis in Laguna Blanca, rituals have been, and still are, a 
part of the political strategy to consolidate local communities as political en-
tities, strengthening social cohesion among their members especially in sit-
uations of crisis that could potentially disaggregate them (Delfino, 2020). In 
this sense, according to Delfino rituals are a “device of intensification” (Delf-
ino, 2020, p. 226) for social relationships both within and among communi-
ties. He observes how over the past 25 years rituals have been multiplying in 
Laguna Blanca: some newly created, such as the Punchau Raymi (celebration 
of the winter solstice); while others have been reinvigorated on a different 
scale, as is the case with the public corpachada on 1st August. In this way, the 
indigenous ritual calendar has undergone significant renewal and change in 
recent decades. 

In 1999, a group of inhabitants, led by the traditional healer and health-
care assistant Don L.G., started promoting the organisation of an annual pub-
lic ritual offering to the Pachamama; namely the corpachada on 1st August. 
They suggested the village’s ceremonial square as the site of the performance, 
where it has been carried out ever since. Since 1999, this ritual has become a 
collective event, which reproduces, and thereby transforms, a formerly do-
mestic and familial ritual into a collective public one. According to Delfino 
(2020), the organisation of this event entailed a discussion within the local 
committee in charge of designing a new style for the ritual, leading to the 
consensual creation of a “new liturgy” (Delfino, 2020, p. 228) with both fixed 
elements and the possibility of variation – to be established collectively – year 
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by year. One aim of introducing this new collective rite was the “socialisation 
of the young people” (Delfino, 2020, p. 228), as a form of didactic heritagi-
sation. At the same time, the collective corpachada has reinforced the local 
sense of community, playing an important role in the process of local indig-
enous ethnogenesis. 

The new public form of the corpachada soon started to attract visitors, 
therefore contributing to the development of tourism in Laguna Blanca. In 
line with Delfino (2020), the scaling up of the ritual from the domestic to 
the public level has produced a set of relevant sociocultural transformations. 
First, the role of ritual leader has shifted from the head of the domestic group, 
who in many cases is a single mother, to the community leader, the cacique, 
who in the case of the indigenous communitiy of Laguna Blanca is also a 
woman. This shift has contributed to a process of empowerment of the local 
indigenous leadership, as well as of female leadership (Delfino, 2020). Second, 
the change toward a public ceremony has attracted the interest of political au-
thorities, such as the mayor and provincial officials, who use the public ritu-
al as a space for performing speeches. In addition, official political emblems 
have been incorporated into the ritual, such as the national, provincial, and 
local administrative flags, hymns, and symbols. According to Delfino (2020), 
the frequent use of governmental emblems and hymns in this respect shows 
how the statal, provincial and municipal officals have attempted to exert con-
trol over local communities, as well as to promote institutional hegemony by 
appropriating new public rituals that have gained visibility and even pop-
ularity. To counter these efforts by government representatives to appropri-
ate the ritual, indigenous communities and their caciques have established a 
wide and independent ritual calendar that explicitly commemorates and val-
orises indigenousness (Delfino, 2020, p. 225). 

New rites, which nowadays form part of the indigenous ritual calendar, 
are usually inspired by the wider Andean rituality that people have come to 
know through contacts between indigenous community leaders, both at a re-
gional and transnational level, as well as by personal experiences and online 
research (Delfino, 2020). One of these “new traditions” is the Punchau Raymi, 
or celebration of the winter solstice and the beginning of the Andean New 
Year, which was organised by the caciques of the Union of People of the Dia-
guita Nation of the Department of Belén, and performed for the first time in 
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2018 through the burning of ritual offerings to the Sun (Delfino, 2020, 232f.). 
In summary, new collective and public rituals in Laguna Blanca have come 
about as a result of strategic practices of ritual multiplication and political 
resignification, as well as the creation of new rituals inspired by personal 
experiences and mediated representations – through TV, the internet, social 
media, etc. – of a wider Andean rituality. 

The scaling up (Delfino, 2020) of the corpachada on 1st August went hand 
in hand with its festivalisation. Today the corpachada on 1st August is not just 
a single event within an annual ritual calendar; instead, it entails a series of 
corpachadas and other rituals that are normally performed at other times 
and/or locations throughout the year, as well as various other coinciding lu-
dic gatherings.  Further, it has acquired more visibility and, accordingly, a 
higher political profile than before. Indeed, the corpachada’s organisers have 
managed to transform it into a so-called “festival,” which, unlike private rit-
uals, may include a collective part, but is especially characterised by recrea-
tional activities, such as concerts, dances, games, and ludic performances, as 
well as the sale or exchange of food, drinks, and other merchandise which are 
less available in the ordinary, non-festive period (see Boos, 2024). 

In the case of Laguna Blanca, the festivalisation process has contribut-
ed to strengthening local community ties and even to supporting the emer-
gence of local political indigenous groups (Delfino, 2020), while also raising 
the corpachada’s appeal to national and international audiences – as can be 
seen from the growing number of visitors to the ritual from outside the vil-
lage over the last decade. During our fieldwork in 2023, local visitors to the 
corpachada came from hamlets, such as Corral Blanco, La Angostura, and 
Aguas Calientes, within the extended area of Laguna Blanca. Visitors also 
included people with familial connections to the area living in nearby towns 
such as Belén and Londres, or even the provincial capital city of San Fernan-
do del Valle de Catamarca; many of these used the occasion to visit family 
and friends. On the national level, tourists came from towns across Argenti-
na’s provinces, including Córdoba, Mendoza, and Buenos Aires, and during 
our stay even a couple from México attended the festival.

Our observations indicate that the process of festivalisation is paralleled 
by the rising global phenomenon that scholars have labelled as “festival tour-
istification,” or “festival tourism” (Picard & Robinson, 2006). On the one 
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hand, festival touristification describes a strengthening desire among tour-
ists to seek out both “traditional” and “new” festival experiences. This phe-
nomenon is associated with the transformation of festive activities and even 
the creation of new festivals, especially driven by local institutions and mu-
nicipalities wishing to promote tourism development.

Although scholars from festival studies (see Quinn, 2006; Picard & Rob-
inson, 2006) have critically highlighted the potential risks of cultural essen-
tialisation and commodification inherent to festival tourism, they have also 
called for a nuanced understanding of this phenomenon, cautioning against 
the inclination to view festivals as exclusively organised just for the sake of 
tourism. For instance, Picard and Robinson (2006) argue that festivals which 
attract many tourists are mostly still an arena of sociocultural “creativity” 
that enables local people to “cope with change” and “social crisis” (p. 14). Fur-
ther, they imply that tourists should be seen, in general terms, “as elements 
of the social system of host societies” (p. 19). In the following ethnographic 
descriptions, we will, therefore, not only trace the links between processes of 
economic, social, and political change in the context of a potential ecological 
crisis from the perspective of the locals but also discuss the role of tourists. 
We do so by describing how people in Laguna Blanca perform the corpacha-
da and the role taken on by tourists in this ritual.

The Eve of the Corpachada:  
Rituals and the Party on 31st July

As mentioned above, the corpachada to Pachamama takes place every year 
on 1st August. However, the festivities actually begin the day before on 31st 

July, which can be described as the eve of the event. The eve festivities take 
place in the triangular space of the village square which contains the commu-
nal apacheta (see Figure 2); a mountain-like shrine consisting of piled up, 
white or light-coloured stones dedicated to Pachamama. At the base of the 
shrine, the local people dug a hole which becomes the mouth of Pachamama 
and a point of contact with her; this is where the ritual offering is placed and 
later buried. Also in the square, the community has built two small stone col-
umns with a memorial plaque on top dedicated to Don L.G., who, as men-
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tioned above, was the inventor and main promoter of the new communal 
form of the corpachada. He was active in the organisation of the collective 
event from its inception in 1999 until his death in 2021.

Figure 2 – Map of the village of Laguna Blanca, its main square and other important public ritual 
sites. Map by Tobias Boos based on interviews and observations.

On the morning of 31st July during our fieldwork, people gathered at the com-
munal apacheta in the “Square of the First of August”  to “open the Pacha” 
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– as one of our interview partners put it. A hole was then dug, which is the 
mouth of Pachamama where the ritual offering would be deposited the next 
day; this ritual marked the start of the festival which continued into the next 
day (see Figure 3). Among the participants we observed, there were: the ca-
cique of the indigenous community of Laguna Blanca, a small group of in-
habitants and organisers, the village’s municipal representative, and the 
mayor of the municipality of Villa Vill. Further, the mayor was accompanied 
by an announcer hired from a local radio station to introduce the participants 
and provide commentary on the main acts of the event. On several occasions 
he also promoted the mayor’s political campaign for the next municipal elec-
tion. There were also tourists present, such as a woman from Buenos Aires 
and her children; she explained to us that she was a friend of the cacique and 
had been participating in the event for years. There was also a journalist from 
the region who filmed the whole ceremony. 

Figure 3 – The apacheta in the main square with the “open mouth” of Pachamama. Photo by  
Tobias Boos.

During the “opening of the Pacha,” all the participants stood around the Pa-
chamama’s mouth while two women, one of them in Andean dress,14 tied 

14	 At the “opening,” all the local men wear ordinary clothes – just one of them wore a hat 
– whereas the cacique and one of young woman-organisers were dressed in Andean dresses, 
with an Andean traditional skirt (pollera), woolly socks, and traditional sandals (uyutas). The 
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woollen threads, each of two colours, around the stones. This ritual practice 
is called chimpear (to tie with threads) the stones and contributes to “enact” 
the fertility and wealth of the Earth, as well as the herd, family and commu-
nity. Then, one of the young women covered part of the apacheta with the in-
ternational indigenous Andean flag, the Wiphala. Afterwards, all participants 
moved northwards from the apacheta in the square to the monument of the 
flags in front of the square (see Figure 2). The monument consisted of a small 
square with three flagpoles at the top of a small hill, which could be reached 
via two stone steps that frame a stone wall. Here the flag ceremony was per-
formed, during which the officials raised first the Argentine national flag, 
then the flag of Laguna Blanca,15 and lastly the Wiphala. 

The second part of the eve events took place in the courtyard in front of 
the new Centre for Multiple Uses (SUM) (see Figure 2), which in the official 
festival flyer is described as “a space for the development of tourism, sport, 
and culture.” The SUM was built by the municipality of Villa Vill southeast 
of the village square. It is a two-storey modern building with two octagonal 
towers on both sides, made up of natural stones and painted in red. Its shape 
and architectural style are reminiscent of a Pucara, a pre-Hispanic fortress 
(see Figure 4). Indeed, public and associative buildings built in Laguna Blan-
ca since the 1990s have frequently been constructed in a neo-pre-Hispanic 
style.16 The employment of this architectural style could be seen as an indi-
cation of the strengthened indigenous identity in Laguna Blanca that Delfino 
(2020) mentions. The SUM was inaugurated to serve as a festival location, but 
before entering it, permission had to be asked by way of enacting a corpacha-
da, a ritual offering to Pachamama.

cacique also wore a hat with an Andean ribbon and a little bag with the coca leaves inside, 
called chuspa in Quechua.
15	  The flag of Laguna Blanca features two horizontal fields: the white one represents 
the mountain covered with snow, and the clear brown one stands for the fleece of the wild 
vicuña. 
16	  Examples are the Integral Museum, the Municipality Hostel, and the Co-operative for 
Craftsmanship.
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Figure 4 – The SUM with the apacheta on the right. Photo by Tobias Boos.

When we arrived at the SUM’s courtyard, we noticed that the mouth of Pa-
chamama near the apacheta had already been opened. The cacique of Laguna 
Blanca asked all attendees – a group of approximately 40 people – to build a 
cycle around the apacheta where the corpachada was to be performed a few 
minutes later; the cacique of the indigenous community of Peñas Negras and 
his family joined in for this part of the ritual. Further eye-catching partici-
pants were a veteran of the Malvinas War, dressed in army uniform and ac-
companied by friends, and the boys of the local football team. Two groups of 
youngsters did not join the cycle but remained at the margins of the court-
yard during the whole ritual.

First, the announcer introduced via microphone the local officials and 
honoured the mayor of Villa Vill for building the SUM, as well as for sup-
porting the nomination of Laguna Blanca for the international competition 
of the world’s “Best Tourism Villages”. The competition was organised by the 
United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), and Laguna Blanca 
was among the seven participating Argentine villages.17 Then, the represent-
ative of the village Laguna Blanca, the mayor of Villa Vill, and the cacique of 

17	 See also the online newspaper La Nación, 15/11/2023:https://www.lanacion.com.ar/
propiedades/construccion-y-diseno/desde-un-bosque-sumergido-hasta-minas-de-oro-los-
siete-pueblos-argentinos-que-compiten-por-el-titulo-nid15092023/ 
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the indigenous community of Laguna Blanca, one after the other, greeted the 
audience and thanked the inhabitants and everybody, especially naming the 
tourists, for attending the ritual. At that point, the announcer called for the 
caciques of the indigenous communities of Laguna Blanca and Peñas Negras 
to start the corpachada. One after the other, they thanked in a rather religious 
tone Pachamama for her gifts, especially for the everyday bread and for the 
“water that brings life,” as they said literally. They offered alcoholic drinks 
and water by pouring them into the hole. Then they deposited food and sol-
id stimulants, such as coca leaves, in Pachamama’s mouth. After the perfor-
mances of the caciques, the announcer called in an ordered manner all the 
other participants to make the offering: first, the political authorities, then the 
local administration staff, a schoolteacher, the tourists, the football players, 
and finally anyone else wishing to make the offering.

After the corpachada, all participants got the opportunity to inspect the 
new SUM. Then people left the scene, going back home or to watch a foot-
ball match that was about to start at the nearby football field. In the after-
noon, games and activities at the SUM attracted people: the young members 
of the association for chess of Catamarca arrived by bus and started a com-
petition in the first-floor room; in the big hall on the ground floor, people sat 
in chairs, in front of the stage, waiting for the musical performances. In the 
courtyard, where food stands and seating had been set up, small groups of 
people played traditional games. From the evening until the middle of the 
night, local people thus came to the SUM to join the ludic part of the festival. 
People socialised, ate, drank, played in the yard, listened to music. In addi-
tion to the performances of traditional music and dance, more commercial 
pop music, such as cumbia and reggaeton, was played. In short, everybody 
had a lot of fun.

The Corpachadas on 1st August:  
Ritual Offerings at Different Scales

In the village of Laguna Blanca, people woke up at around 6 am on the first 
day of August. They began with a family rite of drinking an alcoholic herb-
al tea called quemadillo (“the little that burns”), burnt fragrant herbs in their 
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houses (chachapoma, rosemary, etc.), and tied the so-called lloque to their 
wrists, ankles and neck. The lloque is a double-coloured woollen thread – in 
Laguna Blanca it is usually black and white – that is spun specifically for the 
corpachada by rotating the spindle (puska) leftwards instead of rightwards. 
It is common for this thread to be cured in alcohol and spirits and scented 
with garlic and the rue herb so that it protects properly during the dangerous 
month of August (see Salvucci, 2015, 2016b, 2022). 

It was still dark when the family members lit a fire in the yard of their 
houses. As one of our interlocutor told us: “we gather the bones, the bones of 
the meat we eat are not thrown away, they are collected. On the first of Au-
gust we make a cairn and burn the bones for the Pacha, there is a strong smell 
of meat and bones.”18 Then people corpacharon – the past tense of “to host” or 
“to offer” – by offering to Pachamama food, drinks, alcoholic beverages, can-
dies, coca leaves, and cigarettes – that is, whatever they thought Pachamama 
would appreciate. The ritual is done first in every household, which has its 
own apacheta in the yard; the items are placed in holes, conceived of as Pa-
chamama’s mouth, that are dug at the feet of the apacheta. As one local ex-
plained, the offering is made to thank the Pachamama for her gifts, and to 
ask for health and protection: “so that the Pacha does not take us, so that the 
Earth and the Aires do not harm us.” 

At around 8 am, a second corpachada is performed by the owners of hos-
tels in the village with their guests. We were able to participate in these ritu-
als at the hostels. At the latter, our friend, who lives and works in Belén, the 
nearest town in the valley, performed a corpachada in the yard of the family 
hostel managed by his parents. He was the successor of his grandparents, 
who had done the performance before him, and was assisted by his friends. 
Next to the apacheta, on a traditional shawl, called aguayo, there were several 
drinks, such as the traditional ulpada, made of toasted wheat flour and wa-
ter, and also hard liquor, a bottle of wine, and a bottle of liquor of local high 
mountain herbs produced in Londres (Catamarca). Food was also offered, 
such as fried empanadas, boiled beans, and stew, as well as stimulants, such 
as coca leaves and cigarettes. The performer of the rite explained the ritual’s 

18	  On the role of bones during ritual offerings to Pachamama, see Arnold (2022, pp. 65–
70), who draws on ethnographic examples from the Northwestern Argentinean province of 
Jujuy provided by anthropologists Lucila Bugallo and Francisco Pazzarelli.



247

Mapping Change in Laguna Blanca: 
Rituals, Indigenous Communities, and Tourism in Andean Argentina

significance to a group of around a dozen tourists including ourselves, while 
being assisted by his friends who gave us a drink called quemadillo. They then 
tied a black and white, left-handed thread to our left wrist, saying that we 
had to cut and burn it on the last day of August to burn the bad luck. 

At around 10:00 am, people started moving to the village square. The un-
paved streets next to the square were now filled with vans, and the area had 
become crowded with around 400 participants, many of them tourists who 
were enthusiastically taking pictures. Additionally, a drone from the local 
press flew in the air to film the event. Indeed, the whole event was document-
ed by the press, who recorded videos and interviews with attendees. One 
journalist came from Hualfín, another young journalist from Belén, and a 
middle-aged Argentine filmmaker was making a documentary which he in-
tended to sell to an international agency, as he told us. At a later point in the 
festivities, we even noticed two drones filming the event at the same time. 

In the square a stage had been set up next to the apacheta where the An-
dean band, Hilos del Viento, were playing music. The political authorities in 
attendance lined up right in front of the stage, with some of them dressed in 
their very expensive vicuña ponchos which have been a symbol of political 
power since Incan times (see, Murra, 1962). Further inside the square, several 
groups of tourists assembled to look at the officials and the band performing 
on stage. A few metres further away from the line of officials, young girls and 
boys bearing flags were preparing to perform a parade in front of everyone. 
The same announcer as the day before provided commentary over a loud-
speaker for most of the event.

As the parade began, the girls and boys, some dressed in school uniforms 
and others in Andean costumes, paraded with the flags of Argentina, Laguna 
Blanca, and the Wiphala; they were also accompanied by two teachers and 
some women in Andean costumes. Then, together with the authorities, they 
left the square and walked to the monument, where they raised the same 
three flags as the day before. The announcer named the following authorities: 
the mayor of Villa Vil, the vice mayor, the municipal delegate, a provincial 
deputy, the mayor of Belén, the provincial director of the craftsmanship de-
partment, the provincial director of the social development department, the 
local school director, the caciques of the indigenous communities of Laguna 
Blanca and of Peñas Negras, and the president of the craftsmanship commit-
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tee of Laguna Blanca. Afterwards, the authorities returned to the square with 
the apacheta, where the Andean music band played the national anthem, and 
most attendees joined in singing. Then an audio player was started, which re-
played the anthem of Catamarca.

Next, the announcer introduced the authorities, who, one after the other, 
delivered speeches that all highlighted the importance of local traditions and 
of tourism for the wellbeing of the people of Laguna Blanca. For example, the 
municipal delegate, dressed in a vicuña poncho, concluded his speech by say-
ing: “Long live Pachamama, long live Laguna Blanca, long live the tourists!” 
The cacique of the community of Laguna Blanca, dressed in Andean clothes, 
thanked the tourists and stressed that the villagers would defend their ter-
ritory “to the death, to the last consequences,” which very likely referred to 
the current conflict over mining. The mayor of Villa Vil was the last to give 
his public address. In their speeches, all authorities spoke in remembrance 
of Don L.G. and a young boy who had died recently and had been a very ap-
preciated member of a local folk music band. After the speeches, the mayor 
of Villa Vil presented certificates to distinguished local people or to families 
who were in mourning for recently deceased community members, and then 
the flag bearers left. This part of the event, where political institutions and 
organisations got the opportunity to present themselves, we will call the “in-
stitutional” part of the ritual. 

Next, the announcer proclaimed the arrival of Coquena, the mythological 
guardian of wild animals, asking the tourists to leave space for him. Coque-
na was personified by an inhabitant in Andean costume, wearing a poncho, 
woolly trousers, and goat hair slippers. He entered the scene from behind 
the hill of the monument, where he could not be seen by those present, as if 
he were coming from the “wilderness” outside the village. He carried a baby 
on his back and was accompanied by a boy in Andean costume and a young, 
ritually decorated llama. The Andean band played in the background, and 
the tourists closed around Coquena when he finally arrived at the square. 
Coquena took the microphone from the presenter and announced the arrival 
of Pachamama. From this point on, Coquena took on the role of the presenter 
commenting on the ritual activities, marking the end of the institutional part 
of the ritual and the start of the practical and educational part of doing and 
performing rituals.
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Pachamama entered the scene (see Figure 5), personified by a person wearing 
a mask, a vicuña wool shirt and gloves, a skirt in a mountain lion skin pat-
tern, and shoes made with armadillo armour. On the back she carried rhea 
feathers, in her hands a walking stick made of a rhea leg, and on her head, she 
wore a fox fur. This personification of Pachamama never spoke; she only 
danced by jumping around. Subsequently, the boys and girls from the Pa-
chamama dance school performed a circular dance in honour of Coquena 
and Pachamama to the rhythm of commercial Andean music, dressed in An-
dean costumes and wearing feather crowns. The tourists excitedly and greed-
ily took pictures and filmed the scene. Some tourists even started to do the 
offering before the offerings had officially been started and without having 
been asked to do so, as is customary. At that point, Coquena asked the jos-
tling crowd to calm down, to be respectful, and to wait for their turn.

Figure 5 – The arrival of Pachamama at the public event on 1st August. Photo by Tobias Boos.

Thereafter, a series of rituals followed which are also part of the Andean ritu-
al calendar, but normally performed at other times of the year, and were in-
troduced when the new communal corpachada was set up more than 20 years 
ago. The first of these was the rutichico, where children (in their early years 
of life) receive their first haircut from their godfather/godmother or other rel-
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atives, who also offer a present or money to the child. Coquena explained the 
significance of this custom to the audience.

Coquena then presented the arrival of the tropero (shepherd) with his herd 
of sheep, and a young boy assistant in a gaucho costume. The two of them 
performed a short play reciting typical conversations between these roles. 
After the play, the shepherd and his assistant invited the tourists to chim-
pear, that is, to tie colourful woollen threads to the animals’ fleeces, after 
which both did the corpachada ritual. At this point, the time had come for 
Coquena to invite the villagers to perform the corpachada, and then, after-
wards, the visitors from nearby villages and towns and, finally, all tourists 
and other attendees (see Figure 6). Next to the mouth of Pachamama, where 
the ritual offering took place, two women standing behind a table offered to 
tie the leftwards spun threads mentioned earlier to the left wrists of those 
who wanted this; many participants, especially tourists, eagerly took up this 
offer.

Figure 6 – A tourist, wearing a poncho, is performing the corpachada at the public event on 1st Au-
gust. On the right and left visitors are taking pictures. Photo by Tobias Boos.

At around midday, after the series of rituals and corpachada had ended, peo-
ple started buying food at the informal points of sale set up along the mar-
gins of the square. They ate on the spot or took the food with them to eat at 
home. In the meantime, local copleros (copla singers) performed on the stage, 
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followed again by the Andean band who performed a short concert (see Fig-
ure 7), whose last song, entitled Pachamama, was accompanied by the dancing 
of boys and girls from the Pachamama dance school; as this all happened, the 
mouth of Pachamama was covered over to bury the offerings. At the end of 
the ceremony, some of the authorities took pictures with the figures of Co-
quena and Pachamama as the village square slowly emptied out. Many local 
people gathered at home for a traditional family meal of baked lamb, while 
most of the tourists returned to their hostels in the village or homes in the 
valley. 

Figure 7 – The Andean band Hilos del Viento is performing a song on the stage at the public event 
on 1st August. In the foreground, on the left side, the Pachamama is watching the stage, and on 
the right, we see the feather crown of a dancer. Photo by Daniela Salvucci.

The stage was immediately dismantled and carried from the square to the 
SUM, where the second part of the festival was set to start in the afternoon. 
At the same time, a small market had been set up in the courtyard of the SUM 
with stands selling regular consumergoods, such as cloth, sports shoes, pots, 
and thermos flasks. This was in preparation for the ludic part of the festival 
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which would continue late into the night here, many of the local inhabitants, 
but only a few tourists, gathered at the SUM to play Bingo and watch the 
dance and music performances, which were similar to the shows and games 
the day before.

Mapping the Changing Ritual-Festival:  
Temporal and Spatial Dynamics 

We now propose a mapping of the spatial and temporal dynamics of the dif-
ferent corpachadas on 31st July and 1st August in Laguna Blanca in order to 
develop a better understanding of how these rituals have changed in terms of 
the processes of festivalisation, politicisation, and touristification. To do this, 
we take account first of the structure of the whole event, then of the continu-
um of activities during the main event on 1st August, and last of the multipli-
cation of ritual offerings in the private and the public spheres.

As discussed above, the event in its entirety can be divided into the eve 
(31st July) and main ritual (1st August), recalling a double structure that schol-
ars consider to be typical of Andean rituals and festivals (see Rivera Andía 
2014). In the case of Laguna Blanca, the eve does not just mark the start of the 
event, but also replicates on a smaller scale the alternation between the “ritu-
al” and “ludic” parts of the main event; hence the same structural dynamic 
appears to play out on both days. Thus, on 31st July and 1st August formal cer-
emonies take place near the apacheta: on the eve, this happens first at the apa-
cheta in the village square and subsequently at the apacheta in the SUM court-
yard; whereas on 1st August it happens only at the apacheta at the main village 
square. Then, on both days the formal ceremonies are followed by ludic or 
festive events involving games, music, and dancing that take place at the SUM.

Moreover, the eve seems to function as a welcoming event for the next 
day, as it provides the opportunity for the apacheta in the main village to be 
prepared. The importance of this step was explained to us at different times 
by our interlocutors, since the local people believe they must ask Pachamama 
for permission so that the main ritual on 1st August can occur. Since only the 
local authorities and tourists who were familiar with the location and festi-
val were in attendance on the eve, this stage of the event had a more intimate 
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feeling to the main event, where there were many other local and regional 
authorities among the participants, such as provincial deputies and even the 
governor, who briefly came in the afternoon to greet and then left, as well as 
tourists from further afield. On both days, the presence of authorities and 
tourists concentrated mainly in the ceremonial and ritual part of the event. 
The ritual of 1st August can be subdivided into institutional and educational 
parts: the first being where the authorities give their speeches and the na-
tional and regional institutions play the main role, and the second involving 
presenting and explaining local and Andean rites and customs. Local people, 
including from other nearby villages and towns, also participated, particu-
larly in the ludic part of the festival.

The festivalisation of the ritual seems to be more beneficial for local peo-
ple than tourists. The after party is especially noteworthy, as it seems to 
strengthen the social bonds between the local community members at least 
as much as the ritual does. During the ceremony, in fact, and especially dur-
ing the festive activities at the SUM, people from the village, but also from the 
area of Laguna Blanca, as well as those people who migrated to the towns in 
the valley, including those who still have family relations, friends, and even 
personal troops of animals in the village, gathered together, and socialised, 
enhancing their sense of belonging to the area of Laguna Blanca. 

Regarding the main event of the corpachada on 1st August, we observed 
several interconnected activities and multiple ritual offerings that took place 
throughout the day in entangled social spaces and temporalities. There was, 
in fact, a continuum, rather than a dichotomy, between the private corpacha-
da and the public one, which, through the multiplication of offerings, con-
nected the domestic-familial offering with the domestic-touristic one, and 
also with the collective-touristic ceremony. It was as if the public event was 
gradually scaled up from the intimacy of the family towards the open social 
gathering of the main event.

The offering that the owners of the local hostels performed at home with 
their guests, at around 8 am, was a reduced corpachada which retained its 
two main aspects: the tying of lloques around the tourists’ wrists as protec-
tive items, and the offering of goods to Pachamama. In this way, local people 
included their guests in the actual ritual itself, rather than just a performa-
tive version of it put on for the sake of tourists. Indeed, they performed the 
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ritual in a private and familial setting, while instructing them on the ritu-
al’s significance and how to participate; therefore, the tourists were in some 
way “educated” about local customs or “cosmopraxis” (de Munter, 2016). It 
seems that there were no contradictions or antagonism among the different 
ritual situations, as the same people, especially local people, participated in 
more than one ritual offering on 1st August: as family members and hosts at 
a household level, and as community members and hosts at a village level. 
In the same way in which they included their guests in the corpachada per-
formed at home, they also included political authorities and tourists in the 
communal and public ritual offering, in this way facilitating the politicisa-
tion of the ritual.

To show in more detail the ways in which the ritual has been politicised, 
the public corpachada on 1st August can be subdivided into two main parts: 
first, a more institutional part; and, second, a more ritual, educational and 
spectacular one. As Delfino (2020, p. 228) has already suggested, the “change 
of scale” of the ritual from the familiar to the collective public level has pro-
moted a process of political appropriation of the event from local and region-
al governmental authorities; as can be seen through the inclusion of anthems, 
raising of flags, and political speeches in the first formal part of the ceremony. 
Nevertheless, as Delfino (2020) highlights, this change of ritual scale has also 
supported a process of empowerment of the indigenous leadership, and even 
of a female indigenous leadership, as the centrality of the cacique’s role in the 
ceremony – as described in our ethnographic account – indicates. 

Nonetheless, this process of politicisation of the ritual has, we argue, not 
only strengthened the consolidation of community ties and the dynamic of 
political ethnogenesis, as suggested by Delfino (2020), but also generated a 
ritual political arena in which internal conflicts can be played out and new 
political alliances expressed. During the offering to the Pachamama at the 
apacheta on both days the caciques of Laguna Blanca and Peñas Negras im-
plicitly contested the project of installing a gold mine in the area by offering 
water, which comes from the mountains where the mine is supposed to be 
established, to Pachamama and highlighted specifically the water’s vital im-
portance for life. Presumably in this practice and parts of their speeches, they 
referred in a subtle way to the threats of the planned mining activities on the 
safety of the local aquifers, water streams, and water supply.
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Further, on 1st August the cacique of Laguna Blanca proclaimed in front of the 
audience that the people of Laguna Blanca would resist “to the death” and to 
the “last consequences,” which could be understood as a warning for those 
authorities who have been negotiating the mining project. Indeed, none of 
the speeches alluded explicitly to political conflicts or to the mining project, 
but knowing the context, these practices and assertations can be interpreted 
as comments on current political quarrels. The public event, thus, has en-
hanced the political alliance among those indigenous communities that have 
opposed the project the strongest (Laguna Blanca and Peñas Negras), where-
as the representatives of the other indigenous communities of the area of La-
guna Blanca, who have been less critical toward the project, were not present 
at the event. During the public corpachada, moreover, the potential conflict 
between the local indigenous communities and the local political administra-
tion was addressed and put into the ritual political arena. 

The second part of the corpachada on 1st August featured various rituals. 
Besides those considered typical for the day – such as the corpachada and 
tying of lloques to the wrists – there were also other rituals, including: the 
rupachico, the arrival of the tropero and his flock and the arrival of two per-
sonified mythical figures, Coquena and Pachamama, to the accompaniment 
of dancers and traditional music. By changing the scale of the ritual offering 
to the communal and public level, the ritual activities have become “spectac-
ularised” in a way that could be interpreted as a cosmopolitical practice, due 
to its enabling of new alliances between the festive community and the tour-
ists – the latter of whom were being educated in Andean customs and world-
views. Nevertheless, festival tourism and ritual touristification remains an 
ambiguous and contradictory process, including insensitive and even dis-
respectful attitudes from some visitors, exemplified by the aggressiveness of 
some tourists in taking photographs.

As Delfino (2020) stresses, the founders of the modern corpachada had 
originally aimed to use the ritual to educate the area’s youth about local cos-
mopraxis. In this sense, it can be seen as a form of didactic heritage-making, 
which includes multiple levels of ritual activity as well as the incorporation 
of local mythological elements, including personified mythical beings. This 
approach, one based on ritual creativity, is connected to the fact that local 
people usually perform, and have been performing, rituals at a familial or 
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neighbourly level, in a relatively independent way; without liturgic control 
from part of external ritual authorities, even within the syncretic frame of 
local Catholicism. This ritual autonomy has thus encouraged variation and 
creativity at both the family and community levels. Finally, the didactic aim 
of the ritual-spectacle is not only directed at local youngsters but also the vis-
itors, to whom the local cosmopraxis is explained through processes of ritual 
enactment.

The process of touristification of the ritual offering, we suggest, is not 
only connected to a general improvement of tourism in the village of Laguna 
Blanca, as seen from the new hostels and family restaurants that have opened 
over the past few years (see Figure 2). Our conversations with local people 
and the authorities’ political speeches suggest that tourism is perceived by 
many inhabitants as a possible alternative to the mining project as a way 
of promoting sustainable economic and social development. The public cor-
pachada on 1st August, therefore, could be understood as a cosmopolitical 
arena where it becomes possible to experiment with political tactics intended 
to form and strengthen alliances among indigenous communities and even 
tourists, such that could be able to resist unwelcome external pressures such 
as the mining project. 

Conclusion: Changing Rituals as a Cosmopolitical Arena

We suggest that the recent and current trends in the Laguna Blanca area to-
wards ritual multiplication and creativity, as well as the harnessing of rituals 
for political purposes, have contributed to the opening up of a new space for 
political discussion, negotiation, and even conflict. Rituals, therefore, work 
not only as an “intensification device” for social cohesion and community 
building, or rebuilding, within the framework of the political process of eth-
nicisation, or ethnogenesis; they also work as a new political arena for tak-
ing positions, questioning official power, forming new alliances, and express-
ing dissent within the community, among communities, and between local 
communities and the provincial and national governments. This arena also 
involves so-called “more-than-human” beings (Tsing, 2013), or “becomings” 
(Ingold, 2016; De Munter, 2022), in the local ecological and sociocultural re-
lations; the most prominent examples here being Pachamama and Coquena. 
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In the Laguna Blanca area, a cosmopolitics-like alliance has been established 
between local people and social archaeologists working in the area (Delfino 
& Rodriguez, 1991) through the Integral Museum and the Interdisciplinary 
High Mountain Institute. Despite its success, in the past few years this al-
liance has been called into question due to conflicts that arose within and 
among the local indigenous communities around the new governmental 
mining project, which has been strongly opposed by the social archaeolo-
gists due to the damage it will inflict on the local ecology and sociocultural 
environment.

Additionally, over the last decade a new possible, but also intrinsically 
controversial, alliance between the local population and tourists has devel-
oped. By including tourists in their ritual offerings and thus sharing the lo-
cal cosmopraxis with them, local people seem to be searching for alliances 
against the new mining project and extractivist economic model it represents; 
all within the backdrop of the ecological, social, and political crises that seem 
to be playing out across the world. Despite the ambiguities and uncertainties 
inherent in the processes of politicisation, festivalisation and touristification, 
our case study shows how the changing of a ritual can help to open up a cos-
mopolitical arena where participants can grapple with the issues and con-
flicts facing their communities, and experiment with new possible alliances 
to address or remedy those dynamics.
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