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This article examines a common sort of conflict, one between peasants and the state, in an
uncommon setting, the beds of reeds (quite productive in ecological and economic terms) that
occupy hundreds of square kilometers in Lake Titicaca, high in the Peruvian Andes. To sum-
marize this conflict as briefly as possible, in 1978 the Peruvian government declared these reed
beds to be an ecological reserve and attempted to regulate and limit their harvest. The peasants,
who had customary use rights of long standing, opposed this reserve, and they succeeded in
their efforts to retain control of the reed beds. By the mid-1980s, the dispute had calmed down;
the state retained weak authority in one corner of one section of the reserve, and none else-
where.

The case might seem to have some bearing on conventionally posed questions of political
economy, since it suggests that one class, in many instances a weak one, gained an unusual
victory over a powerful opponent. This article, however, takes a different direction, the incor-
poration of questions of interpretation into political economy, by studying the conflict through
a set of maps that were drawn between 1977 and 1984, some by peasants and some by gov-
ernment officials. A careful examination of these visual representations of portions of the lake
and its shores shows a surprising lack of communication between the peasants and the state.
Each side views itself as being in control of the reeds, and it sees the other as accepting, rather
than contesting, its position. (The peasants’ and officials’ oral narrative descriptions of the con-
flict contain similarly divergent views of its outcome.) The absence of a shared understanding
of the outcome is as striking a feature of the conflict as is its having been won by a subordinate
class.

This article focuses on this puzzling feature of the conflict: how can two parties, both of
whom made frequent use of bureaucratic channels of communication, hold such different un-
derstandings of a situation in which they are both involved? It is as if the case suggests a vio-
lation of a hitherto unstated anthropological analogue to the principle of the impenetrability of
matter. Widely accepted in physics since Newton’s time, the principle states that two bodies
cannot occupy the same space at the same time. In this instance, two social bodies, peasants
and government officials, believe not only that they each have a legitimate claim to this space,
but also that they are effectively exercising these claims and that other parties acknowledge the
legitimacy of their claims and accept their control of the territory.

A dispute between government ministries and peasant communities over control
of the reed beds in Lake Titicaca, Peru, in the 1970s led to a state of irresolution,
with each side believing that the conflict had been resolved in its favor. In this
article, maps drawn by both sides are examined in order to analyze the under-
standings that each side had of the conflict and to discuss the lack of resolution.
The article elaborates a framework for the analysis of maps and other representa-
tions, and discusses other theories about the role of representations in political
encounters. [communication, maps, peasants, Peru, politics, representations, the
state]
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At the level of greatest generality, the case raises questions about the role of communication
and discourse in social and political life. Somewhat more specifically, it addresses an issue—
the distribution of power between nation-states on the one hand and local populations or sub-
ordinate classes on the other—that has attracted a good deal of attention in recent years, both
in Western history and in the current postcolonial world; the issue has acquired urgency for
many Peruvians, who are faced with violence on a scale unparalleled in recent history. This
article draws on some work on the question of discourse and politics to address the issue of
state and local power. In particular, it borrows selectively from recent work on the nature of
representations in order to examine the work of two writers: Antonio Gramsci, who sought to
use the notion of hegemony in order to explain the rule of specific classes, and Michel Foucault,
whose view of systems of domination included not only the formal apparatus of the state but
also academic and applied fields of knowledge. Foucault and Gramsci discuss questions of
ideology in both institutional contexts and daily life. Their writings, though pertinent, appear
less applicable to Latin America, and by extension to the postcolonial world, than to Europe.
They suggest that representations serve to communicate between states and local populations
in a relatively straightforward manner. This case offers an example in which representations
fail, quite spectacularly, to communicate in such a manner. It allows us to examine the ways
in which peasants and state officials in Peru act differently from their counterparts in Europe.
Most notably, the state and peasants appear isolated from one another. State officials address
one another, rather than the wider citizenry, of whom the peasants form the most populous
sector, and peasants seem more eager to withdraw from the state than to influence it.

To analyze these issues, this article considers a specific and apparently realistic sort of rep-
resentation—maps—in two ways. The first examines how people draw maps, that is, the ways
in which maps portray notions of the relations that social groups, categories, and institutions
have with one another and with specific territories. The second examines how people draw on
maps, that is, the ways in which social actors use maps in social interactions, especially con-
flicts. The former approach could be called the study of the production of maps, the latter the
study of the exchange and consumption of maps. Taken together, they compose the carto-
graphic equivalent of “’the social life of things” (Appadurai 1986).

Maps seem well suited to the task of examining the relations between politics and commu-
nication, between power and discourse, because of their nature and use as objects and because
of the specific relation they imply between themselves and that which they represent. Though
maps are often drawn for a specific purpose and therefore for a specific set of viewers, they are
not restricted to those viewers. Their nature as drawings distinguishes them from more transient
forms of representation such as speech. This permanence makes their content public and sub-
ject to multiple interpretations, since different people can view the same map on different oc-
casions. In addition, maps claim to represent an external reality, since they depict portions of
the earth’s surface with natural and human’ features. This claim enhances their qualities of
permanence and accessibility. It also renders them comparable with one another: a set of maps
of the same territory immediately lends itself to an examination of likenesses and differences.

Because of these characteristics, maps may be examined in two complementary ways, which
I will term ““analysis of form’” and ““analysis of practice.” (This distinction is similar to the con-
trast that the famous art historian Erwin Panofsky noted between ‘‘iconography’’ and “iconol-
ogy”’ [1955].) Maps represent external reality as a set of features divided into a small number
of recurring types (rivers, mountains, towns, roads, national borders, and so on, each indicated
by a conventional symbol) that are related to one another by contiguity and distance. The anal-
ysis of form consists of an examination of the representation of these features along three major
dimensions: inclusion and exclusion of features, classification of features, and relations be-
tween features. The broadness of these dimensions allows one to address general issues of rep-
resentation through a discussion of maps, and perhaps for this reason much of the literature on
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maps focuses on this analysis of form (Jackson 1989; Pandolfo 1989; Robinson and Petchenik
1976).

Where the analysis of form examines a map in relation to a particular landscape, the analysis
of practice also includes the viewers, with their culturally specific ways of looking at maps. It
draws on the notion that people often turn to a map for a specific purpose: to guide them to a
particular spot, to anticipate weather conditions, to document ownership of a piece of land.
The analysis of practice includes two components, the first of which | term “the ethnography
of viewing’’ and the second of which is the study of the categorization of maps into different
classes. Perhaps because maps can be so easily divorced from their original context, relatively
little of the literature on maps considers this analysis of practice, although there are exceptions,
such as Toulmin’s distinction between route-maps and more general maps (1953), Mukerji’s
examination of the development of markets for maps (1983:79-130), de Certeau’s account of
maps as ‘‘spatial stories” (1984:115-130), and Frake’s detailed discussion (1985) of the ways
in which medieval maritime navigators used maps. There is a rough correspondence between
the two types of analysis of maps and the two ways they will be used to examine the conflict
in question here. The analysis of form helps uncover the ways in which the peasants and the
state understand their relations to one another and to the landscape; the analysis of practice
shows how the striking differences between their understandings remain unchallenged, allow-
ing the situation to continue without resolution.

These two types of analysis resemble the approach of Bruno Latour, who is often described
as a practitioner of the history, philosophy, or sociology of science but who describes his work
as part of an ““anthropology of science’’ (Latour and Woolgar 1986:253). He studies in detail
what he calls “inscriptions.” This term, which he says (Latour and Woolgar 1986:88) he has
adopted from Derrida (1977), appears in his ethnographic account of a biochemistry labora-
tory:

anumber of . . . pieces of apparatus, which we shall call “/inscription devices,” transform pieces of mat-

ter into written documents. More exactly, an inscription device is any item of apparatus or particular

configuration of such items which can transform a material substance into a figure or diagram which is

directly usable by one of the members of [the research group and other individuals interested in their
work]. [Latour and Woolgar 1986:51]

By focusing on inscriptions as objects that mediate between an observable universe and gen-
eral statements about that universe, Latour seeks to move beyond the longstanding debate in
the philosophy of science between realists (scientists discover facts about real objects in the
universe) and relativists (scientists make claims about analytical constructs that relate to their
observations); by examining the multiple ways that scientists and nonscientists make use of
inscriptions in many contexts, he attempts to erase the precise boundary separating science
from nonscience and thus to undercut the foundation of a second longstanding debate, the one
between internalists (who trace the unfolding of science as an autonomous field) and external-
ists (who examine economic, political, social, and cultural forces that affect the development
of science). Latour discusses several examples of maps, notably the relation between 18th-cen-
tury European and Chinese maps of the island of Sakhalin (1987:215-219); of greater signifi-
cance to this article, however, are his more general discussion in Laboratory Life of inscriptions
as concrete objects with specific histories, his analysis in Science in Action of the use of in-
scriptions by social actors who try to convince others of the correctness of their interpretations,
and his examination in The Pasteurization of France of the broad political and cultural conse-
quences and correlates of sets of inscriptions (Latour and Woolgar 1986; Latour 1987, 1988).

The following section presents contextual material on the region and summarizes the con-
flict. Subsequent sections discuss the maps and examine them closely from the perspectives of
analysis of form and analysis of practice. The final section discusses the more general questions
that the case raises for the relations between politics and representation as viewed by Foucault
and Gramsci, and examines the implications of the case for the study of peasants and the state.
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