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Since the mid-1980s the Latin American political and religious landscape has 

changed drastically.  Throughout the region, military regimes have given way to civilian-

led representative democracies. Several researchers (Levine, 2009; Freston, 2008; 

Romero, 2009) agree that Latin American is now approaching a state of pluralism for the 

first time in its history.  In the religious field, this pluralism entails – as Levine observes –

not only a multiplicity of voices speaking ‗in the name of religion‘ but also a conflict for 

voices within specific religious denominations and confessions. In Freston‘s words, ―a 

plurality of voices can be heard within both the Catholic and Protestant camps: different 

organizations, groups, and programs, often with autonomous resources and international 

funding‖ (Freston, 2008: 210).  

 Hence, as Levine asserts, the contemporary religious face is characterized by 

pluralism instead of monopoly, a plurality of voices, not only from among distinct 

denominations but within churches as well instead ―of limited number of voices 

'authorized' to speak in the name of religion‖ (p. 406). 

 Since Roman Catholicism is historically the official religion in Latin American 

countries like Perú, this new religious scenario is relevant because other religious groups 

are competing to gain symbolic power, political and social recognition, moral authority, 
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and public legitimacy. One of the prominent non-Catholic groups that are gaining public 

power is the evangelicals. 

 Nowadays, although Catholicism still remains the only officially recognized 

religion, evangelical churches are becoming more socially and culturally embedded.  This 

phenomenon is producing, on one hand, new dynamics among religious actors as well re-

configurations of the relations between the religious practices and the ordinary structures 

of power and identity in the contemporary society. On the other hand, the democratic 

transition is generating new processes that have led to the civic empowering of non-

Catholic groups.   

 Unlike in the past, contemporary religious leaders do not necessarily derive their 

legitimacy from the coverage provided by official religion, but from other factors, 

including their capacity to engage in mediated discourse, their relationship with and 

closeness to political power, the construction of a secularized image, their insertion into 

the larger religious marketplace, and their elaboration of a moral discourse linked to the 

construction of political power and making public claims about  social problems.   

   

Meaning and identity in the context of mediatized religion 

 Our analysis is based on the culturalist perspective on media and religion studies 

that considers the media as spaces of cultural interaction—hence social practices—and 

considers religion as a cultural discourse intertwined with individual and collective 

processes that assume the recognition that there is a fundamental interaction between 

cultural practices of  mediation and practices of religion (Hoover, 2006).  This approach 

is bound up with the conception in which culture and religion are inseparable. 
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 The focus of cultural meaning-making has an important influence in this 

approach, which conceives religion and media in the context of the practices of cultural 

meaning productions. From this view, cultural identity is seen as an important location 

for the interaction between media and religion.  Likewise, it considers the need to 

understand how cultural meanings are produced and reproduced through the instruments 

and contexts of the culture (Hoover & Clark, 1997). 

 To Hoover, the ―practice of identity construction…is an articulation between the 

context of individual experience and broader contexts of social and cultural life, 

including claims made by the culture about symbolic meaning‖ (Hoover, 2006).  This is 

connected to Anthony Giddens‘ reflexivity theory in which he seeks, as Robert White 

(1997) argues, ―to avoid  both  the imperialism of subjectivity and the imperialism of 

social structure by defining social practices  as a process of reflexive  positioning and 

negotiating between one‘s personal  existence and social rules as one goes about the 

practical  affairs of life.‖ (p. 41) 

 The cultural approach to communication developed by James Carey is relevant in 

this theoretical framework. His ritual view of communication, in contrast with the 

―transmission model‖, conceives of communicational practices as cultural processes 

integrated into the fabric of daily life (p58).  This approach is connected to the Geertzian 

theory on cultural reflexivity. Clifford Geertz (1973) emphasizes the importance of 

observing the meaning-production process in the context of cultural construction and 

social representations. Following Geertz‘s approach, Carey argues that ―[a] ritual view of 

communication is directed not toward the extension of messages in space but toward the 
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maintenance of society in time; not the act of imparting information but the 

representation of shared beliefs.‖ (Carey, 1989: 18) 

 From this perspective, as Hoover asserts, ―Cultural studies has been rooted in a 

concern with culture as a lived context, and has been primarily concerned with materialist 

and substantive consequences of that context… [T]his allows for a different role for 

media –seeing them as integrated into life rather than in their potential influence on life‖ 

(Hoover, 2006: 16). 

 It is very important for this theoretical perspective to assume both media and 

religion as fields of social and cultural construction (White, 1997; Hoover, 2006; Clark & 

Hoover, 1997; de Feijer, 2007).  From this view, on the one hand, the media constitute a 

―locus where cultural identities are created, communities are configured, and social actors 

are constituted‖ (de Feijer, 2007: 88).  On the other hand, the media constitutes ―a kind of 

mirror of the culture, or even a ‗cultural forum‘ through which important relations in the 

culture are aired, articulated, and negotiated‖ (Hoover, 2006: 10). Thus this theoretical 

intersection between religious and media studies share, as White summarizes,  

the analysis  of different aspects  of social reflexivity: (a) the cultural  

practices  sustaining  and repairing the integrated pattern of meanings in 

cultures; (b) the processes of defining the boundaries between  the socially  

acceptable  constructions of meaning  and translating  what is beyond  the 

boundaries  of the ‗rational‘  into commonsense  terms; (c) the practices of 

constituting  the core  values  as a ‗test‘ that can be  put  on hold  as 

‗sacred‘  and untouchable while the society  can explore  new cultural 

formulations  and carry out intense  debate  among many different 

subcultural contenders…; (d) the constitution  of time-in and time-out 

cultures that can challenge  and evaluate  each other; and (e) the continual 

contestation  of ideological discourse. (White, 1997: 44) 

 

 From the religious studies field, this perspective conceives religion, on the one 

hand, as a system of symbols that provides it believers [and religious seekers] with a 
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coherent understanding of valuation of life: a meaningful, ordered world in which 

interaction and interdependence are enabled (Morgan, 2008). On the other hand, it 

conceives religious practice as a process and movement in which believers must interact 

or negotiate among multiple complex and nuanced meanings of spirituality.  

 In this way, religion, as Clark and Hoover point out, ―is not limited to what 

happens in a sacred realm, traditionally conceived, but is that part of culture that 

persuasively presents a plausible myth of the ordering of existence‖ (Clark and Hoover, 

1997: 17).  In so doing, it is not possible to study the religious practices and religious 

institutional actions without taking into account that religion are ―deeply embedded in the 

realities of … social, [cultural], and economic structure‖ (Geertz, 1973:325). 

 The central issue, as Levine (1978) argues following the Berger‘s ideas, is how 

ideas take form, or crystallize in regular patterns of action; and as a consequence, the way 

in which religious groups develop a particular  style  of action that shapes the activities  

of elites  and  of the rank  and file  in their more general  social relations. As Geertz 

(1973) pointed out, this relationship is complex for religion is both a model of and a 

model for society.
3
  

 This global theoretical perspective allows us to connect with important Latin 

American scholarly contributions. Scholars such as Jesús Martín-Barbero (1993, 1995), 

Nestor García-Canclini (2000, 2005), Renato Ortiz (1997), and José Joaquín Brunner 

(1994) have analyzed the process of mediatization from a cultural perspective. In this 

sense they agree that media became important mediating spaces for cultural encounter 
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and the interplay between the production of symbolic meanings and cultural 

consumption. Most of them have been inspired by Gramsci and The Frankfurt School.  

 In order to understand the cultural implications of the Latin American 

mediatization process it is important to take into account the view of García- Canclini‘s 

in this field. He  points out that ―in contrast to hegemonic conceptions of identity, the 

Latin American logic of difference theory is open to the possibility of various different 

affiliations, circulating among identities and mixing them‖ (García Canclini 1999). 

 As part of his argument about hybrid cultures and oblique powers, Garcia- 

Canclini accounts that  

―we [Latin Americans] would be living in postmodernity, not exactly 

because we have superseded modernity, but due to the fact that 

postmodern problematic (sic) has become pervasive. In other words, 

heterogeneity, pluralism, fragmentation, and hybridism have come to stay 

and displaced the former concern of modernity with homogenization and a 

unilinear overcoming of the past, related to the traditional experience and 

practices (García-Canclini, 1995). 

 

 This perspective is rooted in the Latin American understanding of race as a 

continuum constituted by various degrees of mixing rather than rigid dualities.  In the 

same way, Manuel Vásquez (1993) contends that in Latin America, identities are not 

primarily self-contained essences legitimized by legal discourses and institutionalized 

practices.  Rather, identities tend to be negotiated in everyday life and crisscrossed by 

domination and resistance.  This approach helps focus our attention beyond traditional 

hegemonic discourses and relations, toward a discovery of other boundaries, power 

dynamics, and both dominances and resistances, de-territorializations and re-

territorializations. 
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 From this understanding about the cultural and social dynamic that the process of 

modernity has produced in Latin America, García-Canclini worked out the notion of 

hybridization of culture. He prefers this term to others such as syncretism and mestizaje, 

because the former ―includes diverse intercultural mixtures– not only the racial ones to 

which mestizaje tends to be limited– and because it permits the inclusion of the modern 

forms of hybridization better than does syncretism‖ (Ibid, pg.11). 

 His studies aim to understand under what conditions and in what direction the 

processes of de-territorialization and re-territorialization develop, as well as the 

hybridization of traditional heritages. He observed that in many Latin American countries 

both happen.  

 It confirms the tendency that theorists of modern globalization have observed: 

communication industries and media technologies have not eliminated the localized 

character of appropriation, but rather they have created a new kind of symbolic axis of 

globalized diffusion and localized appropriation (Thompson, 1995). It is true that modern 

globalization, as John Tomlinson mentions, has generated the phenomenon of ‗de-

territorialization‘, whereby the traditional, ‗natural‘ relationship between a given culture 

and a given place gradually dissolves.  However, another kind of social and cultural 

process occurs in the local landscape: re-territorialization, whereby people attach 

themselves socially and emotionally to the transformed locality and the new social 

networks that have become part of it (Tomlinson, 2003). 

 Anthony Giddens observes two reciprocal processes in globalization, namely dis-

embedding
4
 and re-embedding. For Giddens (2003) modernity breaks with tradition by 
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detaching social processes from their tradition-bound, geographically defined social 

context.  From this view modern cultural globalization does not mean devaluation of 

locality or local territory. Rather, the ways in which locality is produced are within the 

context of a variety of mediation influenced by political, social, and communicational 

global processes. This assessment does not imply the denial of the presence of powerful 

forces that tend to generate enormous barriers to communication and ‗non-democratic‘ 

culture. However, it is important to recognize that in the local context, more complex 

processes are occurring than those proposed by the cultural imperialism paradigm.
5
 

  Another key theoretical issue is related to the mediatization theory. From 

the sociological understanding of the role that media play in the religion, Stig Hjarvard 

(2008) stresses that ―modern media do not only present or report on religious issues; they 

also change the very ideas and authority of religious institutions and alter  the ways in 

which people interact  with  each other  when dealing with religious issues.‖ 

In the Latin American context, the relationship between mediation and 

mediatization indicates that culture became a fundamental factor in understanding the 

interplay between the production, circulation and consumption of the cultural discourses 

and practices.  In this sense, German Rey points out that ―culture– or rather, cultures– 

have increased their presence, both socially and conceptually, in Latin America. Socially, 

this has come about through phenomena such as multiculturality, the processes of 

hybridization and mestizaje, and the sociocultural movements that daily increase their 

                                                 
5
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negotiations and resistances in the contexts of the relationship between religious public empowering and 

institutional religious authority as well as local religious practices and global manifestations of spirituality. 
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social and political prominence or through the convergence of widely diverse cultures 

that make up dense and complex intercultural realities in the continent‖ (Rey, 2004). 

For this social and political dynamic that Latin Americans have undergone, it is 

impossible to disconnect our understanding of mediatization from other cultural, social 

and political mediation processes.  For this reason, the history of mass media is connected 

to the perspective of cultural processes as articulators of the communication practices–

hegemonic and subaltern– of social movements.  This connection allows us to recognize 

not only the multiculturality of cultural practices but also the form of institutional 

constructions and realities of daily life, as well as the subjectivity of the social actors and 

the multiplicity of loyalties that are operating simultaneously.   

 This perspective contrasts with that of the ‗mediacentricism‘ approach for 

considering mediatization beyond the media product itself.  ―This abdication is less  the 

result of an industrial  reconversion of the media that puts the communication functions 

of the media in second place behind economic and industrial considerations and is more 

influenced  by social movements making visible the mediations‖ (Martin-Barbero, 1993). 

As a hypothesis to bring together and structure converging areas of theoretical 

interpretation, Martin-Barbero proposes an analysis of three places of mediation: 

The first place is the daily life of the family, due to the fact that, for the great 

majority, family viewing is the prime context for recognition of socio-cultural identity.  

Martin-Barbero believes that it is not possible to understand the specific way that the 

media, especially television, appeals to the family, without analyzing the daily life of the 

family as the social context of fundamental appeal to the popular sectors.  
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The second place of mediation, social temporality, refers to the developing of 

communicational processes taking into account the relationship between the different 

tempos of development within the plurality of cultural matrices. Martin-Barbero 

considers that when we observe the time of the daily life it is important to consider the 

routines and rituals of the socialization process.  

The third place of mediation, cultural competence, implies a connection between 

the mediation process and the cultural matrices from which people produce and consume 

messages. Martin-Barbero critiques the culturalist tendency that situates the 

communicational projects outside of the social meaning of cultural differences. From this 

perspective, media is a matter of culture and mediatization.  

This approach is coincident with the focus of contemporary media studies which 

proposes that mediatization cannot be simply instrumental, but that we must recognize 

the general integration of the media into other social spaces (Hoover, 2008).  

 In the same way, Hjarvard proposes mediatization is about the long-term process 

of changing social institutions and modes of interactions in culture and society due to the 

growing importance of media in all strands of society. Mediatization is the process of 

social change that to some extent subsumes other social or cultural fields into the logic of 

the media.  

Stewart Hoover (2009) observes that mediatization does not always flow in a 

single direction.  He argues that ―sometimes it can be seen to support and encourage 

traditional religious sensibilities and behaviors, at other times and in other places, it 

directly confronts religion (as in its contestation with religious institutions over the power 
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to define symbols), and in still other ways, it can be seen to transform the world of ―the 

religious.‖ 

 Scholars of this field (Hjarvard, 2008; Hoover, 2009; Livingstone, 2009; Martin-

Barbero, 1999) agree, on one hand, that mediated religion is constructing not only new 

forms and logics of religious ritualization, but also a new form for understanding and 

assuming religious authority as well as a sense of institutional belonging and 

representations.   On the other hand, they state that ―mediatization cannot be simply 

instrumental, but must recognize the general integration of the media into other social 

spaces‖ (Hoover, 2009).   

 In the same vein, Martin-Barbero asserts that ―the persuasive alternative to 

medium theories is the idea that the media play a role of mediating between the 

individual and their culture…. In fact, a series of mediations enables individuals to locate 

themselves in social and cultural space and time‖ (Martin-Barbero, 2006). 

 

 Martin-Barbero argues that critical scholars should attend to mediations as the 

cultural processes by which power is negotiated between dominant institutions and 

popular or resistance movements (Barbero, 2003).   In this sense, he assumes, as Morgan 

cites, mediation as a process of engagement that includes struggle, resistance, and an 

ensuing transformation of consciousness in which media take a part.  (Morgan, 2008) 

 In this context, it is useful to observe theses processes beyond power interests or 

the power struggles within traditional institutionalized religious structures.  Indeed, it is 

also important for an analysis of the configuration of the new symbolic representation 

and the resignification of religious discourse.  In this sense, we can observe at least three 

aspects of this mediatization.  
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 First, these religious practices encourage a more complex view of the interplay 

between sacred forms of power and the more secularized power elites.  In this sense it is 

possible to observe that ―a variety of the boundaries that we have thought to exist 

between ‗the religious‘ and ‗the secular‘ broke down long ago, and are increasingly 

problematic.  All of this could be an effect of ‗the media,‘ and thus evidence of an 

overall, complex, and layered mediatization‖ (Hoover, 2008). 

  Second, the public engagement of religious movements, as Hjarvard observes, 

may be considered a part of a gradual secularization. Hjarvard contends that  

… it is the historical process in which the media have taken over many of 

the social functions that used to be performed by religious institutions…. 

Rituals, worship, mourning and celebration are all social activities that 

used to belong to institutionalized religion but have now been taken over 

by the media and transformed into more or less secular activities‖ 

(Hjarvard, 2008). 

 

 

 Third, Most of the religious groups that have more fluidity with the public sphere 

are part of the historically excluded social sector. In this sense, their appropriations of 

media spaces, their participation in the spheres of the state, and their construction of 

relationships with influential public leaders constitute a way of obtaining a place as 

visible citizenship actors.   

 This implies, as Martin-Barbero observes, that  

…the media are not just economic phenomena or instruments of politics. 

Nor are the media interesting simply as one more instance of rapid 

technological change. Rather, the media must be analyzed as a process of 

creating cultural identities and of bringing individuals into coherent 

publics that are ―subjects of actions‖ (Martin-Barbero, 1997). 

 

 From this perspective, mediatization, as Silverstone stated, describes the 

fundamental, but unevenly, dialectical process in which institutionalized media of 
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communication are involved in the general circulation of symbols in social life 

(Silverstone, 2002). 

 

Religion, media and public sphere 

 Several scholars from Latin America (Martin-Barbero, Alfaro, 2006; Avritzer 

2002) have concluded that the Latin American public sphere is characterized by multiple 

publics, all engaged in public discussions and debates, resulting in the permanent creation 

of ―new ways of expressing ideas but without homogenizing them, and yet capable of 

reaching agreements and/or bringing pressure to bear on other factions. In this sense, civil 

society surveillance is an innovation directly connected to public sphere‖ (Alfaro, 2066: 

304). It depicts a social, cultural and political landscape in motion, where that the cultural 

identities and practices are constructed in a context characterized by de-territorialization 

and re-territorialization. 

 It is coincident with other scholars (Meyer, 2006; Fraser, 1990; Hirschkind, 2006; 

Asen & Brouwer, 2001) who agree that it is important to rethink the public sphere more 

inclusively, discerning it as a multiplicity of dialectically related public spheres rather 

than a single one.  It implies the recognition of both the plurality of competing and 

interrelated publics and the diverse public spaces. Birgit Meyer & Annelies Moors (2006) 

contend that ―rather than employing the notion of a unified public sphere, it is more 

productive to imagine a proliferation of publics, a contested terrain that ought to be 

thought of in terms of its multiplicity and diversity‖ (p. 12).  In this sense, as they 

suggest, the principal question is how certain groups succeed in being seen not so much 

as in the public but rather as being the public.  
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 In this particular configuration of the public sphere, the media play an important 

role.  Analyzing the Peruvian case, Rosa Maria Alfaro (2006) contends that ―the media 

not only put citizens in interaction with the hermeneutic process, but also allow them to 

create their own political culture, which moves between the real and the symbolic and 

between pragmatic reason and desire‖ (p. 300).  

 This approach towards the public sphere allow us to recognize the emergence of a 

variety of not only dominant or ―strong‖ publics but also so-called counterpublics which 

constitute ―parallel discursive arenas where members of subordinated social groups 

invent and circulate counter-discourses to formulate oppositional interpretations of their 

identities, interests and needs‖ (Fraser, 1990:123). It envisions a conception of the public 

sphere that underscores inequalities and views not only the consensus and negotiations 

but also the dissents and resistances.  

 In this sense, as Maria Pia Laura & Robert Fine (2007) assert, Nancy Fraser 

criticizes Habermas for defining the idea of the public sphere in a narrow way. 

According to Fraser, Habermas‘ view of the public sphere was idealized 

because it gave no account of this structural exclusion and gave no space 

to thinking about reactions from other ‗competing publics‘. By erasing the 

site of the power struggles in the public sphere, Habermas has been 

blinded to the efforts of counterpublics to question the processes of social 

inclusion and deliberation itself. Competing publics  are a crucial  part of 

an emancipatory  concept  of the public sphere  and as counterpublics  

they react against exclusion  and develop their claims for social inclusion  

precisely  because they are  not considered  capable  of being part of the 

more general public sphere (p. 38). 

 

 This view of the public sphere suggests, on the one hand, that many social groups 

act in contexts characterized by the existence of an unequal and uneven distribution of 

symbolic and material resources that in turn produce intense power struggles between 

advantaged dominant social groups and disadvantaged subordinate groups in the public 
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discourse (Asen & Brouwer, 2006).  On the other hand, it allows us to think in a more 

decentered notion of authority and of influence of different social actors in political 

terms. But, at the same time, it is important to conceive of the public sphere as a site of 

domination as well as solidarity (Laura & Fine, 2007). 

 However, it is important to take into account Charles Hirschkind‘s perspective. 

He diverges from the Nancy Fraser in the sense that he conceives conterpublics contend 

not only with traditional hegemonic forces but also with other contesting or dominant 

discourses.  He argues that  

For Fraser, counterpublics are those discursive arenas where subordinate 

groups articulate viewpoints, interests, and identities that stand opposed to 

the hegemonic discourse of bourgeois society. Their status as 

counterpublics owes to the oppositional content of their claims, not to any 

fundamental difference in ideas of what a public is and what is does. In 

contrast, I use the term ―counterpublic‖ to interrogate a set of discursive 

practices founded on a very different conceptual articulation of the public 

than that provided by liberal-democratic traditions (Hirschkind, 2006: 

232). 

 

 This approach allows us to rethink the social and cultural construction of reality 

from the notion of frontier or border in which spheres apparently in conflict such as the 

private and the public, the sacred and the profane, individual and collective, subjectivity 

and rationality emerge in social and cultural dialogue. In this context it is important to 

take into account –as Asen and Brouwer (2001) argue –that boundaries mark relations of 

power that often inform discourse obliquely. 

 Connecting this public sphere‘s conception with the study of religion, Meyer and 

Moors (2006) contend that ―publics are not bounded entities but rather are involved in 

continuous processes of construction and reconstruction, of negotiation and contestation.  

Such contestations do not only refer to positions taken up with respect to the secular 
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versus the religious but refer also to a great variety of positions within an emergent 

religious public‖ (p. 12). 

  In the same way, Jose Casanova (1994) points out: 

Religions throughout the world  are entering  the public  sphere  and the 

arena  of political contestation… to participate  in the very struggles to 

define  and set  the modern boundaries  between the private  and public 

spheres, between system and life-world, between legality and morality, 

between individual and society, between family, civil society, and state, 

between nations, state, civilizations  and the world system (p. 6). 

 

 

  Similarly, some Latin American researchers assert (Levine, 1995; Freston, 

2007, 2001) that in many Third World countries the concern is less about secularization 

and the marginalization of religion, but more about the desire of new religious groups 

competing for power, recognition and resources.   

 However, it is important to take into account, as Talal Asad (1993) observes, that 

these symbolic resources of power ―cannot be understood independently of their 

historical relation with nonreligious symbols or of their articulations in and of social life, 

in which work and power are always crucial‖ (p. 53).   

 In this context, the notion of civic engagement and social capital became relevant 

in connecting the understanding about the public sphere in Latin America. In this sense, 

influential Latin American scholars (Freston, 1998; Caetano, 2007; Lechner, 2002; 

Martin-Barbero, 1997; Alfaro, 2008; Escobar, 1992) agree that social capital theory is 

also useful in understanding the process of the construction of the public in Latin 

America.  Most of them have incorporated Putnam‘s approach to discuss the relationship 

between social capital and political participation.  For Putnam, social capital means 
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―connections among individuals –social networks and the norms of reciprocity and 

trustworthiness that arise from them‖ (Putnam, 2000:19).    

 According to Norris & Inglehart (2004) at the heart of Putnam‘s theory rests the 

followings claims: 

The first is that horizontal networks embodied in civic society, and norms 

and values related to these ties, have important social consequences, both 

for the people in them and for society at large, by producing private goods 

and public goods. In particular networks of friends, colleagues and 

neighbors are associated with norms of generalized reciprocity in a skein 

of mutual obligations and responsibilities. Bridging networks are thought 

to foster the conditions for collaboration, coordination and cooperation to 

create collective goods. Voluntary organizations such as parent-teacher  

associations , women‘s groups and youth clubs are regarded as particularly 

important for this process because active engagements brings  local people 

into face-to-face contact, achieves specific community goals, and 

encourages broader traits, including inter-personal trust (p. 1). 

 

 Another important contribution is his concept about ―bonding‖ and ―bridging‖ 

social capital (Putnam, 2000).   Bonding social capital refers to an exclusive perspective 

on participation in the community life in which activities are inward looking and tend to 

reinforce exclusive identities and homogeneous groups, creating potential barriers to 

democratic participation, and cooperative behavior, whereas bridging social capital 

refers to reciprocal, enforceable ties among people from different communities, such as 

relationships that cross class, racial, or gender boundaries (Schneider, 2007). 

 However, some critical scholars of Putnam‘s theory (Tarrow, 1992; Lin, 200; 

Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1990) contend that in practice he reduces the concept of civil 

society to voluntary associations of a specific type (sports, clubs, and cultural 

associations).  Rather, for them ―social capital consists of resources embedded in social 
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relations and social structure, which can be mobilized when an actor wishes to increase 

the likelihood of success in a purposive action‖ (Lin, 2001:p. 25).   From this view, 

The concept has two important components: (1) it represents resources 

embedded in social relations rather than individuals, and (2) access and 

use of such resources reside with actors. The first characterization, socially 

embedded resources, allows a parallel analysis between social capital and 

other forms of capital…The second component of social capital…must 

reflect that ego is cognitively aware of the presence of such resources in 

her or his relations and networks and makes a choice in evoking the 

particular resources (p. 25) 

 

 At this point, it is also important to consider the Pierre Bourdieu‘s theoretical 

contribution.   For him, social capital becomes a resource in the social struggles that are 

carried out in different social arenas or fields.  Bourdieu ―sees social capital as the 

investment of the members in the dominant class (as a group or network) engaging in 

mutual recognition and acknowledgment so as to maintain and reproduce group solidarity 

and preserve the group‘s dominant position (Lin, 2001: 27).  In this way, the construction 

of symbolic capital is a key component in his theory which  

[…] exhibit[s] the following features: (a) they are objectified or embodied; 

(b) they are acquired over time; (c) they are acquired through a systematic 

process of inculcation; (c) they express the (outer) habitus of the 

inculcating agency and its field; (d) they bring value to social agent to the 

degree that his or her personal (inner) habitus is more or less ―well 

formed‖ relative to that of the field of inculcation; (f) they differ in terms 

of their transposability across field (p. 114).  

 

 In sum, the Bourdieuan approach allows us to see social capital not only 

associated to certain kind of associationism or any asocial mobilization but also it is –as 

Coleman (1990) asserts –a kind of ―social-structural resource‖ that generates  returns  for 

an individual in a specific collective action. 
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