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Resumen

Este artículo emprende una discusión en torno
al concepto de ‘estrategias sociales’,
apuntando las inconsistencias teóricas y
metodológicas de éste, así como la forma en
que puede ser abordado desde las críticas
sociológicas a los supuestos clásicos weberianos
de la acción social. Se observa que el concepto
ha tenido cambios que lo llevan a apuntalar una
perspectiva moderna neoliberal de la sociedad
donde los individuos pobres pueden organizarse
frente a las restricciones que les impone la
estructura social, participando sólo como
sociedad civil anónima (unidad doméstica) a
través de diseñar un cúmulo de estrategias
sociales que les permite ‘sobrevivir’ o
‘reproducirse’. Esta perspectiva puede ser
revertida con la noción de ‘contingencias
provocadas dentro de los ámbitos globalizados
del Estado, del mercado y del deterioro
ambiental’.
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Abstract

Social strategies: from survival to contingency

This article initiates a discussion concerning
the concept of social strategies, aiming at its
theoretical and methodological inconsistencies
and the form in which these can be approached
from the sociological critiques to Weber’s
classic assumptions of social action. It is
observed that the concept has suffered changes
that have led it to support a society’s modern
neo liberal perspective where «poor» people
can organize themselves against the
restrictions imposed by the social structure,
participating only as an anonymous civil
society (domestic unit) by means of designing
several social strategies that allow them to
‘survive’ or ‘reproduce’ itself. This
perspective can be reversed with the notion of
“provoked contingencies within the State’s,
market, and environmental deterioration
globalized spheres”.

Key words: social survival, poverty and
contingency.

he concepts of "surfing strategies", "reproduction strategies" or "familiar
strategies of life" have been used widely in the sociodemographic
literature as types of social actions defined as "economic and occupational

efforts" (Salvia, 2000), as well as "reproductive behaviors of the workforce"
(Bersotti, 1981), or as "conducts directed to ensure the material and biological
reproduction of the family" (Torrado, 1981), at the same time as "processes and
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attitudes to maximize the economic and social resources" (Salazar, 1996) or
"[reorganizations] of the gender roles, the relations and the interfamily identities"
(González de la Rocha, 1994; Chant, 2002) or also as "behaviors of certain
subordinate groups that do not achieve a stable insertion in the national productive
structure" (Argüello, 1981).

Most of the scholars who have used the "social strategies" concept have been
devoted to explain the ways in which the alienated — most of them urban — face
economically poverty, but, as it can be inferred from the previous selection of
definitions, when using nouns such as "behaviors", "conducts" or "efforts" is
evident that when constructing definitions use as proximate gender notions
derived from the social psychology and, as a specific difference, another set of
denominations based on the individualist precepts of the rational action, where
the interests are motivated by a distended cost—benefit relation (Mora Heredia,
cited by Moguel, 2001: 194). Indeed, sociodemography vaguely considers the
surviving strategies as social "reactive or defensive" actions from individuals that
"disguise" or "hide" in a "domestic unit" capable of facing poverty "silently" (more
or less "consciously"). The aggregation of ideal individuals (head of family, house
wife, subordinates, etc.) that are part of family groups — turned mechanically
into collectivities — from the sociodemographic perspective, act rationally to
maximize their living conditions (Villena, 1996) with arrangement to these goals.
Actually, all this conceptual elaboration includes eclecticism among social
psychology, neoclassic economy and methodological individualism that do not
overcome the Weber's definition of social action (Weber, 1969: 9, 20).

In this article we will start with the analysis of the new conceptions of the
sociologic science that have profoundly transformed the classic theory of the
social action, to then analyze the disciplinary influences and dominant approaches
in the sociodemographic literature, in order to, on one hand, define boundaries
from the rationalist content "social strategy" has, and on the other, make a
proposal to make such concept more multifaceted  from the revision of updated
sociological argumentations of the social action theory.

In order to organize the presented controversy, this works has been divided
in three parts. In the first one the main sociologic proposals about the strategic
social actions, both individual and collective, are presented. In the second it is
reflected about the content of the definitions of social strategies and its
development, such as "survival strategies", "reproduction strategies" and "familiar
strategies of life". The methodological fundaments that have been used to choose
as an analysis unit the concepts of "domestic units" and "family" are discussed.
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In the latter, it is about overcoming the rigidity of the concept from new
perspectives of the social strategies involved in the local development and of the
autonomy of the collective subjects to build their own "knowledge"1  about the
formal institutions.

From the Weber's rationalization to the reasonable of
the social action2

A disciplinary obsession from the social action sociological theory has been the
classification of those human behaviors that through the named sense, the action
is subjectively oriented towards the others (Weber, 1969: 8). From the publication
of the book Economy and society in 1922, the social action was analyzed
predominantly as a phenomenon to be classified, using substantive typologies,
with a globalizing perspective and with the purpose of generating "models" a
priori to their specific and particular study (Friedberg, 1997).

The concept of "social action" was classified through the different "sense
orientations" that the individuals build subjectively towards the others (Weber,
1969: 9), which supposes pre-existing "mental representations" of the "other" or
"others" (as a sum of individualities); hence, subjectivity is a rationalization of the
human behavior with arrangement to goals and values.

There are five aspects of the sociological though that have generate the
collapse of the principal assumptions of the Weber's social action theory and that
may contribute to the construction of a more updated concept of the social
strategy. It is about the symbolic interactionism, the actionalist theory, and the
theory of the social systems, the theory of the social movements and the
institutionalist theory.3

1This problem is our particular interest as the empirical work we are doing is facing the theoretical
problem of how to use the relation between access modes and natural resources and social strategies
in the context of the space production in the El Triunfo Biosphere Reservation, located in the Sierra
Madre del Sur, Chiapas.
2 It is a reference to the specification of Pierre Bourdieu about the fact that the economic practices
have their origin not in the will and rational conscience decisions or in the mechanic determinations
from an exterior power, but in the dispositions acquired through learning associated to a long
confrontation with the field regularities; these dispositions are capable of generating, out from any
conscience calculation, behaviors and even anticipations that is better to call reasonable than rational,
even if their conformation with the calculation estimations influences the thinkers to treat them as
the products of the calculating reason (2000: 20).
3 TWe shall take only the one that has been applied to the natural resources conservation and handling
for being, in our opinion, the one that contributes to the discussion about the social strategies concept.
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All these theories part from the fact that the human behavior cannot be
typified a priori the social action, given that the "named sense" emerges
"instantly" form the subjective perceptions that are changing throughout a
complex interpretative process (Blumer, 2001), in collective representations of
subjects who share the same semantic field but that are limiting through the
feedback from the same interpretative process.

The development of the category of the "collective representations" was the
most profound crack of the individualism that the Weber's social action theory
suffers4 since when combining the notion of the environment collective
representation, the spatial structuring and the collective identity,  a group —and
even less an individual— will be not able to modify their way of living and
managing their space without risking their conception of universe and its
collective representations (Bonis, 2001: 13-14).

When the Weber's perspective breaks, the collective social action is analyzed
"a priori" since it is developed in specifically structured fields. Mainly because in
the symbolic interaction the subjective meaning is at risk; and in a second level,
because the emerging of the meanings is given through interactions so, finally,
an interpretative process occurs —whose nature is never individual— that gives
form to the collective strategies to face the social and natural environment
(Blumer, 2001).

The contributions of the Hebert Blumer's "symbolic interactionalism" had a
great impact in the "derationalization" of the sociologic social action theory but
not in the economy, until Pierre Bourdieu, among other thinkers, demonstrated
that the economic actions are not rational; the immersion of the economy in the
social aspects is such, he states, that the analysis of the economic practices
consist on fathom the economy from the agents and institutions production and
reproduction economic, cultural and social conditions, this is, it is about the very
object of the sociology (Bourdieu, 2000: 26).5  Emphasizing this idea, Bourdieu
assures that the economic strategies are integrated in a complex system of
reproduction strategies, immerse in a history that perpetuates the domestic unit.
This unit has to do with a collective construction work essentially influenced by
the State. In correspondence, the economic decision does not rest on an isolated

4 The following paragraph clearly shows this individualist content we mentioned: "for the comprehensive
interpretation of the sociology those formations [State, nation, family, military force, anonymous
society, etc.] are nothing but developments and interlacements of specific actions of individual people
since only these can be subjects of an action oriented by their sense (Weber, 1969: 12).
5 The translation is ours.



 130

CIEAP/UAEMPapeles de POBLACIÓN No. 46

economic agent, but in a collective, group, family or enterprise, working as an
[action] field (Bourdieu, 2000: 30-31).

These methodological and conceptual elaborations are convergent with the
theory of the social systems, whose most important exponent is Nikas Luhmann.
This author has been able to explain how the social action field is different from
an environment when the former is structured autopoietically in a communication
system. This differentiation of the system regarding the environment collectivizes
the subjects actions through the three stages of the evolution process; variation,
selection and stabilization.

In this article we are interested particularly in mentioning the differences of
the "variation" concept, which, according to the Luhmann's complexity theory
comprehends the "existence of a cumulus of action possibilities much higher to
those that can be really put into practice, which opens the conscience before a
reflexive actor that the things may be in a different way" (Bobes, 2000: 9). This
"variation" or complexity state puts individuals in a "contingency" situation as far
as the social subjects are immerse in that variation or crisis state while losing their
autonomy before the State and the market, this is, as their societies are
modernized.

The concept of "variation" is complemented with the actionalist theory, which
uses the idea that the collective action is not a natural datum that emerges
spontaneously and the "existence" per se guarantees it. Social action is nothing
more than "specific solutions"6  of social subjects relatively autonomous from
their organizational fields.

With their particular resources and capabilities to solve problems, social
subjects attempt by try-and-error, invent and institute cooperation mechanisms
to achieve common objectives despite the different orientations of such subjects
(Crozier and Friedberg, 1981).

The relative subjects' autonomy regarding the system is a notion that Giddens
(1993) emphasizes to explain the ways in which it is intervene in an events course
or in a state of things, how when accessing and manipulating the media or power
bases (resources)  necessarily is influenced over the interaction course of the
"others".

In any phase of a given behavior sequence, any agent could have acted
differently as it was acted (Giddens, 1993). To begin with, any social behavior
6 To differentiate the idea that the solutions are determined by the structure and its legitimating
apparatus as a feature of modernity, the post-modern notion where the "specific solutions" are those
in which the "collectives" escape from the legitimation rules of the scientific knowledge through the
language games, see The post-modern condition by Jean François Lyotard.
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pattern may be altered by the actors who participate in its production and that
possibility exists as the social actions are being built (through knowledge not
legitimized) within the "organizational uncertainty zones", that are those produced
out from the organization's formative framework and that the social groups or
individuals take advantage of to establish their own strategies of informal power
before the system (Crozier and Friedberg, 1981: 78). The reasonable action,
given the reflexive control of the agent's behavior, is accompanied by symbolic
representations rooted in a historic collective ethic that, invariably, the actors
incorporate to their action. For that, it is suggested to consider in the analysis of
the social actions the historic experience of the collectives, the cultural capitals
(Bourdieu, 2000: 12) and the resources with which the actors participate in the
conflict, the exclusion and power of a determined action field.

On their side, conflict and identity with a socio-political character are the axes
of the social movements' theory developed fundamentally by Melucci. Here the
importance of the structure as an engine of the conflictive situation and the social
actions is recovered, but it is centered in the action before the structure. This
notion is strengthen as far as "power" is not an a priori characteristic of the social
action, or as Croizier and Friedberg said, is not a propriety of the social relations
but a feature that changes with the time, the junctures, the dispositions and the
coordination. With these ideas, complex strategic processes have been studied
by following the logic of the social action games where the "bilateral monopoly"
limits structurally the moving margin of each of the "accomplices and/or
adversaries" (Croizier and Friedberg, 1981: 71) within a certain field.

In the theory of the social movements three levels of collective action: when
it is an effort in defense, reconstruction or adaptation, this is, as an answer to a
social situation, is "collective behavior". If it is based in an initiative and originates
decision modification mechanisms, it constitutes a struggle. This is only a social
movement if this struggle seeks the transformation of the social domination
relations, this is; a social situation is produced, rather than answering to it
(Melucci, 1991).

According to Melucci, the new social movements are senses formation
networks, generators of public spaces of management, representation and
recognition, this is, are auto constructed movements. Their significant practices
are impregnated with affective values and are expressed independently from the
society's formal structures.

The concept of "networks" or movement areas allows valuing the new social
movements, constructed by individuals and small groups articulated among them
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and that share a culture and an identity. They are based on informal relations,
where the personal commitment and affective solidarity are decisive. They
operate in the quotidian problematic rather than in the political terrain. A
fundamental matter that Melucci warns about, and that it is going to be
transcendental for the analysis we propose in this article is that despite the
latency or invisibility phases where its existence is not noticed by the society, and
apparently all of the sudden, they appear in the public domain; however, what this
author recognizes is that the transit to the political terrain implies a strong
organizational structuring process that allows them turn into political communities
that define their actions before the State and the market.

Here is where the fifth theory that has rehabilitated the social action theory
appears, the institutionalist theory, and from this we will only take the ideas that
have influenced in the reflections over the sustainable development by ecologists,
anthropologists and sociologists to debate the theory that the greatest poverty and
vulnerability are, there is a growing cyclic environmental degradation.7

This theory states that the lower the development levels are, both the quantity,
and the intensity of the environmental degradation are limited by the economic
impacts of survival over the non-renewable resources (Stern et al., 1995).
Between the Stockholm conference on Human Environment and the Brundtland
brief of 1987, a scientific discourse was built were poverty was the cause for the
earth's environmental degradation. To answer this hypothesis an old sociological
theory was used —with deep anthropological roots— which has been called
institutionalist. From it parted Ostrom (1990), author that maintained the
hypothesis that in order to "govern" social subjects who have a common
propriety, and hence, with unlimited use resources (to face the tragedy of the
commons), it is necessary a development of the institutions for the action.
Ecologists "discovered" that the role of the formal and informal institutions was
to give access and provide the social subjects with titularities and hence, not a
single relation between poverty and environment is direct, this is, poverty and
social environmental is measured by the local practices (Forsyth et al.,1998:6).8

To this point we leave the revision of some very punctual theoretical aspects
of the theories that have modified substantially the concept of "social action" to
move, as we have mentioned in the introduction, to the separation of the
theoretical and methodological fundaments of the "social strategies" concept and
7 This curve was called in English  The environmental Kuznets curve (EKC).
8 These authors acknowledge Amartya Sen as the one who rediscovered the "institutions" as the
"purveyors" of the "environmental titularities" to approach the access, control and administration
of the natural resources.



133 October/December 2005

Social strategies: from survival to contingency Social strategies: from survival to contingency Social strategies: from survival to contingency Social strategies: from survival to contingency Social strategies: from survival to contingency /R. Moguel y S. Moreno

the way these have been used in the domestic unit to focus the undertaken
strategies by the poor households from Latin America to satisfy their vital needs.

Sociodemography and rationalization

In the sociodemographic literature there are several definitions of the concepts
of "surviving strategies", reproduction strategies" and "familiar strategies of life".
For the association of the social with the demographic simulates an integration
of demography and sociology, although in reality the content that has been given
to the social is purely economic.

Some authors mention that in 1973 in Chile, Joaquín Duque and Ernesto
Pastrana were the first ones to apply the term (Cuéllar, 1996; Oswald, 1991;
Villasmil, 1998) when studying the efforts low income families had to make in two
irregular settlements9 from the city of Santiago de Chile.10

It is paradoxical that the term was born in one of the most politized
circumstances Latin America has ever lived, without which it is impossible to
understand the appearance of these "camps" promoted by the different parties
that were part of the Popular Unity Government and where a civil society
resisting against the progressive organization of the extreme right political parties
to overthrow the first socialist government ruling through the voting boxes.

Although the notion of "strategies actions" had a strong rational source since
it comes from an idea derived from the State military logistic (Lacoste)11 as a
legitimate monopolizer of the physical coercion to guarantee the current order
(Weber, 1969: 43-44), in the Chilean conditions of 1973 not even the action from
the army could have been catalogued as rational; there was a prelude of an
unsuccessful and final coup d'etat, in order to consummate it, the first thing the

9 Several names have been given to these irregular settlements in Latin America: callampas in
Argentina, favelas in Brazil, barracas or colonias de paracaidistas in Mexico, campamentos in Chile,
etc.
10 In the presentation of the Revista Demografía y Economía (1981, XV: 2), dedicated exclusively
to reflect on the surviving strategies concept, it was adjudged to the Social Research Program on
Population in Latin America (PISPAL) having improved the use of the concept.
11Yves Lacoste related the geography as the science at the disposition of the ruling class to impose,
through war, its hegemonic interests of class. We cite: "The geography is used, to begin with, to make
war… establish that the geography helps, in the first place, to make war, it does not implies that is
only used to direct military operations; it also helps to organize territories, not only in prevision of
battles that shall be fought against one or another adversary, by also to better control the men over
whom the State executes its authority. Geography is, in the first place, a strategic knowledge closely
linked to a series of military and political practices…" (1976: 7)
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army had to do was to control the military marines of Valparaíso, who rose
against the very organization to defend the Allende's socialist government.

The refugees from the camps Joaquín Duque and Ernesto Pastrana studied
resisted, almost from the beginning, Allende's government of 1970 through the
adscription to multiple pertinence networks, all of them of a politic nature but
contradictory among them because they form part of the civil branches of the left
wing parties, which, at the same time, were divided internally. This complexity
of the political positions mosaic increased months before the coup d'etat, first
because the political positions about the pacific ways towards socialism were
more polarized as time passed by; this discussion generated in the inhabitants of
the camps different strategies before the shortage of food, fuel and transport,
deliberately provoked by the right —also internally divided—, by the different
positions it had before the actions that were to be impulse to create a
ungovernability problem to the Popular Unit.

However, the concept of "surviving strategies", despite having been born
from the unprecedented political crises contingencies, was de-politized and the
settlers, squatters and inhabitant from America went "blur" in a unit that has been
called domestic, institution whose legitimating rules, from this perspective, are
imposed from"intrinsic" power logic. As things were, the individuals that formed
it were free citizens, hidden in their anonymous nature of organization, capable
of responding, under their own legitimizing logic, to other institutional spheres.12

The economic policy turned into a domestic strategy to face de-politized and
rationally the vital needs from the households through the generation of the
informal economy category. With this kind of conceptual elaborations, at the
beginning of the decade of 1980, the worries about the exploited were substituted
by terms ideologically more comfortable: the thousands of unemployed that
arrived in the cities were turned into the poor who soon found a place to stay in
the poor belts and also found a job whose salary did not satisfied the "worker's"
needs. These concepts would, little by little weight the force a civil society that
had to live with not protection from the State, which would progressively
"disincorporated" by the neo-liberal policies; the institutions turned invisible and
non-governmental organization appeared, euphemism that has covered the
"progressive internationalization" process in the design of public policies to

12 From our perspective, the domestic unit is the only institution whose legitimation patterns are
product of the mediation of the rest of the existing institutions.
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alleviate poverty by the Work Bank, the Inter-American Development Bank,
European foundations of a social-democratic nature from the ecumenical
churches.

The question Ursula Oswald (1991) asked herself: "What is surviving?" to
give a title to the article on surviving strategies, evidenced that the dominant
answers were of a structural nature; an emphasis was set in the current capital
accumulation model's exhaustion, referring to the crisis of the closed economies
model. If the definition was structural the "surviving strategies" could not be
anything else than strategically planned "escapes" of the urban population of the
formal economy. Oswald stated that wide popular sectors were expulsed from
the work's formal market and searched the insertion to the informal, parallel, and
underground economy through a wide range of activities (Oswald, 1991: 28).

The domestic unit to solve the vital needs was then detached from its rural
realities and, for the sociodemographic analysis, it turned in an immigrant unit of
people who go to the cities where the anonymity of the private life prevails. This
domestic analysis basic supposition from the sociodemographic perspective
turns the differentiation between the personal system and the social system in a
characteristic of all society, hence, applicable to any situation without the need
of mentioning the structural determination or the institutional mediations or the
political conditions or the basic titularities or the local organization capabilities. All
the domestic units survive in any institutional, structural or systemic condition —
they are all the same— if they are isolated in their political context and all of them
—although they are urban poor— have the same surviving capabilities.

A depolitized domestic unit had to find an explanatory opportunity "niche" in
order not to stay at the margin of the society, so the structure was substituted by
the invisible organization of the "social networks" (Coleman, cited by Bourdieu,
2000: 12) as to weave itself over the impeccable rational choice13  logic. These
networks were conformed as a sum of domestic units since there are no
differences in their aggregation level. To study domestic networks or units the
gender roles and links between the power from the "family head" and poverty and
the way the family transitions have been adjusting (or not) to the social policy
13 The hegemonic domination of the rational choice approach by Bourdieu is determined by the same
neoliberal economy, where its logic tends today to impose in the whole world by means of the
intermediation of the international instances as the World Bank and the IMF and the governments
that dictate, directly or indirectly, their governability principles under a certain kind of characteristics,
allegedly universal, although in fact such governability is submerged in a particular society, this is, rooted
on a values and beliefs system, an ethos and a moral vision of the world, in other worlds, in an economical
common sense linked to the social structures and the cognitive structures of a particular social order
(2000: 22-23). The translation is ours.
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(Chant, 2002) were approached. With some rare exceptions, this phenomenon
has been historically analyzed. The temporal dimension is reduced to the
households' life cycle but it has not been analyzed by sociodemographers, but by
anthropologists who study the relationship, whom have evaded the use of the
concept of "domestic unit" and take parental groups as their analysis unit
diachronically. One of the few exceptions that have introduced the temporal
dimension to analyze the economic strategies of the households is Agustín Salvia
(2000), who, by means of the temporal statistic series evidenced the changes
occurred in the life opportunities, social mobility and the inequity degree of the
Argentinean society 1990—1999.

Mercedes González de la Rocha, when affirming that the domestic units of
the urban working class is characterized by a hierarchic structure, control and
power, domination and subordination relations and a high violence degree (1994:
132), gave some elements that allowed the supposition that the gender approach
of the surviving strategies were acquiring certain flexibility in respect of the
conventional vision; however, as resources, from their perspective, they are still
controlled by the head of the family and the woman is only responsible of its
administration, then, the gender relations are still managed from a perspective of
power, as a propriety of the social relationships. The only sphere where the
spouse can "snatch" the power (and "reify" it once more) from the head of the
family is by participating in the labour market, but at the expense of her
subordination will be greater because when increasing the roles a woman has to
cover appears the feminine "double shift", that may set a doubt in the asseveration
that the incorporation of women to the labour market provokes a female
empowerment that is breaking in all societies the canons of the "machist" society.

The theoretical and methodological consequences of having converted the
poor urban domestic unit in the surviving strategies' analysis are, in our opinion,
serious. One of them is that it was divorced from their rural realities when the
concept is tried to be applied there is not a re-accommodation of categories or
theories, even less of an analysis unit. This divorce turned all the domestic units
in monetary economies since by "resources" are understood only the incomes
those from the head of the family, the spouse, the children, etc. as formal and
informal work force may contribute with to face the surviving problem. Argüello
(1981: 198) mentioned, for example, that the information gathering techniques on
economic categories had many insufficiencies, particularly in the measurement
of unemployment, sub-employment and income, critics that evidenced that the
perspective was imprisoned in the neoclassic economic vision and could not
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conceive the notions of symbolic resources, cognitive maps, culturally determined
natural resources, etc.

An exit to solve the theoretical problems generated by the monetary
resources measurement from the domestic unit consisted in substituting the
concept of "survival" with the concept of "reproduction strategies". The
demographic categories —such as the fecundity, natality, mortality, morbility
rates— were dimension of the biologic reproduction of the species that are
measured by means of non-economic indicators, but when they realized that the
procreation may be a means of survival, then the approach turn its eyes to the
studies of the rural economy where the value of use (Oswald, 1991: 29)
conditioned unconscious reproductive actions to have enough work force to
reach be self-sufficient. The concept of "reproduction strategy" had no more
remedy than find its origins in the Chayanov thinking as an important influence
for the study of families and households (Oliveira et al., 1989), although this turn
did not achieve anything to study the social strategies within different contexts
mediated by institutions, structures and systems, it did not improved its methods
to understand the poverty phenomenon and the use of the resources outside the
market mechanisms. If the families' behavior is analyzed, assuming that they give
priority to survival, then every action of their members, even those directed to
other objectives, but that the observer attributes to the collective, tends to be seen
first, as from the collective, and then, as rational (Cortés and Cuéllar, cited in
Cuéllar, 1996).

Indeed, talking about collective actions without the minimum reflection about
how an interpretative process is developed through the meanings and the
representations provoked a new contradiction in the construction of the "survival
strategy" concept: the collective, by the mere fact of being so, had a homogeneous
answer from the domestic unit.

Progressively, the concept was linking every time more to the marginalization
theory, because as the social formation were giving space to non-capitalist forms
of production and consumption, then the existence strategies appear as biological
resistance forms, and hence demographic, to the capitalism. The dependence
theory, using the concept of "existence strategies", substituted the concept of
"proletariat" —as the revolutionary class— by the marginalized population that is
strategically organized by means of the extended reproduction of the work force;
the field of the political action was substituted by the ordered, teleological civil
strategy, undivided from the sum of familiar domestic units that only undertake
collective actions through the mutual help and solidarity networks (De Lomnitz,
1971).
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Virtually, all the studies of poverty based on the surviving strategies solved
the "organization" since the mutual help and solidarity networks were not formed
to face the system or to evidence specific answers to particular changes of
economic or social policies or to give way to the organizations' structuring, which
were subsumed by the family. Valdés and Acuña (1981: 236), when trying to
classify them, considered that spontaneous organizations could be the same than
social movements.

With the concept of "networks", the analysis on strategies has a great impulse,
but at the same time, it gets stuck because in the sociodemographic studies it was
the only mediator institution between the individual and the system. Several
authors made great efforts to solve this problem, ending even with the negation
of its existence as in the case of the extra-domestic relations study in the popular
households of the periphery of Mexico City by Clara Eugenia Salazar (1996).
This author reach to a very important conclusion, since it could characterize the
specification of the solidarity networks established in the popular neighborhoods
of Mexico City: the determination of the networks in function of the production
of the social space and its fragility by the loss of territory given the mobility of
the vicinity relation. Undoubtedly, only by questioning the validity of this concept
the theoretical scaffolding that supported it weakens, but at the moment that the
concept of "familiar strategies of life" (Bersotti, 1981; Argüello, 1981; De
Lomnitz, 1971) to explain the adaptive social actions of all the groups that take
part in the social stratification and disassociates from the poverty studies, then
inevitably there is a call to revise to the bottom this approach that, at least for three
decades, gave life to the sociodemography.

Contingent and activation of the public sphere

Among the multiple articles the magazine Demografía y Economía (Demography
and Economy) in 1981 to analyze the consistence of the concept of "survival
strategies", the one by Susana Torrado mentioned some critics that we took as
starting point.

This analyst of the "social strategies" concept assured that the different
studies have untied the family units from their belonging to a social class to
approach exclusively the behaviors related to the minimum, basic, physiological
subsistence. If we see this critic from the social theory perspective, the uprooting
of the family units from the classist approach is not product of an analytical
omission, but of a general debacle from the Marxism and from the dependency
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14 Within the articles Publisher by the Pispal in Economía y Demografía this one was the only author
that clarified that although the strategies concept may be applied to powerful groups, they are of a
different nature (although it is not explained what is the difference). So surviving strategies is exclusively
applied to "the excluded" from the system.

theory at the end of the decade of 1970. Categories such as "praxis" "class per
se" and "inwardly", structure" and "superstructure", "social hegemonous class",
"infrastructural determination", etc, were progressively stopped being used and
were substituted eclectically by others; one of those categories that were left
aside is that of the "social class", and in its place they began to use terms such
as "subaltern social classes", "outcasted", "medium class", without substituting
the theory of the dependency nor the structuralist perspective that supported it.
As the consistence of the whole theoretical model was undermined, finally it
collapsed and was substituted by the theory of poverty (Rodríguez, 1981: 240-
241),14 which is concomitant to the neoliberal assault against the State political
and economical functions. The poor, as new social subjects, have to create their
identities without the centrality had for the previous subjects (Durand, 1992).
Indeed, they decentralize from the State —they do not have political referents—
but they centralize in regards to the economy of the international market.

The only social participation spaces that were left for them for a long time
were the silent surviving strategies that may, eventually be "social" if survival was
faced through neighbors networks, solidarity, mutual help, concepts that ended
up by leaving the domestic units without "institution", without "praxis", without
"politics" and turned them into groups formed by "unconscious", "anonymous",
"rural emigrants to the cities" beings who reacted before the lack of the minimal
satisfactors.

Observing the phenomenon this way, the poor, as Torrado mentions, had the
nuclear family or connivance groups (households) as the only way of organization,
and as such, it was defined by four characteristics: it is informal, anonymous,
economic, apolitical. The poor family could be defined as an "anonymous
informal society without capital". Whereas it is manifested as such, it is incapable
of facing a State that, as the globalization process are flexibilized, it has been
redefining a more active role in the information distribution and control mechanisms.

Despite that at the end of the 70's there was an abundant production on
farmers, the sociodemography pay special attention to the proletarization
phenomenon and its organization as a work force in the urban domestic units. As
the "farmerists"15 insisted that the analysis unit to study the phenomenon of
survival was the community, then practically all the studies on farmers followed
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a different route to the one that the sociodemographers had taken with the urban
societies, paying special attention to explaining the migration of the poor from the
countryside to the cities and the diversifications of activities that the domestic
units took on to adapt to living in the misery rings; then how the "poor women"
started working in factories and took on all kinds of informal activities to
complement the family expense, then the urban poverty was feminized. The
reality of the increasing world's urbanization legitimated the internationalization
of the political and economic decisions, and the dogma that the "unlimited
growth"16 would be based on the industrialization of the underdeveloped
countries and obviously in the privatization of the decisions to survive in the
diversification of the activities of the domestic unit.

Whereas the sociodemography continued working exclusively with the urban
domestic units structurally limited by the labor market and the only ones that took
on surviving strategies, when "rediscovering" that there is indeed a planetary
division between rural and urban societies and that this "rediscovery" questions
the rational urban domestic unit, the sociodemography starts a severe crisis since
it never questioned that, by "resources" it had to be understood exclusively the
monetary income. They also had to admit that there are not "individual" decisions
not at the most personal system, and that the poor, as poor as they are, take
collective decisions based on a complex symbolic interactionalism, that is
expressed in the appearance of different capital concepts: social, human,
symbolic, cultural.

Of the theoretical revision we can assure that the social strategies are
contingent social actions before the market, the State and the environmental
deterioration. Neither the domestic space nor the production space produces
political strategies that can break from its logic the market strategies, and those
from the State (Habermas, citado por Vieira, 2003: 3). 17

This definition completely breaks the structuralist approach —of a marxist
and neoliberal nature—,18 when assuming that the economic and political
structures can be broken with political strategies by which the public sphere is

15 This term was used to distinguish those thinkers who argued that from the rupture of the self-supply
that capitalism created in the farmer’s economy, the farmers were obligued to look for differen
complementay incomes. For the “farmerists”, one of thecentral elements in the definition of belonging
to a community, because this was the one that guarantee the access to land, and hence the individual
and familiar surviving. (Arias, 1992: 61).
16 We are making an allegory of the Rome Club works of the mid 70’s when this group of diplomatics
had reached to the conclusion that as the natural resources were not ever-lasting then the development
had its limits.
17 The translation is our.
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reactivated, where the individuals can react collectively and start common
deliberations, specially in the matters that affect the political community. In this
way there is the change from the participation for the incitation of the public
functionaries to the negotiation with local political instances.

The only social participation spaces that were left for them for a long time
were the silent surviving strategies that may, eventually, discursive, participative
and plural. Before the increment of the complexity that opens the variation, social
action chooses or decides through complex interpretative processes and cognitive
routes, making a reasonable use, every time more political, of the organizational
uncertainty zones of the social interaction frameworks. In this way the autonomy
of the communities' participative public space is strengthened, making the
liberation of the civil society from the systematic imperatives, from the State
bureaucratic controls and the market's economic impositions.

The contingency opens before a subject, who is subject, only if is in a frame
of social international. This frame is the one that provides the structural
coordinates, the previous selections, recurrences, this is which puts the subject
in front of the life world and, hence, is the one that allows perceiving and
discovering that the contingency, origin of the peoples vulnerability may be
reconverted in local development options and in source of identity generation.

The contingent strategies of the "domestic units" will face the complexity of
the variation as social subjects in latent state in a frame of conflict between the
State and the market, on one side, and the interactive structures of the "life world"
(as it stays under the norms, values, conflict and power of the private life).
Although the domestic unit generates a multiplication of roles (Schüren, 2003),
or undertakes a large diversity of complementary activities to the agriculture
(Arias, 1992), or diversify the origin of the salary obtained from the informal
urban labour markets (González de la Rocha, 1994; Cuéllar, 1996, Bersotti, 1981,
etc.), they are still contingent strategies that turn flexible the role of the State and
the market, adapting the complexity of their decentralization and internationalization
by means of the personal system's exacerbation where all the social energies are
enclosed in the private life of the domestic units.

We have mentioned that when a set of domestic units form social networks
they have to formalize their action field and, hence politicize their social action,
this is, to organize it; when doing this, the selection is not performed by the

18 Both perspectives reduce the public space to the determinant sphere of the economic relations.
Therefore, the cooperation is reduced to the easyness of obtaining the individual prosperity, in this
case, the prosperity of the domestic units that are within the demographic perspective as individuals.
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domestic units. The "privatized" personal system in the urban domestic unit may
break its "apolitical solidarity networks" —which are always momentary— when
the variability is processed collectively through the political life; so, the complexity
of the options and consequently, their strategies are not contingent, domestic,
economic and private any more; they become public, socio-political and collective
options.

In the rural scenarios of the "poor" countries, the consistence of the "domestic
unit" to analyze the poverty problem crumbles down much more easily, given that
the subjects' vulnerability before the contingency is collective and public because
the subjects depend more directly from the natural resources, which cannot be
detached from an inescapable reality: territory is a complex collective resource,
where the construction of the action is based in the elaboration of a common
project that makes the actors responsible before the exigencies of the collective
appropriation (Linck, cited by Arellano, 2003). All rural territory demands
coordination since within it there are common resources that besides concatenate
in scales that exceed the communitarian sphere and the administrative policies
demarcations. Even in the case of situations where they are privatizing their use,
they always present a large number of contingencies, many of which emerge
from the environmental deterioration the market conditions and the national
public policies have produced (financed, ruled and ideologized by the World
Bank) through the institutional mediation.

In the rural sphere, the tension between the reasonable social actions and the
rationalization of the state planning (internationalized) fulminate the private
space; the collective strategies to manage the territory make innocuous the
analysis of the surviving family strategies because complete communities,
peoples and regions are vulnerable to the environmental deterioration. It is not
for nothing that Forsyth et al. (1998) have mentioned a crucial difference
between environmental deterioration in the urban areas and the rural ones: the
costs and handling of the cities' conservation are faced through economic
policies, whereas those in the rural areas need a direct intervention [the politically
organized social subjects] in the environmental process.  Without a doubt, the
discussion that is left open in this article for the empirical research is, on one hand,
the kind of knowledge the subjects face the variation with, and on the other, the
variations that are capable of collectively perceive and represent from this kind
of knowledge.
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